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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and
incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, business establishments, churches, events or locales is
entirely coincidental.








Chapter 1
First Sight


He saw her on his very first day.  What struck him was her
tiny heart shaped lips.  He’d never seen a mouth so small and
lips so classically moulded into a heart shape.  It was a
shame the rest of her didn’t live up to her mouth.  He
supposed that once, say a decade ago when she’d been in her late
teens, she’d have been a real stunner.  Now the past
loveliness had faded into a gaunt and harrowed face.  Her high
prominent cheekbones that once would have added to the profile of
perfectly smooth cheeks were now no more than a resting-place for
the small bags under the blue eyes.  The cheeks themselves
were hollow and thin with an exceptionally poor skin tone.  In
fact the cheeks were so thin that when she sucked her strawberry
milkshake through the plastic tube the cheeks discernible moved in
and out.  He decided that her nose was still nicely
proportioned and therefore was neither a landmark nor a blot on her
face.  Thus it was a shame that she’d disfigured it with her
only discernible piece of jewellery, a twisted gold ring with a
sort of blob on the bottom that seemed to stick out from the side
of the nose and drag the eye away from the perfect mouth.  He
moved to analyse the face above the nose and studied her eyes,
which must have lost their natural lustre some time ago.  The
eyelids, plastered with a deep blue eye shadow’ had stand-out
macroscopic veins, while her thin line of mascara served to
emphasis growing crow’s feet wrinkles and tired skin.  He let
his eyes roam over her body.  Her jet-black hair (presumably
from a bottle) was probably shoulder length, but it had been tied
back into a straggly ponytail by a small hair-tie that had a bright
pink flower attached.  Her unnaturally long neck had doubtless
once had the grace of a swan, now it was scrawny with neck muscles
standing out with pulsating muscle movements as she drank.  He
took in her cloths; a deep blue wrap-round cardigan, that owed more
to the shape of judo wear than fashion.  Well washed black
slacks with those tiny elastic straps that passed under the feet
and a pair of scuffed low-heeled light blue patent leather
shoes.  He suddenly realised that she was thin, painfully
thin.  The clothes hid the full import of her scant body, but
her thinness was apparent in the bony claw-like hands whose nails
were adorned with out of place bright vermilion nail-paint that was
doubtless meant to match her lipstick, but was at least a shade
off.  She suddenly put down her empty glass leaving a tiny
ring of lipstick on the straw, picked up the small bag of shopping
that was beside her slim feet and walked out of the
cafeteria.  About five foot five he mused as he watched her
exit through the doorway.  He’d expected a hip swinging walk,
a sort of hangover from her once attractive past; instead she
progressed with tiny steps as if she was wearing a tight skirt that
prevented extended leg movement.  She didn’t swing her free
arm, she just stood straight and did a tiny step exit.

 


           
Brian leant back in his chair after her departure and observed a
few other people.  He liked observing people, he kidded
himself that it was so he could improve his watercolour skills, but
in truth he found people fascinating.  It didn’t matter if
they were fat or thin, tall of short, beautiful or ugly.  He
liked to look at their proportions and study their movements. 
Study how cheekbones that were so prominent on one person could be
invisible on another.  Note that some people could actually
not have a jawline while others had remarkably mobile
eyebrows.  His mind clicked back to the woman and he pictured
her in his mind.  She’d had thin black eyebrows that had been
plucked into submission, whereas the lady over there…  He
stopped his mind wandering and observed himself in the wall of
mirrors that bounded the end of the cafeteria.  Just under six
feet, light ginger curly hair that had been bright red when he was
a child, muscular build (or was that fat), translucent blue eyes,
standard nose (neither long nor short) roundish cheeks, wide mouth
and dimpled chin with what he considered to be a strong
jawline.  He complimented himself on the matching green jumper
and jeans combo while his eyes dropped to his hands causing him a
deep mental sigh.  They were his bête noire being totally out
of proportion with the rest of his body in that they were
absolutely huge.  No one in his family could understand it; he
had these enormous hands, but moderately sized feet. When he been
young he’d heard mutterings about his Uncle Niall, but as nobody
ever talked about that particular uncle he was still none the
wiser.  He turned and pressed down on the centre of his
cafetière with his mammoth hand.  He liked his coffee strong
and halfway between scalding hot and hand-hot.  He poured out
the thick mixture and considered what to do next.  He’d come
to do some shopping and had left his wallet back in his holiday
home.  He had some small change and his emergency credit card
under the mat in his car, but that was for emergencies; was this an
emergency?

 


           
Brian lifted the fourth carrier bag onto the kitchen table and
started to pack the items into the various wall cupboards of the
enormous and well-fitted kitchen.  His holiday home wasn’t
really a holiday home; it was his cousin George’s home.  Brian
was just house-sitting for the summer.  The house in question
being a three story double-fronted Victorian pile that perched on
the edge of a graveyard like the set for a horror movie.  In
the past it had once been a rectory for the nearby church and quite
normal, now George was in the process of transforming it into a
model railway enthusiast’s paradise.  As Brian packed away his
goodies he mused on his eccentric cousin.  The kitchen was
fully quarry tiled and large enough for the average housewife to
die for.  Indeed large enough to have a five foot square
scrubbed pine table in the centre and an eight foot gap all
round.  However his cousin shunned it and for that matter
seemed to disregard the entire ground floor, choosing to live on
the top story.  Thus the downstairs cavernous rooms with their
high ceilings and general airiness were largely unused.  There
were three large settees in the lounge, but that was about
all.  George did have a study in the other downstairs front
room, but unless he worked in total chaos in was merely a dumping
ground.   In contrast the top floor housed his bedroom, a
dining room with added galley kitchen and a fully loaded bathroom
with giant shower cubicle and bidet.  Even the single bedroom
on that floor had been pressed into service as a small sitting room
complete with TV and hi-fi.  Brian half shook his head and
placed the last of the food away to sat down at the table. 
The last time he’d been here the entire first floor had been given
over to George’s passion: model trains.  However, this year
that floor was totally empty with the bare boards sporting numerous
small holes as testimony to the removed railway track.  The
railway hadn’t totally disappeared however; it had just migrated
into the attic - doubtless to be replaced be something
grander.  Brian sat down at the kitchen table and started to
re-read the instructions that his cousin had left for
him.   He studied the tiny handwritten note
closely.  He read it twice and sighed.  As ever his
cousin was obscure about when he’d return and how to contact him in
an emergency.  Brian stretched his arms and yawned, he liked
coming to house-sit here mainly because he liked Suffolk and his
cousin’s house was deep in the heart of rural Suffolk in the
village of Burston.  Burston was large for a village, but too
small to be a town.  On the other hand it had all that Brian
needed for a holiday.  The only slight drawback being that the
nearest large supermarket was three miles away on the main
road.

 


           
After a check on the washing that he’d thrown into the washing
machine Brian made his way to the first floor noting the fact that
his cousin had repainted the entire house magnolia and laid giant
utilitarian light-green office-style carpet tiles throughout the
entire house, barring the first floor.  However, as a
concession to Brian’s visit, he had laid some carpet tiles in the
small bedroom on the first floor.  This act was double edged;
it said ‘use this bedroom’ and ‘don’t disturb mine.’  Brian
placed his toothbrush and shaver in the giant first floor bathroom
that still housed an absolute monstrosity of a bath.  An hour
late he’d finished assembling his camp bed in the freshly carpeted
single bedroom and placed his clothes in the built-in
wardrobe.  He unrolled his sleeping bag and stood back. 
He checked his watch, went downstairs to cook himself a couple of
boiled eggs and clean out the inside of the microwave. 

 


           
Later he took a large sketch-pad out of his car and sat down to
recreate the face that had haunted him since the supermarket. 
He sketched it once; twice; a third time and then a fourth before
stopping and studying his work.  It was no good.  He
could picture her in his mind in almost perfect proportion, but on
the sketchbook pages the face looked more like a living skull with
a pair of heinous pouting lips.  He closed his eyes and
concentrated before trying a fifth time, again to no avail. 
This was always his problem; he knew what he wanted, but it all
came out wrong.  He thought about another attempt, but put the
pad away.  He knew that attempting to draw that face was a
diversionary activity.  Really he should write a couple of
letters before he went to bed, but didn’t know where to
start.  He’d been working in one place with more or less one
job ever since he’d left university and was wondering if it was
time for a change.  However the very notion of change made him
uneasy and breathless.  He liked matters to be in careful
order and his life to be on what he thought of as a stable
footing.  Change of career would skew all that and he hated
the thought of the unknowns it would create in his life.  He
decided on the coward’s way out and decided to tackle the letters
tomorrow.  Instead he tuned the radio to a classical music
station, picked up a book and began to read.  Now his holiday
had really begun.










Chapter 2
Second Sighting


He saw her a second time at the 10:45 service at St Mark’s
church, which was the church on the other side of the graveyard
from where he was staying.  The church, a standard mediaeval
Saxon church with a square tower and oak pews, was way over half
full by the time he arrived at about five minutes before the
beginning of the service.  It was then he noticed her; this
time not because of her face, but because of her isolation. 
She was sitting in the side chapel right against the far
corner.  No one else was sitting in her pew and the rest of
the side chapel was empty.  A casual glance up and down the
aisle told Brian that this was not an accident, she had been
deliberately isolated; pushed to one side, sent to the margins,
kept apart.  The service itself was quite palatable; a mixture
of old and new hymns that blended together and a decent
twenty-minute sermon that gave enough food to think on and enough
loose ends to chew over.  However, his mind was occupied by
the thin woman, her isolation and her time-ravaged face.

 


           
After the service, despite his best efforts, he was buttonholed by
Verity a rather formidable looking lady who was always clad in a
two piece tweed suit despite the summer sun.  She flashed him
a smile and looked at him with her piercing grey eyes, “Why it’s
Brian, guess George is on holiday.  Where is he this
time?”

“I believe he’s in Romania, certainly the old Eastern Bloc.”

She shuffled some of the hymn books into a neat pile.  “You
staying in the old rectory as usual and around to the end of
August?”

He knew what was coming.  “Yes I guess I am.”

She sorted another pile of hymn books, “Diocese should never
have sold that house to him, but that’s bye the bye.”  She
fixed him with a stare, “So can we attack your diary?”

“Of course, but not too much.”

She nodded and they passed a few pleasantries before he nodded
towards the side chapel, “Who’s the young woman sitting by herself
in the side chapel?”

Verity sniffed disapproval.  “Bau Didly.”

“Pardon?”

“Bau Didly, spelt B-A-U  D-I-D-L-Y.  She was a singer
in a rock band I believe.”

The tone in her voice was unmistakable; singers in rock bands
were lower than the scum of the earth.  Brian persisted. 
“No-one spoke to her.”

Verity shrugged, “Local history I’m afraid Brain, people round
here tend to have long memories.”  She finished sorting the
hymn books and glanced at Brian, “I’d stay away from her if I was
you, she’d bad news.”

The tone of her voice said it all; stay away; leave alone; don’t
get near.  Verity turned away and the matter was closed as far
as she was concerned.  Her attitude caused Brian to be even
more puzzled.  He’d never heard of a Bau Didly and wondered
what local history could possible cause a young woman to be put
into total isolation.  He was intrigued.

 


           
After a quick oven-meal-for-one he retreated to George’s study and
turned on the computer.  Brian mused, as it went through its
start up routines, that the rest of the house may be Victorian, but
the computer was state of the art.  Once it was ready Brian,
out of curiosity, peered at the onscreen icons.  He counted
twenty-three icons of which twenty-one were connected with
programmes for model railways.  He opened up the Internet, put
the words ‘Bau Didly’ into a search engine and pressed the ‘search’
button.  To his astonishment he turned up well over six
thousand web sites.  He settled down and started to read the
sites at the top of the list.  After an hour he sat back and
assembled in his mind what he had discovered.  Bau Didly was
not a singer in a rock band; she had been the bass guitarist in an
all-female rock-group called the Rocqettes.  The group had
burst onto the scene twelve years ago with a traditional five-piece
set up – drums, bass guitar, rhythm guitar, lead guitar and singer
– specialising in performing rock and roll songs of the late 1950s
and early 1960s.  They’d also added their own material and
over nearly two years had had five top ten singles; Maiden
Voyage, Mermaid Dip, Dryad Blues, Wench Wrench, Señorita
Stomp, and a best selling album called Rocqettes
Alive!  There were even some video clips of them in
action that Brian could watch.  All the girls had dressed
identically in a red gym slip, red bikini top and red high-heeled
shoes and performed well rehearsed mini-dances as they played their
instruments.  He’d also found some fan club close-ups of
Bau.  It was as he’d suspected, at nineteen she’d been an
absolute beauty.  As was the vogue at the time all the band
members had tried to increase their publicity by choosing names
from the rock ‘n’ roll past and deliberately misspelling them to
make them unique; Billie Hailie, Little Susie, Jeryy L’Ewis, Lorna
Richard and Bau Didly.  From the web sites he’d also gleaned
that after two years there appeared to have been some sort of
argument and Bau Didly left the band to be replaced by Budie
Olie.  From then on the Rocqettes went into severe
decline.  They produced three more singles, Lassie Lurch,
Hussy Hullabaloo and Paramour Pants, all of which were
terrible flops.  Even their next album Rocqettes
Away! Apparently never even made the top 1000.  Of Bau he
could find little trace, except that she was cited as author of the
Christmas ditty What present can you get for Father Christmas’
Daughter? and that she played in some boy-band as a stand-in
guitarist for nine months.  She was listed as session musician
on a number of albums for roughly another six months and then
nothing.  None of the sites mentioned her real name and none
gave a hint as to why Verity should so condemn her into being ‘bad
news.’  Brian left the computer to give the Microwave oven a
second scrub before settling down to watch the highlights of the
World Rally Championship Rally of Cyprus.  Bau Didly slipped
from his mind as he watched the high-speed cars and drivers perform
in a rally of extreme and utter attrition.

 


           
Brian slipped back into the church for the five o’clock evensong
with about two minutes to go.  Once again Bau Didly was in the
side chapel alone and wearing a purple thin summer cotton
long-sleeved dress that seemed to emphasis her physical frailty and
forced isolation.  He deliberately walked across the church
and into the side chapel.  He gave what he hoped was a
friendly smile, “May I join you, or do you wish to be alone?”

She glanced up at him, fixing him with her blue eyes, “No,
please sit down.”

Conversation then ceased as the vicar and straggly choir trooped
out of the vestry and the service began.  Whereas the morning
service had been pleasant the evensong was dire.  The church
would probably seat nearly two hundred, but only twenty people
formed the congregation.  They scattered themselves down the
church like blown confetti; thus any verbal output they may have
had was lost in the echo chamber of the near empty building. 
The organist, a rather ancient and feeble old lady, played her
best, but unfortunately her obviously arthritic fingers were just
not up the task.  Finally there was the cold hand of
liturgical modification, which had struck out vast chunks of the
service, probably on the grounds of time saving (and Brian wouldn’t
blame anyone for that).  Thus the service became of sort of
ecclesiastical gobbledegook with the feeble singing unable to
relieve the liturgical agony.  Bau left, without speaking as
soon as the service had finished.  There was no coffee and no
Verity to buttonhole him, thus Brian followed her out into the
evening sunshine watching her peculiar small-step walk.  She
paused at the kissing gate and looked back.  “You police or a
reporter?”  She asked in a mixture of rolling Suffolk
consonants and short East-End vowels.

Brian was slightly taken aback.  “Neither, I’m a
schoolteacher.”

He pointed to the old rectory on the other side of the
graveyard, “Staying there and house-sitting for my cousin
George.”

Her eyes followed his pointing.  “You mean the fat
controller?”

Brian laughed, “Well I haven’t actually seen him for some time,
but I do believe that he is rather rotund and he does like his
railways.”

She shielded her eyes from the evening sun and once again Brian
noticed the thin claw like fingers. “Looks an interesting
place.”

“Why not come and have a look while I put the kettle on?

She hesitated, “Sure you’re not a reporter? I’m not allowed to
fraternize with reporters.”

“Definitely a schoolteacher with no inclinations to join the
reporting fraternity.”

She gave a brief nod, “OK then.”

She started to walk towards the house and Brian fell in beside
her, unsure of just why he had invited her apart from his
fascination with her face.  “I’m Brian by the way, Brian
Noames.”

“Call me Bau,” she replied casually.

He opened the leaning front gate for her and then led her into
the downstairs hall.  “My cousin, for reasons best known to
himself, lives on the third floor, but I’ve got all my stuff down
here.  How about you take a look round and then I’ll bring the
drinks up to the back room he uses as a lounge?  Coffee or
tea?”

“White coffee please.”

She set about exploring and Brian set about making the drinks
using the tiny kettle that he’d found in the downstairs
kitchen.  It was one of those small low-wattage kettles and as
it boiled Brian wondered if it would have been faster to use a
candle under a cup of water.  Eventually he carried a tray
upstairs with coffee, cake and a few chocolate biscuits in their
wrappers.  She was in the back room listening to Eric Clapton
singing Broken Down from his Reptile album. 
She turned to face Brian as he entered.  “He makes it all seem
so easy,” she said, “his playing is seamless from easy chords to
difficult riffs to virtually impossible combinations.”

He put the tray down; “Do you still play?”

She gave a cackle, “So you’re not the mister innocent you
seem.  How do you know I play the guitar?”

He held his hands up; “I got your name from Verity and looked
you up on the net.  Bau Didly, Rocqettes and all that.”

She turned the music down a little and flopped into an armchair,
“That was all a lifetime ago, but it was fun while it lasted.”

She went quite, Brian repeated his question.  “So did you
give up the guitar?”

She shrugged, “For a little while.  You play?”

“Piano and badly.  Good enough for a school assembly, but
not good enough to play solo at a concert or risk playing in
church.  Prefer the pipe organ, but it’s a totally different
technique and I’m well out of practice.”

He gave her a cup of coffee and proffered a piece of cake. 
She looked at it dubiously.  “What sort?”

“Carrot and Coconut.”

“No nuts?”

“Not that I know of.  You allergic?”

“No,” she replied as she reached for the cake.

Before she took her first of many small nibbles she waved her
skinny arm around, “Why do you bother to house-sit for your
cousin?  No one round here would raid the place and strangers
stick out like a sore thumb.”

Brian started to unwrap a biscuit, “Live over the shop and the
school’s closed from end of first week of June to first week of
September.”

“Boarding school then?”

“Yes.”

Her tongue shot out and rescued a crumb from the top of her
lips. “No state school plebs for you then.”

He half shrugged.  “Haven’t got the qualifications. 
Did a Post-Graduate Certificate of Education course, but never took
the exams.”

She raised an eyebrow, “Flunked out?”

“Parents got killed in a road crash.  Porsche 911
overtaking on the wrong side of a double white line on a blind bend
totally destroyed their elderly Fiat 127 and them inside it.”

She stopped nibbling, “Sorry, crass remark.”

“You weren’t to know.  I could just never face the
resits.  I got called out of the first exam five minutes
before it was due to start.  I did try for a resit, but the
exam tension brought back all the memories and I couldn’t face
it.”

“What do you teach?”

“Physics and RE,” he paused knowing what reaction he would get
to the next statement, “and I’m the school chaplain.”

She raised the other eyebrow, “Is it a Catholic school
then?”

“Thankfully no.”

“But you are a reverend?”

“Yes.”

She pushed the last piece of cake into her tiny mouth and licked
a crumb off of the finger before leaning back in the
armchair.  “I was brought up as Exclusive Brethren; guess you
know what that means.”

This was not what he had expected.  “In theory.  No
TV, no friends outside the church, no courting outside the sect and
so on.  Is it really as bad as that?”

She nodded, “Worse.  Radio was permanently tuned to radio
3.  Books were vetted, and I had to suffer fifteen years of
private tuition by other members, so you’ll forgive me if I don’t
attend any of your RE lessons.”

Brian was intrigued.  “So how do you get into rock
music?”

She grinned, “When my sister became sixteen my parents left me
in her tender care while they went out to prayer meetings and
suchlike.  She taught me how to retune the radio with a pair
of pliers – my parents had taken the knob off.  We used to
listen to any pop music station we could get hold of.”

She eyed the biscuits and Brian offered her the plate, she took
a red foiled square one.  “Then, when I was just fifteen, the
local authority decided that the private tutors were not giving me
a wide enough education.  Oddly enough they weren’t moaning
about the religious content, just that I wasn’t being taught a
second language or practical science.  I ended up at the local
comprehensive, believe me it was an eye-opener.  I met Harriet
there; she became Little Susie in the Rocqettes.  We sort of
gelled.  I’d learnt to play the classical guitar at home and
moving over to pop music was easy.  When I was seventeen she
contacted me out of the blue – I’d left school by then and was
working as an unpaid nanny with a dreary Brethren family– with the
offer of joining the Rocqettes.  I never looked back.”

Brian frowned, “What did your parents say?”

She looked away.  “The cut me off, cut me dead so to
speak.”  She gave a hopeless shrug, “I’ve written to my mother
every month since I left home, never got a reply; not even sure she
gets the letters, but she is my mum.”

“And your sister?”

Bau smiled, “She escaped to the states, Maine, to marry a
brethren member over there, they’re a bit more lax.  She
writes back from time to time.  She still hasn’t got e-mail,
but she’d working on it.”

She suddenly looked at the large TV screen, “Can you get MTV on
that thing?”

“Probably.”

She shot him a pleading glance; “Eric Bibb is on their Blues
show.  You’ve got to see him playing an acoustic guitar to
believe what you’re listening to.”

Brian had never heard of Eric Bibb, but he dutifully got up and
turned the TV on.  Anything to keep this goddess of past
beauty with him for just another short while.  He found MTV
and they settled down to watch and listen, that is her watch and
listen to the TV while he listened to the TV and watch her.

 


           
Brian turned the TV off after nearly two hours.  Following
Eric Bibb there had been a rerun of a Chris Rea live set of his
Stony Road blues album.  Bau had been riveted to the
screen; he had been riveted to her.  He’d realised, somewhere
in the middle of Eric Bibb that her face was now different from
that shown on the early fan-club gallery photograph of her. 
Her mouth was definitely smaller, her lips had a more pronounced
heart-shape and her ears now lay flat on the side of her
head.  He surmised that somewhere along the line she’d had
some cosmetic surgery.  As he turned the TV off she looked at
his watch and stood up, “Guess I’d better be going.”

He glanced out of the window at the gentle summer rain. 
“I’ll give you a lift, it’s raining.”

She hesitated.  “You might not want to do that.”

He was surprised, “Why not?”

“Being seen with me could ruin your career.”

Now he was perplexed, “Why?”

“Because,” she said softly, “I’m a convicted murderer out on
licence pending a judicial review of my case and hoping for a
second appeal.  Around here I’m strictly persona non grata,
and the last thing you’d probably want is to have your photograph
alongside mine on the front of some grubby tabloid.”

His heart didn’t miss a beat; it almost stopped.










Chapter 3
Not What It Seems


He didn’t quite know what to say as it’s not every day that
someone you’ve been entertaining calmly tells you that they are a
murderer. He looked at her frail body, her tired and worn face, and
her anxious expression and made a decision; one he hoped he
wouldn’t regret. “I’ll still run you home.”

She sat back down. “Look, I don’t want to get you into trouble.
It’s been a lovely evening and believe me I’m bad news around here.
I should probably never have come, but you were nice to me and I
don’t get much conversation.”

Brian frowned, “Then why stay around here?”

A tired smile crossed her face, “Because it’s my licence
conditions. I’m out on a restricted licence, which means that I’ve
not only got to report to a police station once a week, but reside
within a four mile radius of my last given residence. That was a
country house over at Burston Tye, so I’m stuck here and the
residents rather wish I wasn’t.”

Her shoulders gave a resigned shrug, “Once the review happens
and the next appeal clears the court things might change, but that
could be years away.”

“How about you tell me about it?”

“This is chaplain mode is it?” She almost sneered.

“No, ‘it’s I’m a bit gobsmacked’ mode.”

She laughed, “Fine, I’ll tell you all. But only if you make me a
hot chocolate.

 

Ten minutes later they were back in the upstairs room, each with
a mug of hot chocolate and a digestive biscuit. She dipped a
fraction of her biscuit in the drink and nibbled it, holding the
biscuit at the side of her mouth. “Don’t know where to start
really.”

“How about starting with the Rocqettes?”

He face lit up. “Oh that was fun, it was really fun and not
really work at all. Harriet’s father became our de facto manager
and as he’s a solicitor he cut us a good deal with the record
company. We enjoyed ourselves and the money just rolled in, mainly
from the three tours we did. We wrote the five singles together, it
was a sort of jam-session spin-off activity, so we all gained from
the royalties. I still do to some extent, except that our songs
rarely get airtime these days. Our sound engineer pieced the first
album together so we didn’t have to do a single studio session, and
that album made us famous.”

She paused for another edge-of-mouth biscuit nibble and Brian
put his head on one side, “So what went wrong? You left them didn’t
you?”

She sipped her drink, “That’s was the formal line we gave to the
fan club. Truth is after just over two years our fan base was
beginning to show signs of dropping off. Our first two tours had
been sell-outs. But towards the end of our third the venues were
only about 90% full. Pamela, she was Jeryy L’Ewis and played lead
guitar, said that we should go raunchy. You know wear corsets and
suspenders and sing music that was more suggestive. Her target was
to gain young male fans. Personally I already felt dreadfully
exposed wearing the gym slips and full bikini tops we’d always
used. I never could get used to appearing like that, suppose it was
my secluded childhood. Anyway I thought it was a bad move and would
lose us our loyal fan base of mainly female early-teenagers. Pamela
insisted on a vote and Harriet and I lost two to three. Harriet
decided to stay and I decided to leave.”

She took another nibble and another sip. Brian watched her eyes,
“And you were right, they bombed out.”

“In spectacular fashion; they started a fourth tour to promote
their new album, Rocqettes Away!, and had to pull out
after the third of sixteen venues due to low ticket sales. Harriet
went onto have a solo career in Holland, her mother is Dutch, the
rest of them disappeared into obscurity.”

“So what did you do?”

She finished her biscuit. “I had no idea what I wanted. I
already had more money than I believed possible, but hadn’t thought
about my future. Salvation came in the form of The Buffalo
Boys, an all-male singing and dancing boy band. Their bass
guitarist, Johnny Albro, managed to break both his arms and twist
his spine in a quad biking accident and they asked me to stand in
for him on their next tour. They didn’t want a man as they didn’t
want Johnny to think they were replacing him. It was good fun and
they paid well, but the music was crap. The only saving grace was
as we approached Christmas their manager wanted a Christmas ditty:
the previous year they’d managed a Christmas number one with
The Snowman Knows and he wanted a sequel. The boys weren’t
keen so I wrote them one, What do you give Father Christmas’
daughter? You’ve probably seen the video, Lionel sings the
ditty with the other boys wandering about showing dreadful presents
and coming out with phrases like ‘Thanks Grandma, what an original
jumper’ and ‘That is unusual!’ I don’t actually appear on the
video, I just treble tracked all the guitar music and Dick laid
down the drums. But I wrote it; therefore I get both playing and
author royalties. Fortunately for me it’s become something of a
Christmas standard so it’s proved to be a nice little earner, but
it was a total fluke.”

She shrugged, “Just after that Christmas Johnny came back and I
got a couple of weeks work as a session guitarist on a Spanish
Classical Guitar album. You know the sort sold by supermarkets
labelled something like ‘The Music of Spain.’ After that I had a
string of session jobs until I became pregnant.”

She finished her chocolate. “It’s funny really, I was somewhat
of a wild child with the Rocqettes doing all the things my parents
had forbidden, but I never slept with anybody, unlike the others.
Then I met this Greek musician and he smoothly enticed me into bed
before he scampered home to his wife and family. Lucy was born five
months after I stopped work and believe me it was a terrible birth.
I’d wanted it to be natural, but I was well overdue and had to have
her induced. The birth took hours and when she was finally born
she’d was tangled in the umbilical chord and slightly starved of
Oxygen. She was a fractious baby, but I loved her like I’d never
loved anyone before. I suppose it’s the mother-baby bond. As she
grew up she was extremely active and obviously not right. She
didn’t develop according to the book and was obviously slightly
brain-damaged. The doctors had warned me of that possibility a few
days after she was born, but the day I accepted their diagnosis was
one of the most peculiar days of my life. I was both terrible upset
for her and terrible consumed with love for her.”

She let out a long sigh. “When she was two months old I hired a
live-in nanny to help me cope. By the time Lucy was two I’d not
managed to get her to walk and when you fed her she’d throw up most
of the food within minutes. Eventually I took her to America and
paid for an operation on her gut, after that she wasn’t sick so
much, but her nappies are best not described. Amy, the nanny, was
marvellous and between the two of us we managed to feed her, clean
her up, change her nappy and give her a fair quality of life.”

She smiled in recollection, “She used to laugh a lot, that was
the compensation, she was happy even if we were both permanently
shattered.”

She stopped and took a couple of deep breaths. Brian didn’t
interrupt her flow. “One month before her fifth birthday she
started to change. She became morose, grouchy, slept even less than
normal and eventually started passing blood in her urine.”

Bau swallowed as if forcing back bile, “She was diagnosed with
liver cancer and by the time we got her under a MRI scanner she
already had secondary tumours in her lungs and glands.”

She turned a pair of sad eyes onto Brian and made a sort of
catching noise in her throat, “There was no hope. One doctor told
me that I could spend a small fortune flying her around the world
for treatment, but she was already well passed the point of no
return.”

She wrung her hands together, “Amy resigned a few months after,
said she couldn’t cope. I soldiered on by myself and probably
didn’t sleep for more than a couple of hours every night, then one
night I did fall asleep and woke up to find Lucy dead beside
me.”

She stared at Brian, “That’s when my troubles really started.
The locum GP refused to sign a death certificate and insisted on a
post-mortem. The pathologist noted that Lucy had probably died from
inhaled vomit and that she had bruises on her lips and other parts
of her body.”

She turned her eyes to Brian; “She bruised easily and absolutely
loved playing in the bouncy castle. Towards the end it was her only
real pleasure.” There was real pathos in her voice.

She looked away, “To cut a long story short the police decided
to prosecute, using my real name of Margaret Chasle, not my stage
name. When it came to court the first time the prosecution produced
a string of expert witnesses and my legal team found out that they
were defending me not against medical facts but against emotional
speculation. One expert in particular, Dr Georgette Harris, painted
me into an eloquent picture of a harassed and tired mother who knew
that her child as dying and so planned a swift and terrible end to
their child’s life so that they could return to show-business. She
described how she thought I’d held my daughter’s lips together to
make her choke to death. She made such a ghastly act sound
plausible, too plausible; it probably quite swung the jury. Amy
didn’t help as she became flustered on the stand and the
prosecution managed to get words out of her mouth that I’m sure she
didn’t mean. Upshot was I was convicted of first degree murder and
sentenced to life imprisonment with a minimum term of twenty-five
years.”

She paused, “I appealed, of course. I refused legal help from
both the euthanasia society and the society of harassed mothers as
I’d neither killed her nor been that distraught, just tired and
negligent. Using a legal technicality my very expensive lawyers
managed to keep me out of prison until the appeal was heard. I’d
been led to expect an acquittal as I was still out on bail. I’d
even got a job lined up. Instead the judgement was upheld, although
the sentence was reduced to a minimum term of fifteen years. After
that it was go directly to jail and do not collect £200.”

She sat staring at the blank TV screen until Brian asked, “Was
it bad.”

She shrugged, “Prisoners don’t like baby killers. I was severely
roughed up on my first day, the other prisoners continually spat in
my food, peed on my clothes in the laundry and generally made my
life an absolute total and utter misery.”

She was by now almost totally hunched over. Brian said gently,
“So how did you cope?”

He thought she wasn’t going to reply, finally she whispered,
“Nanette saved me. The screws put me in a cell with her because
she’s a known psycho and they expected me to get my just desserts.
They don’t like child-killers either. However, Nanette – she’s a
real murderer by the way, fed her husband a weed-killer soup before
pouring battery acid down his trousers – Nanette was the
prisoner/librarian and wanted to talk about books. She’d
intimidated me into reading a book and then we’d talk about it for
hours. We were usually banged up for sixteen hours a day. After a
while I quite enjoyed it, it was certainly better than her
exercising her wrestling skills on me.”

Brian interrupted, “She bullied you, couldn’t you complain?”

“Who to? Intimidation was rife and as I’ve said baby killers are
fair game.”

“What did she do?”

Bau cupped her hands and banged them together; “Nanette used to
simultaneously clap her hands on both my ears when I least expected
it. She was twice my size so I couldn’t just beat her off or try
doing the same to her, that would have been suicide. Believe me
after two of three blows you’d do anything to get her to stop and,
once I’d learnt to be compliant, she wasn’t too bad.”

She paused for a second. “Actually she did give me the worst
beating I ever had in prison. Wasn’t her fault really. The governor
wouldn’t let her go to her daughter’s funeral and I was a
convenient punch-bag. Once she’d calmed down she cuddled me all
night and got a guard to take me to hospital in the morning.”

She noted the expression of incredulity of Brian’s face. “Living
with her wasn’t too bad, it’s a one to one situation,” she
shuddered, “the open sessions were the real fear, without Nanette
I’d have never come out with both eyes and all my fingers. She gave
me real good protection outside of the cell. The one poor prisoner
who did manage to knock out my front teeth with the end of a pool
cue,” she pulled back her top lip to reveal a pair of missing
incisors, “got her arms broken, after that there was no
trouble.”

She fell into recollective silence. “So how did you get out on
licence?” Prompted Brian.

She sighed as if weary of the tale. “The expert witness,
Georgette Harris, became discredited and there were two
high-profile appeals that overturned cases that had hinged on her
testimony. After that the Crown Prosecution Service said that
they’d review all cases in which her evidence was key, but they
didn’t put mine on the list. The other cases all involved babies;
mine involved an infant. One of the screws delighted in telling me
that I had no hope and might as well top myself before a friendly
prisoner did the job for me. She was a nasty piece of work that
one, used to enjoy our incarceration. Anyway, Harriet said that if
I couldn’t get on the list by legal means I ought to try emotional
means. A month later Nanette gave me the severe thrashing and I
decided that anything was worth a chance, so I decided to go on
hunger strike. I went way below seven stone in a matter of weeks,
but the prison governor told me that he wouldn’t give me the
gratification of publicity and enforced a news ban. By the time a
formal prison visitor came across me in the prison hospital I was
almost past the point of no return. She was so concerned she phoned
the Home Secretary’s office. The guards started force feeding me
after that - they don’t bother until you can’t really resist. Three
days later my name was added to the list and I was suddenly
released on licence.”

Brian was astonished. “That must have taken some
will-power.”

She shook her head, “Not really, I’d lost Lucy and I’d lost my
life so I gave up on eating. After a while you don’t want to eat,
you just want to die. At least them I’d have been with Lucy.”

She was speaking so softly Brian could only just hear. “So why
didn’t you commit suicide?”

“Prison chaplain. She treated me as a human being, not a
prisoner to be punished and taunted, nor a fellow inmate to be
bullied and exploited. She helped me peel away all the trappings of
the ‘don’ts’ of my childhood and get down to my core faith. I was
confirmed the day before I started my hunger strike and the
chaplain visited me every day for my last month on hunger strike.
She told me afterwards that I looked so bad she’d carried oil in
with her the last few days or so just in case I needed the last
rites.”

Brian tried to imagine what sort of state she’d been in. “So
they let you out?”

“Not directly. The Governor said that he wouldn’t let me out
till I was near six stone. It was actually a good decision though
it put the fear of god into me at the time. The hospital was open
plan and any of the other patients could have had a go at me.
Fortunately the policy was that you’d have to be really ill to be
in the hospital wing so in fact I was reasonably safe. It took me
six weeks to gain enough weight to get out; the metabolism starts
slowing right down when your weight gets really low and I needed to
eat special foods and snack rather than go for meals. I also needed
some physio on my legs, and help to start walking again, as the
muscles were rather wasted.”

“So when did you get out?”

“Just under two months ago.”

She brushed some crumbs from her skirt, “So now you know the
whole sordid tale. The judicial review will be some time in the
near future and my only remaining lawyer reckons that if a large
number of other cases get overturned I might be lucky; otherwise it
will be back to Nanette, or someone like her. Then it will be a
matter of pinning all my hopes on a second appeal, but as that’s on
an obscure legal technicality I’m not counting my chickens. At
least the time out on licence counts towards my sentence.”

She stood up, “Still want to take me home?”

“Undoubtedly.” He paused, “Still don’t understand about the
church.”

Bau shrugged, “Amy is Verity’s grand-daughter. To believe I’m
innocent means Verity believing that her Grand-daughter didn’t tell
the truth; let’s just leave it at that.”

She followed him downstairs and into the kitchen. As she crossed
the floor her small stiletto heels made a click-clack noise on the
quarry tiles, that is until she passed the table. There the sound
turned into more of a clop-clop before returning to the
click-clack. Brian frowned, “Would you mind walking back to the
door?”

She obligingly did her small step walk back to the door, this
time rounding the table and only making one type of noise. Brian
moved slightly, “Now walk to me?”

She raised an eyebrow, “Some kind of pervert are we?”

“No, definitely not, it’s just the sound of your heels.”

She walked and they both listened, once again the noise changed
from click to clop. “Floor’s hollow he announced.”

“Big deal,” she replied, “mind if I go home now, or would you
like me to walk round the entire kitchen.”

That was exactly what he would have liked, but he led her to the
front door and out to his car. She climbed in and looked around,
“Grief, who on earth designed this? I’ve never seen a car so
ugly?”

Brian settled into the driver’s seat. “It’s a Fiat. Fiat
Multipla to be exact. It may not be the prettiest car on the
market, but it’s a real six seater. It’s very good for carting kids
about, if somewhat wide to drive.”

He drove her to Burston Tye, while they listened to the gentle
strains of Mark Knoffler’s Golden Heart album. The
destination was a tiny farm-labourer’s cottage, where she wouldn’t
let him escort het to the door. On the way back he mused over both
Verity’s warning and what he had learnt from her. Questions filled
his mind. Were prisons really that violent and allowed to be that
violent? She certainly had no front teeth, but she could have lost
them at school, plenty of children did. How come he’d not read a
bean about the case in the press, or about the hunger strike? She
certainly was thin, but could just be an anorexic looking for
sympathy? Indeed, had she told him true at all or was it some vast
pack of lies? With a face like that she could have told him that
she was a member of the Russian Royal Family and he might have
believed her. He decided to try and verify her story while in his
heart he hoped it was true. Because if it was true then he could
trust her and then she might be worth seeing again, if only to look
at her face.










Chapter 4 Is
It Worth The Risk?


Brian woke early; his camp bed took some getting used to. 
Following a swift breakfast, he attacked the Internet again. 
This time he did a search on Bau’s real name.  He turned up an
endless stream of news reports.  The reason why he’d not read
anything soon became apparent.  She’d been charged on the day
after an horrendous train accident, so what could have been on any
front page was relegated to a small paragraph in the general news
section of most newspapers.  Her case had come to trial in the
middle of the dirtiest and most closely fought general election in
years, so once again details of the court case were on late
pages.  She fared no better with her first appeal; the hearing
started the day after an earthquake in Southern Italy. 
However, the articles confirmed what Bau had told him.  It was
all there in black and white.  The testimony of the nanny that
spoke of Bau’s angst at finding out that her child was terminally
ill.  The testimony of the expert witnesses, including
verbatim prints of Dr Georgette Harris’ opinion regarding downright
deliberate and callous murder.  The ruling of the appeal judge
that, given the medical condition of the child, the sentence should
be reduced.  Brian read about seventeen articles and then one
or two post-case articles.  A couple of the articles warned
about ‘there but for the grace of god go you, so don’t go throwing
stones’, and a few were downright hysteric.  One article stood
out, it asked the ‘where does Margaret Chasle go to now’ and gave
the answer of the most violent woman’s prison in the country. 
It contained a dreadfully indicting list of prisoners who had
sustained injuries, some horrific, while inside and finished up by
urging the Home Office to take action.  Not one single article
seemed to have made the connection between Bau Didly and Margaret
Chasle; either that or they were for some reason forbidden from
publishing it.  Brian turned off the computer and leaned back
in the leather office chair.  So what Bau had told him, as
unbelievable as it sounded, was true.  He resolved to be more
trusting and made for the kitchen.

 


           
The kitchen, temporarily, became the centre of interest. 
Brian, like most physicists, had an insatiable curiosity and he was
curious about the kitchen floor.  He used a toffee-hammer to
tap on the floor and listen to the sound.  He couldn’t repeat
the decisiveness of Bau’s shoes, but after half an hour he was
certain that the floor under the table was hollow, whereas the rest
of the floor was solid.  He sat on a chair and stared at the
floor.  This was not his house, had it been he would have
lifted a floor tile or two.  He made himself a cup of coffee
and sat down to think.  Before the first sip he idly started
to use a screwdriver to clear away the sand mixture between the
floor tiles.  Within twenty minutes, despite his earlier
decision, he prised the first two-foot square quarry tile up from
its resting-place.  Under it was solid floor, but just along
one edge there seemed to be a piece of wood; he attacked a second
tile.  This one revealed wooden planks.  After he’d
removed four tiles he had the picture.  Lying under them was a
smooth wooden hatch with a notch in the centre of one edge. 
Again using the screwdriver, and a large amount of brute strength,
he lifted out the wooden hatch.  About four inches underneath
was a sunken metal grill that was locked into place by an ancient
looking padlock.  Below that was a brick-lined lime-washed
shaft, about a yard square, with metal rungs studded into one of
the sides and disappearing down into hidden depths.  Brian
found a small torch and tried to peer down the shaft, all he could
really see was the key to the padlock lodged in a small cavity
about two feet down the shaft.  The grill was such that he
could not, even with the help of washing-up liquid, get his hands
through.  Once again he sat back and thought.  The house
was undoubtedly Victorian, but this shaft wasn’t.  He
considered, briefly, trying to contact George by e-mail, but to say
what?  In the end he decided to widen his investigations.

 


           
The record office at Bury St Edmunds was first on his list. 
There he sought out information on the old rectory; it was a waste
of time.  The house had been built by some squire or other and
then used by his daughter and her layabout husband.  It was
mentioned as a recruiting centre in the first-world war and as a
convalescent home for airman suffering moderate burns in the
second.  After that it became a rectory until the late 1980s
after which it had been sold to a succession of private owners,
ending up with George.  He gave up and returned the papers he
had been reading to the information desk, which was staffed by an
old lady wearing half-cut glasses on a gold chain.  “Tell me,”
he said, “has there ever been mining in Suffolk?”

She took her glasses off.  “Why yes dear, still is. 
Mostly for gravel, but sometimes for sand.”

Brian smiled, wanting to humour her.  “I don’t mean open
mining, I mean tunnel mining.”

She blinked as if he were mad, “No that I know of, soil’s too
sandy and there’s no coal or minerals to speak of.”

He tried a different tack; “Do you keep records of wartime
underground buildings?”

She pointed to a row of books; he turned to leave and
paused.  He pointed to a poster; “If you’ve got a poster do
you sell tickets for that?”

She sniffed as if posters were blots on her orderly
landscape.  “Downstairs,” She snapped.

The books were useful and useless.  They listed all the
known, or admitted to, underground installations by village and
area.  There was absolutely nothing under Burston, although
Burston Green was listed as having a small underground circular
ammunition storage area.  Brian gave up and headed for a
hardware shop where he purchased a number of small items including
a couple of large torches and a packet of candles.  Finally he
visited a florist; he had a house call to make.

 


           
He pulled up at the Bau’s tiny cottage and marvelled at how dismal
it looked in broad daylight.  The front garden was a tangle of
weeds and contained parts of at least one old bicycle and a couple
of wheelless wheelbarrows.  The wooden window frames were
showing signs of severe rot and the slate roof had at least two
slates missing besides showing signs of roof sag in several
areas.  Brian walked up to the front door and used the rusty
knocker to summon attention.  For some reason he couldn’t
fathom he felt nervous and excited as well as a little
foolish.  She opened the door wearing a threadbare off-white
towelling dressing gown and a pair of scuffed trainers.  She
blinked like an owl looking at sunlight.  Close up in the
morning light, and without make-up, her face clearly showed the
ravages of her recent life and her hair showed every sign of
unskilled barbering.  He proffered the bunch of mixed flowers,
“An apology.”

Her face split into a smile and she took the flowers and sniffed
them appreciatively.  “What’s there to apologise for?”

“I didn’t believe you and checked you out on the Internet. 
I’m sorry I doubted your story.”

She seemed unwilling to invite him in.  He moved to his
second motive.  “And I need your help.”

She looked at him, totally bewildered.  He held up his huge
hands, “I need to reach something through a metal grill and I can’t
get my hands through.”

She lifted up one of her thin hands and placed it against
his.  It looked frail, tiny and emaciated; it was just what he
needed.  “You’d better come in,” she said reluctantly. 
She thrust the flowers back into his hands, “Kitchens through
there, I’ll go and get changed.”

“Might be messy,” he said.

She went up the steep uncarpeted staircase without replying and
Brian walked down the tiny hall.  The cottage only had one
downstairs room and he noted as he passed the doorway that it
contained a deck chair and a small folding table, both standing
forlornly in the middle of a bare uneven stone floor.  The
kitchen was little better; two doors were missing from the lower
kitchen units and the only cooking power came from a small
two-burner propane portable cooking stove that sat beside a
minuscule transistor radio.  It all smelt of mildew and
mould.  He hunted for a vase and eventually found an old tin
bucket.  He placed it in the well-stained sink and added some
water and placed the flowers inside.  On a whim he glanced
into the two tiny wall-cupboards, still searching for a vase. 
One contained two carrots, one small potato, four cans of very
cheap soup, one can of thin rice pudding and a half-eaten
children’s size bar of white chocolate.  The other cupboard
was empty apart from the odd mouse dropping.  He glanced
around; there was no refrigerator, no washing machine and just one
pair of battered saucepans.  It suddenly occurred to him that
she had no money.

 


           
Bau sat on the edge of the bed and gazed into the ancient peeling
mirror that was propped up on the equally ancient dressing
table.  She hadn’t expected Brian to come calling and come
calling with flowers.  He seemed a decent guy, but she was
wary, just suppose he was a reporter?  She was absolutely
forbidden to talk to the press, to do so would mean her
automatically losing her licence.  On the other hand she was
going stir-crazy.  The cottage was in the middle of nowhere
and it was a two-mile walk to anywhere, and the walks tired her out
so she didn’t go anywhere unless she had to.  Her only outings
had been to the supermarket, the church and the mobile library,
where they had refused her membership as she’d had no proof of
address.  Otherwise it had been listening endlessly to her
tiny radio and intermittently trying to tidy up the place, it was a
fruitless task.  If this was freedom, she was missing the
point.  She looked at herself in the mirror and almost
recoiled; did she really look like that now?  Where had her
youth gone?  She was 35, felt 95 and looked 75.  Of
course she knew the answer.  She sought to get the very last
fragments of mascara out of the bottle; she’d at least have to try
to look presentable, even if it was now becoming an impossible
task.

 


           
She found him peering into what had once been a pantry; it now
contained half a pint of milk that was standing in a bowl of water,
a tiny jar of cheap coffee and a dozen super-saver tea-bags. 
“Do you always go poking about in other people’s cupboards,” She
said severely.

He spun round, “Sorry, I was searching for a vase and…”

She crossed the floor, reached under the sink and pulled out a
battered tin vase.  She took the flowers out of the bucket and
began to arrange them in the vase.  She was back in her
scruffy trainers and her black slacks with the elastic hoops, only
her top, a thin skin hugging acrylic roll-necked sweater, was
different.  “You needn’t have brought these,” she said by way
of changing the subject, “but they’ll certainly brighten up the
pace.”

She glanced at him; he wasn’t convinced.  “Look it’s my
problem OK.  The place is a dump, but at least it isn’t
prison.”

“I thought released prisoners got some sort of allowance and
housing.”

She gave a throaty laugh, least he thought it was a laugh. 
“This is prisoner housing, my probation officer found it for me,
it’s the only place I could get within the licence restrictions and
I’m certainly not going back inside to try to get them
changed.”

His eyes swept the filthy mould stained ceiling.  She
sighed, “They gave me £83.50 when I left and a 63 page application
form for further benefits, which I duly filled in and sent
off.  Apparently I’m not eligible.”

“Not eligible!”  He croaked disbelievingly.

“According to them I’m of working age and with no dependants so
there is no reason why I shouldn’t get a job – round here a
job!  If I was signed off sick it’s no better; I was
self-employed so I wouldn’t get sick-pay.”

She straightened up a couple of errant stems, “I’m due my
Christmas royalty cheque soon, that’ll see me by.” 

There was a false note to her voice and Brian could see that she
was straining for some dignity.  His eyes swept the dark-green
walls that were criss-crossed with a myriad of tiny cracks. 
“Don’t tell me you have to pay rent for this place?”

“Oh no, of course not, I do get some sort of housing benefit,
goes straight to the landlord.”

Brian went to open his mouth and she shot him a ‘please stop’
distraught look and said softly, “It’s not a prison cell, for that
I’d pay a million pounds a week, OK?”

Wisely he decided to back off, after all this was not his
problem.  “Are you ready, or do you want breakfast?”

She pointed to an upside down cracked mug on the worn wooden
draining board, “Had some.”

They drove towards Burston for about a mile before Brian used
the triangle of a road junction to do a U-turn.  “Lost?” 
She asked.

“No, I need to do some shopping.”

He took her to the DIY store next to the supermarket where he’d
first seen her and dashed inside.  After he’d gone she
inspected the inside of his glove box hoping not to find a mini
tape-recorder.  Instead she found a school parking permit, a
half-eaten packet of crisps and a faded photograph of a beautiful
young African woman.  She closed the lid and looked
elsewhere.  The cubby-hole under the glove box contained an
orange ‘Priest on Call’ sticker and a spiral bound notepad
containing old shopping lists.  She surveyed the space-age
dashboard and then froze.  Lodged between the driver’s seat
and the centre seat was Brian’s fold-over brown wallet.  She
reached over and opened it out.  It contained a bank debit
card, a few store loyalty cards and five crisp brand new ten pound
notes.  A wave of temptation flooded over her; she had 95p in
her small purse and the hope of a royalty cheque in her
heart.  Would he miss one of the ten-pound notes?  Her
conscience cried out that he would, her empty tummy cried out that
he wouldn’t.  She folded the wallet shut, removed the ignition
key and climbed out, locking the car after her.  As she
approached the store entrance another, stronger, wave of temptation
rolled over her as she passed a waste bin.  Why not just
extract the money and throw the wallet in the bin?  She
gritted her teeth and walked on, amazed at how strong the
temptation was.  She also knew that given another day or so
she might not be so strong.  She found him by the clothing
section holding a man’s coverall and staring at the female
coveralls.  She proffered the wallet, “You dropped this.”

He raised his eyebrows and stuffed it in his pocket without
checking the contents.  “Thanks.  Tell me are you a size
six or a size eight?”  He pointed to some coveralls.  She
fell into a fit of giggles.  “My you do know how to treat a
girl.”  She pointed down the row, “These are children’s, that
extra-small size ten adult one will probably do.  What are we
up to, robbing a bank?”

He grinned, “You’ll see.”

He bought the coveralls at the checkout and then sniffed,
“They’ve got bacon rolls on, fancy one?”

As empty as her stomach was it quelled at the thought of a fatty
bacon roll.  “No thanks.”

He took her back to the car.  She settled in the offside
front seat leaving the empty centre seat between them.  Almost
as soon as he was in the diesel engine rumbled into life and he
drove out of the car park.  She mentally cursed a lost
opportunity, he could have had a bacon roll and she could have had
something else.  She resolved to think faster on her feet next
time, if there was a next time.

 


           
Half an hour later they were kneeling by the hatch, not yet in the
coveralls.  He shone a torch through the grill, “See, it’s
lodged in that little nook.”

She peered into the shaft and spotted the key.  “No
problem.”

She went to put her arm through the grill and he stopped
her.  “Better roll up your sleeve, you could snag it on the
rough underside of the grill, I think there must have been some
wire mesh there at some time.”

She considered her options; this was her only jumper, on the
other hand…  Reluctantly she rolled up her sleeve revealing a
forearm peppered with half a dozen small poor quality
tattoos.  She watched Brian’s eyes.  “Evenings with
Nanette,” she said by way of explanation.

His eyes swivelled to hers, “But I thought tattooing was frowned
on in prison?”

She gave a rye smile.  “The guards turn a blind eye, a lot
of prisoners self-harm - the pain lets you know you’re still
alive.  In their books tattooing is on the mild end of the
spectrum and might stop you doing something more drastic.”

Brian’s eyes swivelled back, “And you got all those with
Nanette?”

The rye smile appeared again, “And a few more, they passed the
time away.  See this rabbit,” she pointed to an indistinct
blue blob.

“That’s a rabbit?”  Queried Brian.

“Believe me that’s a rabbit.  It took hours, we didn’t have
any fancy machinery, just a matchstick and a pin.”

Brian opened his mouth and she laid a hand on his arm. 
“Don’t ask, well not yet.” 

They looked at the various blue blobs.  “After a while,”
she said softly, “I scrounged a few proper tattoo transfers, you
know the sort real tattooist’s use: you transfer the pattern to
your skin and then tattoo around it.  They weren’t what I’d
have chosen, but Nanette loved them; she loved tracing round
things, it kept her occupied for weeks and kept her off my
back.  I wish I’d done it earlier.”

She swivelled her sad eyes to Brian; “Still it’s what I
deserve.”

Brian was almost speechless; she’d been permanently disfigured
and said that she deserved it!  “Pardon?”  He
managed.

She said softly, “They say never hope to get what you wish
for.  I didn’t kill Lucy, but I did wish she’d die. 
You’ve no idea what it’s like, knowing that your daughter is dying
and wanting her to be with you forever while wishing that she had a
peaceful exit.  I wished that she’d die every day after Amy
left.  I could see that she was getting steadily worse and
enjoying life less, but I was powerless to help, except to pray
that she’d die in peace.  She did die before her time, so I
did get what I wished for and these are my punishment, least that’s
how I look at it.”

She suddenly smiled and said, “At least I’ll never were a bikini
top on stage again,” while suddenly leaning forward and plunging
her arm through the grill, to retrieve the key in one swoop. 
She carefully manipulated it through the grill and then handed it
to Brian.  “Easy-peasy.”  She rolled her sleeve straight
back down.

Brian placed the key in the lock and turned, it gave an oily
click and the padlock swung open.  They pulled the grill open
and peered in.  By the light of one of the new torches they
could see a brick floor some thirty feet below.  “Is it safe
to go down there?” She asked.

Brian lit a candle and held it over the hatch, it flared and
guttered.  “There’s a draught,” he muttered, “so heavier than
air gasses won’t have accumulated and if they had I’ve had the
hatch off for over twelve hours.”

“Guess it’s coverall time,” she replied.

He sat back on his haunches; “You don’t have to come.”

“Try and stop me, I may need to learn about tunnel construction
if I get sent back in.”  Somehow it wasn’t a joke.

 


           
The were just starting to put their coveralls on when the doorbell
rang.  Standing at the door was Verity clutching the big black
church diary.  She gave Brian a broad smile, “Thought I’d get
you to…”

Her voice tailed of and her smile was replaced by thunder. 
“Hello Mrs Jones,” said Bau from behind Brian.  “How’s
Amy?”

Verity’s eyes flicked towards the car, “Fine, she’s doing
fine.”

Bau pushed past Brian and Verity and scampered up to the car,
she opened the back door and squatted down to talk to the occupant,
who – five seconds later – shot out of the car and threw her arms
around Bau.  Verity took a deep breath, “I see you don’t take
advice Brian.”

Brian watched Bau take Amy by the hand and lead her across the
front garden.  Amy was wide of hip, thick in the waist and
large in the bosom department.  She was wearing a sort of
brown coarsely knit wraparound cardigan, brown jeans, white
trainers and a lost expression.  The soulless light brown
hazel eyes said it all, ‘I am not at home,’ either that or she was
drugged up to the eyeballs.  Brian studied her surprisingly
long and thin chinless face and twin-pigtailed blonde hair as
Verity spoke.  “It wasn’t only Bau who suffered you
know.  Amy thought she was responsible for Bau being sent to
prison and had a nervous breakdown before trying to kill
herself.  Have you any idea of the strain that puts
on a family Brian?  I rue the day she ever got that nanny job
with Bau, it’s utterly destroyed her.”

She gave Brian a fierce look and in her best no-nonsense army
voice announced, “She’s poison, she destroys all she touches, best
you leave her alone before she destroys your life as well.”

Bau led Amy up to the front door; Verity’s expression changed
from animosity to tenderness in an instance.  Amy swung Bau’s
hand.  “Bau’s home,” she pronounced.

“Yes dear, Bau’s been let out for a while.”  Brian noted
the inference, Amy totally missed it.  She turned to Bau, “Can
I come and see you?  They wouldn’t let me come to the
prison.”

“Of course, but you must look after yourself.  I’m back and
I’m OK and it wasn’t your fault, it was the stupid legal
system.”

Bau took hold of both Amy’s hands and looked her in the
eyes.  “You were wonderful, you did your best both for Lucy
and for me, now let’s get you better.”

She led Amy off to the car and Brian realised that the little
speech had been both for Amy and Verity.  Brian tried for a
smile, “Guess you want me to get my diary?”

Verity sniffed, “I don’t think so Brian, not this year.”

She turned and they watched Amy once again throw her arms around
Bau and give her a kiss before she got into the car.  It was
not the air-kiss of supposed friends nor a friend’s kiss on the
cheek; it was the kiss of a lover.  Full on the mouth and with
passion.  Verity grunted and looked at Brian, vehemently
hissing, “I told you so, she’s trouble.  She seduced my
Granddaughter with her money and her ways, what do you think of her
now, hey?  Filthy hussy!”

She set off down the path and gave Bau the frostiest of looks as
they passed.  Bau came to the door and waited for Amy to
leave.  She gave Amy a bright smile and a pronounced wave as
they left.  Once inside the hall she burst into uncontrollable
tears and racking sobs.  Brian was momentarily stunned and
totally at a loss.  After a few seconds he gently put his arms
around her and held her to his chest while his mind tried to absorb
what he had just seen.

 


           
Her sobs gradually decreased and eventually she pushed herself away
from him muttering some kind of thanks.  Brian studied her
tired face.  “There’s a bathroom upstairs, why don’t you go
and freshen up?”

She nodded and trudged up the stairs, at the sixth stair she
halted, turned round and sat down.  She put her head in her
hands as if it were too heavy to hold on her neck.  “I know
what Verity thinks,” she groaned, “But it wasn’t like that.”

She composed herself.  “We started with Amy in a separate
room, but it didn’t work, I’d be dead tired, but I’d stir at her
first whimper and Amy wouldn’t hear.  We tried swapping rooms,
but I couldn’t sleep away from Lucy.  Eventually we decided to
both sleep in my double bed.  Goodness knows why I had a
double bed, unless I’d bought it on the dream of a normal child
coming in to sleep with mummy.”

She took a heart rending wavering deep breath. “I guess I needed
some love, someone to hold me and comfort me and tell me that I’d
come through.  Amy needed love too; her parents are divorced
and fought over her custody like cat and dog while using her as a
Ping-Pong ball.  They eventual gave her up to Verity when
they’d got their final settlement and realised that neither wanted
her.  I should have known, Amy was young and pretty, showed no
interest in boys and…”

She tailed off and restarted.  “We became lovers when Lucy
was three.  Please don’t lecture me about the rights and
wrongs, we were just happy.  We derived strength from one
another and I guess we really loved one another.”

Brian noted the past tense.  “Why did you get rid of her
then?”

“She cried a lot after Lucy had her diagnosis.  It
unsettled Lucy and that made her unhappy.  We agreed that she
was overtired and that she should go home and take a rest, in our
hearts we both knew that she wasn’t coping.”

She fell silent.  Brian said delicately, “Do you still love
her?”

“Not like she loves me, or I think she loves me.  I feel a
great deal of affection, I feel responsible for her, and I
certainly don’t want to leave her in Verity’s clutches, but no, I
don’t love her as in romance.  It’s more of a devotion.”

She turned and climbed another few steps and sat down again,
“I’m not a lesbian Brian.  I needed love and she was the only
person to give it to me.  I’m not going to throw her to the
wolves, but I’ve absolutely no idea what to do.  I suppose
could put it all down to preparation for a woman’s prison, but it
was more than that.  I had one reason for staying alive and
getting out and that was Amy.  I knew that she’d need me and
in a perverse way I need her, that’s one of the reasons I came back
here.  It’s not love, it’s attachment, we’re emotionally
entwined and I’ve got to live with it.  As my parents would
say I’ve made my bed and now I’ve got to lie on it,”

She turned and trudged upstairs, Brian returned to the
kitchen.

 


           
Bau got to his bedroom door and spotted his camp-bed with the
sleeping bag lying on top of it.  Waves of tiredness swept
over her; she was emotionally drained and physically
exhausted.  She knew that Brian would find out about her and
Amy and was ashamed.  Not ashamed over the relationship,
ashamed she wasn’t handling it well and had let Amy down.  She
lay down, promising herself a minute’s repose, she was asleep
within the minute.

 


           
Brian waited twenty minutes and then crept upstairs.  In truth
he was worried about her emotional state and his razor blades in
the bathroom.  He found her asleep on his bed.  He
extracted a sheet from the airing cupboard and covered her over
before squatting down to look at her face.  He knew her face
and her vulnerability were sucking him in.  He sat staring at
her.  He’d been sucked into a woman’s life before and it had
all ended in tears, dreadful tears over a dreadful tragedy. 
Could he cope if it happened again?  Did he want to have to
cope?  He could walk away now if he wanted to, take her home
and forget her, couldn’t he?  Brian stood up and sighed, no he
couldn’t, his heart was already lost and he knew it.  It had
been lost that morning in the supermarket when he’d seen her for
the first time and it was even more lost to her now.










Chapter 5
Exploration


The women stopped talking when he entered.  Brian had
decided to get some fresh bread and taken the short walk into the
centre of the village.  There were only three shops, a tiny
bakers, a typical corner shop and a hardware shop.  He’d been
to the baker’s and entered the corner shop when he encountered the
women.  Their demeanour and anxious glances told Brian that
they were talking about him, it was an unusual feeling.  He
prowled the two narrow aisles and picked up a couple of cartons of
so-called fresh lamb and vegetable soup from the refrigerated
cabinet plus two bars of white chocolate before proceeding to the
checkout.  The woman behind the till tilted her nose in
disapproval.  Brian paid over the money, “Is something
wrong?”

She was taken aback, “Wrong?”

“You’re oozing discontent; I hope it’s nothing I’ve done.”

She shuffled on the stool and broke eye contact, “No.”

Having made her squirm enough he made for the door, the talking
resumed as he left.

 


           
He would have gone straight home, but there was a mobile shop on
the green and he wandered over to have a look, it was full of small
electrical appliances like hand-whisks and coffee-makers plus
batteries, bulbs and electrical knickknacks.  The owner, a
jolly rotund sphere of bonhomie, emerged from a tiny
cubby-hole.  “Anything I can offer you guv?”

He swept a podgy arm, “Food mixers, kettles, irons, radios,
coffee-makers, percolators… ”

His voice droned on as Brian ceased to listen.  Brian
pointed, “Is that a milk-shake machine?”

“Certainly is, comes with twenty-four sachets of honest
flavouring, just add milk and a scoop of ice-cream for the most
delicious and…”

Brian cut across him, “What are those special sachets?”

“Ah,” he said conspiratorially, “They’re designed for rugby
players, weight-lifters and pregnant women, they contain extra
body-building proteins to help you put on weight.”

Brian didn’t believe a word of it and read the back of a
sachet.  “OK I’ll take a machine, a box of each type of
sachets and that football shaped digital radio, the white one.”

“It’s a CD and MP3 player as well, also got it in blue.”

“OK, I’ll take a blue one.”

The chap must have though Christmas had arrived early, Brian’s
bank account certainly did.

 


           
She came back downstairs an hour after he arrived back looking
fresher and more composed.  “Soup?”

“Wonderful,” she replied.

He gave her a large bowl of soup and a crusty roll and they
started eating.  She didn’t talk and he didn’t probe. 
She laid down her spoon halfway through the bowl.  Brian
raised an eyebrow and she licked her lips before saying softly,
“Please don’t nag me Brian, I know I should eat more, but it’s
difficult.  I feel raving hungry and after a few mouthfuls my
body tells me that I’m full.  I know I can’t be full, but it’s
difficult to overeat.  The doctor in the prison gave me a long
lecture and told me this is a common problem with recovering
anorexics, your body signals are all over the place and you like to
kid yourself that you’ve eaten in case you overeat and get
fat.”

Brian laughed, “If you’re fat then my broom handle’s gone
obese.”

She swallowed three more spoonfuls and gave up.  “What’s
next on your list?”

“We take a look down the hole.”

She picked at a bit of roll, “Any ideas?”

“None at all.”

He pointed across the kitchen, “Fancy a milkshake, I bought a
machine today and I’m dying to try it out.”

“Strawberry,” she replied.

He made two milkshakes, using a ‘special’ sachet for hers and
slipped in a straw before he handed it over.  She looked at
the straw and looked at him, “How do you know I like a straw?”

“Saw you in the supermarket café.”

She nodded as if she understood.  “Tell me,” he said, “I
don’t want to be nosy, but why haven’t you contacted Amy
before?”

She stopped sipping her milkshake, “She’s been in hospital, just
for an assessment, and Verity’s mounted a virtual armed
guard.  Ringing and writing are not good.  I did turn up
on the doorstep once, but Verity threatened to get the police and I
can’t afford a run in with them because of my licence.”

Brian decided to probe no more and derived a secret pleasure
from watching her drink the milkshake.  She alternately sipped
the drink and picked at the roll until they were both gone and he
enjoyed every movement.

 


           
It was mid-afternoon before they donned their coveralls, his fitted
well while hers hung like a baggy bin-liner.  He got her to
slip out the belt and folded the excess from each side across her
back before fastening it in place with the belt.  Coveralls
were made to be large, but she was certainly nowhere near a size
ten.  He elected to go first and he carefully used the iron
hoops as a ladder and went down the shaft, she followed a few feet
above him.  Once on the floor they swung their torches
around.  He’d expected a circular ammunition store like the
one listed in the record office, instead he had a huge oblong
brick-lined room with twelve equally spaced ancient metal bedsteads
of the old military hospital type each standing in its own brick
alcove.  There was absolutely nothing else.  Despite it
being summer the room was quite chilly and Bau involuntarily
shivered before setting out across the room.  “There’s nothing
here,” he said swinging his light-beam along the beds.

He looked around and she’d disappeared.  He blinked, shone
his light about and then examined the floor, he feared that she’d
fallen down some other shaft.  She reappeared, as if by magic
at the far end.  He felt an enormous wave of relief.  She
took him to end alcove where the wall jutted out covering a
doorway.  This led into another, smaller, room that had
obviously been an office.  Judging by the crumbling wooden
desk and a rotting magazine that had been a long time ago. 
Bau swung her light into the far corner, and there, neatly lined
against the wall were ten rifles of various sizes and lengths and a
neat pile of twenty or so rusty, but still vicious looking,
sheath-knives.  “Any ideas now,” she whispered.

“Home guard,” he replied.  “I’ve heard tell of plans for
the home-guard to fight a guerrilla action should England have been
invaded.  My guess is that this was an emergency hidey-hole
for a local group.”

She nodded, “Then why these?”

She swung her light into the other corner.  It revealed two
semi-mummified corpses sitting with their back to the wall and
leaning against each other with a single arm across each other’s
shoulder and holding hands in a final macabre clasp.  Both
bodies were tiny and still wearing off-golden tee-shirts, black
mini-skirts and white plimsolls.  Brian swallowed back some
soup and walked towards the bodies, stopping a few feet away. 
By the side of one of them was an empty coke bottle, three burnt
out candles and a pair of empty tablet containers.  Propped
behind the coke bottle was an envelope with the faded words, ‘Mum
and dad,’ still clearly legible.  Brian and Bau stood side by
side and rooted to the spot.  “Ought we?”  Queried Brian
in a hushed reverential tone.

“Not now,” Bau replied softly, “let’s, go upstairs, they’ll
wait.”

Brian paused at the table and shone his light on the old
magazine.  “It’s called Summer Love Stories and dated Summer
1967.”

They left it lying there and went back to the kitchen.

 


           
Once up top Brian sat on the edge f the hatch and breathed in the
air as if it was the freshest he’d ever tasted.  Bau had
surprised him, he’d felt violently sick, but she’d looked at the
corpses and seemingly not turned a hair.  Bau took one look at
his face and turned the kettle on, “You look dreadful.”

“I feel dreadful, how come you don’t?”

She paused; “I had my moment when I discovered them.”

She poured out two coffees, “I think there’s another room. 
The alcove opposite has a piece of canvas hanging down in a similar
place to the way through to the second room.”

She handed Brian the coffee, “Now what?”

He glanced at his watch, “If you don’t mind I’d like to drink
this and then make a dash for the Library in Bury to see if any
young girls went missing round here in the 1960s.”

“Becoming a detective are we?  Leave it to the police, it’s
what they do.”

Brian shook his head and huskily replied.  “Can’t do
that.  I should never have involved you, but now I have the
police are a no no.  I can’t take the risk of them misreading
the situation and it all going against you.”

Bau sniffed her coffee as if savouring the aroma, “I wasn’t born
in the 1960s Brian and neither were you.”

He shook his head, “Still not taking the risk.  I couldn’t
bear it if you got sent back to prison because of me.”

“OK, whatever you say.”  She paused.  “But one thing’s
for sure, two young girls can’t just disappear, there must have
been a hell of a row at the time.”

 


           
Brian parked his car in one of the town-centre parking bays and
turned the engine off.  They’d just dumped their coveralls on
the floor and left for Bury as soon as they could.  Bau’s eyes
flicked towards the Oxfam shop opposite the parking bay and then
away, she had nothing to spend.  Brian sat still for a
minute.  “Thought you were in a hurry,” she said.

He reached into his pocket, pulled the four remaining crisp ten
pound notes from the front of his wallet and five crisp five pound
notes from the zipped rear compartment.  He thrust the money
into her hands, “Go shopping, it’s late night shopping and
everything’s open until seven.”

She gave him a frosty look.  “I’m not a charity case
Brian.”

“Then pay me back when you’ve got your royalty cheque and don’t
try telling me you’ve got enough money.”

There was concern and anxiety in his voice that matched his
caring expression.  She took the notes, “I will pay you pack,”
she replied earnestly.

He squeezed her hand, “Enjoy your freedom.”

She was grateful he didn’t add, ‘while it lasts.’  She
opened the door and he added, “Is it enough?  I mean there’s a
cash machine over there and…”

She silenced him by kissing his hand, “More than enough for
now.”

He held onto her hand, “I mean it, I’ll lend you as much as you
need, you only have to ask.”

He let go of her hand and she departed for the nearest
department store that stocked decent make-up and he departed for
the library.

 


           
She arrived back at the car at seven-thirty carrying four paper
carrier bags, two were labelled ‘Oxfam,’ one ‘Age Concern,’ and one
‘Boots.’  She placed them carefully in the back and smiled at
Brian, “Don’t worry, I haven’t spent it all.”

“Wouldn’t matter if you had.”  He replied wondering if he’d
given her more money would she have bought some decent
clothes.  She climbed in the front and, as if reading his
thoughts, said softly, “I just need to get by, if I go back there’s
no point in taking in anything decent.  I’m only allowed three
sets of clothes and it’s impossible to keep your own, the laundry
girls get all the good stuff.”

“You might not go back, be positive.”

She turned her eyes on him, they were full of sadness, “The odds
aren’t good Brian, lets be realistic, I just want to make the best
of this time out before I go back.”  She didn’t add ‘for
another twelve years,’ but then she didn’t have to as it was on
both their minds. 

“Then lets make the best of it,” he said pointing to a hotel,
“how about I buy you dinner?”

“I’ll need to change first, but that would be lovely.  I
haven’t eaten in a proper restaurant since the day before my last
appeal, and that was the meal of a condemned woman.”

She rummaged in the bags and re-arranged the contents, finally
gathering together all she wanted into the Boots bag.  They
walked across the square towards the hotel, halfway across he
started to hold her hand.  It had suddenly struck Brian how
tenuous her presence with him was.  At any moment she could be
whisked away, without notice, to a different life.  He
resolved to accelerate their relationship, knowing that he was
being foolish and taking a gamble that was quite out of character
and that might end up with him losing everything.

 


           
Brian waited for forty minutes in the hotel lobby before she
emerged from the ladies toilets.  She had donned a calf length
red denim skirt and a white blouse with three-quarter sleeves and a
pair of red high-heeled shoes, but really it was her face that had
been transformed.  With full make-up the skin tone looked
normal and her eye-shadow now enhanced her eyes rather than
exacerbating the imperfections of time in a garish manner. 
Her lips were bright vermilion and her fingernails an exact
match.  “You look wonderful,” he blurted out.

“Wonderful what Oxfam can do,” she replied.

“It’s not the clothes, it’s the contents.”

He took her into the restaurant where he had booked a corner
table.  They sat down and he gazed at her.  Finally she
said gently, “Seen enough?”

He blushed, “Sorry, it’s just that I can’t drag my eyes away
from you.”

“I’d noticed.” 

He looked at the four blue blobs visible on her wrists and
pointed, “Squirrel?”

“Skunk.”

He tried again, “Cat?”

“Frog.”

This was hopeless, he tried the other arm.  “Dog?”

“Sheep.”

He pointed to the last one, “Snake.”

“Caterpillar.”

She turned her left arm over and there was half a blob showing,
she pulled her sleeve up a little.  He smiled, “Spider.”

“Octopus.”  Despite the absurdity of the situation they
both laughed.

They studied the menu both knowing that this meal was somehow a
turning point in their relationship and wondering how to handle
it.  The waiter finally arrived, Brian ordered a well done
steak and chips while she ordered a children’s size salmon
salad.  The waiter rolled his eyes around the table, “Sorry
madam we don’t serve children’s portions to adults.”

“You’d rather through the excess food away and waste it? 
What about conserving the planet’s resources?”

The waiter opened his mouth and then decided it was a lost
cause, “Children’s portion it is then madam, would you want salad
with the salmon or fish-shaped fries?”

“Salad will do.”

They grinned as he left and she sipped some water.  Brian
noted the action, “Would you like wine?”

She shook her head.  Then, without warning and much to
Brian’s dismay she asked the one question he’d been dreading. 
“Well you know about me,” she said mischievously, “Now tell me
about you.  And I want to know everything, every sordid
detail.”

Once again his heart almost stopped.

 


           
Following the question Brian proved that he would be useless in
prison or playing poker as every emotion showed on his face. 
“You needn’t if you…”

He reached over and placed his large fingers over her thin hand,
“Yes I must, it’s just that it’s difficult and I don’t know where
to start.”

“Try school.”

He nodded and collected his thoughts, starting with childhood
would give him time to work up to the painful part.  “Mother
was a Methodist and father a sort of wandering Baptist.  He
wandered between churches and between believing in adult baptism
and supporting child baptism.  I don’t remember much about
school, except that I enjoyed it.  Most of my school years we
all were absorbed with Joan.  Joan is my sister and four years
older than me.  She contracted childhood leukaemia when she
was thirteen and it rather soaked up the family’s energies.  I
don’t resent her for that, if anything it allowed me to get away
with far more than other children because they were always looking
after her.  She came through it by the way.”

He paused and took a sip of water, he wished it was
brandy.  “University was also fun, I studied Physics and rowed
for the university, only the second eight, but I’ve got a large oar
on my wall at home.”

His eyes suddenly switched from her face to the carnation in the
tiny table vase. “In my second year I moved out of halls into a
shared house, I stayed in the same house till I finished my Post
Graduate Teaching Certificate.  The second year I was there we
were joined by Janis, she was from French Antigua, but her parents
were of Caribbean origin; they run a beach hotel.   I
suppose we started going out together by Christmas, well we must
have done because I bought her a Christmas present.  She was a
year ahead me and by the start of my PGCE year I thought we were
what you might call an item, though don’t get me wrong I didn’t
sleep with her, not then.”

He swallowed and Bau watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down,
he was also starting to sweat.  “She’d finished her degree and
wanted to stay on in England and join a computer firm; she was
studying maths.  However, she ran into a snag; she didn’t have
an UK passport or a visa to stay.  He traced a circle with his
finger on the table cloth.  “She tried a couple of times, but
it was no go.  In the end I decided to speed things up and we
got married, it all went downhill from there. I slept with her for
one night, consummated the marriage so to speak, and then she flew
back to Antigua as her visa had expired.  Once she’d obtained
a UK passport as my wife I expected her to return
immediately.  She actually stayed away for five months and
when she did return she was five months pregnant.  To say it
was a shock is an understatement, she’d written, intermittently,
and never indicated a word about it.  After that she was as
frosty as hell.  It took a close friend to point out the
obvious: that she’d married me for a UK passport and not expected
to get pregnant.  She was a devout Catholic and therefore
there was no question of an abortion, especially when she’d been
living with her parents.  I never slept with her again, that
was her choice not mine.”

He swallowed again, and took a deep breath. “Then on the morning
of my first exam she started to go into labour and my parents drove
her to the hospital, or they were going to, that’s when they were
killed.  Janis was fatally injured and died at the roadside,
fortunately there was an air-ambulance doctor on the scene and he
delivered the baby by caesarean, it was a girl and I called her
Janis after her mother.”

Bau had not expected this.  “You’ve got a daughter?”

“Yes, rather no.  I gave her away.”

Bau’s eyes became like saucers, “You gave her
away?”

Unfortunately the waiter chose this moment to appear and Bau had
to sit in disbelief for the time it took him to deliver the food,
vegetables and side salad.  Once he’d departed Brian didn’t
even try to start eating.  He cleared his throat.  “It’s
not what you think; I gave her to my sister Joan.  She
couldn’t have children and it seemed the right thing to do.”

“The right thing to do!”  Bau repeated shrilly.

He finally looked at her.  “You put me to shame, you
struggled with your daughter against the odds I chose the easy
path.  Well at the time I thought it was the easy path.”

He waved his oversized hands around, “How was I going to bring
up a baby?  I was deep in debt and a spurned man.  I
found out later that Janis intended to leave me as soon as she was
out of hospital.”

“But you can’t just give a child away!  People must have
noticed.”

He shrugged, “It was absurdly easy.  Joan and her husband
Sam registered Janis as their child and no-one turned a hair in the
registry office, after all they only saw a pair of proud parents
and a baby.”

“But the colour,” exclaimed Bau.

“Sam's parents are Afro-Caribbean from Barbados, so the colour
is just right.  They registered the child.  I had my
wife’s remains cremated and then took them to Antigua and had them
placed in a churchyard there.  I told her parents that the
baby had never been born, that was the hardest part, lying to her
parents.  I reasoned that they already had six grandchildren,
but I still feel a louse over that.  From then on my sister
reared her as her own.”

He picked up his knife and fork and Bau muttered “So you see
her?”

He shook his head sadly and miserably.  “For the first
three years, but it was impossible, you talked about the
mother-baby bond, there’s also the father-daughter bond you know
and I just could not be Uncle Brian.”

“So?”

“So we came to an arrangement.  Joan and Sam emigrated to
Canada, he’s a dentist and can work anywhere.  I promised
never to go over and they promised to send me a picture of Janis
every year on her birthday until she is eighteen.”

“Will they tell her she’s sort of adopted?”

She saw his eyes moisten, “No, that was part of the agreement,
why should we mess up her life?  She’s got the right birth
certificate, the right colouring and two devoted, absolutely
devoted, parents.  Why should I destroy that by insisting that
she knows?”

“Suppose she visits England?”

“Then I don’t exist,” he said hoarsely.  “She was very
young when they left and once they were in Canada I agreed never to
send birthday or Christmas cards or anything.  As far as Janis
knows her mother didn’t have a brother, it was the only way we
could manage it.”

His face told the world that it had been a terrible price to pay
and they ate in silence as she savoured the delicious taste of
salmon for the first time in years.  Eventually Brian
restarted his story.  “After that I started work at the
school.  Initially I just taught physics and later, when I’d
got a part-time diploma in theology, I started teaching RE.”

“When did you become Chaplain?”

“Five years ago.  I went forward for selection as a
Non-Stipendiary Anglican Priest and to my amazement they accepted
me, after that the school jumped on the bandwagon and made me their
chaplain.”

Bau put her knife down and started toying with the salad. 
“How do you square that with giving your daughter away?”

“If God can’t forgive a sinner what hope is there for us?”

She ate a button tomato, “So from then it’s been all plain
sailing?”

His face told her exactly the opposite.  “It’s a mixed
school and despite what you probably think it’s not a school for
the wealthy.  It’s an army school, we take the children of
army families that are posted abroad.  We also take children
of one-parent families, especially where the other parent was
killed on active duty.  You get to meet the parents and I got
friendly with one of them, very friendly.  She was struggling
with learning computing to keep pace with her daughter and I gave
her one-to-one lessons.  I guess I’m naïve I really thought we
had the start of a good relationship.”

“And?”

“And she was leading me up the garden path for slaughter. 
A friendly red-cap warned me and I almost ignored him, I certainly
told him to mind his own business.  I apologised for that
later.  Anyway I did decide to check her out, remember I’d
been bitten once so this was the second time around.  Turns
out she'd fleeced two men before.  She’d get friendly with
them and then cry rape.  Fortunately I’d never slept with her,
on past record if I had she’d have cried rape and gone straight to
the police demanding a medical examination.  My sperm and her
daughter’s witness statement would have been the damning
evidence.  She’d already got away with it in Germany and
Cyprus.  She never pressed the charges, just got the men to
pay her off, for a small fortune.”

He wiped up the last of the steak fat with a piece of bread, “So
there you are, all the sordid details, not a simple school teacher
but a man who gives away his child and then seeks a woman out, a
second woman, who wants to fleece him for everything he has.”

She studied his face and said softly, “Is that how you see me, a
penniless wench out for your cash?”

Horror shot across his face and Bau relaxed.  “No. 
Certainly not.  Never.”  He stammered.

She reached out and touched his hand, “I believe you and thanks
for telling me the truth.”

He looked utterly despondent, “It’s not the truth, least it’s
only the edited truth.  Last year I could stand it no longer
and I took a holiday - to Canada.”

“And?”

“And I went to Janis’ home town and chickened out, I left after
twelve hours, but I was a hairsbreadth away from blowing her life
apart.”

“It might have been the making of her life.”

He shook his head, “No, I read the local paper.  She’d won
the school cup for the best ecological initiative in the
school.  I was so proud I could have…”

He tailed off and took a breath, “I could have ruined my
sister’s day and my daughter’s life.  Instead I went to the
other side of the country and worked in a monastery pulling
weeds.”

He surveyed her plate, “Was that good?”

She nodded, “Wonderful.”

“Pudding?”

“No thanks, you have one if you want, I’ll just have coffee if
it’s on offer.”

“Of course it’s on offer”

They moved to the lounge and settled down on a low settee. 
She poured the coffee before turning to him and whispering, “I
don’t think any less of you, especially as I can’t go around
throwing stones, but I promise that I’m not out to fleece you or
try and use you or anything like that.  We met by accident not
design.”

He grinned, “By design, I had designs to meet you the first time
I saw you.”

“Then beware of false expectations.”

She sat back, “I still think it’s a dream.  I keep thinking
I’ll wake up and Nanette will be bending over me with one of her
leers and offering me a knuckle sandwich if I don’t clean the loo
up after her disgusting diarrhoea.”

“You had en-suite facilities?”

“If you call a WC bowl with no seat and a million internal
scratches en-suite facilities then yes; it was sheer luxury.”

He without warning he put his arm around her, it was both
unexpected and expected, she too knew that they didn’t have the
time for extended politeness, but he seemed to be throwing caution
to the winds.

 


           
He dropped her off at her cottage an hour and a half later, not
wanting to leave her in the middle of nowhere, but also not wanting
to seem presumptuous.  Once again, as he expected, she
wouldn’t let him escort her to the door.  This time he was
prepared and just after he’d stopped he leant over and kissed her
on the cheek.  She thought about turning her head so their
lips could meet, but she had other things on her mind. 
Instead she ran to the front door and turned to give him a
wonderful wave and smile before running inside, managing to yell at
the rat on the worktop before throwing up in the sink.  She’d
dearly have loved to kiss Brian, but vomiting over him was not the
way to a man’s heart.  As she started to clean up the sink and
thoroughly rinse her mouth she burst into tears.  For once in
her life she’d met a decent man, one she knew she could love, but
the timing was all wrong.  She had Amy to consider and if
Brian couldn’t accept her relationship with Amy then she could
never be with him.  For the moment Amy had to have
preference.  Besides, she’d probably get sent back inside till
her juices all dried up and she ended up as a battered useless hag
of a woman with a hard face and embittered attitudes.  Would
he want her then?  She screamed at nothing in particular to
relieve her frustration and sobbed her heart out while leaning on
the sink and waiting for the second round of nausea to run its
course.  Freedom was turning out o be a bitch.










Chapter 6
Out Of Control


Once back at the house Brian made straight for the upstairs
lounge where he knocked back a stiff whisky, following his research
he had a job to do and didn’t particularly relish the fact. 
He thought about a second whisky before deciding that he needed
some wits about him and proceeded downstairs to the kitchen. 
Once there he donned his coverall and, before he lost his nerve,
went straight down the shaft.  Once at the bottom he pulled
out his small digital camera and took some photographs.  He
repeated the process in the old office taking care to photograph
the bodies from a number of angles.  He then put his camera
away and took a deep breath.   He re-checked the two
bodies studying the clothing and the footwear.  After a slight
hesitation he donned a pair of latex gloves that he had bought
earlier and reached for the envelope.  The message inside was
simple:

 

Dear Mum and Dad,

John was right in telling us that you would not believe us
about him.  We both feel that if we can’t be believed by you
he will never stop.  We have told Belinda everything, perhaps
you will believe our story now.  We will love you forever,
please do not think badly of us.  Please give our clothes to
Cecilia, Love…

 

It was signed in a barely discernible scrawl ‘by Lillian and
Barbara,’ but Brian already knew the names from the newspapers of
the time.  He carefully put the paper back in the envelope and
sat back on his heels.  Lodged between the two bodies were two
identical tiny plastic handbags.  He reached over and gently
prised the first one from out between the bodies, he felt like a
grave-robber.  In some ways the contents were pathetic, a
small pile of coins, a tiny handkerchief, two almost perished small
elastic bands and a front-door key on a key-fob that proclaimed
‘Lillian’ under it’s yellowed push-on plastic cover.  He laid
the purse and its contents on the floor and took a photograph
before carefully packing everything back into the purse.  He
repeated the operation with the second purse; the contents were
much the same, but this time the key-fob read ‘Barbara.’  He
ever so carefully placed the purses back between them.  He
paused before taking a little phial of oil out of his pocket. 
Gritting his teeth he traced a small oily cross on each forehead
and said a blessing over them.  Finally, as he made a large
sign of the cross with his hand over both of them he said softly,
“I know it’s a bit late Lord, but please look after Lillian and
Barbara.”

 


           
The other room was about the same size as the one with the corpses,
but the contents were entirely different.  There were three
upturned metal milk crates, dozens of piles of wax; a couple of old
style front cycle lamps and half a dozen men’s magazines of the
soft porn variety.  It had obviously been a boy’s den. 
There was one other difference, there was another shaft in corner
of the room with iron hoops starting on the wall and disappearing
upwards into the gloom. Brian took some more photographs, checked
the memory availability and took a couple more before gingerly
going over to the shaft and climbing up.  At the top was a
pair of very rotten wooden trap-doors each covering half of the
shaft width.  Brian pushed them and was rewarded by earth
falling from the crack between the doors.  He nodded to
himself and went back down.  At the bottom he crouched down
and examined a small piece of white cloth that he gingerly turned
over and photographed.  He checked the orientation of the
rooms and began to pace around for a few minutes and measure the
distance between the two shafts; he then exited back to the
kitchen.  After a slight pause he commenced what he had
personally dubbed operation clear-up.  He closed the grill,
this time dropping the key down the shaft and laid some old vinyl
floor tiles on the grill till he had covered all the gaps.  He
filled in the exposed shaft with freshly mixed concrete, which
levelled off at floor level.  After that he re-laid the large
quarry tiles using a slightly damp sand and cement mixture. 
Next he washed the entire floor, deliberately mopping all the dirty
water over the re-laid tiles to add dirt into the sand-filled
cracks.  Finally he put all the furniture back in place and
made himself a hot-chocolate drink.  Just before he went to
bed he once again watched the video clips of the Rocqettes
that he had saved on George’s computer, carefully studying
Bau.  Then, and only then, he went to bed.  It was
4am.

 


           
Needless to say he did not rise early, it being mid-morning before
he finished his breakfast.  As he washed up he contemplated
when to go over and see Bau.  A frantic ringing of the
doorbell disturbed his contemplation.  Amy was a woman
transformed.  For a start there was animation in the hazel
eyes, enough for Brian to know that she was running on
adrenaline.  Secondly she was now sporting an identical
twisted nose-ring with a blob on the end to Bau, plus a pair of
large two-inch diameter silver ear-rings.  Her brown top had
been replaced by a short-sleeve pink tee-shirt with ‘Candy’
scrawled across her breasts, which jutted out like an overhanging
precipice.  Finally her brown jeans had been replaced by a
pair of skin tight red ones; he only hoped that she never asked
anyone ‘does my bum look big in this?’  He gazed into her
smooth skin faced that was now surrounded by a falling mop of
blonde hair and thought about the perversity of ageing.  Bau
had aged badly; Amy still had the face of a teenager without a
single wrinkle at the edge of her eyes.  He studied her face
close up, it was totally dominated by her nose.  Her forehead
sloped back slightly and the nose seemed to be an extension of this
slope jutting out like a ski-jump.  Her eyebrows picked up the
edge of her nose and swung over her eyes in a wide black
semicircular arc.  He wondered how, should anyone tried to
kiss her, they could get close enough to her over-pink lips without
being speared to death.  “Is B-Bau in?”  She asked
excitedly.

Brian’s eyes flicked towards the end of the drive; there was no
car.  “I escaped,” she said.  “Is B-Bau there?” She
repeated.

“No, she’s at her…”

Brian stopped himself in time; he instinctively knew that Bau
would not want Amy to know that she was living in that squalid
cottage.  “She’s over at a cottage in Burston Tye, why don’t
we go and get her?”

As they walked to the car he wondered if Amy had periods of
hyper-activity followed by periods of depression.  Yesterday
she’d been dull-eyed and sluggish, today she was lively to say the
least.  As he opened the car door for her it occurred to him
that she was acting like a woman who’s husband was about to come
back from the war; she was a woman totally aflame with the ardour
of love.

 


           
Brian spent the first five minutes of the journey wondering how he
was going to cope with Amy and Bau, would their mutual devotion
freeze him out?  Amy suddenly spoke and disturbed Brian’s
increasingly anxious thoughts.  “Pardon?”

“Are you B-Bau’s b-boyfriend?”  There seemed a total
innocence in her enquiry.

“To be honest we’ve only just met.”

After half a mile she tried again, “Are you chasing
B-Bau?”

“Chasing?”

“You know, ‘heap b-big he-man hunter seeks luscious female to
d-drag b-back to cave t-to stoke camp-fire.’”

Brian laughed, “I guess you could say that, except my flat has
central heating.”

“She likes you,” Amy announced, “I can t-tell.”

He caught something in her voice, possibly fear, and decided to
pull into to a farm entrance. He turned the engine off and faced
her across the empty central seat. “Look, I want what’s best for
Bau, she’s had an awful deal of the cards and I don’t intend to
make her life worse. If you’re trying to tell me to back off
because she’d be happy with you then so be it.  At this point
I only want her happiness.”

Amy’s Hazel eyes widened, “You’d g-give her up t-to make her
happy?”

She pronounced ‘you’d’ very carefully and with a long vowel,
Brian guessed that she’d had elocution lessons for the
stammer.  “Yes.”

“T-Then you must l-love her.”

Amy started to nibble at her bottom lip and Brian thought that she
wasn’t going to say anything more.  She stopped nibbling,
“Needn’t b-be like that, I t-think she could c-cope with b-both of
us, call that a d-double happiness.”

Brian noted that the stammer was only universal on bs and ds and
only occasionally on other letters as she made a big effort to
pronounce other words without it.  He reluctantly shook his
head.  “No go, we’d end up tearing her apart. I think at the
moment she needs you more, so it’s goodbye Brian.”  He stared
Amy in the eyes, “She really needs you, be gentle with her.”

He heard himself say the words, but he couldn’t believe just what
he was saying.  He was convinced that Amy provided something
essential to Bau, but wasn’t quite sure what it was.  Amy put
her head onto one side and thought. “Only t-tear her apart if we
force her to make a choice b-between us.  If we can coexist
then she d-doesn’t have to choose and we can all b-be happy.”

This sounded too simplistic for words. “Still a no go,” said Brian,
“She’d end up as mediator between us - piggy in the middle - and
that could be worse.”

Amy sat still and Brian realised what Bau had meant when she had
said that Amy didn’t think fast on her feet, however she clearly
did think.  Eventually she said, “Then we must d-do more than
just coexist, we must b-be friends and accept each other’s call on
B-Bau.”

Brian opened her mouth, Amy continued on with her forehead creased
into a thinking frown. “I d-don’t mind that she’d probably want to
sleep in your b-bed at nights. On the other hand if she and I get
together at other times you mustn’t b-be jealous.”

This was ridiculous; they were plotting together for the affections
of the same woman.  He paused before he said anything. 
What was the alternative?  Possibly that would be to lose Bau
forever. “What about if I take her out for a romantic evening meal
at a restaurant, are you telling me you wouldn’t be jealous?”

“Not if we could d-do the same, or have a girl’s d-day out.” She
paused and wore her thinking frown for a while. “Though it would
b-be nice if all three of us went out from time to time, it would
sort of cement the fact that she d-didn’t have to choose b-between
us and we weren’t in competition, vying for her affections.”

She pronounced ‘affections’ at twice the normal vowel
length.  Brian decided to push the reasoning. “Suppose I
wanted to marry her.”

“Fine, as long as I was matron of honour.”

“But you’d expect to live with us?”

“Of course, as far as everyone else is concerned I’d b-be your
live-in housekeeper.”

Brian momentarily had that feeling of being sucked-in again. 
Last week this would all have been absurd, this week it sounded
plausible.  After all, he reasoned to himself, he had Bau’s
needs to consider not only his needs. He decided to join in the
plotting.  “No secrets or plotting behind each other’s back,
it wouldn’t be good for Bau.”

“Agreed.”

Now it was Brian’s turn to frown, “I don’t understand why you are
agreeing to all this when she could be all yours?”

Amy gave a knowing smile. “B-Bau needs b-both of us.”  Her
hazel eyes stared at him.  “So we’ll have to manage together
so that B-Bau gets a d-double portion of love and we d-don’t
argue.  Can we g-get on now, I want to see her?”

Brian held up a finger, “One more minute.  What happens if
our scheme doesn’t work, what would it do to Bau?

She frowned again, finally announcing, “Then we’ll just have to
make sure we d-do succeed won’t we?”

Without preamble she suddenly reached out and placed her hand on
his thigh.  “I know you love B-Bau and not me, and that you’re
a man so you can probably only love one person at a time, b-but I
hope that our relationship can b-be more than one of mere
tolerance.  Now can we get on, we’re wasting time.”

The matter was obviously now closed, at least Brian was a little
further forward in his dilemma, but not much.  He admitted
defeat and started the engine.  Just what was he getting
himself into?

 


           
“Amy?  Here?”  Exclaimed Bau when Brian knocked on her
door.

“She’s in the car, I didn’t say you lived here.”

She mouthed, ‘thanks’ before heading down the mud path towards
the lane. Brian waited a couple on minutes and then followed. 
Amy and Bau were still having a passionate embrace so he backed off
and went into the cottage.  It was even more squalid than he
remembered.  He noted the rat droppings down the edge of the
hall and shivered, he hated rats and the thought of Bau living here
appalled him.  He checked the stairs and sat down, what was he
to do?  Could he really cope with Bau and Amy’s relationship
while contemplating a relationship with her himself?  He
experienced that out-of-control feeling again and took a deep
breath; perhaps he ought to…  “Penny for them?”

He spun round; Bau was in the doorway.  “You were deep in
thought,” she said grinning

He gave a helpless shrug.  She came over to him and tickled
his chin.  “Amy says that you and her have come to an
accommodation.  Apparently you want to share my
affections.”

He felt himself going red.  “I didn’t mean to talk about
you behind your back, but…”

She stroked his cheek, “She said that you were prepared to walk
away if that was best for me and my happiness.”

He managed a nod; “It all sounds so dramatic, but…”

She silenced him with a gentle kiss. “You’re one in a
million.”

She glanced down the front path, “Amy’s in the car, do you mind
if we go to yours?”

“Of course not.”

He looked past the front door as well, “She seems lucid enough;
you didn’t say she stammered.”

“Mainly only on Bs and Ds and only with strangers, that is
unless you’re Verity or her disgusting son John, they can both turn
Amy into an incoherent jabbering wreck.”

She took another glance, “And don’t be fooled.  Amy is what
you might call bimodal.  She has two states, perfectly
rational and perfectly irrational, and can flip between the two at
the drop of a hat.  If she thinks she’s done wrong, or can’t
cope she flips and apparently it can be difficult to get her back
to normal again.”

“How do you know?”

“Harriet visited her for me when she was in hospital after her
breakdown.”

“Harriet’s obviously a good friend.”

“The best.  She’s out in India for the moment with her sick
grandmother, I’m praying that she will return before I have to go
back in.”

“You might not have to go back in.”

She sighed, “Let’s look at the worst case then we won’t be
disappointed.”

She shot him a quizzical glance, “You sure you can cope, with me
and Amy?”

“I’ll try, you obviously have no secrets.”

Bau’s face took on a haunted look; “Amy’s not good at
secrets.  Remember that and don’t stress her even with minor
ones like telling her what you’ve bought me for Christmas.”

“We’re nowhere near Christmas.”

“A girl can hope.”

She abruptly turned round and strode out, “Just slam the door,”
she said, “lock doesn’t work.”

He arrived at the car and his heart sank, Amy was in the middle
seat.  Bau wagged her finger at her.  “Naughty naughty,
you know I want the middle seat.”

Amy looked blank and, after an appreciable delay, smiled. 
“Oh, of course, then you can have us b-both.”

She looked past Bau to Brian.  “Sorry B-Brian, didn’t
think.”

Once they were all seated Brian drove off, he couldn’t fail to
notice that Bau and Amy held hands all the way to the old
rectory.

 


           
Brian prepared some soup and made some croutons from toasted stale
bread while Bau showed Amy round the house.  She hadn’t even
raised an eyebrow at the now pristine kitchen floor.  Once the
soup was hot he left it to simmer and sought out the women. 
As he climbed the stairs Bau’s voice floated out of the
bathroom.  “Shit Amy, that hurt!”

He stood at the bathroom door; Amy was swabbing Bau’s ears with
some cotton wool.  Her ears now sported an identical pair of
large two-inch diameter silver earrings as Amy plus a small silver
ring in the top of her ear; it had obviously been that ring that
had caused the outburst.  Bau grinned, “Amy’s kept my
jewellery.” 

She waved her left hand, which sported a chunky silver
thumb-ring and a ring composed of six small emeralds with a diamond
in the centre on the second finger of her right hand.  Amy
waved her right hand, “They’re our love-rings,” she
announced. 

Brian studied the earrings.  “Why don’t those rings stick
out?”

Bau fiddled with her ear lobe.  “The end spike is at an
angle and they’re not complete rings, they finish just behind the
ear lobe; they’re stage ear-rings from the Rocqettes.”

“Lunch’s ready.”

They trooped down stairs and sat round the kitchen table. 
Brian dished out the soup and placed a plate of rolls in the centre
of the table.  As they started eating he looked at Amy; it was
still hard to believe she’d had a nervous breakdown.  “You
said you’d escaped,” he said to her, “surely it’s not that
bad?”

Her face screwed up.  “G-Gran w-wants m-me t-to g-go and
see m-mother.  Shh-she w-wants to g-get rid of m-me.”

The pronounced stammer and obvious agitation astounded him, as
did her obvious distress.  Bau shot him a ‘don’t go there’
look.  “Well you’re here now, so let’s forget all about
them.”  She said gently to Amy, who responded with a simpering
smile before nodding and proceeding to eat.  As Brian had
expected halfway through the bowl of soup Bau put her spoon down
and pushed the bowl away.  Wordlessly Amy moved the bowl back;
also wordlessly Bau picked up the spoon and continued to eat. 
A few moments later Amy reached for a second roll, Bau twitched an
eyebrow and Amy retracted her hand, empty.  After the soup Amy
took a banana from the fruit bowl and halved it giving the other
half to Bau, who dutifully ate it.  Amy grinned at Brian, “We
have a pact,” she announced proudly before looking at the
clock.  “Does your TV work?”

“It works fine.”

She stacked the bowls and placed them in the sink, “I’ll do
these later.”

“It’s all right,” said Brian, “I’ll do them.”

Amy gazed at him with wide open hazel eyes, “I said I’ll do
them, don’t want to be useless.”

With that she strode out.  Bau grinned, “She loves her
Australian daytime soap, and you’d better leave the dishes for her,
she wants to make her contribution to the household.”

She waved a hand, “What’s happened to the floor?”

“Re-laid it after plugging the shaft with concrete.”

“So you’re not calling the police?”

“Definitely not.”

She tapped the table, “Tell all.”

He leaned forward, “The girls are identical twins, Lillian and
Barbara Dale, and they went missing on Saturday July
12th 1967, local paper was full of it.  Interesting
thing is one of their friends; a girl named Belinda, said that
their lives had been made hell by bullying at school.  She
named the bullies as John Jones and his mates Colin and
Philip.”

“Stop!”  Said Bau earnestly before closing her eyes in
thought.  “Would that be John Jones, Verity’s son?”

“Well spotted, it took me half an hour to make that connection,
it’s hard to believe that those girls would be in their fifties
now.  Verity lived here with her brother while her husband was
abroad from 1966 to that summer, when he was posted to Aldershot
and the family moved there.  I reckon John must have been 15,
his sister Wendy 16 and his brother James 14.  Thing is no one
believed Belinda.  She also claimed that the boys had a den,
but the boys closed ranks and denied it and nobody found it.”

He leant back looking smug, “Guess what was in the other room
you spotted?”

“A boys den?”

“Got it in one.  A month later a girl called Cecilia came
back from a visit to her dad’s in the States and collaborated
Belinda’s story, but by then Verity and her family had moved. 
Obviously the girls were never found and neither was the den.”

Bau blinked in disbelief, “But the police must have searched in
here?”

“Why?  This was a parson’s house remember?  If a
parson says the girls aren’t here who’s to contradict? 
Besides there were two sightings of the girls in Haverhill bus
station, so the police concentrated their efforts there.”

“Do you think they covered it up?”

“Verity and her brother?  No.  I think the floor in
here was quarry tiles even then.  However, there is another
shaft and I think that is the one the boys used, but they never
took the risk of coming back again after the balloon went up.”

“Where does the other shaft come up?”

“In the flower-bed the other side of the greenhouse, I
think.  I need to find it to block it up.”

Bau shook her head and tapped her fingernails on the
table.  “What about the parents, surely you can’t just leave
them in ignorance?  That would be reprehensible.”

Brian sighed, “They went to Spain and chose the wrong
plane.  They were killed in 1975; she was pregnant at the
time.  I can’t find any other relatives and frankly I’d rather
leave Lillian and Barbara in peace.”

Bau screwed her nose up causing the ring in it to waggle,
“John’s a nasty piece of work he…”

She tailed off as Amy entered sniffing, “Only got the last ten
minutes, they moved it because of some wretched football
match.”  She shot an angry look at Brian as if it were his
fault and proceeded to wash up.  Brian decided it was time be
somewhere else for a moment.

 


           
The sound of a diesel van made him look up from his task of using a
broom handle to prod the flower bed that ran alongside the old
Victorian brick and wooden frame greenhouse.  He was sure,
dead sure, this was where the other shaft should come out, but just
could not find it amongst the holly bushes and various small
conifers.  Bau and Amy had gone off for a walk so he rounded
the greenhouse expecting some sort of delivery van.  Instead
he was confronted by Verity, who was obviously not in a good
humour.  “Is Amy here?”  She barked.

“She is, and she is an adult Verity, I can hardly keep her
away.”

“Is that woman here as well?”

“If you mean Bau, then…”

She cut across him in her fury, “Well isn’t that just cosy.”

Brian took a deep breath, the day had been odd enough already
and he did not wish it to get odder.  “I hardly think…”

“That’s you trouble,” she half shouted, “You hardly think. 
Have you any idea what your doing?  Amy was doing fine and now
you have to drag that woman into her life again.  I’ve nursed
that girl through traumas and tantrums and total stupor and then
that woman comes swanning along after her holiday on the state and
crooks a finger and Amy comes a-running.”

Brian began to feel his blood pressure rising, “I hardly think
that prison is…”

Verity snorted and turned round to wave at the occupants of a
large black van.  Brian put his hands on his hips, “If you
think I’ll condone you taking her by force then you’ve…”

Verity gave a short barking laugh, “No chance Brian, you’ve made
your bed now you can lie on it.”

To his amazement her son, John, and three other men started to
carry a roll of carpet into the house.  Verity shouted, “Any
of the front rooms of the first floor, George never uses them.”

“You can’t just move Amy’s furniture…”

Verity cut across him again, “Oh yes I can.  If there are
going to be more traumas and tantrums then you can cope with
them.”

She tossed a brown tablet bottle at him, “She has one of these
small brown tablets every morning, with her breakfast, not on an
empty stomach. They’re supposed to keep her stable.”

She tossed another bottle, “When she does throw a wobbly, and
believe me she will, you can feed her up to three of these to calm
her down; but no more than twelve of these in any one week. 
If that’s not enough, and it rarely is, the doctor's name is on the
bottle and he’ll come out and give her a jab.”

She tossed a third bottle.  “One of these at night, that is
if you want to get any sleep.”

Finally she tossed a pink packet, “And one of these every
morning, though goodness knows why she takes them.”

As she was tossing the tablets no less than six men were
carrying in a pine dressing table, a pine chest of three doors, a
bed and a number of plastic bin-liners.  Brian decided to try
and be reasonable.  “Look Verity,” he said firmly, “There is
no reason to move Amy in, I’m not looking to…”

“Huh!”  She shouted wildly, “If you decide to go playing
with fire – and that woman is fire – then you’re going to
have to bear the consequences.”

She suddenly yelled at her son, “Put those damn things in a
downstairs room.”

She turned back to Brian, “When you do finally give up and
return her to me I do not want those damn guitars.  You can
tell your Bau that Amy has wasted her life cleaning them every day
and enough is enough.”  She took a step closer, “But let me
warn you my lad.  If my granddaughter is harmed in any way
while she is here I will hold you directly responsible, do you
understand!”

“As I said Verity, Amy is an adult and therefore…”

He didn’t finish this sentence either.  “Adult!”  She
almost screamed, “What adult does a striptease in the middle of
church?  What adult asks the bishop – the bishop mind – if
he’d like to see her wobbly bits when he was shopping at the
supermarket?  She hasn’t got a straight brain cell left in her
head and it’s all down to that disgusting woman!  Well she’s
your problem now!”

She turned and stormed off towards the van.  Brian stood
transfixed and uneasy.  Transfixed that Verity had acted in
this way and uneasy in that he thought she was acting a part. 
Trouble was he couldn’t figure out who the audience was supposed to
be.  In the end he went upstairs and looked into the front
room.  In the centre was a fluffy pink carpet that had
obviously been a fitted carpet in Amy’s bedroom as the edges still
had the cut-outs for oblique corners and alcoves.  Against the
wall were the dressing table and chest of drawers.  In the
centre of the carpet stood a pine bed complete with bright pink
bedding.  Next to the bed sat pine bedside cabinet with an
over-large bright pink plastic alarm clock.  Ranged along
another wall were six bin-liners and a battered old acoustic guitar
with nylon strings.  He was in the kitchen contemplating the
event when Bau returned.  She noted his face.  “Something
wrong?”

He pointed up the stairs, “Verity’s been.  She’s moved Amy
in.  Shifted all her furniture and everything into an upstairs
bedroom.”

“You’re kidding!”

“Wish I was.”  He showed Bau the tablet bottles.  Bau
read the labels and raised an eyebrow, “Label say up to three at a
time.  We used to call these zombie bombs inside; two of these
could fell a camel in minutes.”

“I thought tranquillisers took time to work.”

“They’re strong sedatives, no wonder she was spaced out
yesterday.”

“Verity seems to think we’ll need them.”

Bau sniffed her disapproval and raised an eyebrow at the pink
tablet box.  “Where is Amy?” Asked Brian.

“Picking flowers, she always liked fresh flowers in the
house.”

On cue Amy arrived clutching a bundle of mismatched
blooms.  Bau turned to her and spoke reassuringly
gently.  “You grandma’s been Amy.  Apparently she’s moved
all your furniture here.”

Amy’s face lit up, “She has?”

“Upstairs,” added Brian, “First on the left.”

Amy raced up the stairs, peered in the room and raced down
again.  “Guitars?”  She almost shouted.

“Front room.”  Answered Brian.

They followed her in.  Lying on the floor were four guitar
cases, one with an extremely long neck, and two guitar amplifiers
of significantly different sizes.  Bau’s eyes widened, “You
naughty, naughty girl.  I told you to sell them and get
yourself a good doctor.”

“You’re not pleased?”  Amy almost wailed.  Bau grabbed
her hands and looked into her eyes, “Of course I’m pleased.”

She threw her arms around Amy and gave her a hug.  For
Brian’s benefit she pointed along the line.  “Bass, electric,
acoustic, twelve string.”

Amy looked away and mumbled, “Sorry, your banjo got
broke.”  She looked at Bau.  “I didn’t mean to break it,
but gran and I were arguing and then…” As she spoke her voice rose
in pitch and her demeanour changed to one of extreme
agitation.  Brian almost reached for a tablet.  Bau had a
different technique.  Once again she held her hands and looked
into her eyes speaking softly and evenly.  “Stuff the banjo
Amy, I can always get another one, but I can’t replace you.”

Amy looked at her in a sort of ‘shall I jump off this cliff’
manner.  Bau squeezed her hands.  “It was expensive,” Amy
moaned.

“You’re priceless. “Bau answered.

“You really don’t mind?”

“Of course not.”

“You really really don’t mind?”

“I really really don’t mind.  Now how about you unpack,
there’s a built in wardrobe and we don’t want to crease our clothes
do we?”

Amy suddenly flipped back to ‘rational’ mode.  “OK, you
check your guitars.”

“I’m sure they’re fine.”

Amy pounded up the stairs and Brian let out a long breath, “My
that was close.”

Bau trembled slightly.  “You can’t bully her, that’s
Verity’s problem she believes she can bully Amy into health by
telling her to ‘snap out of it.’  She just needs loving, but
that’s in short supply in that household.”

Brian began to panic, what if Amy started to go off the edge
when Bau wasn’t around?  “I don’t suppose you fancy moving in
here do you?”  If she throws a wobbly and I’m here alone, I
might not be as gentle as you.”

Bau frowned, “Do you want me because of her, or me because of
me?”

He tenderly put his hands on her waist, “You because of you, I’d
have asked you anyway, can’t have you living in that rat-hole, I
almost did a U-turn twice last night to scoop you up and bring you
here.  Anyway I’d like you close.”

“In that case I thought you’d never ask.”

 


           
The next three hours were hectic.  Brian started by taking the
back seats out of the car and then taking the women to a local
furniture warehouse.  Once inside Bau dragged him down to the
cheap end of the warehouse.  “Nothing grand, she said, “After
all I might only use it for a night or two.”

He again noted the fatalism; she expected to go back
inside.  Eventually they stood looking at self-assembly pine
beds.  Bau pointed at a simple one with a slatted base and a
simple headboard.  “That’ll do.”

Amy pointed to a notice.  “Look,” she exclaimed excitedly,
“It says you can buy a double for only an extra £16.”

Bau’s eyes pleaded with Brian.  “Would be nice, spent the
last three years on a 2' 6" steel bunk with a one inch
mattress.”

He bought the bed, a matching dressing table cum chest of
drawers plus stool and a small bedside cabinet.  He then
turned his attention to bedside armchairs.  Bau found a plain
one, complete with cushions, but it was dreadful to sit in. 
It took nearly forty precious minutes till they found, tucked away
in a corner, some discontinued stock, which was perfect. 
Brian bought one with red cushions and noted Amy’s face.  He
sighed, was this how it was going to be?  “Would you like one
for your room?”

“The pink one please.”

This collection of furniture, plus a cheap rug, was stuffed into
the car for the journey back; with the folded mattress this was a
tight squeeze.  One at the house Brian, with help from Amy,
carried the flat-packs up to the other unoccupied first floor
bedroom.  Amy checked her watch, “I’ll stay while you go for
Bau’s stuff and the bed-linen, what time do you want dinner?”

Bau checked Brian’s watch.  “Let’s say seven.”

Amy turned to Brian, “Anything you don’t eat?”

“Spaghetti and macaroni, otherwise I’m an eclectic
omnivore.”

Bau and Brian left her, once in the car he turned to Bau. 
“Is she safe to leave?”

“She’ll be fine, she’s got something to concentrate on and she’s
feeling more comfortable, did you notice she’s stopped
stammering?”

They drove like fury to a large supermarket and bough something
called a bail of bedding and a summer duvet. After that they
journeyed towards Bau’s cottage.  Halfway there he turned onto
a piece of farmer’s hardstanding and stopped the engine.  Bau
raised an eyebrow.  He smiled sheepishly, “Though I’d grab a
moment’s solitude with you, it’s becoming a precious
commodity.”

He put her arm round her shoulders (fortunately she had chosen
the centre seat) and she leant against him.  “It won’t always
be like this, once Amy gets into a routine she actually likes being
by herself, especially if she’s cooking.  In her book cooking
is definitely not a shared activity.”

He gently kissed her on the forehead, “I can’t believe I only
met you two days ago, so much has happened.  Is it always like
this with you?”

“Making up for lost time,” she said simply wondering if it was
indeed all too fast. The chaplain had warned her, in no uncertain
terms; that on release she could experience strong tendency to
throw herself at the first man she met.  Apparently it was
quite common with ex-prisoners.  On the other hand she’d spent
two months in virtual solitude in the woebegone cottage.  She
decided she had one more thing to check.  “Do you resent
Amy?”

“A bit, it’s not everyday you find a gorgeous woman and then
discover that she has permanent chaperone.”

He kissed her on the forehead again, “Resent might be too strong
a word though, envy might be better.  I wish I could have the
relationship with you that she obviously has.”

Bau closed her eyes, “Don’t forget we’ve had years together,
it’s not easy for her either, but she thinks you’re the bees
knees.”

“Pardon?”

“When we walked down to the river, I asked her if she could cope
with you around.  She’s waited three years for my release and
no doubt would have waited the full fifteen, or longer. That is if
Verity hadn’t driven her to the loony bin first.  So her view
is important to me.”

“You don’t like Verity.”

“Not a bit, overbearing cow.”

She took a deep breath, “Amy said that she thought you were just
right for me.”

Bau looked straight out of the windscreen and added softly, “She
also said that if it would mean I could have happiness and a normal
life with you she’d go away.”

Her eyes flicked onto Brian’s face so she could watch his
reaction.  “I said no, I couldn’t let her do that Brian, not
after all we’ve been through.  Besides, as I’ve said, I have a
deep devotion for her.”

His face only contained tenderness, no revulsion and definitely
no anger.  He moved his lips towards her again, “Then I guess
I’ve got the two for one offer of the year.”

This time she lifted her face and let him kiss her on the
lips.  Blow what the chaplain had said, life was short and she
needed to live it to the full.  In any case where else was she
going to get a man like Brian?

 


           
When they eventually arrived back Amy had been hard at work. 
Dinner was in the oven, the double bed, much to Brian’s amazement,
was assembled and she’d added a final touch to Bau’s bedroom. 
Painted on the wall, in thick red gloss paint, was the perfect
outline of a guitar.  Bau gave her a hug, “That’s wonderful,
where did you get the paint?”

“In the garage.  Garage doors are red so I thought there
might be some paint left over.”  She gave a little hip-wobble,
“There’s one in my bedroom too, but I mixed the paint with some
white, so it’s pink.”

Bau laughed, “Well it would be, wouldn’t it.”

She winked at Brian; “Amy likes pink.”

“I’d never have guessed,” he said drolly wondering just how he
was going to explain to George that two of his rooms now had a
virtually indelible addition to his bland décor.

 


           
Dinner turned out to be a lush shepherd’s pie.  Once again
Brian noted that Amy made sure Bau ate a good portion, while Bau
made sure that Amy didn’t take a second helping.  After dinner
Brian turned his attention to the flat-packed bedside cabinet and
the flat-packed dressing table.  Both had been cheap and both
were difficult to assemble and probably terribly non-durable, but
they would suffice.  By ten o’clock he’d assembled the
armchairs.  He took the pink one into Amy’s room through the
open door and almost screamed.  Not only had she used the
gloss paint to put the outline of a guitar on the wall, she’d used
it to paint her name on the door in six inch high letters. 
The door itself wasn’t painted, but stained with a sort of
light-walnut colour, so her name would be now virtually indelibly
written on the wood.  Finally he went down to the kitchen; Amy
was nowhere to be seen.  Bau got up from reading the paper and
put the kettle on.  She stood still with a smile on her red
lips. “You’ve no idea how a simple act like making my own coffee
makes me feel, it’s like I’m back in control.”

Brian wished he could say the same.










Chapter 7
Falling Into Sin


The night was a milestone in Brian's education.  It started
with him trying to read the Bible and pray in his bedroom while Amy
and Bau cleaned each other’s teeth.  Bau had explained that it
was Amy’s long-term aim to be a dental hygienist and that she did
an invigorating tooth-clean.  Despite trying to concentrate on
the Psalms, he ended up listening to their conversation.  The
pair of them never seemed to close any doors so the words floated
around him.  Bau obviously started on Amy.  “Open wide,”
Bau commanded a couple of times, followed by, “Not bad, they’re
quite good, but you really must scrub those molars.  Is that a
filling?”

There was some sort of grunt from Amy.  “Hand me that
toothpick.”

Another grunt from Amy followed by a stern Bau, “That’s spinach,
when did you last eat spinach!”

There were odd sounds and they obviously swapped as Amy’s voice
now took precedence starting with an exclamation.  “You’ve
lost your nice front teeth!”

“Had an accident,” Bau replied.

“Those gums are terrible, they’ve receded right away, and you’ve
chipped one of your molars.”

There was silence for a while.  “Good grief, these upper
teeth are both loose, what have you been doing?  Eating
toffee?”

“Something like that.”

“Now have a good rinse,” Commanded Amy.

There were gurgling sounds and Amy lowered her voice.  “Do
you think Brian will want his teeth cleaned?”

“I rather think,” Bau replied drolly, “that he is old enough to
clean his own.”

 


           
The next education for Brian was at 3am.  He was deep asleep,
dreaming of the Rocqettes, when a sharp wailing noise
brought him from dead sleep to wide awake in less than a second and
forcing his heart rate from a slow thump into a rapid thud. 
He grabbed his dressing gown and trotted onto the landing just in
time to see Bau’s silhouette cross in front of the moonlit window
into Amy’s room.  “Lucy’s dead!”  Amy wailed

“She’s all right Amy, she’s in heaven.  She’s fine there;
there are no tears and no pain in heaven.”

“But who’s looking after her?”  She wailed again.

“All the angels.”

“But she’ll be frightened!”

Bau continued in her soothing voice.  “There’s no fear in
heaven is there?  It’s a wonderful place and Lucy will love it
there.”

“Will she miss us?”

“Of course she’ll miss us, but she knows that at some time in
the future, when the time is just right, we’ll join her there.”

There was a muffled sort of noise and Brian peered through the
crack in the door.  The bedside light was on and Bau was
hugging Amy.  After a short while Amy flopped back into
bed.  “Do you want a sleeping tablet?”  Bau asked
sensitively.

“Hate sleeping tablets,” Amy replied.  “Make me all fuzzy
in the morning.”

Bau picked up Amy’s battered guitar and tuned it.  “Let me
sing you to sleep then.”

She started playing Greensleeves and sang along in a
gently voice.  “Lucy used to like this,” stated Amy.

Bau continued and after a couple of verses changed from singing
to humming before reducing the volume gradually.  Finally she
stopped and carefully placed the guitar back against the wall and
crept out.  Brian retreated down the hall.  When Bau came
out of the room he made a drinking motion with his hand and pointed
downstairs.  She shook her head and went back to bed; somehow
he was vaguely disappointed.  It took him more than an hour to
get back to sleep.

 


           
The second time he woke up it was to the sound of singing; singing
and splashing.  The girls were obviously having a bath and
enjoying the acoustics of the bathroom as they were belting out, in
perfect two-part harmony, Amazing Grace.   Brian
lay in bed and listened.  He knew that his life was out of his
control.  A week ago if anyone had dared to suggest that he
would be sharing his house with a pair of women he would have
scoffed.  Furthermore had they suggested that one would be a
convicted murderer and the other mentally unstable he would have
split his sides in utter mirth.  He rolled over onto his back
as they changed to the old Seekers song Morning
Town Ride.  He said a short prayer asking
for God’s help and rolled out of bed to go and use the upstairs
bathroom.

 


           
By the time he got downstairs Amy was toasting bread with the
seriousness of a military operation and Bau was trying to remove a
splinter out of her left foot.  “Floorboard,” she
muttered.

Brian knelt down and took a small pair of tweezers out of the
side of his pocket knife and poked around.  Eventually he
removed a quarter inch long sliver of wood.  Amy tossed her
head.  “Shouldn’t have bare floorboards, not unless they are
polished.”

She dumped the toast-rack in the centre of the table; Brian got
the message.  “I’ll see what I can do about the floor.”

Amy flopped into a seat, “Pile of carpet tiles in the garage,”
she announced, “shame to waste them.  Too much waste these
days.”

“I’ll have a look,” Brian replied, almost loosing patience, just
who was she to start throwing her considerable weight around?

They ate in silence with Amy once again tapping the table when
Bau tried to get away without eating a full slice of toast and
marmalade.  “Don’t forget your little tablet,” Bau
muttered.

“Already had it, don’t want to make the same mistake
twice.  Once with Lucy was enough.”

Three seconds later her eyes opened wide and she put a hand to
her mouth, fear invaded her eyes and Brian could see that she was
about to throw a wobbly.  Bau grabbed her hands, “It’s all
right Amy, there are no secrets from Brian.”

It was clearly not all right.  Her face transformed into
that of a distraught child and she howled, “I promised I wouldn’t
tell. I promised, I promised I promised.”  Each time she said
the words ‘I promised’ her voice rose a pitch.

Without warning Bau slapped her.  Not the gentle female
slap of a miffed  woman, but the walloping slap of someone out
to cause pain.  Amy’s eyes widened further and, in total
surprise at the action, she stopped wailing.  Bau looked her
in the eyes, “It’s OK Amy, there are no secrets from Brian.”

Amy blinked, “But I…”

She took a deep breath and Brian waited for another wail,
instead she closed her eyes and let the breath out slowly. 
Eventually she opened her eyes and Brian could instantly see that
normal life had resumed.  She took a sip of tea.  “I’m
not mad Brian,” she said.

“Nobody said you were,” he replied carefully wondering just what
secret Amy had just let slip.

Amy took another sip of tea.  “The psychiatrist says it’s
like a dislocation.  If I had a dislocated hip everyone would
understand, but somehow I’ve got a dislocation in my brain. 
Sometimes what I truly believe is perfectly logical is, by
traditional standards, not what is regarded as normal.  I
don’t set out to shock or appear stupid, it just happens.” 
She grinned, “Perhaps in a parallel universe I’d be the normal one,
who knows.”

She stirred her tea, “Sometimes I feel like I’m standing on the
edge of a deep black pit.  I’m learning how to avoid that pit
and take diversions and detours to escape from it, but sometime the
pit leaps out and overwhelms me without warning.  Or when I’m
about to step back it suddenly opens out beneath me.  I am
learning how to side-step at the right time, but the psychiatrist
says it’s rather like learning to walk on a tightrope.  I will
manage it eventually, but it will take practise and sometimes I
will fall.  Hopefully every time I fall I learn something and
can improve my coping strategy for next time.  I have to
believe that, but it takes time and practice and,” she flicked her
eyes to Bau and back, “and a safe environment.  One where I
can be allowed to push the boundaries rather than be told I must
stay in a small safe place and not think.”

This was the lucid Amy, the rational Amy, the Amy that had once
been always like this, and Brian’s heart went out to her.  He
reached out and placed his hand over hers.  “I won’t say I
understand because I’ve never been in your position.  I do
understand more now that I did before and if I can help, or if I
need to stop doing something that you regard as a trigger, then
just let me know.”

She swallowed some tea, “Thank you, I know you’re a good man or
Bau wouldn’t be with you.”

Bau rubbed Amy’s cheeks, “I’m so sorry I hit you so hard. 
I promise I will never hit you again.”

Amy placed her hand over Amy’s and held it against her
cheek.  If it stops me from going into the pit of despair you
hit me all you like, but please try to leave my teeth in place next
time.”

Bau turned to Brian, “I guess it’s time for the real truth, the
whole truth and nothing but the truth.”

She momentarily half closed her eyes.  “I’m sorry I gave
you an edited version before, but I had to protect Amy then, I
don’t think I need to do that with you now.”

She let go of Amy, interlaced her bony fingers and sighed. 
“I was at the end of my tether and nearly at a standstill when Amy
came round.  Verity and her tribe had gone to some wedding or
other and Amy had faked food poisoning to stay behind.  When
she arrived she sent me to bed and took charge of Amy.  It’s
one thing being sent to bed, it’s another sleeping.  You reach
this point where you’re so wound up about not sleeping you can’t
sleep despite the fact you are dead on your feet.  In the end
Amy gave me a sleeping tablet.  She’d looked after Lucy all
day and I was no better and she gave me a sleeping tablet, believe
me I took it gratefully.  What I didn’t tell Amy, and what I
should have told Amy, was that I’d also given Lucy a quarter of a
sleeping tablet and in doing so I killed Lucy.”

“We killed Lucy,” Amy chipped in.

“I know that it sounds unbelievable that I’d feed a small child
with a sleeping tablet, but she was fretful, fractious and in some
discomfort despite the pain-killers the doctor had
prescribed.  Whenever I gave her a tablet I never had one
myself and always, but always, made sure she was on her side so
that if she was sick the vomit wouldn’t stay in her mouth.”

She took a quavering breath, “But that day I broke my own rules
and had a tablet and gave Lucy a bit of a tablet, after all Amy was
there.”

Amy butted in, “But what she didn’t know was that I also gave
Lucy a quarter of a tablet.  She was really distraught and I
knew that I could feed a million tablets to Bau, but if Lucy was
fractious she’d wake up.”

Bau resumed, “That night Amy and I slept together and Lucy slept
behind me.  As I said truthfully when I woke up she was
dead.  Somehow she must have rolled on her back and I was too
far gone to notice.”

“I wasn’t,” said Amy, “and I didn’t notice either.”

Bau took another wavering breath, “Like I said I didn’t set out
to kill her, but I was dreadfully dreadfully negligent and that
negligence lead to her death.  Once we found Lucy was dead I
sent Amy home.  There was no point in her getting
involved.  Lucy was my responsibility, and I knew that the
tabloids would make a meal of a young girl choking to death while
her mother and another woman lay with their arm entwined. 
Besides Lucy was dying and we all knew it, by rights she should
have already been in a hospice so I expected the doctor just to
sign her death certificate.”  She paused, “But it was that
damn locum.  I’d crossed swords with him before when I’d
called him out at night for Lucy’s incontinence.  She had
blood in her stools and urine, and he said he could do absolutely
nothing.  I guess I was overwrought.”

She lowered her eyes; “You know the rest from there. 
Except that I should never have allowed Amy to go on the witness
stand.”

“You didn’t force me,” said Amy, “I volunteered.”

Bau nodded, “You volunteered and because of what I’d done you
had to lie and lie and lie in public.  It wasn’t fair on you
and I’m not only responsible for Lucy’s death, but also your
breakdown.”

He eyes flicked back to Brian, “That’s terrible burden Brian and
that’s more of a punishment that the prison service can ever
provide.”

Amy got up and stood behind Bau, draping her arms around Bau’s
neck.  “You know that’s not true. There were other secrets and
it was the combination, it wasn’t your fault and I will never,
ever, blame you.”

She kissed Bau on the ear and walked out.  Bau turned her
eyes back to Brian; they were brim full of tears.  “So now you
know,” she said softly, “if you want us out of here you only have
to say and we’ll be gone before you can say knife.”

Brian made a grab for her hand, but she pulled it away. 
“You might have been negligent, though if you were I think there
were extenuating circumstances.  On what you and Amy have told
me there was certainly never any intent.”

He changed seats to be next to her.  “And I definitely do
not want you to go.”

She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him.  He held
her for a couple of minutes till she whispered, “I’ll have to go, I
must check.”

He released her and pointed to the ceiling, “Is she getting
better?”

“Definitely, there was a period of about six months when Harriet
thought she would never return to any kind of sanity.  Since
then she’s been gradually getting better.”

“Do you think she’ll keep improving?”

Bau took in a long breath though her nose as if sniffing an
unimaginable odour.  “We can hope.  I’m no expert, but
the first five years are time for improvement, after that she’s
probably gone as far as she’ll be able to go, least that’s what
Harriet was told.  Books in our library said three
years.  It also greatly depends on her circumstances, if
they’re non-threatening and comfortable it’s much better for
her.”

He nodded, “Then you’d better go.”

She turned to leave and he added, “One thing, what does she mean
by ‘other secrets?’”

Bau’s eyes wandered to Amy’s pile of tablet containers. 
“I’m not at liberty to say, except that you should ask yourself why
a thirty something single woman, who is without any kind of man
friend, is on the pill.”

His mind clicked into gear, “You mean she’s being abused?”

“Not now, probably as a child.  Whatever, she’s still
keeping a dark secret and whoever is making her keep that secret is
holding her mind to ransom.”

“You don’t know?”

I honestly don’t know.  She won’t discuss it and it’s far
too distressing to her for me to probe.  I could guess, but
that could be to slur someone with no just cause.”

Brian thought for a moment as to who had been around when Amy
was young, there was only one answer.  “One of Verity’s
sons?”

“That would be my guess, but I’m not taking it any further than
that.”

She moved and kissed him tenderly on the cheek.  “You’ve no
idea how much it means to me that you’re giving Amy a place of
safety.”

He let her go upstairs to Amy and wondered about Amy’s mental
stability before turning his mind to Bau’s mental stability and
starting to think the unthinkable.

 


           
He laid the bedroom carpet while being entertained by Bau and
Amy.  They were in the room below checking over Bau’s set of
guitars, while he was laying a set of old brown carpet tiles on the
floor.  Bau had been insistent he use them rather than fork
out more money for new ones.  These weren’t the large
industrial size ones, instead they were made for the DIY market and
only one foot square, so they took a lot of laying.  He
carefully laid a line along the wall, tapping them firmly next to
each other with a mallet and a piece of wood, before starting a
second row.  That’s when the women began.  Bau obviously
tested her six-string acoustic guitar first as she and Amy sang
We shall overcome and Some day my prince will
come before embarking on what sounded like a fearsome piece of
Spanish Music.  Then it was the turn of the twelve-string;
they sang Little Boxes before yowling their way through
two country and western songs he had never heard before.  She
then turned to the electric guitar.  They might have sung
along, but the guitar was too loud for him to hear them.  She
finished off by using some sort of feedback distortion technique to
play an horrendous piece of heavy rock.  Finally, as Brian was
reaching the door, the bass guitar started.  As it played a
few bars he could actually feel the notes through his knees. 
To his amazement the electric guitar started as well and he
immediately recognised Layla.  It took him several
seconds to comprehend that Amy must be playing the bass guitar; it
came as somewhat of a shock.

 


           
A bigger, and more ominous, surprise occurred two hours
later.  By then he was back in the greenhouse flower bed
prodding with his broomstick.  While he was contemplating the
mystery of the vanishing shaft a seedy looking man in a tatty brown
leather jacket rounded the greenhouse.  “You Mr Noames?”

“Reverend Noames.”

Brian took a closer look at him.  Greased back hair, sallow
face, yellow teeth like a set of cricket stumps and brown corduroy
trousers falling over brown suede shoes that probably hadn’t seen a
suede brush since the day they were purchased.  Even at a
distance of nine or ten feet he reeked of stale cigarette
smoke.  “Would I be correct in thinking that Miss Chasle also
resides here?”

The use of Bau’s original name put Brian on red alert. 
“And you are?”

“Tom Chard, probation officer.”

“Can you prove that?”

He grimaced and pulled out a tatty photographic ID card, the
photograph did him no favours.  Brian handed it back, “Then
you know she resides her as she phoned through to your office to
tell you she’d moved.”

He nodded, “And does Miss Amy Jones also reside here?”

Brian began to smell a rat.  “Temporarily.”

He sighed, “Then you’d better go and get Miss Chasle, without
Miss Batty, as I need to tell her that I’m going to recommend to
the Home Office that they rescind her licence.”

He might as well have kicked Brian in the groin.  For a few
seconds his heart raced out of control and he couldn’t breathe
properly.  Eventually he croaked, “Why?”

“Attempting to pervert the course of justice.  She’s out on
licence pending a review of her case, but she’s also got an appeal
lodged.  If there is a retrial, or if there is an appeal
hearing, Little Miss Batty will have to testify, so them living
together is just not on.”

Brian was almost dumbstruck, and for some reason he was greatly
offended at Tom’s slur on Amy, fortunately his brain was
racing.  “Hold it a minute, how do you know?”

He shrugged.  Brian persisted, “I bet you had an anonymous
tip-off from an elderly sounding woman with a clipped Oxford
accent.”

He shrugged again in a ‘so what’ manner causing Brian realise
that he’d been out-manoeuvred by a strategic expert.  “We’ve
been had.  That self-same woman actually moved Amy in on
me.  So it’s a set-up to get Bau put back inside.  Hasn’t
she suffered enough?”

He took out a cigarette and lit it in the corner of his
mouth.  “My information is that Miss Chasle moved in
after Miss Batty, she didn’t have to do that, she could
have stayed at the cottage.”

“Her name is Miss Jones, and it was probably part of the
set-up.  It was obvious that Miss Chasle would move here as
soon as Miss Jones had been foisted upon me.”

Brian frowned, “What’s was your name again?”

“Tom Chard.”

“Is that Tom as in Anthony?”

“Yes.”

Brian laughed.  “Well you’re one to start throwing
stones.  Let me get my facts right.  Prisoners out on
licence are supposed to earn their living if they’re not in receipt
of a job-seekers allowance.  In any case they get three months
housing assistance and then they’re on they’re own.  Am I
right?”

“Mostly, it’s a complex multi-benefit option area.”

Brian said smoothly, “So how would your employers like to know
that you put Miss Chasle into a squalid cottage with not even basic
facilities and then pocketed the housing allowance.  And that
once the three months are up you deliberately have her licence
removed so that you can put some other poor soul in there and
pocket their allowance?  Sounds shifty to me.” 

Brian was now very glad that he’d taken time and trouble in the
records office to see out Bau’s landlord.  His original
intention had been to give the landlord a piece of his mind. 
Tom didn’t turn a hair.  “Cottage is in my wife’s name, we’ve
got the same initial.”

“Not sure that your employers would see it that way.”

He shrugged, “I was doing her a favour, her licence conditions
were very exact as to location.”

“Bet they’d still be interested.”

“You threatening me?”

“Yes.”

They stood glaring at one another like a pair of cowboys waiting
for the other to draw first until Brian broke the deadlock. 
“Let’s be reasonable here.  We’ve been stitched up by a master
tactician.  Amy is never ever likely to testify.  As far
as I know she’s been sectioned under the mental health act at least
once, maybe twice.  She’s still under a psychiatrist, who
probably wouldn’t let her within a million miles of a courthouse
let alone into a witness box.  So if the aim was to pervert
the course of justice exactly how was that going to be
achieved?”

Tom scratched his chin causing some ash to fall off the
cigarette that was still in the corner of his mouth.  “You’ve
got a point.”

“And it’s at your discretion, not our master tactician’s.”

He dropped the cigarette on the path and ground it with his
foot.  “OK, but it’s not your threat, I don’t like to be
manipulated.”

“Did I threaten?  I must have chosen my words
incorrectly.”

Tom turned to leave muttering, “She’ll go back anyway some time
or other.”

He looked back and pointed.  “You ought to put some loam
compost around that Daphne, it’s wilting.”

He walked off and Brian looked six feet down the flower bed,
surely he hadn’t been that far out?”

He called out, “Thanks.”

Tom paused at the corner of the greenhouse, “Just don’t go
making her pregnant, I have enough paperwork as it is.”

Brian was suddenly conscious of a great weight lifting from his
shoulders.  Was being with Bau always going to be like
this?

 


           
He prodded around the Daphne with the broom handle and thought he
could feel something.  He carefully lifted out the Daphne and
a Holly bush, and started digging.  Two feet down he was
scooping out nothing but sand, builder’s sand.  The entrance
to the shaft was about three feet under the level of the flower
bed.  The rotten entrance doors had been designed to open
outwards and had no lock.  As he opened them the rusty hinges
gave way and he dropped them down the shaft to get rid of
them.  After that he stripped the edging off of the wooden
kitchen hatch and rammed it down the shaft against one of the iron
rungs, stamping on it to get if firmly wedged in the shaft. 
Finally he mixed some more concrete and filled up the shaft before
replacing the topsoil, suitable mixed with some compost, and
replanted the Daphne and Holly plants.  He was just raking the
soil level when Amy seemingly appeared from nowhere.  She
wagged her finger; “You’re doing something secretive.”

He finished raking; “Do you want to know?”

“No, as long as it doesn’t hurt Bau.”

“I’m doing it to protect Bau.”

“That’s fine then.” 

She looked around, “My gran says she used to live her a long
time ago when she was first married.”

“Did she?”

Amy laughed, “Don’t try bluffing Brian, you know she did, it’s
all over your face.”

“Am I that transparent?”

“Yes.”

She suddenly changed subjects.  “Bau says that you’re a
schoolteacher.”

“Yes, physics and RE.”

“So if Bau can’t find work you can support her.”

Brian wondered where this was leading.  “Yes.”

“But supporting two women could be a problem, school teachers
don’t get paid much do they?”

“I hadn’t thought about it.”

He wondered if she’d be able to tell that was a lie, he had
indeed thought about it and come to a dismal conclusion.  “Yes
you have.”  She stated.

“All right I have.  It’s not a problem, three can live a
cheaply as two.  Plenty of school teachers bring up
families.”

She gazed straight into his eyes.  “I don’t want to be an
additional burden.  I want to pay my way if I can.  Do
they have cleaners at your school?”

“Not many, the pupils do a lot of the minor chores, the head and
governors think it’s character building.”

“What about cooks?”

“Some, but I don’t know of any vacancies at the moment.”

She nodded.  Brian tried to be helpful, “There is a
twenty-four hour supermarket just down the road, they’re always
after staff.”

“You mean shelving and suchlike.”

“Probably.”

“No thanks,” she said, “probably drive me insane.”

The words sank home and she started to giggle, within seconds
they were both roaring with laughter.  It was somehow
cathartic, relieving the tension between them and breaking down
hidden barriers.

 


           
Brian lost Bau and Amy for the evening after dinner as there was a
three-hour special on the Glastonbury Festival.  He retreated
to George’s study to review his e-mails and consider his strategy
with Verity.  He had no doubt that she would have planned
forays on more than one front.  He may have repelled one, but
what others might be in the pipeline?  While the girl’s were
occupied he also printed off a couple of the pictures he had taken
below.  He might not need them.  On the other hand
perhaps they might give him some leverage, if he needed it.

 


           
Once the programme was over, and the teeth-cleaning ritual
complete, Amy went to bed and Bau found Brian watching the
news.  She looked at the screen.  “Who’s that?”

“Catherine Hopgood, been released from prison because the case
against her has fallen apart.”

“Expert witness?”

“No, forensic mix-up.”

She sat sideways on his lap and draped her arms around his neck
before kissing him.  “Thanks for letting Amy and me indulge
ourselves today.  Don’t worry I won’t neglect you.”

“He put his arms around her.  “Never thought you
would.”

She planted another kiss on his lips, “Goodnight.”

She left and he felt vaguely disappointed, he wanted more than
just a couple of kisses, but what did he want?

 


           
Two hours later, as he was in bed half asleep, his bedroom door
opened and a figure slipped round it silhouetted by the moonlight
on the landing.  A silhouette he instantly recognised. 
He turned on the bedside lamp to reveal Amy, stark naked except for
lips covered in bright pink lipstick and, bizarrely, the same
colour lipstick on her nipples.  She advanced towards him with
her ample breasts oscillating from side to side. He tossed back the
duvet and sat on the side of the bed.  She gave a foolish
grin, “Thought you might want some comfort.”

“Comfort?” he managed to repeat hoping that this was a
dream.

She made a grab for his hand and held it against her
breast.  “Comfort,” she repeated back.  “You can feel me
all over if you like.”

Nothing was further from Brian’s mind.  “I’m not sure this
is a good idea Amy.”

She ignored him and held his wrist to prevent him from pulling
his hand away.  “You need comfort otherwise you won’t be happy
and if your not happy Bau will be sad.  I want us all to be
happy.”

She started to move his had in a small circular motion, “Do you
like my breasts?”

He swallowed, “They’re very nice breasts, but…”

Bau walked into the room and took in the view.  Amy stark
naked and Brian with his hand on her breast.  She wondered
just what was going on until she saw Brian’s face; then she almost
burst into laughter.  “Amy,” she said sternly.  “You’re
not intimidating Brian with your nice breasts and wide hips are
you?

“He needs comfort,” she said seriously, “if he doesn’t get
comfort he might not stay and I want him to stay.”

Bau marched forward and took hold of Amy’s hand. “Well don’t you
worry, if he needs comfort I’ll make sure he gets it.”

“You will?”

“I will.”

She led Amy out of the room.  As they walked down the
landing he heard Bau say, “You’re not wearing lipstick on your tits
again are you.”

“It’s the same skin as lips,” Amy said defensively, “So why
shouldn’t I?”

“No reason I suppose, it’s just unusual.”

“How do you know”, said Amy, “How many people’s tits do you
see?”

Brian chuckled to himself as he let his heartbeat get back to
normal, Amy’s form of comfort might not have been on his agenda,
but it certainly got his pulse racing.  He went downstairs to
the kitchen to scrub Amy’s sticky gooey pink lipstick from his hand
and made a cup of tea.  Twenty minutes later Bau walked in and
joined him.  Brian pointed at the ceiling.  “Is she
OK?”

“I think so, she didn’t want a sleeping tablet before she went
to bed and I decided to take the risk.”

“You were marvellous.”

She sniffed saying; “Do you always grope your guests?” 
Before grabbing hold of Brian’s hand.  “Sorry Brian, that was
unjust.  She must have startled you.”

“I think in her mind what she was doing was perfectly rational,
but you’re right it was unexpected.”

She sat down and Brian spotted a blue blob on the inside of her
left knee.  “Whale?”

“Owl.”

He pointed to one on her right shin, “Elephant.”

“Giraffe.”

Without warning she stood up, dropped her dressing gown in the
floor and took of her sleeping tee-shirt.  She put her hands
up in the air and like a ballerina pirouetted around.  “Does
my body revolt you like Amy’s body?”

He watched her pirouette.  What captured his attention was
not the numerous shapeless blue blobs on her arms and legs, or the
blue blob on her left breast, or the traditional tattoo of a
sailor’s ship’s anchor in the centre of her back just above the
panty line.  It was her general skeletal appearance that
filled his eyes and almost screamed at him.  She was so thin
all her ribs stuck out as if they wanted to escape.  Her
elbows and knees ballooned out from almost naked bone and her
hip-bones, small as they were, protruded like a pair of captured
eggs.  He stood up and stroked another sailor’s anchor on her
arm.  “Nanette?”

“I said it wasn’t quite what I wanted.”

He stroked her forearm, “And these, these are you aren’t
they?  You did them yourself.”

She nodded, “As I said I deserve them.”

He put a hand on each side of her lower rib cage.  “And how
long have you been anorexic?”

“Since I was thirteen, it was the only thing I could do that my
parent’s couldn’t control.  You must have noticed how thin I
was in the Rocqettes.”

“Not at first, it was the clothing that fooled me, you wore a
body stocking.”

“We all did.  Pamela’s mother was a seamstress and she ran
up the clothes for us.  From a reasonable distance, certainly
to an audience, they look like bikini tops and gym slips, but they
were attached to a body stocking and we used same colour skin
make-up to blur the edges.”

Brian moved his hands up and down slightly feeling her
ribs.  “And you never grew out of it or sought help?”

“No, I guess it’s a form of self-punishment or insanity. 
Even like this I look in a mirror and worry about how fat I
am.  Have you noticed my bum, it’s far too large, at least it
is to me.  I don’t think I ever got above ninety-five pounds
till I met Amy. We made a pact; I would try and get to a hundred
and ten pounds if she tried to get down to a hundred and fifty
pounds.  By the time Lucy died I was up to just over a hundred
and seven pounds and she was down to a hundred and fifty
four.  It’s the heaviest I’ve ever been and she has been the
only person that’s both encouraged me to eat and made me feel good
about myself.  It was also the first and only time in my life
that I’ve had regular periods.  That’s how I came to get
pregnant, I confused lack of period with lack of fertility. 
Nanette tried to make me put on weight, she used to make me eat a
bar of chocolate every night.  She had mountains of the
wretched stuff, used to swap all our tobacco allowance for
it.  I had to eat a whole bar straight off.  If I was
sick I had to re-eat it, also straight away.  I suppose I
should be grateful, it might have kept me alive, I certainly
struggled to eat the prison food.”

He kissed her on the forehead.  “Well you look gorgeous to
me, a bit too slender, but sumptuous.”

He moved his hands down to her bottom and put a hand on each
buttock.  “And your bum could do with a little more to get
hold of, but it’ll do.”

He pulled her to him and kissed her forehead, before wrapping
his arms around her and pulling her right up against him and
kissing her on the mouth.  They stood and kissed for a few
minutes with each kiss getting more passionate than the one before.
Eventually Brian pushed Bau away and placed his hands on her lower
rib cage again.  “If we keep this up I’m going to end up
wanting to ravish you.”

“Then go ahead and ravish me.”

He ran his fingers up the side of her body, “If I do, you know
I’m going to want to marry you.”

“Then the answers yes.”

Without further ado he scooped her up and carried her upstairs
to be bedroom and laid her on the bed before they made love, mad
passionate and mutually rewarding love, while Amy listened and
smiled in the room next door.










Chapter 8
Running Into Danger


Brian opened his eyes to the view of Bau’s back.  Even on
her back the ribs were visible and each vertebra stood out in
perfect clarity all the way down to her final coccyx.  He
studied the sailor’s anchor tattoo in the nape of her back and the
way the rope did one slow twist around the anchor’s stem. 
Eventually, after resisting the temptation to kiss the back of her
scrawny neck, he turned over.  What was happening to
him?  Yesterday he’d not only completed an operation depriving
the police of evidence of a double suicide, he’d also tried to
blackmail and threaten a probation officer and, finally, slept with
a woman to whom he was not married.  Were these the actions of
a man of the cloth?  How could he advise against intercourse
before marriage when he was doing it himself?  He thought
about the night before and smiled at the recollection of their
coupling.  He sighed, it had been mutually enjoyable, but that
still didn’t make it morally legitimate, but as Amy would say, it
had provided comfort, mutual comfort.

 


           
Eventually Bau woke up and rolled over, he turned to face
her.  “Did I imagine last night?”  She said half
sleepily.

“No, I hope not.”  He tickled her chin, “And you’re a
little minx, you’d already got some condoms.”

“Be prepared, besides I don’t want another unplanned
pregnancy.”

She moved towards him, “On the other hand, I’ve got plenty
more.”

This time the lovemaking was slower and so passionate over a
longer period, but the length of passion brought a greater
reward.

 


           
Breakfast was all smiles.  It took Brian one and a half pieces
of toast to both realise that Amy knew of him and Bau, and had
probably listened in.  Bau just laughed, “No secrets Brian, no
secrets.”

He wasn’t sure how he felt, lovemaking to Bau was one thing,
lovemaking to Amy by proxy was quite another.

 


           
Bau eventually made for the shower on the top floor and Amy
collected the plates together.  “Any carpet tiles left?” 
She asked as she started running the hot water.

“A few, not enough for a room.”

“How about round the edge of the carpet in my bedroom?  I
trod on a tiny screw this morning.”

“Probably enough.”

She flashed him a wide open smile.  “I don’t suppose you’d
be the he-man and lay them for me?”

He would have liked to say ‘no.’ He would have liked to have
told her to go home and stop being so homely and so
understanding.  He would have liked to have told her to do it
herself as her bedroom was her territory.  He said yes.

 


           
So, for the second morning in a row, Brian laid carpet tiles, but
this time to absolute silence.  To save time he cheated and
didn’t cut round the edge of Amy’s little pink piece of fitted
carpet, instead he tucked the tiles under the edge and only cut the
tiles around the doorway and the window alcove.  He was
clearing up the remnants around the head of the bed when he spotted
Amy’s bright pink diary.  It was on its edge lying between the
bed and the bedside cabinet.  He listened out and then, much
against his own judgement, he reached out for it.  It was of
the Seven-year type and on its last year.  He listened for
movement below and then, with his back against the bed, started to
read.  The first couple of years’ entries were all
inconsequential rubbish as far as Brian was concerned.  Amy
had obviously been concerned about her weight and her
eyesight.  He counted no less than six visits to an optician
in the final eight months.  He checked the bedside cabinet
and, sure enough, there was a contact lens holder there.  The
third year entries stopped abruptly two months in and resumed in
October.  On every page, for every day, for the next four
months there was only one phrase, ‘Lucy’s dead.’  Then there
was an abrupt change and the entries started counting down to Amy’s
trial in March. After that there were two months of entries of the
single phrase, “Bau’s guilty,” again on every page for every
day.  Then the diary started to fill up with incoherent
garbage.  There were pages and pages of it, all scrawled and
all incomprehensible.  On the seventh on June the entries
stopped completely.  There was nearly a whole year of nothing
then some weird drawings, all of men with hideous leers and
smirks.  Then, once again, nothing for three months. 
After that the entries were all about flowers.  Each day there
was a different flower with a drawing and a description.  The
flowers ranged from daisies to camellias and dandelions to
orchids.  It was almost as if pouring her attention into these
descriptions was a form of therapy or, perhaps, a diversion from
reality.  Brian turned to the current year to find another two
months of blank pages followed by lucid and accurate descriptions
or a number of varieties of trees.  In April, just three
months before, the proper diary entries started again.  They
talked of hope of Bau getting a pardon, of hope that Bau would be
set free, and of hope that Bau would still love her.  Brian
got to Monday of the current week and here was an entry in bold
capitals and underlined twice.  “Bau’s out!”  On Tuesday
the entry was about the house and finished with the poignant words,
‘Bau still loves me, I know it, her love hasn’t changed despite
being with Brian.  Brian’s nice and I think we’re all going to
get along nicely.’  He turned to the previous day and
winced.  The entry was in two parts.  The first part
stated that life was good again and that she felt safe and secure
with Brian; apparently this was because of his big hands.  The
second entry was short and sweet, it said ‘I wish Brian would make
love to me like he makes love to Bau, but I must never
say.’ 

“In the habit of reading personal diaries are you?”

Brian jerked at the strident words and at Amy’s hurt voice.

He looked up at her standing like a fish-wife with her arms
crossed and her foot tapping.  “I…” he started and stopped
when he knew that excuses were useless.  “Sorry,” he
said.  “It’s unforgivable.”

“Just how far did you get?”

Brian’s eyes told her all she needed to know.  “Oh shit,”
she said, “shit, shit, shit, shit, shit!”

She sat on the bed.  “It’s a fantasy Brian, we women must
have fantasies, they keep us going.  If you actually tried to
have sex with me I’d probably freak out.  I want to imagine
the joy; I don’t necessarily want to experience the reality.”

He put the diary back in its resting place.  “Does Bau read
it?”

“No, we have an agreement, I don’t read hers and she doesn’t
read mine.”

“She has a diary?”

“Used to.”

“I really am sorry Amy, I don’t know what came over me.  I
promise I won’t say a word.”

“You don’t need to, the damage is done isn’t it?”  Her
voice was stern and full of rebuke and reprimand.

Brian put his head in his hands, “I don’t normally do things
like that, it’s just that it’s all happening so fast.  Last
Saturday I left home expecting a quiet holiday, it’s only Thursday
and my life has been turned totally upside down.”

“You should be so lucky,” she said miserably, “People like me
spend our whole lives wishing for something to happen. 
Wishing that I could play the guitar like Bau, wishing that I could
have a figure like a film star, wishing that I hadn’t developed
breasts like watermelons, and wishing that my life wasn’t one
endless grind of nothingness.”

She placed a hand on Brian’s shoulder, “Bau changed all that for
me. Life with her and Lucy was good.  I know I can never go
back to that time Brian.  I know that the past can never be
recreated, but please don’t take away what little I have.”

He leant against her chunky legs.  “Do you want me to
leave?”  He whispered hoarsely.

“Of course not.  Bau would never forgive me and as I said
in my diary I feel safe with you around.”

They sat in silence for a while, each deep in their own
thoughts.  Brian was first to break it.  “I’m lost Amy,
really lost.  All the precepts I held true I’m gradually
breaking.”

She ruffled his hair; “You’re a man besotted.  Don’t think
I haven’t noticed the ways your eyes follow Bau.  Perhaps I’m
only asking that you notice me once in a while.  Once in a
while is enough, but I need to know that I’m not just part of the
wallpaper.”

Brian heaved himself off of the floor and sat beside her, after
a moment’s hesitation he put his arm around her shoulders.
 “Believe me your not part of the wall paper, living with one
voluptuous female is every man’s desire, getting a two for one
bargain is probably on par with one of your fantasies.”

She snorted, “You can’t really find me sexy.”

“Not like Bau, no.  It’s a deeper thing, call it corny, but
it’s not the body, though believe me you’re breasts do you no harm,
it’s an inner quality.  I’m attracted to you as a person.”

He pushed some hair aside so he could see her eyes.  “Tell
me honestly, if I’d met you in another time and another place would
I have really been wasting my time chasing you?”

“I don’t know,” she said hesitantly.  “I really thought
that I’d never want a man in my life, that’s why Bau was so safe –
is so safe.  And I do love her Brian, it was just when I heard
you making love last night, I wondered what I might be
missing.”

“Relationships are more than intercourse,” he said, “it’s about
finding the right woman with the right personality.  And you
are attractive in that way, very attractive.”

“Even though I’m stark raving bonkers at times.”

“Perhaps because you’re stark raving bonkers.”  He gave her
a squeeze, “Except your not bonkers.  Unpredictable, alluring,
winsome, yes; bonkers no, just recovering from an illness.”

She sat transfixed and whispered despondently, “But I might
never recover Brian, I might always be like this.  People who
catch malaria never fully recover; perhaps I’ve got the mental form
of malaria.”

The last words were said on a rising inflection and Brian
worried that she was starting to panic.  “So what? 
People who have malaria lead fulfilling lives.”

Her chin wobbled and she threw her arms around Brian. 
“Just hug me once in a while,” she whispered, “just hug me.”

He hugged her for a good five minutes till she broke away. 
“Better check lunch,” she said as if nothing had happened.

When she’d gone Brian put his head in his hands.  What was
wrong with him?  Now he’d started to woo two women at the same
time; was it him that was going insane; morally insane?”

 


           
When Brian finally arrived downstairs the kitchen was full of steam
and cooking smells.  Amy looked up from a steaming pot, “Ten
minutes, you’d better find Bau.”

“Any ideas?”

Amy shrugged, “She took your car keys.”

Fearing the worst Brian fled outside.  Amy was sitting in
his car with the CD player full on listening to Madeleine Peyroux
sing Dance me into love.  Tears were streaming down
her face.  Brian opened the door and turned the music
down.  “It’s so lovely,” she sobbed, “it’s what you’re doing
to me, dancing me into love.”

“Then why the tears?”

“Because I don’t deserve to be happy.  In reality I split
up the Rocqettes, if I’d stayed they’d never have tried
those dreadful off the shelf techno melodies.  I killed Lucy,
maybe through neglect, but just as sure as if I’d throttled
her.  I caused Amy to have a nervous breakdown.  I took
my wonderful friend, my prop, my paramour, my lovely Amy and turned
her into a mental unemployable unstable wreck.  Why should I
be allowed to be happy?”

For the second time in the day he took a woeful woman into his
arms.  He tenderly murmured in her ear, “Because all that’s in
the past.  I know you can’t forget it, and might regret it,
but it’s the past.  This is now.  Would Lucy want you to
be miserable for ever?  Does Amy look unhappy now?  Do I
look unhappy?”

“She sniffed and smiled, “I know, I’m just being a silly feeble
woman.”

He kissed her gentle, “A woman who’s coming out of a nightmare;
enjoy the daylight.”

Amy appeared on the front steps, “When you two have finished
canoodling, there’s steamed fish mornay to be eaten before it gets
cold.”

Bau laughed, “She can be quite stern you know.”

“I know,” replied Brian, “I know.”

 


           
Brian wiped up the last of the cheese sauce using his finger and
licked it off.  “My that was good.”

“Ugh,” commented Amy, “What disgusting manners men have.”

Brian just grinned.  Bau stretched her arms upwards, “So
anything on the agenda this afternoon?  I might do some
gardening if there isn’t.”

“You hate gardening,” snapped Amy.

“Did. Prison sort of changes your perspective.  A nice wide
open garden with no doors and no bars is fine by me now.”

“Actually,” said Brian casually, “I’ve got to got and see the
Bishop.”

Two pairs of eyes swivelled onto him and he felt like a hedgehog
caught in headlights.  Bau furrowed her brow, “Which
Bishop?  Your school's in Essex isn’t it?  That’s a
different diocese.  You going all the way to Essex?”

Brian chuckled, “Actually Essex is not too far down the road
from here.  No it’s the local Bishop, Bishop Dermot.”

Bau sensed he was hiding something.  “So why would you want
to see him, or is it a her?”

Brian hedged, “He happens to be on the board of governors for my
school.”

Amy tapped the table with a spoon, “Wouldn’t convince a
fly.  Spill the beans.”

Brian knew he was caught in a pincer movement and held up his
hands.  “OK, OK I give up.”

“Well,” said Bau.

“Well,” said Amy.

“Well I’m seeking a move.  I’ve been a teacher at the
school for ages and I’m never going to progress anywhere.  I’m
an adequate teacher, but my hearts not in all the administration
and suchlike faculty heads have to cope with.  And budgets, oh
how I hate budgets.  Besides I think God’s calling me
elsewhere.”

“Where?”

“Where?”

It was like living with a double echo.  “Actually here,
this parish.  The two Bishops have this idea.  That’s the
regional Bishop who oversees the portion of Essex just down the
road and the Local Bishop, Bishop Dermot, who’s taking the lead on
the project.”

He checked he was being listened to; he needn’t have bothered as
both sets of eyes were still fastened on him.  “Just down the
road and spanning the Diocesan boundary, is one of the largest
gypsy camps in the country.  Well it’s probably not full of
true gypsies, more like modern day travellers.  But as far as
the church is concerned they’re totally neglected, so the Bishops
want a priest to try and reach out to that community.  It’s
not a full time position though, so to make up the other half I’d
have to take on the three churches of this parish as well; Burston,
Burston Tye, and Burston Ford.”

Amy’s eyes opened wide, “Does my gran know?”

Brian shook his head.  “I thought it was all in an
embryonic stage, but the astute diocesan secretary has pulled in
some funding from the EU.  However, the funding is time
limited, either we start legitimately claiming by September, or the
money goes elsewhere.”

Amy started to giggle, “Oh I want to be there when she gets told
you’re coming, you should have heard what she called you when she
came to book you to speak and found Bau here!”

Bau’s brow furrowed again, “Hang on.  I don’t know much
about the Church of England, but don’t the parish have a say?”

“Usually,” said Brian, “but last year the church here voted to
allow the Bishop to have the whole say and put someone in at his
behest on a half-time basis.  It was either that or combine
with the next benefice and apparently they’ve’ been at war for
generations.”

Amy continued giggling, “I remember gran when the Bishop
suggested we combine with Hawstonne, and I thought I was the only
member of the family who could throw a wobbly!”

Bau continued to frown, “Why you, wouldn’t one of the travelling
community be best?”

“Certainly would and there is a chap just starting theological
college who might eventually fit the bill, but that’s five years
down the line.  I guess I’ve been singled out as I’ve been
working with a travelling community near my school since I’ve been
there.  It takes a long time to build up trust, but I guess
they accept me now, as much as the ever will.  Nub of it is
that the little site near my school is being closed down and it’s
expected that the people who used it as a stopping point and
temporary base will come here.”

Bau was not convinced.  “What if the church here really
kick up a stink, would the Bishop still send you here?”

He reached out and grabbed her hand.  “Bishops are
inventive people; if Verity proves to be an insurmountable object
and I can’t come here they’ll find another way.”

“But you’d rather it was here?”

Brian opened his mouth and Bau snapped, “Don’t say anything,
your face says it all!”

Brian regrouped and reached the other way across the table until
he was holding both women’s hands.  “I’m not letting you two
go.  I don’t care if I have to live in a tent, I’m not letting
you go, is that understood?”

“Don’t fancy a tent,” said Bau.

“Me neither,” chorused Amy, “On the other hand, one of those
huge shiny caravans with mountains of chrome… ”

The women fell into a fit of giggles and Brian smiled while
wondering just how he was going to explain all this to the
Bishop.

 


           
He didn’t feel anything like as confident just under two hours
later.  He was meeting Bishop Dermot at the Cathedral out of
mutual convenience and the imposing building impressed upon him the
might and seriousness of the church.  Twice he almost walked
straight out, only his concern about deserting the travelling
community stopped him from going.  Eventually the Bishop came
to the door of a little waiting room and beckoned him in.  The
room was tiny, but that befitted the Bishop for he was also small,
small and thin.

Brian sat down opposite him and wondered, for the umpteenth
time, what Dermot was doing as a Bishop.  His half-cut
glasses, wispy grey hair, piercing blue eyes and sallow cheeks made
him look like more like a leprechaun than the academic theologian
he was reputed to be.  “How’s the holiday going,” Asked the
Bishop in his rich Yorkshire accent.

For some reason Brian sensed that this was not a pleasantly, but
a loaded question.  “Fine thank you, Burston is a delightful
place.”

The Bishop stared over his glasses at Brian, who immediately
felt like a naughty schoolboy.  The Bishop sighed through his
nose, “Actually Brian, to my utter amazement, I’ve had a complaint
about you.”

Brian was staggered.  “Me?  From the school?”

“No, from the churchwarden at Burston.  Let me see,” he
picked up a neatly typed letter, “she accuses you of living with a
woman of lose morals, seducing her daughter away from home, sorry
granddaughter, and living an immoral life with both of them. 
Can this possibly be true?”

Brian opened and shut his mouth like a goldfish. 
Eventually he pulled himself together and went on the
defensive.  “She’s not a woman of loose morals but a
musician.  Amy, that’s the granddaughter was foisted on me by
Verity Jones, the complainant I assume, who moved her granddaughter
into my house with the aid of her son and his undertaking
companions.”  He took a breath, “As for the implication
of…”

The Bishop held up his hands, “Slow down.  Tell me about
the musician, how come she’s in the house in the first place?”

Brian chose his words carefully.  “Her name’s Bau Didly and
she’s out on licence from prison awaiting a judicial review of her
conviction for murder brought about by her sick daughter’s early
demise.  She was living in a squalid cottage without any means
of support and we became friends.”

The Bishop put his head on one side.  “You don’t mean Bau
Didly from the Rocqettes do you?”

Brian was surprised that the Bishop, a man seeped in operatic
arias, had ever heard of her.  “Yes.”

The Bishop chuckled, “Well it’s a small world.  My niece is
Heidi Brown alias Lorna Richard; she was their rhythm
guitarist.  They used to practice in my brother’s double
garage until they became an overnight success and an even greater
overnight failure.  She runs a pair of bookshops now.”

He took his glasses of and swung them from side to side by
rolling the arm between his fingers.  “Bau was the one who
made a stand about the change of image, Heidi says now, but
hindsight is a wonderful thing, that she wished that she’d seen the
sense of her words.  I also know the case you’re talking
about, the child choked to death and the prosecution claimed it was
deliberate; Heidi followed ever press report and kept me
informed.”

He put his glasses back on, “Running into danger though aren’t
we, as the prayer book would say?  Single woman, ex-prisoner,
with an uncertain moral background – I believe she never married
the child’s father - and possibly keen on seeking male solace?”

Brian licked his lips; he was still on his back foot. 
“That’s why I’m glad Amy’s with us now, there’s safety in
numbers.”

The Bishop gave a raucous laugh.  “Oh come on, do you think
I was born yesterday?”

He flicked the letter, “Says here that your rock musician
seduced Amy into a lesbian relationship and turned her mind so that
she had a nervous breakdown.”

He read part of the letter to himself.  “By this account a
severe nervous breakdown with resulting permanent overtones of
mental instability.”

Brian cleared his throat, “Amy does occasional do things that
might be seen as irrational, but to her they are the product of her
logic, distorted logic maybe, but not the acts of total
insanity.”

The Bishop whooped with delight and laughter.  “I’ve met
Amy.  My wife and I were camping at Hawstonne and went to the
local supermarket.”

Brian’s heart sank.  The Bishop nodded, “But I have to
agree with you about her form of logic.  She asked me if I
could intervene in Bau’s case and I replied that it was unlikely
that I’d have any effect if I did.  She then asked me if I’d
like to feel her wobbly bits, the rationale being that if she
pleased me I might act on Bau’s behalf.”

The Bishop gave a rye smile, “Actually she did have the right
effect.  When I got back after the holiday I wrote to the
chaplain of the prison and asked her to take a special interest in
Bau as I was concerned for her health, if I remember correctly she
was always underweight and showing signs of anorexia.”

The Bishop ran his fingers over a buff folder, “You know that
this traveller’s project is close to our hearts don’t you, and that
we’ve probably only got one shot at it in the medium term? 
And I don’t want it ruined by some ghastly scandal involving our
choice of candidate to run it.  Nor do I particularly want
trouble at Burston.”

Brian sighed, “So it’s a no-go for me then.”

The Bishop raised his eyebrows in a semaphore signal of
disapproval; “Did I say that?  Actually Brian you are still
the prime choice for this post.  The travelling community, or
the local part of it, seem to trust you and respect you. 
Nobody else fits that criteria.  However, I want your
assurance that there will be no scandal, that you will find some
way of making peace with Mrs Jones, or at least encourage her to
take a pragmatic view of you in her parish.  And that you will
not bring the church into disrepute.  The last thing I need is
some tabloid revelation about polygamous vicars or the moral laxity
of ministers.  Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes,” croaked Brian.

“Have you slept with either of them?”  He bluntly asked
before throwing his hands in the air.  “Don’t answer
that!  It’s probably best I don’t know the answer. 
However, if you have I expect either a resignation or a
marriage.”

“We’re all sinners,” started Brian.

The Bishop wagged his finger, “Save it for a sermon.  I
know we’re all sinners and I also know that God has the grace to
forgive, but we are mere mortals and find it a little harder,
especially where hypocrisy is involved.  I’m not a fool
Brian.  I know that things happen in the heat of a
moment.  The trick is to turn what could be a disaster into a
moral victory.  Do you understand?”

“No.”  There was a message there somewhere, but he missed
it.

The Bishop sighed.  “I don’t know your relationship to this
woman.  But if she’s been in prison for some time you could
both be forgiven for letting your emotions run away with you and
allowing the natural sequences of courtship to be temporarily out
of phase.  As long as the right outcome is eventually attained
I don’t particularly want to know the sequence of individual
events.  Understand now?”

Brian thought he did.  “Are you saying that if I have slept
with her you’ll turn a blind eye as long as we eventually tie the
knot?”

“Alleluia,” cried the Bishop, “give the man a coconut.  I’m
not saying I condone back to front sequences mind, but it is the
personal commitment of man and woman to each other that has overall
importance in my mind.”

Brian blinked, “And the job.”

The Bishop tapped the file; “It’s yours, if there is peace and
harmony in Burston, or at least silence.  I can’t stand
getting letters like this, all innuendo and no substance.”

Brian wondered, not for the first time, if he had an over-active
guardian angel.  The Bishop wrote on a little notepad by his
side.  “Changing hats for a moment, and becoming a school
governor, you will give the appropriate notice won’t you?”

Brian blinked and did a mental calculation.  “That means by
the end of next week.”

The Bishop smiled, “Then I want to hear from you by 10am next
Friday or before.  Now go away and get your ducks in a
row.  Sort out your private life, do something to get Verity
Jones off of my back, and off of yours.  And prayerfully
consider whether you actually want this position.  In some
ways you’d be putting yourself up to be shot down both by the
anti-traveller brigade and the travellers themselves if they
decided you’re an outsider and not to be trusted.”

Brian stood up, “Thank you Bishop, for being so
understanding.”

He left while the going was good feeling somewhat relieved and
on more stable ground than he had dared imagine.

 


           
Perhaps he wouldn’t have felt so relieved if he’d been a fly on the
tree at the riverbank near the old rectory.  Bau and Amy had
walked down the footpath and were sitting on a grassy bank watching
the river life.  “You’ve no idea how good this feels,” said
Bau softly and wistfully, “freedom to sit in the open and not be
hassled by a guard or another prisoner.”

“No rivers in prison then?”

Bau laughed, “Just a manky old pond in what is supposed to be
the prison garden, more like a prison cesspit.”

They watched a flycatcher weave its high-speed way over the pond
surface.

“Brian’s nice,” Amy remarked casually.

“You like him?”

“Good man, beautiful hands, have you seen the size of them.”

“Felt the size of them,” laughed Bau.

Amy made a simpering face, “You going to marry him then?”

“Could do.  I know after last night he’ll probably ask me,
but more out of moral rectitude than love.  He’s still in the
besotted stage.”

Amy persisted.  “So will you say yes?”

Bau sighed, “I don’t know Amy.  I did think I would
yesterday, in the heat of the moment so to speak” 

She sighed, “He’s a wonderful man and greatly in his favour is
that he wants to care for me when the rest of the world seems to
want to pass by on the other side.  I know I could love him
more than any other man; I’m already starting to dream of
him.  However, I’m not sure that I’d be the right woman for
him; I love music too much.  I want to be out on the road
again, playing and singing.”

She lay back.  “I know that he’d probably accept
that.  Letting me travel around on tours and then come home to
him from time to time as an exhausted wreck to be loved and cared
for.  I also know that he’d trust me to be faithful and I know
even now that I would be faithful.”  She sighed again, “But he
needs a different kind of woman, a vicar’s wife, someone who’d
stand side by side with him every day of every week and I know
that’s not me.”

They were silent for a couple of minutes with only the sound of
bees humming to disturb the peace.  “I wouldn’t mind being a
vicar’s wife,” said Amy all of a sudden. 

Bau rolled over onto her stomach to face Amy. 
“Pardon?”

Amy’s eyes narrowed, “You’re not hearing.  You been to your
auralogist recently?  I think your hearing is getting
worse.”

Bau sighed, “Don’t nag me Amy, it’s not a day for nagging.
 I’m coping.”

Amy persisted, “Don’t think I haven’t noticed that you sit with
your right ear to Brian, or that sometimes you stare at his
lips.”

Bau rolled her eyes, “I’ll go to a specialist if I don’t get
sent back to prison, is that OK?”

“Promise.”

“Promise.”  Bau paused to recollect her thoughts, “now what
did you say?”

“Wasn’t important,” said Amy defensively.

Bau replied softly, “What you say is always important.”

Amy shrugged, “I just said that I wouldn’t mind being a vicar’s
wife.”

“Can’t imagine you in a floral dress dispensing tea on the
lawn,” Bau laughed.

Amy screwed up her face, “No law says that vicar’s wives have to
wear a floral dress is there?  Vicar’s wife over at Kiln Mill
wears jodhpurs and denim tops.”

Bau grinned, “You’d make a darn sight better vicar’s wife than
me.  I can just imagine you cooking mounds of pink muffins for
the garden fête!”

Amy made a face at her.  Bau rolled back onto her back and
stared at the sky.  “Well why don’t you marry Brain then, just
as long as I could come to you two when I’m not touring, or in need
of respite or, as they always say, resting between gigs.”

There was no answer and Bau turned to look at Amy, who was
sitting dead still with no sign of life in her body of on her
face.  Bau half shouted.  “Amy?  Amy!  Are you
with me?”

Amy gave a start, “Sorry just fantasising.  Me as Brian’s
wife and all that.”

“Well was it good?”

“It was wonderful,” she sighed.

“You marry him then.”  Announced Bau.

“You can’t mean that.”

“You’d be better for him than me.”

Amy sat transfixed at the notion.  “I’d still love you,”
she eventually stated.

Bau grinned and reached out to hold her hand.  “I know
that, and I’d still love you.”

Amy gazed into Bau’s eyes, still living the fantasy.  “When
you come back off of all those tours you’re going to have.  I
wouldn’t mind if he slept with you.”

Bau furrowed her brow, where was this conversation going? 
“Yes you would, he’d be your husband not my beau, if you’ll excuse
the pun.”

Amy shook her head, “Sharing him with you would be an act of
love.”

“He might not agree.”

“He’s a man.”

They both laughed while knowing that there was some serious
undercurrent to their idle chatter.  Bau sat up and held Amy’s
hand tight.  “If you’re his wife he’d expect to sleep with you
as well, could you cope with that?”

She gave a cautious grin, “Once I’d managed the first time,
yes.”

Bau kissed Amy on the lips, “Then it’s agreed.  You marry
Brian and I’ll be his mistress.”

Amy shook her head, “I’m not having you called that. 
Mistresses are evil, you’re not evil, you’d be his…”  She sort
for the right word, “concubine, you’d be his concubine.  A
sort of additional wife.”

They laughed slightly hysterically as Bau said; “Now we’ve just
got to get Brian to agree.”

Amy sat still with her head on one side and enquired
plaintively, “Are we being serious Bau, or is this just a woman’s
fantasy?”

“Would you like it to be serious?”

Amy wrung her hands.  “Oh yes.  Brian’s safe.  I
know I could always trust him and,” she turned slightly pink, “and
I kinda like him a lot; he gave me a lovely hug.”

Bau was staggered, “He gave you a hug?”

“Just a hug.  I asked for a hug and he gave me a hug,
nothing more and nothing less.  I made me feel all
wobbly.”

“Then we’re being serious.”

Bau looked into Amy’s eyes, “I mean it Amy, you’d make a far
better wife for him than I ever would.  You’d be there for
him, not wandering about the country seeking the buzz of live
performance and the joy of a good riff.”

Amy sadly shook her head; “It’s you he loves, not me.  He
likes thin, he likes your cherry lips, he likes ever move you
make.  You only have to look at his eyes.”

“He likes me for what I am, that’s why I like him.  He
could still admire me when he’s your husband.  As I said he’s
besotted, he hasn’t really got his brain in gear, once he does it
will dawn on him that I might be worth watching, but you’re
permanently worth holding and having.”

“But if that is true, how,” Amy asked, “can we ever get Brian to
see that?”

Bau gave a wicked grin, “Well we certainly can’t just up and
spring it on him, he’d run a mile.  We’ll have to get him to
think it’s his idea and his choice.  What we probably need to
do is…”










Chapter 9
Creative Relationships


 

His walk to the car took him past a cosmetic shop; he paused and
diverted inside.  He’d noticed that whereas Amy always wore
some horrendous sweet smelling perfume akin to a rampant bunch of
Easter lilies, Bau never wore any.  He guessed this was
because on a limited budget deodorant took preference over
perfume.  He surveyed the rows of bottles and was overwhelmed
by a feeling of desperation.  Salvation came in the form of
young female shop assistance with an expertly applied set of
make-up, who recognised the panic on his face.  “Don’t know
which one to buy sir?”  She professionally murmured.

“You have such a choice.”  He croaked.

She gave him a sweet smile and decided that this gullible fool
might earn her some nice commission.  “Let’s ask a few
questions to narrow down the search shall we?”

Brian nodded.  “Right then,” she said, “let’s start with
budget.  Are we looking at a decent perfume, an expensive
perfume or a makeweight perfume?”

Brian raised an eyebrow; she mentally sighed.  “£100 plus a
bottle, around £40 a bottle or less.”

“Then decent, but not too decent.”

“What’s madam’s favourite flowers?”

“No idea.”

“Has she a favourite fruit?”

“No idea.”

She raised a manicured eyebrow, “Any idea of anything she likes
sir?”

“She likes guitar music.”  He suddenly felt foolish, how
could guitar music help?

“Rock, Jazz, Classical, Spanish, Folk, or Country and
Western?”

“Eclectic, but mainly rock and Spanish, I think.”

She reached out and picked up a bottle of general French
Perfume.  “This is a good all-rounder, it’s supposed to be
evocative of an olive grove on a summer’s morning.”

Brian eyed the very expensive looking packaging.  She gave
a sweet smile, “This size is £35, frankly I wouldn’t get her a
bigger bottle until you have a little more idea of what the lady
prefers.”

He both winced and relaxed.  They moved over to the counter
and Brian’s eyes lingered on an advert.  “Does that stuff
really work?”

She followed his gaze to a non-smear lipstick advert; “It’s not
the best.”

She tapped on a piece of counter three feet away.  “This is
the best.  Once it’s on it’s on until you take it off with
these specially impregnated wet-wipes.  Impervious to water
and alcohol, hot foods and cold surfaces.”

Brian remembered the trouble he’d had getting Amy’s gooey
cloying lipstick off of his hands and assumed that she could only
afford cheap lipstick.  “How much?”

“Depends on the colour.”

“Shocking pink, or thereabouts.”

She raised the other eyebrow, “That was very definite sir.”

She studied his face and realised it was for a different
woman.  She brought out five lipsticks, all pink.  Brian
easily spotted the colour Amy used, hesitated and pointed an ever
so slightly less garish one.  “With a pack of one hundred
wipes that’s £32.”  Announced the young woman.

“£32 pounds for lipstick!”  Brian exclaimed in horror.

She gave him the sweet smile, especially sweet as she was on 30%
commission for the lipstick and 25% commission for the
perfume.  “It is the best.  Any woman would fall over to
have this given to her.”

Brian sighed in defeat and paid up.  As he left the shop a
second assistant came up to the young woman.  “Another
satisfied customer?”

“Bottle of the French stuff we can’t shift and a stick of the
indelible lipstick.”

The assistant grinned, “Wonderful stuff, but did you tell him it
tastes like Balsamic Vinegar for the first five minutes and that
the wipes sting like hell?”

“No, he didn’t ask,” she giggled.  They both fell into a
paroxysm of laughter.

 


           
Verity opened the door and her eyes went from amazement to steel in
a fraction of a second.  “You’ve got a nerve coming here.”

“We need to talk,” Brian said wondering if he was putting his
head into a crocodile’s mouth just prior to closure. 

Verity’s eyes hardened even more.  “I don’t think there’s
anything to say, that is unless Bau has now gone back to where she
belongs and you wish to rid yourself of Amy.”

Her tone irritated him, it implied that Amy was a commodity or
an unwanted object.

“Actually Verity Bau isn’t going anywhere and even if she was I
would not force Amy back here against her will.  I’ve come to
talk about something else.”

Verity crossed her arms, “What could you possibly say that is of
interest to me?”

“That I’ve found the bodies of Lillian and Barbara Dale.”

Her hand shot up to her mouth, she turned deathly white and
leaned back against the doorpost.  Brian wondered if she was
going to faint.  “You’ve been under the house,” she finally
gasped.

Her eyes flicked up and down the street; “You’d better come
in.”

The room she led him to was grey.  Grey walls, deep grey
carpet and dark oak furniture.  Gloom seemed to pervade
everywhere, even in that the only picture was an oil painting of a
grey horse on a grey day standing beside a grave.  She poured
herself a brandy and offered Brian one, he shook his head. 
She knocked the brandy back as if it were orange juice.  “Have
you been to the police yet?”

“No, and I’m not going, that is unless you want me to. 
I’ve completed what you started, that is a clean-up
operation.  Lillian and Barbara are at rest and frankly I see
no point in disturbing them now.  There’s no-one left to mourn
and sometimes old graves should not be revisited.”

She stared at Brian, “But the bodies aren’t there.  I
checked, of course I checked.  If I’d found them I would have
had no choice but to go to the parents.  It was just a den, a
boy’s underground den.”

Brian cocked his head to one side; he’d suspected this.  “I
know you were there, I found your monogrammed handkerchief on the
floor.  What did you actually check?”

“The two rooms, the den and the other one with the beds. 
John told me there were only two rooms.”

“There’s a third,” said Brian reverently.  “Dead opposite
the den, but there isn’t a gap in the wall.  The wall is
snaked round like a tiny outcrop of bricks and hides the
opening.  It would be easy to miss with feeble lights or
candles.  Count your blessing your son did miss it, it has
some rifles and a set of dangerous knives in it as well as Lillian
and Barbara.”

She shook her head, “I never knew, I swear I never knew. 
Oh those poor girls.”

She swallowed, “If I’d been more carefully would they have
been…”

“No,” said Brian firmly, “You could not have saved them. 
They probably took enough sleeping tablets to kill an
elephant.”

Verity nodded, “Their father owned a chemist shop and the police
said there were over sixty sleeping tablets missing.”

Her eyes became anxious, “Did they leave a note?”

“They did and it incriminates John and his cronies as bullying
them.”

To his surprise she gave a semi-hysterical cackle.  “After
we moved he was bullied, new boy and all that.  He took it
badly.”

Brian put his head on one side, “Why the cover-up?  If you
thought the girls weren’t there why bother?”

“Belinda,” she said flatly.  “She was shouting her mouth
off about John and the others and there being a den.  I
thought if I covered up the den then I could discredit her
story.”

Brian frowned, “How come the police never found it, they must
have been over the entire village with a fine-toothed comb?”

“There used to be a potting cloche beside the greenhouse. 
In the bottom it had slats.  You had to lift the slats out to
find the shaft, goodness knows how John and the others found
it.  After the girls went missing I checked it out myself and
then covered over the shaft with builder’s sand and earth. 
I’ve always feared those wooden doors collapsing, but we moved away
before I could finish the job.  When I came back the cloche
had gone and there was only a flower bed.”

Brian relaxed slightly.  “The doors didn’t collapse, I went
in by another way.  I’ve plugged both shafts with concrete
now, so the girls can be at rest.”

Verity frowned, “Why Brian?  Why not the police?”

He shrugged, “What purpose would it serve.  It was all a
long time ago and there don’t appear to be any living
relatives.”

She frowned again; “Did you find the pipe?”

“Pipe?”

“There’s a hole in the ceiling of the big room, there was a
draught coming down from it, but I couldn’t find where the top of
the pipe was.”

“Whereabouts was it?”

She closed her eyes to remember.  “In the centre near the
end wall.  I guess it’s equidistant from the two rooms.”

They sat in silence for a while.  Verity gazed out of the
window before speaking in a listless detached voice.  “It’s
haunted me from that day.  The day they went missing. 
I’ve always thought someone killed them, someone in the
village.  Can you imagine how that feels?  John and his
friends were away that weekend on a scout camp, I’ve always been
grateful for that as the police never questioned them until they
could agree on the story of there not being a den.”  She
turned her eyes towards him, “But I’ve lived in fear that he did
kill them.  He was a bit of a tearaway then and mothers can
imagine all sorts of horrid things.”

Tears trickled down her cheeks, “And I guess he did. They were
such lovely girls and if he bullied them so that they…”

She wept quietly and Brian didn’t move, she needed space not
platitudes.  She took a deep breath, “Thank you Brian, thank
you for telling me and having the wisdom not to cause a fuss, the
village doesn’t need it.”

“Actually,” he said carefully, “I’ve also come about something
else.  Bishop Dermot has offered me this parish and the
community at Knot’s Wood as a full time position.”

“You,” she said, startled.  “You?  Here?  You
can’t be serious?”

Colour appeared back in her face at a rapid rate.  “It
would be outrageous?”

He let her simmer.  “Is it that outrageous?”

“You and that Bau woman and Amy in one house while you pretend
to be an upright pillar of the community!  Outrageous, truly
outrageous.”

“What would you have me do,” he said softly, “Throw them both to
the dogs?  Would that be Christian?”

“She murdered her child for goodness sake.  Held her lips
together while she choked her to death, can’t you see how evil that
is?”

“You don’t believe she was asleep and woke up to find her dead
then?”

She made a face, “Any mother worth her salt would hear the child
start to choke and wake up.”

“Are they your words or those of the so-called expert
witness?”

“You can’t believe she is innocent.  Have you seen her
walking about the village flouting her disgusting prison tattoos
like a badge of honour?”

“I rather think you’re biased.”

“Biased,” she almost yelled, “Biased! Of course I’m
biased!  She’s ruined my granddaughter’s life, can you
understand that.  She took my precious Amy and…”

She dissolved into tears.  Not quiet tears this time, but
heartfelt racking sobs.

Brian said softly, “Was it bad?”

She flicked a tear from one eye, misery became written in every
word she spoke.  “She didn’t come down to tea so I went
up.  She was sitting on the floor stark naked tearing pages
from her old schoolbooks and babbling, just babbling.  I
couldn’t get her to move, nor could the doctor, in fact she hit him
with a rather good uppercut.  After that it was social
workers, police and the mental hospital. Oh Brian you should have
seen her there, she was so… So lost.”

She sniffed, ”And now that wretched woman has her in her
clutches again.”

Brian licked his lips, “Actually Verity you moved her in with
me.”

Verity shrugged, “I’d already lost her again, the minute she saw
that hussy at your house she became single minded.”

She gazed at Brian; “I’m so worried for her Brian, what if she
has another breakdown, would she ever recover?”

Brian swallowed; this was not what he had come for.  “How
about I promise to take care of her?  She’s quite safe and
quite happy at the moment, but how about I promise to call you if I
have cause for concern.”

Verity stared him straight in the eyes, “Why should I trust
you?”

He said simply “Lillian and Barbara Dale.”

She sniffed and nodded.  Brian decided to push home a few
points.  “But you must promise not to keep stirring up trouble
Verity.  Letters to the Bishop and anonymous phone calls to
probation officers don’t help.”

She sniffed and nodded before blowing her nose.  Brian
decided that he’d caused her enough anguish for one day.  “I’d
better go.”

He stood up.  Verity also stood up and grabbed his hands;
“You will take good care of her.”

“The best.”

She led him to the front door and opened it.  “Thank you
for coming Brian.”

She took a deep breath, “We need to talk about you and the
parish, but not now.”

He left and went to sit in his car and think.  Verity’s
obvious distress over Amy did not square with Bau’s description of
her.  On the other hand he could quite imagine her as one of
the ‘snap out of it’ brigade.’  Eventually he drove back to
the rectory.

 


           
Once back he stood in the hall and listened, the house was full of
pure silence.  He went upstairs and found the women lying in
Bau’s bed deeply asleep with their arms entwined.  He stared
at them for a while.  They both seemed peaceful and content as
if together they could cope with the world.  He crept into
Amy’s bedroom and placed the lipstick on her bedside cabinet, with
‘For you’ scrawled on the little gift tag that came with it. 
Then he decided he’d rather like a cup of tea and some time to
think.  He was on his second cup when Bau walked into the
kitchen.  She eyed the little bag on the table.  He
pushed it towards you, “For you,” he said simply.  She opened
the bag and took out the perfume.  She recognised the brand
and the essence.  It was not something she would have bought
for herself being far too flowery.  On the other hand he’d
bought it and bought it especially for her.  She threw her
arms around his neck and kissed him.  “It’s wonderful.”

“I hope it’s what you like, I wasn’t sure and…”

She kissed him on the lips.  “I’ll wear it every day. 
It’ll be our perfume.”

Satisfied he kissed her back before she wandered towards the
kettle.  Brian relaxed; he’d scored a hit.  “Bought Amy
some lipstick as well, keep her happy.”

Bau spun round, wide-eyed and anxious.  “Lipstick! 
You bought her lipstick?  What type?”

The fear in her voice perplexed him.  “The non-smear stuff,
I thought that…”

“You stupid stupid man,” she cried in total anguish as she fled
towards the door.  She ran up the stairs calling “Amy,
Amy.”

Brian wondered what he had done wrong; it was only
lipstick.  He followed Bau up the stairs and into Amy’s
room.  Amy was huddled up in a foetal position in the corner
of the room holding the lipstick in her hands with her eyes staring
at it and not moving.  “Bau was by her side.  “Amy, Amy,”
she was saying softly, “speak to me Amy.”

Brian had the sense to realise that the lipstick had triggered
something off, but what?  He squatted in front of her. 
“I bought it for you Amy,” he said, “but if it’s not what you want
we can take it back, I’ve still got the receipt, you don’t have to
have it.”

Bau shot him a ‘stop meddling any further look,’ Brian ignored
her as irrational concern for Amy flooded his body.  Brian
continued, “I just wanted to buy you something nice, something
you’d enjoy.  We can change it for your normal stuff if you
want.”

He wondered if she could hear him, had she gone off to some far
place within her mind never to return.  Abruptly life returned
to her eyes.  They flicked from the lipstick to Bau to Brian
and back to the lipstick.  Brian said softly, “I didn’t know
what to get you and I thought I’d get you something you might
like.  If I was wrong we can change it.”

Her eyes flicked to him; “I don’t have to have it?”  The
voice was childish, pleading, plaintive.

“No.”

“You won’t make me use it?”

“No, of course not.  What you use is up to you.  You
can use the most pinkish most sticky lipstick in the world if you
want to.”

The eyes flicked back to the lipstick and back the Brian. 
“You won’t take my other lipstick from me?”  Again the
plaintive pleading voice, it tore at Brian’s heart, just what had
he stirred up within her?

“No, of course not.”

She turned the little package over in her hands.  “Don’t
you like the colour I wear?”

“What you wear is up to you, I thought you might like a change,
I was wrong.”

Bau joined in and cooed gently, “He didn’t know Amy, he didn’t
mean anything by it.  He just wanted to please you.  Make
you happy.”

She unrolled, stuck her fleshy legs straight out and
straightened her back against the well.  Then came a deep deep
sigh, almost as if she was expelling something from deep within
her.  She looked at Bau, “Tell him for me Bau, no secrets
between us, no secrets.”

Bau squatted on the floor.  “Her uncle used to grope
her.  It started when she was thirteen, though he’d touched
suggestively her before then.  He used to creep up behind her
when she was doing her homework, or at the sink, and put his hand
down her bra.  She didn’t know how to stop him and then a
friend gave her a stick of cheap lipstick for her birthday. 
Amy used it on her nipples. Next time he groped her he got a
handful of pink goo.  She thought she’d won, but he bought her
a non-smear lipstick and made her use it.  After that he’d
grope her at will.  He only stopped when she became seventeen
and slapped him across the face.  Following that she reverted
to the cheap stuff and has used it ever since.”

Brian groaned, “Oh Amy, I’m so so sorry.  I didn’t
know.  If I have I would never have bought you such a
present.  Please forgive me.”

She turned the lipstick over in her hands like some sort of
talisman.  “I thought you might grope me,” she said simply,
“when you walked behind me in the kitchen.  But you
didn’t.  That’s why I knew I was safe with you.”

What he’d done by giving her the lipstick appalled him.  He
rubbed her arm; “I’d never do anything to you against your
will.  Nor to Bau, I’m not like that”.

She nodded, “I know, it just came as a bit of a shock. 
It’s what my uncle did, leave it on my bedside cabinet with a
little note and steal my own lipstick.”

Brian saw a glimmer of light.  “But I didn’t steal your
lipstick.”

Her eyes flicked to her dressing table and back.  “No you
didn’t.”

Brian gave her a reassuring smile, “We’ll take it back to the
shop and you can change it tomorrow.”

Her chubby hand gripped the lipstick like a vice.  “No it’s
all right, I’ll keep it.”

She gazed into his eyes, “It’s a present from you,” she stated
as if that was an end to the subject.  He opened his mouth,
but Bau interceded,  “You sure Amy?  He got me some
perfume and if you want to swap…”

Amy swivelled her eyes and her face was transformed by a wide
smile, “No, definitely not.  He gave it to me, for me and for
use by me, I’d never give it up; it’s special.”

Brian sighed with relief, that was before he started to wonder
what else he might accidentally do to trigger her off.  After
all he’d just promised Verity to look after her and then nearly
driven her into a mental black abyss.  Amy rolled over and
stood up as if nothing had happened.  “Better start dinner,”
she said, “A woman’s work is never done.”

She walked out of the bedroom.  Brian and Bau both noticed
that she pushed the lipstick firmly into her pocket as she
left.  She indeed was not going to give it up.

 


           
They followed her downstairs.  She went into the kitchen and
picked up a saucepan stood stock still.  She turned to Bau,
“Would you mind cooking this evening, I don’t seem to be able to
think properly.”

Bau took the saucepan from her.  “Of course not.  I
need to work on my culinary skills.”

Bau glanced at Brian.  “Brian, why don’t you take Amy for a
walk.  Dinner will be in one hour.  Try the walk to the
river, Amy likes that.”

Dutifully Brian led Amy outside and towards the footpath to the
river.  Halfway across the garden she took hold of his
hand.  They walked, hand-in-hand in silence till they came to
the river where Amy, without warning, sat down in the grass. 
Brian sat next to her.  He let go of her hand and put his arm
round her shoulder.  “I’m sorry,” she said despondently. 
“I did try, I knew the black pit was there and I tried to think of
other things, anything but what the lipstick might mean.  I
knew you didn’t mean any harm, but all of a sudden the thought came
back to me and the next thing I know is I’m on the floor and you
and Bau are talking to me.  As I said sometimes the pit leaps
out and overwhelms me.”

He pulled her close to him.  “It’s me who should be sorry
Amy.  Sorry for causing you harm. Believe me when I say I will
never intend to cause you any harm.  I might put my foot in
it.  I might stir up things within you I never intended. 
I might be a fool, but set out to cause you harm or humiliate you,
never.”

She turned her pair of wide hazel eyes onto him and said softly,
“I’ll hold onto that thought.  Next time I see the pit coming,
I’ll hold onto that thought.”

She pulled the lipstick out of her pocket.  “There were
good thoughts behind this, not bad thoughts.  That makes all
the difference doesn’t it?”

“I guess it does.”

She put it on the grass beside her and turned her face towards
him.  Ever so slowly she moved it closer to his and gently
kissed him.  “That’s a thank you.”

She freed herself from his grasp and lay back.  “Am I an
embarrassment to you?”  She asked over casually.

“Of course not,” said Brian wondering where this was
leading.

“I’m an embarrassment to my gran,” she stated flatly.

Brian went to reply and realised that she was asleep.  He
took out his handkerchief and rubbed her lipstick off of his
lips.  She was unpredictable, mentally vulnerable and
precariously balanced between normality and neurosis, but she was
beginning to grow on him.

 


           
“So the job’s mine as long as I can get the parish here to agree,”
finished Brian as he surveyed the charcoal around the edge of the
pie Bau was about to finish dishing out.

“Do they have to?”  Asked Bau.

“Wouldn’t go unless they did, recipe for disaster if they
didn’t.”

Amy puckered her lips, “How,” she asked firmly, “did you managed
to burn the outside while leaving the middle uncooked?”

Bau looked at Brian, “Give me a guitar and I’ll give you a
chord, give me a kitchen and I’ll give you food poisoning.”

“Not your forte then.”

“Definitely not, that’s Amy’s department.”

Amy reached out and scooped up all the plates.  Brian tried
to grab his.  “Hey I’ve not even started.”

“Well you’ve finished, “she stated, “You’re taking us all out
for fish and chips.”

Brian glanced at the clock.  “How about Fish and Chips and
a film?”

“Ooh,” exclaimed Amy, “I’ve never been taken to the pictures by
a man.”

“Mmm,” exclaimed Bau, “I’ve not seen a film for years.”

Brian relaxed and hoped that life was back on an even keel, that
is as even as it could be with two women both of whom he was
growing fonder of by the minute.










Chapter 10
Choices


“It was the talking donkey,” said Amy.  “When it’s front
feet did the Irish jig while its rear ones did a flamenco dance I
nearly cried.”

“The skateboarding rhinoceros,” said Brian, “brilliant
animation.”

“Soundtrack,” added Bau, “absolutely wonderful the way it merged
with the animation and yet flowed naturally.”

Brian shut the front door and they all headed for the
kitchen.  Amy made some hot chocolate and handed it around as
they still talked about the film.  She cupped her mug in her
hands.  “Think I’ll go up now, bit tired.”

She crossed the kitchen and kissed Brian on the forehead,
“Thanks for a wonderful evening.”

She left and Bau moved over to Brian and sat on his lap. 
With her thumbs she removed the lipstick mark from his
forehead.  “That leaves just us.”  She purred, before
giving him a kiss.  She kisses him a number of times with
comments in-between.  “Excellent choice of film.” 
Kiss.  “Lovely creamy ice-cream in the break.” 
Kiss.  “Fish and chips while looking over the
countryside.”  Kiss.  “Wonderful man giving his women a
wonderful night out.”  Kiss.

She sat back and picked up her mug and took a tentative
sip.  “Good for Amy too.”

She put her mug down and gave him a long passionate kiss before
standing up and picking up her mug of hot chocolate. 
“Goodnight gorgeous, see you in the morning.”

She left and he understood the coded message: see you in the
morning so no repeat of last night.  He felt vaguely
disappointed that her would not feel her body against his again,
vaguely relieved that he would not be doing something he shouldn’t
and vaguely perplexed as to what was happening.  However, that
was par for the course, not understanding what was happening. 
Bau was attractive and he still couldn’t keep his eyes off of her,
on the other hand Amy was bonny in an all together different sort
of way.  Sitting between them at the cinema he’d known that he
could have been happy with either of them.  It was having both
of them that were the problem.

 


           
It was the smell that woke him up.  It eased him out of a deep
sleep by some primaeval instinct yelling inside his brain that
something was different.  Once awake he recognised the smell
and turned the bedside light on.  Amy was standing against the
closed-door stark naked and very still.  “Amy,” he said
sleepily, “What are you doing here?”

“Listening to you snore.”

“I don’t snore.”

“You do, it’s like pigs snuffling in a trough.”

Her myopic eyes gazed in his direction.  “I was frightened
and knew if I came in here I’d be safe.”

He carefully eased himself up the camp bed; it was not the most
rigid of structures.  “Frightened?  What of?”

“Nothing, Everything.  Of falling into a black hole and
never emerging.  But I’m safe with you, you’ve got big
hands.”

None of this was making sense.  “Did this afternoon
frighten you?”

She nodded, “I remember trying very hard not to think of the
lipstick and think of things that were nice, especially
flowers.  I try to concentrate of a particular flower, to
picture its form and remember its details.  But the thought
came back and the next thing I knew I was on the floor talking to
you and Bau.”

Brian said softly and carefully, “You did really well, you
climbed out of the hole yourself.”

She gazed at him with wide eyes and he wondered if she was so
short sighted she couldn’t actually see him.  A smile slowly
spread across her face.  “I did, didn’t I?  If I’d been
at home gran would have fed me sedatives for a week and I would
have had to endure the pain of not being able to think at all.”

She suddenly rubbed her hand on her breast and then showed the
palm to Brian.  “See non-smear, so I must be improving.”

She gave a sort of hiccup-laden giggle, “Want to try?”

Brian was not going to get caught again.  “Not at the
moment.”

He watched her standing still and looking vulnerable, wondering
what was going on in her mind.  “Have you thought of going in
to Bau, she’d keep you safe.”

She nodded, “Yes, but you’ve got bigger hands, so I’m safer with
you.”

There was no logic here, at least no logic Brain could
follow.  She gazed in his direction and spoke in a plaintive
childlike voice.  “I need a hug, will you give me a hug Brian,
just a little one.”

Against his better judgement he carefully climbed out of bed,
crossed the room and wrapped his arms around her.  Almost
immediately she wrapped her arms around him and their bodies seemed
to naturally meld.  She whispered, “I don’t want to go back to
hospital Brian, I’m frightened that I’ll go back to that hospital
and never come out.”

It was patently obvious that the little episode of the afternoon
had unsettled her more than either he or Bau had thought.  He
gently hugged her and whispered back, “You’re safe with us
Amy.  I would never let you go to hospital unless there was no
alternative for your own safety.  I can’t promise that you
won’t ever get another wobbly, but I can promise that we’ll be here
for you.  Making sure that pit doesn’t get you.”

“You won’t feed me sedatives?”

“Not unless there is no alternative, I’d try everything else
first.”

“Hate sedatives,” she murmured, “they give me the trembles.”

She let go and gently pushed him away, looking down at his
groin.  “Sorry Amy,” he said shyly, “natural physiology. 
Hugging a naked female and all that.”

She grinned and pointed to her lipstick-covered nipples,
“unnatural tendencies that’s what my doctor says.”

The grin disappeared.  “Do I embarrass you Brian?”

“Not in the least.”

She stood looking forlorn; “Will you hug me again?  I feel
safe when you hug me.”

Once again their bodies met in a mutual hug.  “I’m sorry if
I embarrass you,” she mumbled.  “I can’t help it.  Doctor
says I’ve got a dislocation in my brain.  Don’t mean to
embarrass you.”

He knew that her rambles meant something, but he had no idea
what was going on in her head, but knew that whatever it was it was
important.  He gave her a gentle squeeze.  “You don’t
embarrass me Amy.  You are what you are and I like you as you
are.  Of course I’d like you to feel better and not be
frightened or confused, but I wouldn’t want you ever to feel that
you embarrass me.”

“You like me as I am?”

“Yes.”

“Even with breasts the size of footballs.”

“Yes.”

“With a bum that could feed a nation for a week?”

“Yes.”

“With a nose so big I could use it as a snorkel?”

He chuckled, “Yes.  I’ve told you before it’s your inner
personality.”

She sniffed, “I embarrass everybody else.”

“You don’t embarrass Bau.”

He felt her nod and indescribably he felt her body change from
forlorn flesh to reactive body.  She moved her hands up his
back to behind his head, and gave him a long passionate kiss before
stepping back.  “Thank you Brian, I’m all right now.  I
just needed to know.”

She didn’t say what she needed to know.  She licked her
lips; “Can I come again if I’m frightened?”

“Of course.”

She slipped out of the door and Brian sat down on his bed all of
a tremble.  He knew that given five minutes of her in kissing
and hugging form he might not be able to control himself.  It
was both a frightening and exiting prospect.

 


           
After waking around the normal time, Brian decided on a shower and
went upstairs to the large shower room.  He’d just about got
the water temperature right and soaped himself when the shower door
opened and Bau, condom in hand, walked in.  It proved to be a
long and rewarding mutual shower-time.

 


           
When he got down for breakfast Amy, as usual, was making
toast.  She glanced up at him.  “Would you like a
fry-up?”

“No thanks, trying to cut down on the cholesterol.”

He wondered about remarking over her attire, but decided that
discretion was the better part of valour.  Bau turned over the
pages of the morning paper.  “Seems out Judge Ruth
Kenton-Harris is going through the list of cases involving Dr
Georgette Harris like a minor whirlwind.”

“And?”

“And so far she’s only sent three out of nine to retrial.”

She added casually, “There’s another nine cases on the list and
I’m probably last.”

She flicked a glance at Amy and passed the paper to Brian the
subject obviously closed.  Amy sighed, “I’m not a child you
know.  I do understand.”

Bau cooed gently, “I know Amy, but why upset ourselves over idle
speculation.”

Amy seemed to accept this and buttered a second piece of toast,
added a smear of honey and dropped it on Bau’s plate.  Bau
didn’t argue, but picked it up and started nibbling.”

Brian watched her.  “Want me to find you a dentist?”

“No thanks, last thing I need is a dental plate rammed down my
throat, I’m happy to cope, I’m used to it now.  In fact having
front teeth would be funny.”

Amy snorted, “Well how about an auralogist?”

“A what?” said Brian.

“An auralogist – she needs her ears looked at.”

“Is that what they’re called?”

“It’s what Amy calls them,” stated Bau, “and if I need to I
will.”

Brian was mystified, “Do you have ear trouble?”

Amy snorted again, “She’s half-deaf.  It’s all that playing
in front of those huge sound systems without any earplugs.”

Brian opened his mouth and Bau held up her hand, “Please, no
more discussion about my faculties, not now, maybe later.”

Brian knew when to back off, so he changed the subject. 
“I’ve got a couple of houses to look at this morning, fancy a
look-see with me.  Fancy some feminine intuition.”

“Yes,” they chorused together.

Bau gave Amy a sweet smile, “In that case Amy it might be best
if you put some clothes on.”

She looked at her body as if seeing for the first time that she
was only wearing bra and pants.  “Oh,” she giggled, before
running upstairs.

When she was out of earshot Brian remarked quietly, “I think
yesterday rattled her more than we think.”

“Ripples, “said Bau, “yesterday we saw the splash, today we see
the ripples.  Just nudge her along to cope with them and
she’ll be OK.”

Feeling terribly guilty he glanced at the door, “Any other areas
I should avoid?”

Bau puckered her lips.  “Her stammer.  Don’t remark on
it and don’t ever say the word she’s having trouble with. 
Verity used to correct her all the time and tell her not to speak
in shops if she was going to be an embarrassment.”

“I’d forgotten she stammers occasionally.”

“That’s because she likes you and feels safe with you.”

Brian glanced at the door again.  He said casually, “Once
we’ve been to see these houses I wouldn’t mind going into Bury or
Ipswich.”  He paused watching her closely; “I’d like to buy a
ring.”

Bau left her chair and sat on his lap draping her arms around
his neck.  “What sort of ring?”

“An engagement ring of course, I said that if I was going to
ravish you I’d have to marry you as well.”

She lent against him and kissed his cheek, “If you’re going to
buy a ring, buy one, but not for me.  Buy it for Amy.”

Brian had that sudden whirlpool sense again: the sense that his
life was falling out of control.  “But I’ve been sleeping with
you.  I can’t possibly sleep with you and marry Amy.  I’d
have to promise to be faithful to her and I would have to mean
it.”

She kissed his cheek again, “You would be being faithful to
her.  Faithful to her needs and faithful to what she would
want; that is me to be happy to.”

Brian tried to get his head round the logic.  “But a man
can only have one wife.”

Bau raised an eyebrow.  “I seem to remember King David,
hero of all Israel, had multiple wives.  So did Jacob and King
Saul and…”

“But that’s the Old Testament,” he exclaimed.  “That’s a
different time and a different place and a different culture.”

She lifted the other eyebrow; “Don’t you believe in the Ten
Commandments then?”

“Of course I do!”

“Aren’t they in the Old Testament too.”

Brian took a deep breath; this conversation was not going along
the track he wanted.  He strove to get it back on his
agenda.  “But it’s you I love, not Amy.”

She kissed his nose.  “It’s me you’re besotted with and if
I’m honest I’m getting besotted with you to.  I certainly
don’t want any other man and I’ll be always faithful to you. 
But I’m the wrong woman to be your wife.  She gazed into his
eyes.  I want to play again, to go on the road and get the
thrill of playing to an audience.  To tour, to be free to
follow my musical dreams.  You need a stalwart by your
side.  Someone to cook your toast and tuck up in bed with you
night by night.  That’s not me, that’s Amy.”

She kissed the end of his nose.  “Amy would be a wonderful
wife for you and don’t tell me that you aren’t attracted to her
because I know you are.  In a normal timescale you’d probably
need a month of Sundays, but you would eventually marry her. 
It’s just with me and the licence and all the uncertainty
timescales are getting compressed.  I wouldn’t normally sleep
with a man I hardly know, but I’m glad I took the chance with
you.  I mean it, I’d be your faithful concubine and Amy would
be your faithful wife.  Just don’t get upset if your wife and
concubine sleep together occasionally as well.”

Brian felt as if he was the one falling into a black pit. 
“But I can’t live like that, I’m a vicar, besides isn’t Amy…”

Bau laughed, “You can say the word Brian.  Lesbian. 
Is Amy a Lesbian?  To tell the truth I once thought so, but
seeing her react to you I don’t think so.  Perhaps we were
just both in need of love and comfort.”

Brian shook his head as if to clear it, “But she told me she
didn’t need a man whereas you did.”

“See, she’s seeking the best for me.  Wanting me to be
happy.”

She changed the tone of her voice to being soft and
downbeat.  “And if you want children, you’re looking in the
wrong direction.  I’ve had my shot and fouled it up. 
Lucy was wonderful, she was my pride and joy, but I’m never having
another.”

Brian was startled, “But next time…”

She placed a finger over his mouth.  “Can you imagine what
it would be like if I did have a child?  We’d have social
workers climbing all over us.  They could even decide at the
outset to take the child away at birth.  As I say, I’ve had my
shot.”

Brian sighed, “My track record’s not much better Bau, at least
you cared for your child.”

She kissed him on the nose again, “And you cared for
yours.  You gave your daughter a chance of life with doting
parents, if she knew she’d thank you for that.”

Amy’s bedroom door slammed and Bau looked Brian in the eyes,
“Give Amy a chance.  You hold off buying me a ring and I
guarantee within a week you’ll be thinking about buying one for
her.”

Brian swallowed in panic, “But I can’t have two women with whom
I…”

She suppressed his words with a kiss.

“Excuse me,” said Amy, “Can I join in?”

Bau laughed and Brian almost died on the spot.

 


           
Once outside Bau stopped at the car door.  “Brian, can we go
via the supermarket car-park?”

Brian feared for his sanity.  “The car-park?”

“Yes,” she said quietly, “There’s a police Portakabin there and
I have to report in once a week.”

He felt a fool.  “Of course.”

She turned to Amy, “You sit in the centre seat then I can get
out easily.”

Brian had an unexpected sense of pre-planning here somewhere,
but couldn’t put his finger upon it.  He drove them to the
car-park to the strains of a guitar quartet Jazz CD that he’d
forgotten was even in the car.  Once at the car-park Bau leapt
out leaving Brian and Amy alone.  She fidgeted in her
seat.  “Hope I didn’t embarrass you last night.”

There was that word again, ‘embarrass.’  “Of course
not.  I’m only sorry I caused you such distress”

“Not your fault, it’s my stupid mind.”

He watched her eyes follow a young couple with a pushchair and
toddler.  He mused quietly. “If I had a friend who had an
unsteady leg, I wouldn’t say they were stupid to have the unsteady
leg.  I’d hope they’d lean on me for support and help them to
cope, maybe even get better.  Just because your mind’s a
little unsteady at time doesn’t mean that I think any less of you
or think that you’re daft.”

She absorbed this.  “Can I lean on you?”

“Of course.”

She picked up his left hand and examined it.  “I’ve never
seen hands so big.”

She fondled his fingers as if deriving some inner satisfaction
from doing so.  “Do you think I’ll ever be normal and wear
floral dresses and black shoes?”

“Grief, I hope not Amy, I’m not sure that is normal.”

They both laughed as Amy returned looking like thunder. 
She climbed in and slammed the door. Brian opened his mouth and she
snapped, “Don’t, just don’t!”

He let her simmer.  Amy put her arm around her.  She
let out a long slow breath.  “Sorry, the young constable in
there gave me a lecture about my licence.  He as good as told
me that if he so much as catches me dropping litter he’d have me
put back inside.”

Brian took his seat belt off.  “Don’t!”  She almost
screamed.  “Please don’t.  Just let’s go from here.”

Brian, all thoughts of giving the constable a piece of his mind
having departed, put the belt back on.  “Are they all like
that?”

“Only the young ones.  It’s the sense of power, one word
from them and it’s back inside you go.  That one told me he
doesn’t like convicted murders walking the streets, especially
where there are other children around.”

Brian drove to the Estate agents, this time the CD player was
silent.

 


           
Amy looked at the details of a third property.  “Kitchen’s too
small.  Couldn’t swing a cat, let alone make tea for a garden
party.”

Brian wondered if she thought the only thing Vicars did was have
garden parties.

She surveyed the next set of enticing details.  The
pinstripe-suited estate agent tried her best.  “Only six years
old and built by…”

“Only two bedrooms.”  Stated Amy.

The estate agent rolled her eyes.  “We were told the
property is for a single person.”

Bau grinned.  “Married.”  She stated firmly.

“With a live-in housekeeper.”  Amy resolutely added.

“And a room for a study,” Brian chipped in.

The estate agent rolled her blue eyes again. 

“Not asking much are we?   Nice family house within
walking distance of Burston church.”

She went and rummaged in the filling cabinet while Brian
wondered about the enigma of Amy.  Once in the estate agents
she’d ripped through the properties like a hot knife easily
spotting flaws in the layouts, position or size of the
property.  There was no sign of instability or stammer
here.  The estate agent returned, “Good news or bad news.”

“Sales pitch first,” said Bau.

“Truth after,” added Amy.

The poor estate agent, clearly having trouble with the double
female input, coughed.  “Double fronted two story property
with a studio room on the roof set in extensive gardens.  Two
large downstairs rooms plus an adequate dining room, a WC and large
kitchen with a very workmanlike utility room.  Upstairs there
are two double bedrooms, two single bedrooms and a large bathroom
with bath, shower, WC, deep hand basin and bidet.  On the flat
roof is a large studio with plenty of light and excellent views of
the countryside.  Downstairs, on the back, there is a granny
annex comprising of a large bedroom and Shower room cum WC, but
alas no kitchenette.  Though it could make a beautiful
self-contained study.  Outside are a double garage and a small
wooden barn.  It was designed and built by an architect for
himself and is sumptuously fitted out.”

Amy’s beautifully curved eyebrows straightened out
slightly.  “Cut to the chase.”

The estate agent sighed.  “It’s as ugly as sin and because
of the flat roof there’s no roof-space storage.”

She tossed a picture on the table of an ugly squat double
fronted house with what appeared to be giant shed stuck on
top.  “He was an expert in concrete.  House is as solid
as a rock, but as you can see pig-ugly.”

Amy tapped the picture with a bright pink fingernail, “Is that a
swimming pool?”

“Yes, but it’s unheated and even with water treatment you may
end up swimming with toads.”

Bau tapped the photograph with a bright red fingernail, “Wooden
barns make wonderful practise rooms.”

Brian tapped the picture with a bent unmanicured fingernail, “Is
that a concrete balustrade?  Can you get out on the roof?”

Alas no,” she answered, “in fact it’s not a balustrade at all,
rather it’s a large solar radiator to reduce heating costs. 
Roof actually slops at four degrees so you can’t sit out on
it.”

“We’ll take a look, “said Brian

“Definitely, “added Amy.

“And at the barn,” Bau chipped in, “See if it’s watertight.”

Amy squinted at the photograph, “I know those trees, they run
along the side of the graveyard.”

The estate agent sighed, “Yes, not exactly a prime selling point
and to be honest neither is he access, it’s by the track to Four
Seasons Farm.”

Brian stood up, “Well let’s go and have a look anyway.”

 


           
Amy licked her fingers and delved into the paper bag for another
mini-doughnut, sugar sprayed out onto the front carpet of the
car.  “Wonderful kitchen, I can’t believe that anyone would
put in two modern ceramic sinks and have a third in the utility
room.”

“Beautiful barn,” Bau sighed, “watertight and free of too many
echoes.”

Brian grinned and pinched a doughnut out of Amy’s bag, not
failing to notice that she now seemed to have taken up permanent
residence in the centre seat.  “Granny annex would make a
perfect office and I could keep people I see out separate from the
house, which might be important.”

Amy gazed into the empty bag and looked vaguely
disappointed.  “But it’s so expensive.”

Brian laughed, “Not my problem.  The EU funding is for
housing and expenses, the diocese just pay my stipend.  It’s
well within their budget.”

He watched a cow sniff the air and lie down.  “Convenient
location too, if I can persuade the farmer to let me have access to
the church through his woods.”

He watched another cow sit down and envied their simple
life.  He was still reeling from the morning’s conversation
with Bau.  He suddenly started the car, “Home,” he said, “I’ve
got work to do and people to phone.”

Whatever happened he needed a house for three adults, he was
just unsure of the combinations.

 


           
Amy blinked in total disbelief; “He gave his daughter
away?”

“He thought you ought to know.”  Bau replied.

“He could have told me himself.”  Amy said
despondently.

Bau put her arm around Amy.  “I think he finds it difficult
to talk about, that’s why he asked me to tell you, he’s taking our
‘no secrets’ policy seriously.”

“I bet he does.  I just can’t imagine it, giving a child
away!”

Bau said softly, “It was another time and another place
Amy.  He’d just lost his wife, who wasn’t really a wife to
him.  Had no clear future, no money and the shock of being
responsible for a baby, who let’s face it he probably didn’t have a
clue about rearing.”

“Other men cope,” Amy retorted.

“He thought it was for the best.  He knew that his sister
could give it a good home and would be a doting mother.  In
some ways he was probably right, a child needs two parents and a
girl especially needs a mother.”

Bau realised what she had said, “Oh Amy, I didn’t mean that
you…”

Amy patted Bau’s leg.  “It’s all right, I know what you
mean.  It’s just a bit of a shock, I thought he was a
bachelor.”

“So did I, but he came clean very early on so he’s not tried to
hide it from us.”

Bau added softly, “And I think he finds it difficult to cope
with.  He knows he has a daughter.  He gets a photograph
ever year, but he can’t touch or communicate and in the long run
has lost his sister.  That’s some sacrifice for your child,
giving up your family.”

Amy watched the rain falling through the lounge window. 
“And he wanted me to know?”

“And he especially wanted you to know.”

Amy creased her brow, “That means he trusts me.”

“It does indeed.”

Bau watched her friend closely, “How you feeling now, after
yesterday?”

“Better, much better.  The outing to look over the house
helped, took my mind off of it all, but it really scared me and
this morning I had trouble concentrating, I haven’t been that bad
for months.”

“And now,” Bau asked earnestly.

“And now I feel I could take on the world.”

Bau relaxed.  Amy said furtively, “Do you think I’m an
embarrassment to him?”

“Definitely not.”  Bau held Amy’s hand and looked into her
eyes, “He’s not like your grandmother or your uncle.  He’s met
you as you are and likes you as you are.  Has he told you that
you should change?”

“No.”

“Well there you are then.”

Amy gazed away, “I wish my mother would contact me.  I
haven’t heard from her in ages, not since I came out of
hospital.”

Bau hugged her; this was a recurring theme in Amy’s life. 
In reality Amy’s mother, once she had settled her with Verity, had
walked out of her life.  Contact was intermittent and usually
short, which meant in turn that Amy was short on love.  Bau
had no doubts that Verity, her grandmother, loved her, but she was
of the generation that did not talk in those terms.  That was
why Bau was desperate for Brian and Amy to bond, she knew that he
had a large capacity for love and was quite capable of
encapsulating Amy in that love.  She was also now sure that
Amy could respond in equal measure given half a chance.  There
just had to be the right catalyst.

 


           
Brian, being in the study, was the first to answer the strident
ring of the doorbell.  A thin gloomy faced man with a small
grey moustache and a long grey overcoat occupied the
doorstep.  “Hello John,” Brian said warily, “What brings you
here?”

John thrust a bundle of papers into his hand.  “Verity says
that Amy needs these, it’s her bank card, cheque-book and some mail
from the hospital.  If I was you I’d hide the bank card or
she’ll spent it all on pink junk or give it away to some useless
charity.”

Brian noted the demeaning tone of his voice.  “Thank you
for bringing them.”

John took half a step forward.  “Mum also said to me that
you’d been talking about those missing twins with her.  Keep
your nose out.  It only upsets her.  And before you ask
Belinda was telling a cock and bull story; there’s no blood on my
hands.”

His threatening tone annoyed Brian.  “No?  Well how
about lipstick?  Ever had lipstick on your hands?”

He turned a shade of pink Amy would have been proud of. 
“She threw herself at me.”

“She was a young teenager.”

“She’s deranged, always been deranged, can’t trust a word she
says.  Promiscuous to the point of embarrassment. 
Stripped off in church at least twice, can’t take her
anywhere.”

Brian began to get annoyed, “So you never touched her?”

He shrugged and gave a leer, “Her word against mine, would you
believe the word of a lunatic?”

“Over you, frankly yes.”  Brian lowered his voice, “I know
you and your cronies bullied the twins.  I don’t just think, I
know.  So you leave Amy alone.”

John smirked, “Who cares?”

“Perhaps people who come to your undertaking business wouldn’t
take kindly to being buried by a bullying pervert.”

John’s face turned to anger, “Do you want to come outside and
say that?”

“Certainly, “said Brian stepping off of the doorstep and causing
John to take several steps backwards.

John leered, “You want mud sling match do you?  How about I
tell the tabloids that a supposedly upright vicar is sharing house
with a pair of lesbians, one of whom is a convicted
child-killer?”

Brian took one large step forwards, grabbed him by the lapels of
his jacket and hoisted him into the air; “Perhaps the tabloids
would be more interested in undertakers with sticky hands.”

“Brian, put him down,” rang out a strident voice behind him.

“P-p-please B-Brian,” pleaded Amy.

Brian let him go to drop the couple of inches or so to the
floor.  John scurried out of reach and turned round, “What’s
it like living with her big tits?  Give you a thrill does
it?”

A red mist seemed to descend on Brian.  He took a huge pace
forward and, before John could retreat any more, hit him on the
side of his face with a wildly swinging punch.  He knocked
John completely off of his feet.  Bau was at his side in an
instance.  “Stop it Brian.  Stop it, he’s not worth
it.”

John sat on the garden in a daze.  Amy appeared for nowhere
and tossed a bowl of washing up water over him.  He staggered
to his feet.  “I thought priests were supposed to turn the
other cheek.”

“No, we teach our congregations to turn the other cheek, like to
give it a try?”

John focussed a pair of fearful eyes on Brian, rubbed the side
of his face and wordlessly walked back to his car.  Bau
dragged Brian back inside.  “Whatever did he say,” she asked
as she sat him down in the kitchen, now all of a tremble.  Had
he actually punched a man?

“He was rude about you and Amy.”

“And that warranted fisticuffs in the street did it?”

“Frankly yes.”

Amy picked up one of his hands and cooed, “Big hands, nice safe
big hands.”

“Don’t encourage him Amy,” she snapped.

Amy just smiled, “For years I’ve dreamt of someone standing up
to John, it was wonderful.”

Brian put his head in his hands, “I don’t know what came over
me.  He was rude about Amy and I just saw red.”

Bau patted him on the shoulder; “Heap big man defends slur on
little cave woman.  It’s a primaeval instinct”

Brian just groaned.

 


           
Bau stood at the window looking out while Amy slipped her red
slacks back on.  “What’s he doing?”

“Cutting the hedge with a pair of shears like he wanted to chop
John into little pieces.”

“Is he angry do you think?”

Bau sighed, “Angry with himself more than anything else. 
Angry that he let John goad him and angry that he hit him I
guess.”

Amy came and stood next to her, “I’ve never had anyone before
who stood up to John like that, especially over me.”

Bau put an arm around her waist, “Then he must like you rather a
lot.”

They watched him clipping away at the end of the front
garden.  “He seems to accept that you and I are more than just
friends,” Amy mused.

“So far Amy, but no further.  I think he can cope with us
each individually and when it’s just you and I together.  I
don’t think he could cope with the thought of all three of us in
bed at the same time.”

“I should hope not,” said Amy indignantly, “that’s sexual
depravation.”

They looked at each other and laughed.

 


           
Brian stopped clipping and looked at the house.  Bau and Amy
were standing together at the same window and laughing.  He
resumed his task, a two-fold task of talking to God and cutting the
hedge.  “Just what am I up to Lord?”  Clip. 
Clip.  “Last week I was perfectly sane.”  Clip. 
Clip.  “Now I’ve started hitting people.”  Clip. 
“Sleeping with a woman who is not my wife and,” clip, “who nicely
states that she doesn’t want to be my wife but,” clip, “my
concubine.”  Clip.  “And,” clip, “tells me to marry the
woman with whom she is obviously having an affair.”  Clip,
clip, clip, clip, clip.  “And do I throw a wobbly?” 
Clip, clip.  “No I don’t.”  Clip, clip, clip.  “Then
there’s this vicar business.”  Clip, clip.  “I’m just
thinking about being vicar here as if there’s nothing wrong!” 
Clip, clip, clip.  “When there’s everything wrong.” 
Clip, clip, clip, clip.

“You’ll cut that hedge back to nothing if you keep on like
that.”

Brian swung round at Verity’s voice and looked sheepish. 
She wagged a finger, “You might well look sheepish Brian, John is
going to have the biggest black eye of his life.”

There was something in her tone that made Brian think she wasn’t
too concerned.  She glanced at the house, “Actually I popped
round to tell you that I’ve called an emergency Church Council
meeting for tonight and I’m going to recommend that we accept you
as our vicar, we could do a lot worse.”

She might as well have felled Brian with an axe.  “You
are?”

“I am.”

“But what about John?”

She grinned, “Probably severed him right, I’ve told him before
he provokes people to the limit; do him good.”

Amazement crossed Brian’s face, “Suppose he goes to the
papers?”

Verity shook her head and grinned.  “No way, I warned him
that if he did I might drop a hint to the same papers about the
wood he uses for his supposed solid mahogany coffins.”

Brian relaxed, “Well thanks Verity, I can’t say that’s what I
expected, but I am pleased.”

She gave an apprehensive smile, “Can I see Amy?”

“Of course, this isn’t a prison.  She’s indoors.”

Verity set off up the path and Brian resumed his clipping and
prayer.  “Why is it Lord?”  Clip, clip.  “That my
personal life is in tatters.”  Clip, clip.  “While all
the ducks seem to be lining up in a row quite nicely for my
ministry?”  Clip, clip, clip.

He didn’t get an immediate answer.

 


           
After he’d cleared away the mound of clippings he made his way into
the kitchen.  To his utter surprise Verity was laying up a
table for four with all the airs and graces of someone who was
quite at home.  Bau stood behind her and waved her arms in an
‘I don’t know’ fashion and indicated the study.  Brian and her
drifted into the study and closed the door.  Brian whispered,
“Is she staying for dinner?”

“Not only is she staying for dinner she’s being nice to me, it’s
quite unnerving.”

“How’s Amy coping?”

“You know Amy, a shark could drop through the ceiling and she’d
take it as normal.”

There was a tap at the door and Verity walked in with a knowing
smile.  “I guess you two are wondering what I am doing here
after all the things I’ve said in the past.”

She flopped into a chair and looked at Bau.  “Brian tells
me that you helped him find the Dale twins.  I got to
thinking, just suppose Amy had committed suicide, how would I
feel?”  She swallowed and sighed at the same time.  “I
suppose it’s because I miss her around the house.”

She glanced at Bau, “I’m not going to try and drag her back, so
you can stop worrying; I can see that she’s happy here.  I
just wanted to make sure and make some sort of peace with
her.  I wouldn’t want to think that she looks on me as some
sort of ogre.  Whatever I did, right or wrong, I did it
because I thought it was best for her.”

Brian coughed, “Do you see her as an embarrassment?”

Shock and horror crossed her face.  “Of course not. 
It can sometimes be acutely embarrassing to be with her, but an
embarrassment to me, never.”

“Then tell her that, she worries about it.”

Verity nodded and some sixth pastoral sense told Brian that
Verity hadn’t told the whole story.  He said gently, “There’s
more to this isn’t there?”

Verity folded her hands.  “I had a bad angina attack
yesterday.  I’ve had angina for years, but yesterday it was so
bad I thought I was having a heart attack.  Doctor says my
blood pressure is far too high and that otherwise I’m as strong as
an ox, but he would say that wouldn’t he?  Don’t want to go
around frightening old ladies.  Having a close view of one’s
own mortality somewhat hones the mind.  It sorts out the
important from the unimportant, and it’s important for Amy and I to
be at peace; for her sake and for mine.”

Brian squatted down beside her, Bau watched.  “And how are
you now?”

She gave a feeble grin, “Wobbly and frightened.  But don’t
you dare say a word to Amy, not yet – I need to know she’s settled
before I worry her.”

She turned to Bau, “I’ve also been thinking about you and
Lucy.  Amy babbled a lot when she was first in hospital, words
used to tumble out in no particular order.  Some of what she
said frightened me and I pushed it to one side.  I don’t
expect you to tell me, but it was obvious to me that she thought
she was responsible for Lucy’s death, not you.”

Bau leaned against the edge of the desk.  “I was Lucy’s
mother and I was responsible for her death, not Amy.  When I
say that I mean through negligence, not through any deliberate
act.  Amy loved Lucy and she took her death badly, but I never
have and I never will blame Amy for her death.”

The sound of a saucepan being hit by a wooden spoon drifted down
the corridor.  Verity looked at Brian as she stood up. 
“And I’d like you to know Brian that my last will and testament is
with Blick’s Solicitors in Bury.  When I die Amy will be
provided for.”

She swept out and Bau and Brian looked at each other, was there
a coded message there as well?

 


           
Dinner proved to be baked potatoes with cheese and a mash of suede,
carrot and parsnip, however no-one was really concentrating on the
food as conversation over the meal moved in fits and starts with
painful silences in-between.  Eventually, once Amy had cleared
her plate, Verity reached over the corner of the table and held her
hand.  She said lovingly, “I’m glad your happy here Amy, I
just wanted to make sure as your important to me.”

Amy gazed at her in bewilderment; Verity ploughed on.  “I
know I probably haven’t shown it much, but I do love you Amy. 
You’re more of a daughter to me than your mother, who’s too selfish
by half.  I just wanted you to know that I love and care and
if you need anything you’ve only got to ask.”

Amy gazed at her without saying anything.  Verity licked
her lips, “And I want you to know that you are not, and have never
been, an embarrassment to me.  I’m not saying that sometimes
you haven’t put me in difficult positions, but not through
embarrassment.”

Amy said weakly, “When I had that incident with the bishop, you
said, ‘Amy how could you’ and you were bright red.”

Verity stroked her hand; “I was surprised, that’s all.”

Amy suddenly grinned, “Well I’d have been embarrassed if you’d
offered the Bishop the chance to see all your wobbly bits!”

They all laughed and Brian relaxed slightly, perhaps his life
wasn’t in so much of a mess as he’d thought.  He was, of
course, living in a fool’s paradise.










Chapter 11
Decisions


Brian turned over and woke up.  This time it wasn’t a smell
of a visitor that woke him up, but a call of nature.  He
slipped out of bed and padded to the bathroom without bothering to
turn on any lights as there was enough moonlight to see by. 
Once he had finished urinating he carefully wiped himself and
gently lowered the lid on the toilet.  By some unsaid
consensus no one flushed the toilet at night.  He padded
towards the bathroom door and nearly fainted as Amy spoke from
behind him.  “Will you wash my back Brian?”  She asked in
a matter of fact manner, as if bathing at 3am in the complete dark
was quite normal.

He turned the light on to see her sitting in a bath of bubbles
looking quite content and happy.  He crossed over to
her.  “Amy, it’s the dead of night, what are you doing in the
bath?”

“I felt sweaty.”  It was both a statement and a reason.

He hesitated and then knelt down beside the bath and rubbed some
of the foam across her back.  Unlike Bau her spine was well
covered and her back smooth and uninterrupted by protruding
bones.  “This water is almost cold Amy,” he chided.

“Didn’t want to waste the bubbles,” she giggled, “these are
expensive bubbles.”

She turned her eyes on him, “Don’t suppose you’d wash my feet
too, can’t always seem to reach them properly in the bath.”

Dutifully he fished out her left foot and rubbed some bubbles
into it.  “Your toenails need cutting, this one is starting to
dig into the toe next door.”

He fished out her right foot and repeated the process before
pulling out the plug.  “Come on Amy, let’s dry you down before
you get pneumonia,”

She docilely stood up and he wrapped a giant bath towel over her
shoulders before helping her step out of the bath.  He gently
towelled her down.  “Have you got any talcum?”

“Left it at home.”

“How about mine?”

She sniffed it and nodded. He shook some on her and rubbed it
in, carefully avoiding her breasts and groin.  He then took
her back to her bedroom, quietly closed the bedroom door and sat
her on the bed.  “Have you got a manicure set?”

She handed him a small metal case that folded out like a sewing
basket and contained almost every manicure tool imaginable. 
She sat on the bed and he sat on the floor cutting her nails and
then filing them into a round shape.  On a whim he took a
bottle of her pink nail polish off her bedside cabinet and started
to paint her toenails.  She tittered.  “Gran says only
sluts paint their toenails.”

“Then your gran is out of touch.”

Once he’d completed the operation he peered at the knuckle of
her left little toe.  “You’ve got some hard skin here, want me
to rub it off?”

She nodded and he took the little sandpaper stick and rubbed it
down.  “How long does this stuff take to dry?”

“About ten minutes.”

While they waited her gently massaged her feet, it was both
relaxing and slightly erotic.  After a suitable while he
gingerly checked the last toenail, the cosmetic was quite
hard.  “Now,” he said tenderly, “time for bed.”

She lay down and he went to tuck her in.  She shuffled over
to one side of the bed and gazed at him with her wide hazel eyes,
“Do I get a hug?”  She forlornly murmured.

He hesitated for a second; part of his brain screaming that this
was not wise while another part screamed at him to carry on. 
“Just a small one.”

“With the light out?  It hurts my eyes.”

He crossed the room, turned off the light and stumbled back to
the bed to feel his way towards her.  He’d fully intended to
hug her while sitting on the side of the bed; instead he lay next
to her to gently went to put his arm over her.  She grabbed
his hand in mid-flight and held it to her breast. “I want you to
hold me.”

Brian went to protest and she added, “I’m not frightened of you
holding me, you’ve got nice safe big hands.”

He felt her warm breast and swallowed, “I’m not sure this is
wise Amy?”

“Why not?  I like it”

They lay side by side and Brian could feel his heart
pounding.  She murmured evocatively, ‘Kiss me Brian, just a
little kiss.”

He wondered about saying ‘no’ and pulling away.  If he
continued there was only one way this was going to end. 
“Please kiss me,” she gently whispered.  “I want you to kiss
me ‘cause I want to kiss you.”

He let their faces meet and gave her a gentle caress of the
lips.  She responded with an emotionally charge smooch of the
lips.  Rather hoarsely, he whispered, “We’d better stop Amy,
if we don’t stop now we might not be able to stop.”

She cooed passionately, “I don’t want you to stop, I want us to
make love.”

A man with a stronger will might well have pulled away, but
Brian was sucked in to her need of him and her warm smooth
engulfing body.  He started to stimulate her to find her
already considerably aroused, as was he.  It wasn’t the most
brilliant act of lovemaking on the planet, but it was hugely
satisfying for both of them as they expressed their inner emotions
in the culminating act of love.

 


           
Bau sat on the floor outside of the door and listened and
cried.  Cried not out of distress, but out of relief. 
She knew that Brian could have been her true husband, her faithful
husband.  Concern for Amy had led her to a different path,
that of giving him up to her.  She wiped the tears and
wondered why she was crying.  Amy would be happy with Brian
and he would be happy with Amy while she was content to be faithful
to them both and married to neither.  In her heart she knew
that she was not destined to be a wife, especially the type of wife
Brian needed.  On the other hand she needed the reassurance of
being loved and accepted; perhaps now she had the best of both
worlds.  In any case if she did go back to prison for a long
time she now knew that Amy would be settled, that in itself was
some comfort.  She listened to the sound of silence from Amy’s
bedroom and went back to bed, content.

 


           
For the second time in two days Brian opened his eyes to the sight
of a woman’s back, in this case Amy’s super-smooth back.  He
judged it as still being fairly early in the morning as the birds
were still singing their little hearts out.  Amy moved in her
sleep and left him precariously on the edge of the bed.  He
knew when to withdraw from a territorial battle and he eased
himself off of the bed and went back to his own bedroom.  He
flopped into the camp-bed, sighed and closed his eyes.  Sleep
came easily.

 


           
Seven o’clock saw him padding downstairs past Bau’s open door,
lying in the bed, arms entwined, were Bau and Amy.  Brian made
himself a cup of tea and sat at the table highly perturbed. 
What was happening to him?  Had all morality somehow left
him?  What next, would he start mugging old ladies?  As
his mind wandered he inevitably compared making love to Bau with
making love to Amy.  One was full of suppressed passion and
sexual desire; the other made up of emotional ardour and ardent
rapture.  It was like trying to compare bananas with
beer.  He pulled his mind back to the problem on hand. 
One man, two women and sexual intercourse with both.  How
could this possibly be right?  How could he be so weak? 
He finished his tea and went to the top floor for a shower. 
Once again, a few minutes into the shower, Bau entered the cubicle
condom in hand.  As their bodies merged with pleasure Brian
reflected that if this continued he’d be exhausted within the
week.

 


           
Breakfast was once again all smiles with Brian feeling more than a
trifle embarrassed.  Amy, fully clothed in a sort of dull pink
denim skirt and off-cream blouse, eventually sat down at the
breakfast table.  “We’re running out of food,” she
announced.

“But I bought enough for a couple of weeks,” Brian proclaimed
somewhat surprised.

Bau grinned, “If it takes one man three weeks to eat a load of
shopping, it takes three people how many weeks to gobble up the
same load and Amy is not exactly ungenerous with her helpings.”

Brian did not fancy a supermarket on a Saturday morning, besides
he had other plans.  “Do you drive?”  He asked Bau.

She nodded as she started to nibble at her second half-slice of
toast.  “But I’m a bit out of practice and to be honest I’d
rather not drive at the moment.  Be stupid to commit some
minor traffic infringement and end up back in clink.”

He could see her point of view.  Amy fished a small spiral
bound notebook out of her large cheap plastic pink handbag. 
“It’s all right Brian, we’ll make you a list.”

“Why don’t you just come?”

She looked at Bau; “We have other plans.”

He inwardly groaned, shopping for three on a Saturday by
himself.  Bau patted the back of his hand and softly
whispered, “Normally one of us will come with you, or both, but
today we want to do something different.”  She grinned, “A
little surprise just for you.”

After that, how could he refuse?

 


           
He heaved the twelfth over-stuffed shopping bag into the back of
his car while wondering what sort of dent this amount of food would
make in his salary if he had to do it on a continual basis. 
While he was on holiday he didn’t mind, holidays had that sort of
effect on you.  Outside the holiday period it might be a
different story.  He slammed the large tailgate shut and
turned to see a young woman with a small child grinning at
him.  “Hello Marie,” he said, “Jessica’s grown since I was
last here.”

“She’s doing well, must be the baptism service you gave
her.”

She pointed to the car, “Busy shopping?”

“Got a couple of friends staying with me.”

Marie gave a cheeky grin, “You mean the murderess and the
madwoman.  Gossips all round the village.”

“What sort of gossip?”  He gasped.

She laughed again, “You needn’t look so anxious.  The
majority seem to be in your favour with the view that it would take
a man of God to open his home to both of them at the same
time.”

“And the minority?”

“They expect to find you floating face down in a river before
the month is out.”

He knew that Marie was around the same age as Amy.  “Do you
know Amy?”

“Went to school with her, same year different form.  She
tended to keep herself to herself as her stutter made it difficult
to hold a long conversation with her.  She was always top in
domestic science though, sorry they call it food technology these
days.  She seemed to have the knack.  We’d all end up
with sponges like dinner plates and she’d pull out a fluffy sponge
from the same oven at the same time.  Shame about her
breakdown, could happen to any of us I suppose.”

She expertly picked up her daughter and put her in the rear
safety seat, carefully interlacing the straps in the correct
order.  She started to fold up the pushchair, “Don’t know the
murderess, except by reputation and rumour.”

“Which is?”

Marie threw the pushchair into the back of the Volvo estate and
slammed it shut.  “She had the reputation of liking the high
life, certainly she had a fearsome weekly order with the local
off-licence.  Legend is that all stopped the day the child was
born.  Gossip in the doctor’s surgery said that the child was
as sick as hell and due to die any day.  Tittle-tattle from
the Milkman was that she nearly drove herself into an early grave
looking after it.  General feeling was she got a bad deal from
the jury.”

She suddenly grinned, “Rumour is you’re becoming our Vicar, is
that true?”

Brian wagged a finger, “Time will tell, few hurdles to cross
yet.”

She patted her tummy, “Hope so, another baptism on the way.”

With that she jumped into the car and reversed out like an
expert.  He watched her depart with longing in his own heart
to see his own daughter; the one whom he had never strapped into a
child seat and never seen baptized.

 


           
With two pairs of helping hands the food disappeared into the
cupboards, fridge and freezer in seemingly record time.  He
sat down and looked at the women, they were both grinning. 
“Just what have you two been up to?”

“Try looking upstairs,” twittered Bau.

Gaining no further information he went upstairs, the women had
been rearranging furniture.  The double bed was now in Amy’s
room and Amy’s bed was now in Bau’s room.  His camp-bed had
been folded up and packed away.  Finally his clothes had all
been neatly hung up in the fitted wardrobe in Amy’s room.  He
was gobsmacked at the implication of it all.  He licked his
lips, “Just supposed, just suppose for one moment, I don’t want
this particular arrangement.”

The women went quiet.  Brian let them ruminate for about a
minute and then grinned saying softly, “Actually I think it will be
an excellent move, one that I would never had the nerve to suggest
for fear of offending one or both of you, or being turned
down.”

Amy rushed over and flung her arms around him, “Do you mean
that?  We can always put it all back.”

“You can," said Bau chuckling, "but I’m not trying to move that
bed again without masculine help.”

Amy let him go from her bear hug.  “Lunch in five
minutes.”

They disappeared downstairs and Brian wandered into Amy’s room,
looked at the open door and almost burst into laughter, instead of
having the single word ‘Amy’ painted on it, it now proclaimed, ‘Amy
& mate.’”

 


           
“You’ve got some post,” Bau remarked as Brian wondered where Amy
had got Mulligatawny soup from, he certainly hadn’t bought
it.  “Had to sign for two items,” Bau added.

Brian finished his soup and picked the mail up from the
worktop.  He opened the general letters first, there was
nothing special.  Then he opened the recorded delivery letter,
read it and stuffed it back in the envelope.  Finally he
opened a jiffy bag and extracted a soft velvet pouch.  He
grinned to himself; the woman’s eyes were locked onto it.  He
carefully unrolled it.  “Phoned my cleaner yesterday” he
casually remarked, “Had her send it to me.”

“How decadent,” Amy remarked peevishly, “having someone else
clean your house.”

“It’s a school flat and she comes with the territory.  It’s
a boarding school so I’m often on duty for fourteen hours a
day.”

He undid a little bow of blue ribbon; “I had her sent to me
after I talked with Bau about rings.”

He opened the two flaps and revealed the contents of five rings
and two bracelets.  He gently touched a ruby and diamond
engagement ring.  “My mother’s, she wasn’t wearing it the day
she died.”

He finger moved to a tiny band of gold, “My grandmother’s
wedding ring mark two.  She was married during the war and
they had to have a gold-plated copper band.  Grandad bought
her this on their thirtieth wedding anniversary.  When she was
dying she insisted on wearing her original one, said it was good
enough when they started out it was good enough for heaven.”

His finger moved again, “My wedding ring, except it never
was.  When I married Janis I only had enough money for one
ring, I thought we intended to renew our wedding vows and properly
exchange rings later, we never did.”

He touched a signet ring, “My father’s,” and finally moved to
another band of gold, this time flat and with a deep wavy grove
around the middle as if someone had tried to make two, narrower,
rings.  “Again my mother’s, she didn’t use it as a wedding
ring, she just liked the design.”

Bau peered at the bracelets, “Where did they come from?”

“No idea, might have been my grandmother’s, might have been an
aunt’s.  This was mum’s travel pouch and they were in there
when I found it.  It had more in it then, but my sister Joan
and I shared the contents between us.”

He reached out, took Bau’s left hand and Amy’s left hand and
held them in his.  “Now I want to say something serious.”

They both felt him tremble.  “I can’t legally marry you
both I truly wish I could, but I can’t.  I suppose I could
become a Muslim, move to the Sudan and marry you both, but not
here.  I want to be certain that you are both happy with the
idea of me marrying Amy in the legal sense.”

“And Bau being your additional wife,” said Amy smartly.

“And with Bau being my additional wife.”  Repeated
Brian.

“Yes,” Amy said swiftly as if delaying would cause Brian to
re-think.

“Most definitely,” said Bau,  “I’d be far happier that way
round than if you had me as your first wife.”

Amy tut-tutted, “Not first wife.”

Brian trembled again, “We’ve got to get the terminology
right.  I’ve been thinking about this and personally I don’t
like the word concubine, it has too many overtones of
amorality.  I wondered about wife and consort?”

He got no encouraging looks.  “Or wife and doxy.”

“No way!” said Bau.

“Wife and odalisque?”

“Makes Bau sound like a lump of granite.”  Amy quipped.

Bau lent forward, “How about reverting to French and using femme
and épouse?”

Brian frowned, trying to remember his schoolboy French. 
“Isn’t that wife and spouse?”

Bau laughed, “Sounds better in French, and I think épouse can
mean legal wife.”

He looked at Amy, “Fancy being an épouse?”

She nodded.  Brian looked at Bau, “And a femme?”

“As long as it’s not femme fatale.”

Brian licked his lips and wondered about his own sanity. 
“If we do go for épouse and femme, I want to make it clear that I
want a joint bank account between all three of us for family
matters.  We can each have another bank account of our own,
but I’d like us all to have some money in common.” He paused trying
to assemble his thoughts.  “I not trying to steal your money,
I just want you both to feel that I share everything with
you.  That means, as far as I am concerned, that you have
access to our money.  I’ll also make a will splitting my
estate between both of you equally.  Is that OK?”

“Perfect.”

“Sensible.”

Bau wriggled her hand free and showed him her right hand, she
almost whispered “You do realise that these rings are Amy and my
love rings?  And that these,” she pinged her nose-ring, “are
our pledge rings.”

He felt weak, “Yes, I’m sort of completing the triangle, it
won’t change whatever you two have with each other and I won’t try
to stop it or interfere.  Is that OK?”

“Yes.”

“Most clear.”

He picked up the engagement ring and looked at Amy, “In that
case would you do me the honour of becoming my épouse?”

“Oh yes,” she sighed.

Brian slipped the ring onto the second finger of her left
hand.  He turned to Bau, “Would you do me the honour of being
my femme as well?”

She nodded, unable to speak.  He went to slip the tiny band
of gold onto her left hand and she swiftly tendered her
right.  “Put it next to Amy’s,” she whispered, “I love you
both.”

He slipped the ring onto the second finger of her right hand,
small as it was it went on easily.  “This is a token of my
love for you,” he said gently while looking her in the eyes.

Bau responded by removing her thumb-ring and slipping it over
the second finger of his right hand.  “This is my pledge ring
to you.  I will be faithful and I pledge never to demand of
you anything that will be detrimental to your marriage to Amy.”

Amy frowned and reached for Brian’s unused wedding ring, she
slipped it on his left-hand wedding finger.  “And I pledge my
love to you and promise that I will never do anything that will
prevent you and Bau from loving one another.”

Brian decided to complete the cycle and slipped the grooved
wedding ring on Amy’s wedding finger next to the engagement
ring.  “We’ll say proper vows later.  This is my token of
love for you.”

He held both their hands.  “I take you both and promise to
love you, comfort you honour and protect you, and, forsaking all
others, be faithful to you both as long as I live.”

He gazed from one to the other as the words of the marriage
service automatically flowed into his head.  “I take you both,
to have and to hold from this day forward; for better, for worse,
for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to
cherish, till death us do part.”

He touched each of their gold rings; “I give you these rings as
a sign of our betrothal and my love for you.  With my body I
honour you both, all that I am I give to you both, and all that I
have I share with you both, within the love of God.”

Amy replied softly, “And so will I to you.”

Bau echoed reverently, “And so will I to you.”

They sat in silence for a couple of minutes until Amy sat
back.  “My that was a surprise, what do you do for an
encore?”

Bau gazed at her tiny gold band and then at Amy’s grooved
ring.  “You will legally marry Amy won’t you?”

“Of course, as soon as I can.  I just wanted to stabilise
our relationships before I lost my mind.”

Bau picked up one of the bracelets and put it around her left
ankle, Amy did the same with the other, but it was too tight. 
They swapped anklets and Bau grinned, “You did say ‘all I share
with you’ didn’t you?”

Brian laughed, “And now for the encore.”

He took the special delivery letter out of its envelope. 
“A box at the Ipswich Regent to see ‘Rock around the Hours,’ the
rock musical tomorrow night.”

“A box?” said Bau.

“Well it was two tickets, but they didn’t have a third anywhere
close and I thought ‘what the hell, you only live once.’”

There were cries of delight and Brian enjoyed the moment. 
Moral anguish could come later; he just wanted to enjoy the
moment.

 

         Brian had
planned a romantic meal at a country restaurant; both Amy and Bau
had given this the thumbs down.  So instead of driving them to
some romantic tryst he was fumbling about in the garden.  If
Verity was to be believed then the ventilation pipe from the
underground chamber should have been somewhere inside the Victorian
greenhouse, but Brian could not find it.  He’d almost given up
when, by accident, he glanced at the side of the house and paused
for thought.  Running up the wall was a cast-iron pipe that
for looked like a drainpipe, except it passed the guttering by and
ended with a hemisphere of wire mesh.  He heard a noise behind
him and turned round, “Hello Verity.”

She surveyed the barren floor of the greenhouse,
“Gardening?”

He glanced around, “No, looking for your ventilation pipe from
the chamber below, I think it’s that cast-iron pipe there on the
side of the house.”

Verity followed his gaze, “What you going to do?”

“Nothing, it’s too heavy to shift and in any case it will
probably be taken as a sewer vent.”

She didn’t seem interested.  Now she glanced furtively
around.  “I’ve just had the most peculiar phone call from Amy,
I think she said that you and her were betrothed.  Is she
having one of her funny turns?”

Brian laughed, “Not in the least Verity, I gave her an
engagement ring at lunchtime and a wedding ring to prove I was
serious.”

Verity’s mouth temporarily dropped open before she managed to
croak, “But I thought it was Bau you were interested in, not my
Amy.”

She watched Brian’s face and then threw up her hands, “Don’t
tell me, I don’t want to know.”

Brian led her across to an old garden seat and sat her
down.  “What you do need to know is that the three of us are
strong friends and that I’m not attempting to harm the friendship
Amy has with Bau.  You also need to know that I intend to
marry Amy at the earliest opportunity and that the three of us
intend to set up house together.”

Verity was obviously having trouble with the news, “But you’ve
only know her for a few days, you can’t make a lifetime’s
commitment on a few days!”

“Well we have.”

Verity sucked in her cheeks.  “Do you love her?”

“Yes.”

“Enough to spend your life with her?”

“Yes.”

Even to Brian’s own ears this sounded glib.  Verity’s eyes
took on a peculiar out-of-this-world look.  “You’re serious
aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

Verity looked at the ground, “She’s on a roll at the moment
Brian, but she is by no means well; well in her mind I mean. 
Without warning she can suddenly plunge into what she calls her
black pit.  So far she’s never been as bad as she was at the
beginning, but she takes time to recover and while she does so
she’s terribly vulnerable and sometimes confused.  Can you
cope with that?”

He decided not to tell her about the lipstick incident. 
“Yes.”

Verity wrung her hands, “And she can appear nonsensical. 
The day before she moved out she baked a sardine and ginger
loaf.  Even she couldn’t eat it.  I have no idea why she
put that particular combination together and neither has she. 
Can you cope with that?”

“Yes.”

Verity became earnest.  “I’m not trying to put you off or
do Amy down Brian, I have to be sure.”  She took a deep
breath, “If you’ve got second thoughts it would be best to tell her
now.  She’d be hurt and doubtless throw a wobbly, but she’d
recover.  Marry her and file for divorce in, say, three years
time and who knows what the outcome would be.”

Brian gazed at Verity’s worried face.  “You really do love
her don’t you?”  He said gently.

Verity nodded.  Brian reached over and held her hand. 
“So do I.  I know it must sound ridiculous and foolhardy, but
even after a few days I know Amy is the woman for me.”

Verity sighed, “Then I’m glad.  It relieves me of a
tremendous worry.  I’ve been becoming frightened for her and
fearing what would happen to her when I die.  Now I know she’s
safe.”

She lowered her voice, “And talking of death, you ought to know
that in my will I leave everything to her.  Wendy’s been
despicable to Amy, James is around the other side of the world with
his own legal practice and John’s got enough money in his business
to start his own bank.  Besides it’s Amy who’s been my real
child.”

She stood up; Brian followed suite.  “Coming inside?”

“No, I came to invite you all to dinner tomorrow.”  She
swallowed as if forcing back undigested food.  “That includes
Bau, she is most welcome.”

She turned to go and looked back, “You will take care of
her?”

“The best care in the world.”

She shuffled her feet; “Can I come to the wedding?”

“Amy would expect nothing less, you can be mother of the bride
all over again.”

She gave a lopsided smile, “In that case I’d better buy a new
hat.”

She wandered off walking like a forlorn old maid.  She
stopped about twenty feet away and turned to face him.  She
called out, “By the way, the Church Council said yes.”

She gave a wave and left him standing in a web of
thoughts.  Somehow, against all the odds, the ducks were now
firmly in line for him to take up the position of vicar here. 
On the other hand his personal ducks were flying all over the
place.  Explaining to the Bishop about his marriage to Amy was
one thing, explaining that he also had a second wife was going to
be somewhat more tricky.  Besides it wasn’t explaining it to
the Bishop that was the problem, it was squaring it with God.



        He spent another hour
checking the car over and giving it a thorough wash before going
back into the house.  It was totally silent and the kitchen
was both empty and no cooking was in progress.  He washed his
hands and tentatively went upstairs.  Amy’s double bed was
empty, as was Bau’s single bed.  He climbed to the next floor
wondering if the women were watching TV, they weren’t. 
Instead they’d laid out the dining table for a romantic meal for
three, including wine glasses, napkins and candles.  Amy was
busy cooking in the kitchenette and Bau was busy arranging
chairs.  The table was round and she’d placed the chairs at
almost exactly one hundred and twenty degrees from each other; it
spoke volumes about equal treatment.  She looked up; “You’re
early.  Go away and watch the football results or
something.  Dinner is at seven.”

He nodded, “Just to let you know that Verity has invited us all
to dinner tomorrow.”

Amy stopped stirring a saucepan and looked round in wide-eyed
amazement, “She’s what?”

“Invited us all to dinner.”

Amy looked dumbfounded; “She’s not had anyone to Sunday dinner
for years, not since granddad died.”

Brian smiled, “Perhaps she’s had no-one to ask.”

Bau shot him a severe look, “Football results – now!”

He made a strategic retreat.

 


           
When he returned, at seven o’clock, self-consciously dressed in a
smart white open necked shirt and black casual trousers he found
the dining room glowing with candlelight and Amy glowing in a
slinky red silk dress with bare shoulders and a modest
neckline.  “You look wonderful,” he marvelled.

Bau appeared from the kitchenette wearing a Japanese style green
dress that fitted her like a glove without making her look like an
animated matchstick. “You look wonderful too” he murmured.

Bau laughed, “Told you so” she said to Amy, who giggled.

Bau gave him a seductive smile.  “You don’t have to say the
same thing to each of us all the time.  We know that you
trying to treat us equally, but we’re different people.  We
won’t get jealous of each other just because you say fifteen words
to one and fourteen to the other.”

Brian relaxed and swept his hand above the table.  “This
all looks wonderful too.”

They all sat down, Amy and Bau looked at Brian.  He was
perplexed, “Am I missing something?”

Amy half rolled her eyes, “We’re waiting for you to say
grace.”

They might as well have hung him upside down over the Grand
Canyon; this was the moment he’d been dreading.  He could
convince himself that having a femme and an épouse was a genuine
act of love for them both, but could he talk to God while he was
doing it?  He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and said a
short grace.  It didn’t feel any different from normal and a
thunderbolt didn’t come down through the ceiling.  Amy smiled
and went to get the starters; Bau gave him a knowing smile. 
“You’re not committing adultery because we are both your
wives.  You’re not committing bigamy because you’re not trying
to legally marry both of us against the law.  You’re not
committing fornication as Amy and I both regard ourselves as your
wife.  Your not being polyamoric because you’re not sleeping
around merely to gratify your sexual appetite without due
commitment.  We are just one family, perhaps a little unusual,
but not setting out to do so and cock a snook at God.  It’s a
matter of true polygyny, or in your case bigyny, that is dual love
and commitment, not love and betrayal.”

Amy carefully placed a bowl of bread-crumbed garlic mushrooms in
the centre of the table.  “Discussing theology are we?”

“Briefly,” said Brian, “Though actually I’d rather we told each
other about ourselves.  You know I have no idea what either of
you would want as a birthday present, or a Christmas present or
dream of becoming or want to do next.”

Amy poised with mushroom between plate and lip and said softly,
“Actually I’d just like to become a normal housewife.  It
would be so nice to be normal.”

It was poignant and from the heart. 

After a suitable pause Bau added, “And I’d like to be free and
not worry about whether or not this will all end up as a dream
while I cross off the days on a prison calendar.”

Brian felt two pairs of eyes staring at him and he blushed, “And
I’d like to be a good husband.  It’s hard for a man to be a
good husband to one woman, two make it doubly difficult.”

 


           
With the tone set for the evening they progressed via honey-glazed
lamb cutlets on a bed of herb laced mashed potatoes towards coffee
passing lemon crème brûlée on the way.  Conversation passed to
and fro.  Bau told of her enclosed childhood and the seemingly
unnatural importance given to such skills as sewing and mending
while neglecting social interaction and enduring ranting about the
‘sins of the flesh’ such as pop music.  Amy told of her
struggles with her stammer and how teachers all seemed to associate
a stammer with lack of intelligence.  Brian told of the stress
on his family through his sister, Joan’s, battle with cancer. 
They all talked about favourite music, favourite films and, above
all, enjoyed listening to one another.  They ended up talking
over coffee in the downstairs lounge, each sitting on a different
settee.  It was as if the kitchen betrothal ceremony had
introduced barriers, not broken them down.  Brian put his
coffee cup down.  “I’ll wash up, but not tonight, leave it for
me in the morning.”

“The man’s a martyr.”

“Slave to tradition.”

Brian had had enough.  He stood up, took Bau’s hand and led
her to the settee with Amy perched on one end.  He sat down
and put an arm around each of them.  “This is where an octopus
would stand a better chance.”  He quipped.

Both women leant against him.  He said, somewhat
wistfully,  “That was a beautiful evening with two beautiful
women.  If this is what life is going to be like then I’m not
complaining.”

“You will when you see the washing up.”

“Especially the frying pan, it’s definitely not non-stick.”

He kissed each on the forehead in turn.  Bau kissed him on
the cheek and stood up, “I’m off to bed, see you in the
morning.”

Amy kissed him on the other cheek.  “I’ll go up now, don’t
be long.”

They left him sitting in the large room feeling like a million
dollars and as worried as hell.  He knew he’d have to get to
the point of kissing one woman on the lips without feeling guilty
about the other, but how do you reach such a point?  He sat
and reflected on his feelings and decided that actually he’d have
no trouble kissing Amy with Bau looking on, after all Amy was his
épouse.  It was the other way round, how could he kiss Bau
without feeling that he was betraying Amy?  Yet he wanted to
kiss Bau with the same passion with which he kissed Amy.  He
sighed, perhaps God was right; a man should have a woman, not two
women.

 


           
After half and hour, when he was sure that the tooth-cleaning
ritual would be over, he went upstairs and cleaned his own teeth
before entering into what was now his bedroom.  On the way in
he couldn’t but help notice that unlike previous nights Bau’s door
was firmly closed.  Amy was sitting on the bed, still in her
dress and high-heels.  She gave a shy smile, “Silly isn’t
it?  Now we’re sort of married I feel self-conscious about
taking my clothes off when I know you’ve already seen me
naked.”

He knelt down, took her shoes off and rubbed her feet.  “Do
you want me to stay?”

“Do you want to stay?”

“Yes.”

She sighed with relief.  Brian felt the dress between his
fingers.  “Tell you what, why don’t you just slip your
underwear off and use the dress as a nightie, just for
tonight.”

“It’ll get all crumpled.”

“Who cares?”

She folded her bottom lip into her mouth.  Brian whispered,
“I’ll close my eyes.”

He closed his eyes and she whipped her bra off and lay down in
the bed.  Brian, very self-consciously, undressed down to his
boxer shorts, turned the light out and slipped in beside her. 
There was a short mêlée of arms and legs and then they lay
comfortably in each other’s arms.  “Are you sure you want me
as your épouse?”

“Oh yes.”

“Oh good,” she murmured in reply as their lips met and the
highly enjoyable process of lovemaking began. 










Chapter 12
Fallout


Brian rose at just after six and washed and dressed.  Bau’s
door was still closed so he figured there would be no bathroom
encounters, which was fine by him as he’d had another lovemaking
session with Amy to the accompaniment of the dawn
chorus.   He’d intended to spend an hour washing up, but
the only dirty dish in the sink was the cast-iron frying pan, which
looked as if it might need sandblasting.  He was pretty sure
that Amy had never left the bedroom, thus Bau was probably the
angel who had cleared up during the night.  Just before seven
he left a note on the breakfast table and walked across the
churchyard to sit on a bench on the sunny side of the church. 
He’d cast his dice and now had to cope with the consequences. 
While waiting for dinner the previous evening he had searched the
Internet and found numerous sites on so called Christian
Polygamy.  Well not polygamy, but Christian polygyny as they
preferred to call it, being only able to sustain any Biblical
argument for men having multiple wives and not the other way
around.  None of the sites had been particularly convincing in
their theology or polemics.  There had been just one site of
Asian origin that had struck a chord.  It talked of a culture
where polygyny was the norm and of the Christian response to new
converts.  Basically it said that you couldn’t tell a new
Christian man to throw his second wife out on the streets to an
uncertain and poverty-stricken future.  There’d even been an
article by a minister who had two wives speaking of the joys and
problems caused by a three-way relationship.   Brian
sighed.  Basically he had no solution and knew in his heart
that he’d have to come clean to the bishop, even if it cost him his
holy orders.  Just before eight he slipped into the back of
the church for eight o’ clock communion and to see the priest.

 


           
Amy looked at the note and at Bau; “Well he didn’t do the washing
up did he?”

She shrugged, “Couldn’t sleep.”

“Unhappy?”

“Not in the least, in fact I’ve probably never been more
content, I was just thinking about the past.  Sometimes it
crowds in on me.”

“You mean Lucy?”

Bau nodded, “I keep asking myself ‘what-if’ questions. 
What if I hadn’t been massively underweight when I had Lucy? 
What if I hadn’t taken that sleeping tablet?”  She lowered her
voice, “What if I hadn’t dragged you into all of this?”

Amy gently put her arms around Bau.  “Well I’ve no regrets
that you did.  And it’s no good asking such questions. 
Hindsight is a 100% science, but it’s still not that accurate.”

They stood hugging one another and Amy whispered, “Thank you for
bringing Brian into our lives.”

“Where is he?”

“Church, eight o’clock communion.”

“Think he’ll want breakfast?”

“He’s a man.”

 


           
Breakfast was far from his mind.  He’d waited to all the
congregation had left and wandered up to talk to the Reverend
Lionel Hatchet, the priest of the next door parish who was looking
after Burston until it got a regular priest of its own.  They
chatted for a few moments until, eventually, Brian came round to
the subject he wanted to speak about.  “Lionel, are you free
on Monday in three weeks time?”

Lionel looked to the roof, “Probably, barring funerals.”

“Could you preside over a marriage for me?  I’m engaged to
Amy Jones.”

Lionel sniffed, “Pregnant is she?”  He intoned in his deep
Welsh accent.

“No, but she’s been unwell and uncertainty probably doesn’t do
her any good.”

Lionel blinked again; “You don’t mean Amy Jones, Verity’s
daughter?”

“Granddaughter, yes.”

Consternation crossed his wrinkled ex-miner’s face and he shook
his head.  “In that case no.”

Brian exclaimed, “No!”  Before he got himself under
control.  “Why on earth not?”

Lionel reached into his pocket and pulled out a pipe, which he
began to carefully pack with something resembling dried tea
leaves.  “I have a duty when I act as registrar on these
occasions to be certain in my own mind that the person getting
marries is of sound mind and not drunk, high on drugs or so
mentally disturbed that they can’t make a rational decision. 
You know that as well as I do.  In Amy’s case I can’t be
certain of that so I’d need a signed letter from a psychiatrist
declaring her sanity before I could proceed.”

He put the pipe in his mouth without lighting it.  Brian
decided to argue the point.  “So where’s your basis for this
decision?”

The pipe wobbled dangerously about.  “John, her
uncle.  We’re in the same quiz team.  He’s always telling
me that she’d deranged and mentally unstable, I can’t just ignore
what he says.”

Brian felt anger welling within him.  “Can I talk to you in
priestly confidence for a moment?”

He took the pipe out of his mouth and laid it on the back of a
pew as if it were some sort of symbolic action.  “Of
course.”

“John groped her when she was a teenager, not once but
persistently.  He also probably has other, ulterior, motives
in spreading the rumour that she’s insane as it would give him the
chance to get his hands on her money.”

Lionel’s eyebrows rose.  “There fairly serious allegations
Brian.”

“I can substantiate the first and conjecture the second.”

Lionel pushed out one of his cheeks with his tongue and rolled
his tongue round inside his mouth to push out the other
cheek.  “You put me in a difficult position.”  He
announced.

Brian thought he saw a chink of light.  “Look Lionel, this
is England and people are innocent until proven guilty.  Surly
it’s not up to Amy to prove her sanity, but for someone else to
declare she isn’t.  That’s what banns are for isn’t it? 
Why not read the banns and see if anyone objects?”

Lionel picked his pipe up and fingered it fondly, “Just suppose
John does object?”

“Then he’ll have to produce a psychiatrist’s letter saying that
she’d not mentally capable or get a magistrate to declare her
legally insane.”

Lionel nodded, “Agreed.  Banns book is in the vestry, you
know the drill so fill the details in yourself and I’ll do the
first reading at the eleven o’clock service.  Just slam the
door behind you, it’s a Yale lock.”

Pronouncement made he strode out of the church.  By the
time he was halfway down the path billows of smoke followed his
progress.

 


           
Following a welcome breakfast all three were in church at eleven
o’clock.  The church was over half-full, mainly with families
and children.  This was, after all, a family service. 
Lionel started the service with a bang – literally.  He strode
in, blew up a brown paper bang and clapped it between his
palms.  He got immediate attention.  “Today,” he
announced, “I want to talk about God’s creation, otherwise known as
the big-bang.”

He pulled out a paper carrier bag and started to blow into it,
the children as well as most of the adults were mesmerised. 
Following a couple of jolly hymns and a couple more five-minute
talks with suitable illustrations, Lionel picked up a clip-board
and the banns book.  “Before our next hymn, which is the
offertory hymn where we give our gifts to God, we will have the
notices and marriage banns.  I put them in the middle of the
service as this is all part of the life of the church.”  He
droned on about coffee mornings, church fêtes and an outing to the
local theme park before he turned to the banns book.  Amy
wriggled with excitement.  “I publish the banns of marriage
between Martha Winifred Gutter, spinster of this parish, and
Herbert Eric John Nunn, bachelor of the parish of St Luke’s,
Ipswich.  This is for the third time of asking.  Also
between Amy Karyn Hester Jones, spinster of this parish, and Brian
Richard Noames, Widower of the parish of St Cedd’s Dovercourt, this
is for the first time of asking.  If any of you know any just
impediment why these couples may not be married you are to declare
it now.”

There was total silence for a few seconds then Verity broke into
the biggest smile Brian had even seem her achieve.  Her joy
was matched by John’s scurrilous scowl, which, since he was playing
the organ, everybody noticed.   He struck up the chords
to the next hymn and thumped the keys in what Brian took to be
suppressed anger. Amy whispered in his ear, he whispered back,
“They’re being announced back at my own church this morning, I
phoned through to a colleague of mine in the Dovercourt Team.”

The service finished with a bang too, or rather an exploding
bubble.  Lionel strode into the middle of the nave, placed a
washing-up bowl of what looked like soapy water on the floor,
dropped some crystals in and stood back.  “And so God created
the world,” he said, “and it was good.”

He timed it to perfection.  The crystals started to explode
in the soapy mixture and swaths of tiny bubbles shot into the air
to linger on the air-currents and float around the church. 
Bau leant over to Brian, “Follow that if you can!”

Brian chuckled, “He was a chemistry teacher before he was
ordained, though I must get that particular recipe from him.”

He watched John leave the organ, remonstrate with Lionel and
walk out.  Verity waylaid him in the entrance lobby and
although he couldn’t hear the conversation the message was clear;
‘don’t you dare interfere in Verity’s marriage.’  Brian hoped
upon hope that she still had enough influence over him to prevent
him from objecting.  Amy jumped to her feet, “Let’s walk to
gran's, it’s a lovely day.”

 


           
“Well I think it was nice of Amy’s gran to lay on such a spread for
us,” Brian retorted as they came through the front door.

“I’m not saying it wasn’t,” Bau exclaimed in exasperation, “I
was just saying I can’t get used to her being nice to me.  She
even complimented me on my dress!”

Amy laughed, “She’s building bridges.  She’s always going
on about building bridges between factions of the church that
disagree, so she’s taking a dose of her own medicine.”

Amy led the way into the kitchen and stopped dead, “Who the
h-hell are y-you!”

She exclaimed.

Brian pushed past noting the concern in her voice to come to a
similar dead stop.  “Joan!”  He cried in total
surprise.

I thinner female version of Brian with a curly mass of long
ginger hair stood up and walked over to give him a hug.  “Hope
you don’t mind, we let ourselves in.  There’s a convenient key
under the flower pot by the front door.”

A young girl with flowing black hair, light chocolate complexion
and striking brown eyes licked her prominent lips and also
stood.  Joan turned, “Brian this is Janis; Janis this is your
biological father.”

You could have heard a dust mite die.  Brian swallowed, “I
don’t know what to say, it’s all a bit of a surprise.”

“How about hello,” she drawled in a soft Canadian accent.

“Hello.”  He hesitated and then gave her the continental
twin kiss on the cheeks welcome.  He stepped away from her,
and put an arm around Bau and Amy.  “This is Bau and Amy, we
live together.”

They all formally shook hands.  Amy glanced around, “Should
have helped yourself to a cup of tea, like one?”

“Yes please,” Joan responded politely.

“Got a juice?”  Asked Janis

“Of course”, Bau responded, “Apple, pear or orange?”

“Or there’s some Coke,” Amy called.

“Coke please.”

Brian flopped into a chair, “I still can’t believe it, my
heart’s still pounding.  You should have rung.”

Joan gave a brief smile, “We did, but to the school, they said
you were here.”

She lowered her voice, “but alone.”

“It’s a long story.”

He turned to Janis; “It’s good to see you.”  She just
looked at him with wide brown eyes and didn’t speak.

He looked at both of them, “I don’t understand.”

Joan sighed.  “Janis is just like you were, a scientist
through and through.  She keeps asking questions and reading
books on goodness knows what.  Her extra-curricular class did
blood groups and she took samples from myself and Sam and herself,
just a pinprick you understand.  I’m blood group ‘O,’ so is
Sam and I guess you.  Janis is blood group ‘A.’ Since you
can’t get type A from two type Os she started asking questions and
we had to come clean.”

Janis crossed her arms.  “I can’t believe you gave me
away.  Did you hate me that much?”

Brian felt the hurt and anger in her voice.  He sighed, “It
was all a long time ago Janis.  I was very young, penniless
and frankly didn’t think I could bring you up in anything like a
decent lifestyle.  On the other hand I knew my sister
could.  I might have been a little selfish, but I also wanted
the best for you.”

“That’s what mum said.”

“That’s because it’s the truth.  And it’s a decision I’ve
come to deeply regret.  I even came to Canada once to try and
get a glimpse of you.”  He noted his sisters shocked face,
“but I chickened out because I thought it would do you harm.”

“Have I any brothers or sisters?”

“No.”

“Will I have any brothers or…”

“Janis!”  Gasped Joan, “you can’t possible ask questions
like that.”

Amy purposefully placed a pot of tea o the table, “W-with
something l-like that only t-time w-will t-tell,” she said,
“c-children are a g-gift from G-God and you c-c-c-can’t g-go
t-telling Him w-what t-to d-do.”

Amy sat down at the table and Bau pulled up a folding chair and
also sat down, placing a plate of biscuits on the table. 
“Where are you staying?”

Joan sighed, “Who knows, I’d like a couple of nights in London,
but Janis was insistent she see Brian first.”

“W-Well t-that’s understandable, it’s important t-to her,” Amy
pronounced, earning a broad smile from Janis

“What’s your full plans, how long are you here?”  Brian
enquired.

“Ten days.  Sam is on some dreary dentistry conference in
Amsterdam and we left him at Amsterdam Airport and flew into
Norwich.  Plan was a couple of days in Norfolk, have a foray
in London, see you and go on to Queenie’s in Lincoln for a long
weekend until we flew back to Amsterdam.  Remember
Queenie?”

“Tall girl with long black hair, green eyes and a tongue like a
razor blade.”

Joan laughed, “She’s now Dr Queenie Allbright and works as a
GP.”

“Where’s your stuff?”  Enquired Bau.

“Outside in the hire car.”

“What hire car?”

Janis giggled, “The white van, mum booked it by Internet and got
her tick boxes crossed.”

Bau looked at Brian, “If one of them doesn’t mind sleeping in
George’s bed, they could stay here tonight.”

Brian wondered if his life would ever get back under
control.  “Of course.”

Amy added.  “And if we’ve g-got a b-box they c-could c-come
t-to t-the rock musical w-with us.”

Brian suddenly realised something; “Surely you didn’t fly here
from Amsterdam just to see me?”

“Of course we did, once we’d told Janis the truth she had to
meet you in the flesh, I just hope she’s satisfied.”

Janis gave a scowl before smiling, “Brian, are they your guitars
lined up in a row in the lounge?  Mum said you just played the
pipe organ.”

“They’re Bau’s, she’s the musician.”

Joan rolled her eyes, “Oh don’t encourage her, I suffer enough
at home.”

Bau grinned, “Want to see them?”

Janis nodded and they toddled off to the lounge, Amy hesitated
and then followed as she’d decided that Joan and Brian needed time
alone.  Joan looked Brian up and down, “So my little brother
is a priest now as well as being a schoolteacher.”

“How do you…”

She laughed.  “We may have been out of touch, but you’ve
been easy to track.  School web-site, diocesan web-site and,
goodness knows why, some site concerned with good stops for
travellers.”

She lowered her voice, “Has it been hard, staying out of
touch?”

“Excruciating.”

Joan nodded and said softly, “I’ve missed you, missed talking to
you, missed your stable presence.  Sorry I insisted we did it
that way, ‘specially when it got blown out of the water by a simple
blood test.  To be honest Sam and I never thought about the
implications.”

“Well I’m glad it’s all out in the open.  Does she know
she’s registered as Sam’s daughter and not mine?”

Joan nodded, “She said she could live with that and Sam was her
dad in everything but biology.  She just had to meet you, it’s
been a kind of obsession.”

Brian almost sobbed.  “I hope I don’t disappoint her.”

The answer was lost in a fearsome blast of guitar music as Bau
went through some intricate riffs on the electric guitar. 
Joan shuddered.

 


           
“But which one is he married to?”  Asked Janis as she combed
up her hair as a prelude to going out to some rock musical or
other.

Joan, who sensed that there was something odd about Brian and
the two women, shrugged.  “Not sure.  None of the
web-sites indicated that he was married, you saw them
yourself.”

Janis put her head on one side and pouted her lips.  “You
explored the house with me mum, it must be Amy’s clothes in his
room, Bau is far too thin for them.

Joan nodded and watched Janis inspect her skin for
blemishes.  Janis glanced at her mum in the mirror.  “I’m
not a bozo mum, you must have noticed that Bau and Amy have
identical rings.”

“It could be a coincidence dear, friends often like the same
things.”

Janis scoffed, “It’s like Deborah and Diana back home, but
they’re partners.”

She laid the comb down, “Bau’s a brilliant guitarist, Amy’s not
bad on the bass either, but she has fat fingers.”

“That’s not a very nice thing to say dear.”

Janis shrugged, “She said it, not me.  They’re weird mum,
one’s fat and one’s thin but they both act as if Brian is their
husband and yet they also seem to know what each other is thinking
and doing.”

Joan decided to change the subject; it made her too
uneasy.  “Do you like Brian now you’ve met him?”

She shrugged, “Seems all right, it’s kinda weird.  I know
he’s my father, biological father that is, but he seems remote and
unreal.”

Joan smiled, “I rather think we gave him a terrible shock,
sitting in the kitchen like that.”

Janis scowled, “Well serve him right for giving me away.” 
She paused and then looked at Joan, “On the other hand at least he
gave me to you, I suppose he could have placed me in some dreadful
children’s home to rot.”

Joan was shocked; “He’d never have done that.”

She sighed and sat next to hr daughter.  “Actually Janis
the idea was mine.  I found Brian in the maternity ward nearly
off of his head with worry and I wanted a child.  You’ll
understand when you get older, it’s the maternal instinct and it’s
very strong in some people.  Well it was strong enough in me
to suggest the unthinkable to Brian.  It took him two days to
come to a decision and when he said that I could have you it was
the highlight of my life.”

“What about dad?”

“He could see my need; we’d talked about adoption, but never
started anything.  He was very apprehensive that we’d get
found out, but we took you to the registry office where we lived
and no one turned a hair.  After that is was remarkably
easy.  We moved to a new town where nobody knew us and the
rest you know.  What I’m saying is don’t be too hard on
him.  I gave him an easy option of making sure you were well
cared for and he took it.  Believe me he’s paid the price,
we’ve all paid the price.”

“You mean cutting each other off and not even telling me you had
a brother?”

“Yes, I suspect it’s been harder on him than me, at least I’ve
got Sam to talk to; for years Brian’s had no-one.”

Janis smoothed down her dress, “I know he’s not an ogre mum, I
just don’t know what to say to him.”

“Just be natural.”

There was a clanging sound from below and they left the room for
tea, but Joan was uneasy.  Just what had her brother been up
to?  Was he really married to Amy?  And if so, what part
did Bau play in his life?  She sighed and went downstairs
after Janis.  Time would tell she supposed, time would
tell.

 


           
“When the hero sang Are you lonesome tonight? I almost
cried.”  Said Joan as they walked in the house.

“So did I,” said Bau, “it was in the wrong key.”

“Come on,” chided Amy, “you know you enjoyed it.”

Janis just yawned, Joan tapped her on the shoulder.  “Bed
young lady, you’ve been up for goodness knows how many hours.”

She turned to Brian, “Thanks Brian, that was worth seeing.”

Joan gaped, “A compliment?  Is that my daughter
speaking?”

Janis rolled her eyes, “Give it a rest mum.”

She blew her mum a kiss and went upstairs.  The other four
made for the kitchen to enjoy an evening drink, after half an hour
Brian and Joan were left together.  Joan stretched and yawned,
“That was good, don’t see much like that where we are, it’s mostly
regurgitated American rubbish.  I’d even kill for a decent
piece of Gilbert and Sullivan.”

Brian laughed, “Come on sis, it can’t be that bad.”

She sighed, “No, actually it’s a good life and we’re content
there.”

She suddenly swung her body round to face him, “And are you
content?”

“Very.”  His face told the same story, so was she imagining
things?

She half-yawned, “What’s wrong with Bau?”

“Bau?”

“She’s a veritable walking skeleton.”

“Oh, anorexia, she’s been worse and Amy says she’s putting on
weight.”

“Been worse?  Grief!”

She said lazily, “Your school web site didn’t say you were
married.”

He gave a small cough, “We’re not.  We will be in two weeks
time, had the first reading of the banns today.”

Her eyes narrowed, there was something wrong here, and it was
written all over her brother’s face.  “How long have you known
Amy and Bau?”

Brain immediately became tense, she sensed it and so did
he.  This was the moment he’d been dreading, his sister
fishing for information.  He’d already decided, somewhere
between Jailhouse rock and Long Tall Sally, that
he wasn’t going to lie to his sister or be ashamed of his
relationship with Bau and Amy.  On the other hand he knew this
wasn’t going to be easy.  “About a week.”  He replied
casually.

Joan’s eyes opened wide, her eyebrows rose and her mouth almost
dropped open.  “A week!”

“I first met Bau last Sunday, Amy was a couple of days
later.”

Joan was almost speechless.  “But,” she gasped, “you’re
going to marry Amy after less than a week!”

He swallowed, “Actually sis it’s a bit more complicated than
that.”

He waved his left hand, “Amy and I are what you might call
betrothed, that is we’ve already exchanged rings.”

She watched his face closely, she’d had many years of practised
of studying her younger brother’s expressive features and she
wasn’t that much out of practice.  “And?  There’s more
isn’t there?”

“And I’m also betrothed to Bau, but she can’t become a legal
wife.  We talked about it and decided that Amy would be my
épouse and Bau my femme.  But we’re not leaving Bau out in the
cold, she’ll be in my will and we’ll all have a joint bank
account.”

Joan took a wavering deep breath as if someone had punched her
in the stomach.  “And Amy doesn’t mind?”  She gasped.

“We’re a threesome.  Amy and Bau were already in a
relationship when I met them.”

Joan held up a hand, “Just let me get my breath.  Are you
saying that you intend to sleep with both of them while they are
sleeping with each other!”

He swallowed, “Actually sis we had the betrothal because I’ve
already been sleeping with both of them.”

“In a week!”  She involuntarily exclaimed, “In a week?”

She took another deep breath and waved a hand to stop Brian
talking.  “Wait, I’ve got to get used to this.”

She sat upright, all thought of sleep having disappeared. 
“So you’re effectively intending to commit bigamy.”

“Not bigamy sis; polygyny.  Bigamy is illegal marriage to
two women.”

She shook her head as if to clear it of cobwebs, “But why the
haste?  All this in a week is ridiculous.  Have they cast
some kind of spell on you?  Or is it blackmail?”

She waved her hands, “No, I know it’s not blackmail, you’re too
happy for that.”

Brian wondered about the sense of going on with the
conversation, but his sister was not staying long and she had a
right to know.  “It’s Bau who’s dictating the timescale by
circumstances.”

Joan relaxed slightly, “You mean she is ill and it’s
terminal?”

Brian gave a wry smile, “Life is terminal sis.  No, it’s
because she’s out of prison on licence due to her case being
reviewed and at any time she might have to go back in.”

Joan sat looked at him for a good minute while her tired brain
thought.  “Out on licence?  Don’t you mean bail?”

This was it, crunch time.  Brian tensed himself and said
softly, “I mean licence.  She was convicted of murder and
murderers get let out on a licence that can be revoked at any time,
some even come out on licence when they’re finally released.”

She whispered in total disbelief, “Murder!  And Janis is
upstairs with her?”

Brain reached out and held her hand, “It’s not what you think;
it’s one of these child cases with a discredited expert
witness.”

“She murdered her child!”

“She was tired and negligent. She’d home nursed a dying child
for years, she fell asleep and the child choked on its own
vomit.  It all went downhill from there.”

Joan looked at him in total disbelief, “Next you will be saying
that Amy is the Axe-murderer she shared a cell with.”

He gazed into her eyes, “I know this is hard sis, but you of all
people deserve the truth.”

He paused to regroup his thoughts; this was harder than he’d
anticipated.  “Amy was Bau’s live-in nanny.  She had a
severe nervous breakdown after Bau was convicted of murder and is
still recovering.”

“Is that why she stuttered so badly when she first met us?”

“No, apparently she’s always stuttered.  It’s just that
sometimes she gets upset at what appear to be trivialities and
sometimes she becomes so focused on the next thing she’s go to do
she becomes forgetful.”

“Forgetful, what of?  Her tablets?”

“No, she has a system for those.  It’s mainly her clothes,
she sometimes forgets to get completely dressed.”

Joan sighed and shook her head.  “Let me get this
straight.  My brother has met two women, one of whom is a
convicted murderer and the other of which is mentally
unstable.  These two women have a lesbian relationship going
and you’ve muscled in and managed to not only sleep with both of
them, but also intend to marry one and cart the other one around as
your second wife.  Are you completely out of your mind?” 
The incredulity in her voice almost made him tremble.

“Probably sis, love can do strange things and take you to places
you’ve never even thought about.  And Bau and Amy have a
relationship of need and love, I’m not sure you could call it a
lesbian relationship.”

“Stop splitting hairs,” she snapped, “That’s how you always used
to win arguments with mum and dad.  They’d tackle you about
something and you’d split hairs and divert them away from the
original subject.  It doesn’t work with me.”

She drummed her fingers, “I must say that I’m now beginning to
regret bringing Janis to see you.  Good grief what are we
going to say to her?  That her biological father is both a
philanderer and a fool?”

She simmered gently and Brian waited.  Joan had always been
quick to flair up and equally quick to calm down.  After a
suitable pause she looked into Brian’s face.

“And you’re set on this course of action?   You really
are going to marry Amy?”

He nodded, “Yes.”

“Why not Bau?”

“We discussed it as a threesome and they decided that Amy would
make a better Vicar’s wife; Bau wants to go back on the road as a
musician.”

Joan’s face hardened and she said menacingly, “Surely you can’t
possibly expect to stay a priest.”  Whereupon she quietly
seethed again before eventually sighing,  “Well you’d better
start at the beginning and tell me everything – everything you
understand.”

She added, frighteningly, “Because, Brian, I am a gnat’s whisker
of taking Janis away and never bringing her back.”

His heart pounded as he tried to collect his thoughts.  “It
all began I suppose what I went to the supermarket and saw Bau for
the first time…”

 


           
Upstairs, Bau and Amy were sitting in Bau’s bedroom, side by side
on the edge of the bed.  Amy was crying, but crying without
tears and probably very close to having a panic attack. 
“She’ll talk him out of it Bau.  I can see it in her
eyes.  She disapproves of us.”

“If he really loves us Amy no-one can talk him out of it. 
You might call it an early acid test”

She sniffled, “But I don’t want to lose him Bau.  No man
has ever looked at me twice and I love him.  He makes me safe;
he’s got lovely large hands.”

Bau put her arm round her friend and held her tight.  “I
don’t want to lose him either Amy.  We both love him.”

She could feel Amy trembling and gently turned Amy’s face with
her free hand so that she could look into her frightened
eyes.  “We must trust Amy.  If we’ve chosen the right man
he’ll come through for us.  We must trust and I’m sure that in
fifteen days time you’ll be getting married to him.”

“How can you be so sure?”  She moaned.

“Because we’ve chosen wisely.  Brian’s a good man.”

Amy croaked, “But she’s brought his daughter.  Suppose she
forces him to choose?”

Bau considered the question; it was one she hadn’t thought
of.  “Then he’ll choose us, I’m sure he will.”

Amy pleaded “Hold me Bau.  I need a hug.”

Bau put her arms around her.  “So do I Amy, so do I.”

As they hugged Bau became fearful herself.  Not fearful of
his sister, but fearful of the bishop.  Telling Joan and
perhaps giving up his daughter a second time was one thing; telling
the bishop and giving up his calling was quite another.

 


           
Brian eventually crept into the bedroom at 3am.  He undressed
and sat on the edge of the bed and put his head in his hands. 
He felt the bed move as Amy sat up, shuffled over and sat beside
him.  Tentatively she put an arm around him and tenderly
whispered, “You OK?”

He felt her quiver, “Are we all right?”  She
half-moaned.

She shook again, “Is it all over?”  She said weakly.

He turned, gave her an enormous hug and an equally enormous
kiss.  “Of course not.  We’ve said our vows yesterday and
I meant every word of them and I mean every word of them now. 
I’m not giving you up Amy, not now, not ever.  I just love you
too much.”

Amy shivered, “And Bau, is she forcing you to give Bau up?”

“And I’m not giving up Bau either.  We all love one another
too much for that.”

He felt her relax.  “I was so worried,” she said as she
cuddled him, “so worried.”

He hugged her, “That’s what I’m here for; to stop you
worrying.  Big safe hands, remember?”

“Big safe hands,” she duly echoed.  “Big safe hands.”

Bau lay in bed listening and trembling.  She’d heard Brian
come up the stairs and go into Amy’s room now she was
waiting.  After five minutes silence she let out a low slow
breath, all was well.  If there had been any problems Amy
would have howled the house down by now.  She turned over and
tried to analyse her feelings.  How could one man have such an
influence on her life in such a short time?  Unbeknown to her,
directly above Joan was asking herself the directly opposite
question.  How could two women have such an influence on Brian
in such a short time?  She fell asleep before she found an
answer.










Chapter 13
Fissures


Joan came out of a deep sleep to the sound of guitar
music.  She lethargically listened to something that sounded
like Greensleeves played hesitantly on two guitars before
rolling over and gazing at her watch.  She peered more
closely, surely it couldn’t be nearly midday?  She staggered
into the bathroom and deliberately tepid had a shower before
getting dressed.  The guitar music was coming from Janis and
Bau.  Janis on Amy’s battered acoustic and Bau on her pristine
steel-strung acoustic.  Bau looked up as she entered. 
“Your daughter’s rather good,” said Bau encouragingly.

“She should be; her lessons cost me a small fortune.”  Joan
replied.

Janis grinned excitedly; “Bau’s showed me some neat ways of
changing chords, much easier than Deborah’s method.”

Joan realised that both Bau and Janis had sheet music in front
of them, propped up on a pair of tiny music stands.  She
blinked almost in disbelief.  Janis would practice endlessly,
but never while reading, or trying to read, music.

“You’re reading music?”  She blurted out.

Janis gave another grin.  “Bau says the only way to learn
properly is to use sheet music for half the time and ‘jam’ for an
equal amount of time to get the real feel of the instrument.”

Joan gave up and went into the kitchen.  The electric
kettle was on, but there was no one around.  Amy appeared, as
if by magic.  “Hi,” she said with a grin, “Brian said not to
wake you, jet-lag and all that.  Are you hungry or do you want
to wait for lunch?”

“Coffee and a cookie will do fine.”

She watched Amy move about the kitchen, despite her size she
moved with seemingly effortless action between kettle and cupboard
and worktop.  She was obviously feeling at home.  “Is
Brian up?”

“Mowing the grass.  Give a man a sit-upon lawnmower and
he’ll mow a golf course before breakfast, just don’t ask him to dig
out the weeds first.”

Despite her misgiving Joan laughed, Amy had summed up Brian
rather nicely.

“Brian told me you’d been ill.”

Amy nodded without turning round.  “Just a bit.  Still
have a few mental scars, but I’m learning to cope.”

She turned round and placed a mug of tea on the table.  A
few shortbread biscuits on a plate followed before Amy sat down
opposite.  “Guess Brian told you all the gory details last
night.”

“All that he knows,” she replied ominously.

Amy inclined her head to one side.  “I’ve told Brian
everything, we have a golden rule, no secrets. We find it best that
way.”

“So you know every time he sleeps with Bau?”

The question was blunt, so blunt Amy almost rolled her head back
as if she’d been punched.  Amy licked her pink lips. 
“Not exactly.  I know that he has intercourse with Bau, but
that’s between them.  We don’t check up on each other, we
trust each other.  Any more questions?”

Joan tried to garner her thoughts; the after effects of the
jet-lag and long sleep didn’t help.  “Did Bau murder Lucy?

“No.”

“So in your eyes she’s perfectly innocent?”

Amy hesitated.  “In my mind she drove herself into the
ground looking after a daughter she loved so much it was painful to
watch.  Perhaps at the end she was a trifle negligent, with
most mothers that would mean a near miss and a sigh of
relief.  But Lucy died while Bau was sleeping because she was
laying on her back not her side.  Lucy was seven.  Most
seven year olds would automatically turn over; Lucy was too weak to
do that so she died and Bau got the blame.  Got the blame from
the courts, not from me.”

She fixed Joan with a stare, “You see I know how exhausted Bau
was.  She knew her daughter was dying and she was putting
every ounce of her energy into giving her the best possible quality
of life.  You’re a mother, imagine Janis was dying, wouldn’t
you try to move heaven and hell to make her last days
beautiful?”

The thought was not appealing, but she maternally knew where Amy
was coming from.  “This expert witness, did you hear her?”

Amy glowered.  “She swanned in, read the reports, never
interviewed Bau, or talked to her GP, or the hospital consultant,
and wove a fabric of quarter truths into a tissue of speculation
that created a picture of a merciless mother out to satisfy her own
ends.  If she’d painted a picture of a desperate mother trying
to ease her daughter’s pain I might have forgiven her, but she was
so far off the mark she put Bau on a different planet; not in a
room with a sick and dying daughter.  Do you know it took the
defence lawyer thirteen questions before that witness finally
admitted that she knew that Lucy was terminally ill with a
prognosis of death within six weeks?  That’s what Bau went to
prison for, six weeks of a child’s life that she never took away in
the first place.”

Joan was surprised both at the vehemence and the eloquence. “She
was that ill?”

“Should have been in a hospice, but Bau wouldn’t hear of
it.”

Joan tried to picture the scene, whichever way she looked at it
Bau went up, not down, in her estimation.  She sipped her
coffee, decided that it was not nearly strong enough, and placed
the mug back on the table.  Amy watched her closely.  “I
suppose,” Amy said carefully, “you think that Bau and I are out to
fleece your brother and then walk away laughing.  It’s not
like that, not like that at all.”

Joan made a huffing noise.  “Bau just happens to be
penniless and you have no means of support other than having him as
a husband.”

Amy smiled sweetly, while somehow giving the impression of a
basking shark.  “When I met Bau she was well on her way to
having a lucrative career in music, she gave it all up for Lucy and
spent it all her hard earned cash on private hospital bills. 
She still gets royalties from a couple of songs so she might be
penniless at the moment, but that will end.  As for me, I’ve
got quite a substantial amount of money in the bank.  Bau gave
me full board and lodging plus a salary, I’ve hardly spent any of
that salary.  To start with I was too involved with Lucy and
Bau and later I was too ill to spend it.  So out to fleece
your brother, no.”

Amy’s face softened, “Love your brother, yes.”  She held up
her left hand where the rings were clearly visible.  “I don’t
know if you believe in love at first sight Joan, but I’ve loved him
from the moment I saw him.  Nice big hands.”

Joan sighed and shook her head.  “You’d base a lifetime
together on less than a week?”

“How long did it take you to know Sam was your man?”  Amy
shot back.

Joan stared at her, and then burst into laughter.  “Point
made,” she said, “Point made.”

 


           
Brian swerved the lawn mower round a bush and wondered just how his
cousin made so much money just out of writing model railways books
and publishing pictures of forgotten steam trains.  He
wondered what he would do after he’d seen the Bishop, a meeting
he’d scheduled for the following day.  Stay at the
school?  A possibility, but he doubted that they’d keep him on
as chaplain.  In any case being a school with a religious
foundation he doubted they’d keep him on once they knew of his duel
female relationships.  He circled round a sort of golden
conifer.  Teach elsewhere?  Not got the right
qualifications.  He smiled, supply teaching?  This was
often the bottom of the teaching heap, especially in inner city
schools; qualifications would probably not be high on the
headteacher’s mind in such schools.  He pottered to a gentle
stop.  Could he get between those trees?  It looked as if
George had.  He opened the throttle gently and eased
forward.  What about using his physics degree somewhere
else?  An engineering plant, or a factory perhaps.  He
winced as the mower gently bounced off of a tree and he shot
through the gap.  Perhaps his sister was right; perhaps he had
made a decision that would alter the course of his life into a
downhill spiral.  On the other hand he felt like he was on the
top of the world.  He’d made love to Amy following his talk
with Joan and had another shower encounter with Bau.  In some
ways life had never been so good.  He noticed a movement to
his left and stopped, Joan was waving a tea-towel.  He guessed
it was dinner time and reluctantly turned off the engine.  He
wasn’t quite all the way round, but it didn’t matter much, he’d
already mowed the entire lawn system twice, three times would have
been overkill.

 


           
Janis eyed the scrambled egg.  “What are the little brown
bits?”

“Bacon.”

She made a face; “I don’t like bacon.”

Amy, matter-of-factly, replied while still dishing up, “I know,
your mum told me.  You’ve got chopped peanuts.”

Janis glanced at her mum, who was keeping a straight face. 
“Chopped peanuts and egg?”  She queried, somewhat
incredulously.

Amy shrugged, “Only nuts I’ve got, sorry about that.  We’ll
pop out later and get something else.  At least the salt from
the nuts won’t spoil the egg.”

Janis stared at the yellow mound on her plate.  Brian lent
over and took a forkful, “Mind if I have a taste, seems novel.”

Janis became protective, “Hands off, I want the entire
experience to myself.”

Joan rolled her eyes at Amy.  “Now you’re setting a
trend.  Every time one of her vegi friends comes round she’ll
want scrambled eggs and chopped peanuts.”

Brian noticed the lack of antagonism between Joan and Amy and
wondered what had happened.  Janis tasted the egg.  “Say
this isn’t bad.”  She tucked in with vigour.

Brian sighed, “Supermarket this afternoon is it?”

Amy almost laughed at the resigned expression on his face. 
“No, I’ll go to the general stores in the village.”

“I wouldn’t bother,” murmured Joan, “We’re not stopping.”

Janis paused with a forkful of egg just hovering off of her
thick lips.  Joan gave her the mother’s glare, the one that
means ‘don’t make a fuss.’  She said firmly, “I’ve really got
to go and see Queenie, she’s expecting me.”

Janis half took the hint and ate the peanut-laden egg.  She
waited until the very last mouthful of toast.  “I don’t have
to come and see Queenie,” she announced, “I’ve never met her.”

Joan eye’s flashed.  “She’s heard all about you dear and
she’d love to meet you in the flesh.”

“I could stay here.”

“No.”

“What’s wrong with me staying here?”

“I said no, and that’s an end to the matter.”

Janis opened her mouth and Joan pointed a finger, “I said
NO!”

Bau watched the interchange.  She pushed her egg around on
the plate.  “Amy, do you think you’re gran would let you and I
stay at hers for a couple of days?”

Joan got the message, made a sour face and pushed her plate
away.  “It wouldn’t make any difference.  We’re
leaving.”

Janis stood up in a huff, “Fulfilled our obligations have we,”
she snarled in her rich Canadian accent, “You promised to let me
meet Brian and I suppose you have.  Of course, letting me get
to know him is something not on your agenda is it?”

Joan tried for calm, “It’s not like that love, there are other
things to consider.”

“Like what?”  She raged, “Your precious itinerary? 
What about my life?”

She stormed out slamming the kitchen door after her. 
Rather she intended to, however the dramatic effect was lost as the
elderly warped door dragged on the floor and gently clicked
home.  She had much more success with the door of her room,
which slammed rather effectively leaving a malignant silence in the
kitchen.  Joan gave a shrug, “Teenagers huh?”

Anguish crossed Brian’s face; “Don’t let it end like this
sis.  First time I get to talk to my daughter and you drag her
out against her will.”

Joan stood up, plainly furious, she yelled, “She’s not
your daughter, she’s my daughter and I don’t want
her influenced by the likes of you and your harem!”

She stormed out of the kitchen into the garden; her
door-slamming being far more effective than her daughter’s. 
Brian, Amy and Bau sat in silence.  Eventually Bau managed to
say, in a cracked and pained voice, “I’m sorry Brian, sorry that
we….”

He seized a hand of each of them.  “Stop right there. 
You’ve nothing to be sorry for.  I’m not ashamed of our
tripartite relationship and I’m not ashamed of either of you of
what you are now or of what has happened in the past.  If my
big sister has a problem then that’s up to her.  She only
wants the best for Janis and I admire her for that.”  He
paused.  “It’s what I wanted when I gave Janis to her all
those years ago, someone to look over her and fight on her
behalf.  I can’t complain now when it’s me she’s fighting
against.”

Bau rolled her eyes, “Oh what it is to be a vicar, always seeing
the best side in people.”

Amy let a tear trickle from the corner of her eye before she had
a fit of the snuffles.  She shook off Bau’s offered arm and
Brian’s hand.  “It’s so mean, letting you see her and then
whisking her away.”

Brian glanced at Bau and then enfolded Amy in her arms. 
Bau decided that it might be time for a sacrifice.

 


           
She found Joan down by the river sitting on a rotting tree
trunk.  She sat next to her and stared in the same
direction.  She took a deep breath, this was going to be hard;
possibly the hardest decision she would ever have to make. 
She tried for a casual approach.  “If I left now and never
came back into Brian’s life, would it make a difference?”

Her words seem to hang in the air.  Had she really meant
them?  Could she really go through with it?  Joan turned
and stared at her for what seemed like an eternity.  Her face
looked weary with something more than just tiredness. “You’d do
that?”

Bau hoped she wasn’t going to be sick, but her throat felt full
of bile.  “If it meant that Janis could get to know Brian,
then yes.  I know that his not seeing Janis has almost torn
him apart; it’s haunted him almost as much as not seeing or
communicating with you.”

Joan looked at Bau’s anguished face and then looked away. 
She closed her eyes and spoke in a pained and anguished manner, as
if all her emotions were churned up and fighting against one
another.  “I could cope with my brother agreeing to marry Amy
in less than a week, that’s par for the course for him.  
What I cannot cope with is the way the three of you are so brazen
about your sexual relationships. Do you really think I want my
daughter exposed to such filth?” 

She was off-hand and remote, so the die was cast.  Bau
could feel the bile rising; she swallowed hard.  This was
going to mean a long and lonely future; it did not deter her. 
Resigned to her fate she said flatly, “I’ll go then.” 

Joan thumped the tree trunk with her hand.  “You will not
go!”  She screamed in a rising fury.  “Do you really
think I want my brother blaming me for loosing you?  Do you
really think I want Amy to have another breakdown on my
account?”

Bau was temporarily speechless at the sudden rage.  Joan
stamped her foot, “Oh damn, oh damn, oh damn,” she yelled as if at
herself.

Bau waited, not really knowing what to say and slightly fearful
of another sudden rant.  Eventually Joan let out a long sigh
as if emptying her lungs of an unwanted force.  She took a
couple of deep breaths.  “You must love him very much.” 
She said huskily.

“I do.  He’s all I ever wanted in a man and more.”

“And you’d give him up just so he could see his daughter?”

“She’s important to him.”  Bau sought for an
explanation.  “While he couldn’t see her it was one thing, but
now he has once you can’t just whip her away without breaking his
heart, maybe her heart as well.  Perhaps it’s better that I
break his heart, he’d probably recover from that”

Joan sighed again, “I don’t want anyone to break anyone else’s
heart, not any more.”

They gazed as an inquisitive squirrel ran up to them and, at a
slight movement from Joan, dashed up the nearest tree.  It hit
Bau like a sledgehammer.  “You and Sam,” she asked
tentatively, “Everything all right there?”

Joan made a sort of huffing noise.  “Takes a woman to
see.  I can fob Brian off with a few platitudes, but not a
woman.”  She sighed, “Sam had an affair with his dental
nurse.  I suppose I should have seen it coming as it’s not the
first time, but I didn’t.  He told me he was working late on
paperwork.  Unfortunately for him Janis visited a friend near
his surgery and after I dropped her off I popped in to help him
out, he hates paperwork.  I found them at it on the waiting
room carpet, ugh.”

She shuddered.  Bau watched her closely.  This would
explain all that internal anger, but not quite.  “And?”

“And he had the temerity to tell me to turn a blind eye.  A
blind eye!  As if I could; as if I would.”

Bau nodded, “So that’s why you find it difficult with Amy and I
and Brian?”

“Partly.  I just don’t see how you and Amy can coexist the
way you obviously do.  I hate Bunny’s guts.”

Bau smiled at the honesty.  “Bunny being the nurse?”

“Damn silly name for anyone.”

Bau watched the squirrel dismember an acorn.  “Amy and I
love one another, that’s how it works for us; it’s a three-way
love.”

She watched Joan clench and unclench her fist. “Does Janis
know?”  She asked quietly.

Joan sighed, “Not yet, I think we managed to keep it from her,
but she soon will.”

She turned her sad translucent blue eyes onto Bau.  “He
didn’t know Janis and I were flying into Amsterdam.  I made a
spur of the moment decision both about visiting him at the
conference and bringing Janis here.  Sam’s been against the
idea from the start.”  She closed her eyes as if in pain, “The
conference is at the airport hotel and I guess I intended to make
sure he’d really dumped her like he promised.  Guess who’s in
the next room?”

She pounded the tree trunk.  “He said he’d given her the
sack and given her up six months ago.  Son of a pig lied to
me.”

Bau opened her mouth and Joan cut across her.  “Just don’t
say it might all be innocent.  Why would a happily married man
on a business trip have condoms in his suitcase and what was her
make-up case doing in his en-suite bedroom?”  She sighed, “And
I bribed the cleaner.  Her bed hasn’t been slept in since they
arrived five days ago.”

She thumped the tree.  “Swine.  Filthy rotten
swine!”

“What did he say?”

“He wasn’t there.  I just ripped up his $600 suit and left
a message on the mirror is his bedroom using her expensive
lipstick.”

Bau raised and eyebrow and Joan half smiled, “I just said I
wanted a divorce and signed it.”  She became sad again and
slumped as if all energy had drained away.  “It’s not the
first time. He had an affair before we got Janis.  I thought
after she arrived he’d remain faithful and he’s done so, I think,
until she went to high school.  Since then he’s had at least
two; I just can’t trust him anymore.”

Bau watched the utter wretchedness in her body language. 
“How come Janis didn’t notice when you were in Amsterdam?”

Joan shrugged, “I parked her in the hotel bar with a large fruit
juice cocktail and a jazz band.  She didn’t shift and I said
he was away on a visit to downtown Amsterdam.”

“And she believed you?”

She shrugged, “What the hell do I know?  My husband’s been
having affairs behind my back.  My brother’s turned into a
polygynist and my daughter’s buying pregnancy testing kits.”

“They might not be for her.”

“I hope to god their not.”

They sat in silence.  Bau relieved, very relieved, she
didn’t have to sacrifice Brian and Joan relieved that she’d told
someone her marriage was on the rocks.  Bau gazed at the frog
that had suddenly appeared from nowhere to sit on a rock in the
middle of the little river.  “So what you going to do?”

She shrugged, “Don’t know; not had time to think.  I’m
certainly not staying with the filthy swine, on the other hand
finding work may be difficult.”

“Out of practice?”

“Out of Practices.  I’m also a dental nurse, but Sam will
make doubly sure that no practice in our area will employ me, he
can be really vindictive when he wants.”

Bau’s hand flew to her mouth, “Janis?  Would Sam disclose
her real birth identity to the authorities out of spite?”

She was relieved when Joan shook her head, “His vindictiveness
doesn’t run to Janis, he truly loves her as his daughter, besides
he’d be equally implicated.”

Despite her reservations about Brian’s sister Bau felt for
her.  She said softly, “Why not stay around, it’s quiet out
here and you could think.  That is if you can cope with
us.”

It was as if Joan hadn’t heard.  Instead she muttered
something.  “Pardon?”  Bau enquired.

“And I’m so worried about Janis.  Suppose she is sleeping
around at her age?”

Bau’s meagre eyebrows waggled.  “Has she got a friend
called Venetia?”

“Yes, she was born in Venice hence the odd name.”

“Well she’s worried about Venetia.  Apparently they learn
the guitar together.”

“They do everything together, well they did up to a few months
ago.”

Brian appeared from between a couple of bushes, “Oh here you
are.  Having a tête-à-tête?”

Joan managed a smile, “Just woman’s talk.”

Amy appeared from behind Brian, looking worried and upset. Joan
managed another smile, “Sorry I blew my top and sorry I was rude,
just things crowding in on me.”

She looked at Bau, “Could you leave Brian and me together for a
little while?  I need to talk to him.”

She hesitated, “And please tell Amy what I told you, best if
it’s out in the open.”

“Best if what’s out in the open?”  Asked a perplexed
Brian.

Bau half ignored him, “Amy and I will take Janis to the village
shop, guess we might have some nuts to buy.”

Joan laughed, “She’s not a real vegi, just doesn’t eat bacon,
ham or pork.  Now pan-fried steak and chips is another
matter!”

Bau dragged a reluctant Amy away from the river, in a few
seconds they were deep in conversation with Bau doing all the
talking.

 


           
Janis watched the two women behind the counter.  They’d
simultaneously been friendly to her while giving Amy and Bau the
cold shoulder; it had been a revelation of expressive body
language.  She gazed at the collection of cheap earrings and
moved on to some old-fashioned hair-curlers before inspecting the
make-up.  Bau sidled up to her, “Wouldn’t touch that stuff if
I were you, too cheap and nasty.  Best stuff is tucked away in
the corner.”

Janis raised her eyes upwards, “Dad won’t let me buy any, says
I’m too young.”

Bau grinned, “Don’t worry, I never wore make-up until I was
seventeen and only then because I left home.”

Janis shrugged, “All my friends wear make-up, especially at
weekends, but dad always says no.”

Amy, who’d been listening in, butted in.  “But I bet you
borrow your friends and take if off before you get home.”

Janis grinned, “As if I would, dad would kill me.”

They all laughed.  Amy picked up a bag of hazelnuts and
dropped it in her basket.  Janis took it out and dropped in a
bag of Brazils.  Bau studied Janis’ deep black eyebrows and
dropped in an eyebrow pencil and some cleansing cream.  They
all giggled and moved down the aisle.  The two female shop
assistants sniffed their disapproval.  Janis was pleased to be
included in the disapproval; it made her feel closer to Bau and
Amy.

 


           
Brian let Joan sob gently into his shoulder.  He murmured,
“I’m so sorry Joan, I wish I’d been there for you.”

She pulled away and blew her nose, “I wish you had too. 
I’ve got some good friends out there, but it’s not the same as
family.”

He studied her tear-stained face, “Don’t go Joan.  Stay a
while with us; you need some rest and time to think.”

She sniffed, “I promised Queenie that I’d pop in.”

“Leave it to later.”

She sat on the tree trunk and ineffectively wiped her eyes on a
damp tissue, “I just might do that.”

Brian carefully studied her small hands.  She’d always had
tiny hands, just like their mother.  He said softly, “Do you
want Bau and Amy to go over to her grans?”

She shook her head, “No.  If you’re always going to have
them both I’ve got to get used to it.  It was just a bit of a
shock.”

“So was the news about you and Sam, I’d always imagined that you
lived in idyllic happiness.”

She snorted, “I do love him Brian, he’s just stopped loving
me.  If I’m truthful to myself he stopped loving me a long
time ago and it’s only Janis that’s kept him at home.  We
hardly talk. We never really communicate.  We haven’t been
intimate for years.  I guess we’ve been going through the
motions for Janis.”  She blew her nose, “She’s been the best
thing in our lives Brian and it was wonderful that you entrusted
her to us, but now it’s all gone pear-shaped.”

He held her hand, “You’ve still got Janis sis, I’m not going to
take her away from you.  I can’t, she’s your daughter. 
She walks like you, talks like you, apart from the accent, and
despite her racing teenage hormones I believe she’s close to
you.”

Tears started to flow again, “How can I tell her Brian? 
How can I tell her that Sam and I are splitting up?”

Her bloodshot eyes swivelled onto him, “And suppose she wants to
live with him, I can’t force her to live with me, not at her age,
it must be her choice.”

She started crying again and Brian held her as she sobbed. After
all that’s what brothers are for.

 


           
As they walked back, Janis walked between Amy and Bau.  She
was now pretty sure of the reason for her mother’s
displeasure.  “Is my mum mad because of you two?  I don’t
understand it, she’s quite happy with Deborah and Diana my music
teachers.”

Bau swallowed, this was a line of conversation she didn’t really
want to pursue.  “Are they open lesbians?”

“Yes.”

Amy, who had no inhibitions on the subject, chipped in. 
“We’re lovers Janis, but not true lesbians, couldn’t be with Brian
around could we?”

Janis walked about twenty yards while Bau feverishly wondered
how she could change the subject.  Janis digested what Amy had
unwittingly implied.  “We have Eskimos,” she said suddenly,
“’Cept we call them Inuit now, even though some hate the
name.  In Inuit society sometimes husbands have two or more
wives; it’s a matter of survival.”  She grimaced, “It’s also
said that they used to kill the young female children if they
couldn’t feed everybody in their group, but I don’t believe
that.”  She looked at Bau, “So are you two really lesbian
lovers sharing the same man?”

The adolescent bluntness made Bau catch her breath.  She
guided Janis to a bench in a bus-shelter.  “Not quite. 
We all love each other.  I love Amy and I love Brian. 
It’s not quite the same love: call it devotion with Amy and love
for Brian.”

Amy nodded, “And I love Bau and I love Brian, he has nice big
hands.”

Bau resumed, “And Brian loves both of us.  Such a three-way
relationship could easily end in tears, but as we love each other
we’re working at it.  I wouldn’t recommend it thought, it’s
complicated.”

Janis furrowed her smooth brow, “But he can’t marry both of you
can he?”

“No,” answered Bau swiftly.  “He’s going to legally marry
Amy and I’m a sort of add-on.”

“You are not!”  Exclaimed Amy suddenly affronted. 
“We’re both betrothed to him.  I’m the épouse and Bau is the
femme.  We share everything.”

Janis grinned, she spoke Canadian French like a native and was
well aware of the meaning of the two words in the context Amy was
using them.  “Wow,” she said, “no wonder those old women in
the shop gave you the cold shoulder.”

Bau sighed, “That’s another story Janis, it has nothing to do
with Brian and us.  We try to keep it quite as people wouldn’t
understand and it would embarrass Brian.”

“But you told me.”

“Well,” announced Amy, “you’re family, that’s different.”

For some reason Janis found the statement very comforting, she
was family.  Not an outsider, not just ‘people,’ not a
visitor, but family.  It made her unreasonably happy.

 


           
As they got to the front gate Bau stopped again, she had to say
something.  “Janis,” she said carefully, “be nice to your mum
for a little while, she might be upset.”

Janis squinted at her, “You mean because of dad?”

“Your dad?”

She shrugged, “He’s having an affair with that Bunny woman.”

“You know!”  Bau exclaimed.

“Course I know.  Her daughter is in the year below and
anyway I’ve seen them.”

“Seem them!”  Amy gasped.

Janis nodded.  “In the diner back home trying to hide in
the corner booth and they were in the hotel bar in Amsterdam
snogging to the music.”

“And you didn’t tell your mum?”

Janis shrugged and looked away, “What could I say?  Dad’s
got another fancy woman.”

Amy’s eyes widened, “Another fancy woman?”

“He had a fling with John’s mum last year and I think I saw him
with a teacher when I was nine, but I can’t be sure.  I am
sure that at my eleventh birthday party he flirted with Venetia’s
mum, but she told him to get lost.”

Janis gave a wicked smile.  “Did send him a note this time
though.  Gave it to the waiter just before mum came back.”

“What did it say?”  Asked Bau in some trepidation.

“That if he pushed his tongue any further down her throat he’d
be washing her toenails.”

All three of them burst into near hysterical laughter.  Bau
eventually gasped, “Did you sign it?”

“Of course.  He’s being mean to mum.”

Bau’s head swam for a moment and Janis smiled from ear to
ear.  “Different with you and Brian.  You know he loves
Amy as well and you’re all happy.  Mum’s not happy.”

Her smile disappeared, “Think mum saw them in Amsterdam? They
were easy to spot.”

“I think she might know Janis.”

“Then why doesn’t she leave him?  Venetia’s mother left her
husband and she’s much happier now.”

Amy seemed to come to life, “Have you thought what that means
Janis, if she left him?  You could only live with one of them,
perhaps she’s afraid that you’d prefer to live with your
father.”

Janis stared at her, “Why would I want to live with that
toad?”

“Daughters do,” said Bau softly, “fathers are an easier touch
and spend more money on their children out of guilt.”

“But I’d never live with him.”

Bau whispered, “Then tell your mother that.”

Janis turned and looked at the house, I can’t just say ‘hey mom
dump dad and I’ll stay with you.”

“I’m sure you’ll find the words.”  Bau said softly.

They arrived in the kitchen at exactly the same time as Brian
and Joan entered from the garden.  One look at her mother’s
tear-stained face made Janis run over to her mother and hug
her.  “Oh mum,” she gasped, “don’t cry, he’s not worth
it.”

Joan shot Bau a look.  “You’ve told her, you had no
right.”

“She knew.”  Pronounce Amy, not having her friend
maligned.

Joan looked at her daughter, “You knew?”

“I didn’t know what to say mum.”

Joan looked at Brian, “If you don’t mind we’ll just take a walk
in the garden, alone.”

She gently led Janis into the garden and closed the door. 
Brian flopped into a chair and Amy studied his harrowed face and
put the kettle on.  This was not a time for words it was time
for a comfort drink, a nice hot comfort drink.










Chapter 14
Vocation


Joan lay in a warm comfortable haze and heard the sound of
singing.  Until she’d stopped she hadn’t realized just how
drained she was.  She listened to the strains of Bau and Amy
singing By the Rivers of Babylon and drifted back into
sleep to the gently words of Baby it’s Cold Outside with
Amy and Bau singing the alternating parts.

 


           
Brian also listened to the singing and wondered just how many songs
Bau and Amy knew between them, whenever they had a bath they seemed
to sing different songs.  He ached to join in.

 


           
Janis lay in bed frightened of an uncertain future.  It had
been easy to cuddle her mother and say she would stick by her and
didn’t blame her, but in the morning light she was experiencing
dread of the future for the first time.  She’d seen the change
parental divorce had forced upon some of her schoolmates.  One
moment they had a dad and the next they didn’t.  Their clothes
subtly changed from designer-ware to cheap copies.  They cease
to do all the school trips and often started to work at weekends
doing menial jobs as soon as they could.  José had lost nearly
two stone in three months turning him from a plump whale of a boy
into a gaunt figure who devoured his state provided school dinner
with a gusto none of the others could manage.  On the other
hand she couldn’t say that any of them were sad or unloved. 
She listened to the sound of Bau and Amy happily singing and almost
cried; would her mother ever be that happy again?  She turned
over and hugged a blanket around her.  Somehow that, and the
singing, made her feel safe.

 


           
“Whoa whoa,” Bau ordered, “That’s far too much, you just need it to
emphasis the outline of your eyebrows, not paint them.”

She handed Janis a cleaning wipe and she dutifully wiped off the
excess and tried again.  “Mum will kill me, “she said.”

“Your mum will be proud of you,” answered Amy.

Janis watched in the mirror as Amy and Bau applied each other’s
make up with deft strokes and total trust.  “Do you ever do
your own,” she asked.

“Had three years of it while Bau was in prison,” Amy said
carelessly before her eyes opened and her hand went to her
mouth.

Bau rolled her eyes, “Amy never could keep a secret, and before
you ask we’ll tell you about it some other time, but not now. 
Now is for pampering you.”

She offered Janis the bottle of French perfume that Brian had
bought her.  “Now try a dab of this, just a little because you
don’t want to smell like a mobile hairdressing salon.”

Janis took the perfume, but was intrigued.  Bau had been in
prison?  What on earth for?  And three years!  You
didn’t get sent to prison for three years for something like
shoplifting, just what had she done?”

 


           
Joan’s eyes narrowed as she finished her breakfast cereal, “Are you
wearing make-up young lady?”

“Just a little,” Bau answered, we thought we’d give her a
make-over; cheer her up.”

Joan wondered about protesting and decided she didn’t have the
energy.  “Perhaps you ought to give me one too.”

Amy, while rummaging in a cupboard, looked round.  “There’s
plenty of bubble-bath and essential oils in the bathroom, why not
go and have a nice relaxing bath, do you good.”

“I might just do that,” she half-drawled.

She stirred her coffee, “Was that you two singing in the
bathroom?”

“Certainly wasn’t me,” Brian mumbled from behind his
newspaper.

“You girls are good, ought to be on the stage.”

Amy rolled her eyes, “No fear, bathrooms one thing, having
people stare at you is quite another.”

Bau laughed, “Singing’s not obligatory, but if you want Amy can
give you a relaxing massage.”

Amy gave a sly smile, “Bau’s not bad either, fingers are a bit
bony though.”

Joan decided that massage from either of them was totally off
the agenda as far as she was concerned.  “I’ll just opt for
the bath, thanks.”

She stretched, “What are you guys doing today?”

Brian put his paper down carefully folding it so that Bau
wouldn’t see the article on the judge and the ever shortening
review list.  “Actually I’ve got to see the Bishop, could be
an interesting meeting, it might end up with me not being in the
ministry at all.”

The kitchen suddenly filled with silence.

 


           
Brian waited in the little hall of the Bishop’s house that also
doubled as a waiting room.  The secretary gave him a smile
through the doorway of her office and made a drinking motion. 
He shook his head and closed his eyes; he was waiting for the
guillotine on his ministry to be pronounced.  He’d arrived an
hour before to be ushered almost straight in to see the
bishop.  To his surprise not only was Bishop Dermot in the
office, so was Bishop Norman, the bishop interested in the other
half of the project and his normal bishop.  In some ways it
was fortuitous as it meant he didn’t have to tell his story
twice.  On the other hand it meant he had to face both at
once, which was horribly daunting as the two bishops were like
chalk and cheese.  Bishop Dermot was effusive, tended to
interrupt and had the disposition of a cheeky loveable puppy. 
Bishop Norman, on the other hand, had a slow taciturn approach and
the disposition of a wise old half asleep badger.  Both were
capable of chewing him up and spitting him out if need be. 
He’d already waited half and hour for their verdict and for the
umpteenth time he replayed the meeting in his head.  He’d
walked in to be greeted by a broad smile from Bishop Dermot. 
“Well Brian it all seems to be coming together.”  He said not
waiting for a reply.  “I’ve just received a letter from the
Burston PCC saying that they’d welcome your ministry and another
from the property department saying that they’re happy for you to
live in that concrete block of a house and for the EU to pay the
rent.  Actually I think they’d let you live here if someone
else was paying the rent.”

The joke fell flat.  Bishop Dermot peered at him over a
pair of thin wire-framed reading glasses.  “You’re not
smiling.”

Brian took a deep breath.  “Actually Bishop I’ve come to
talk about my position and,” he added turning to Bishop Norman,
“probably offer to resign my licence.”

Bishop Norman managed a tiny movement of his right eyebrow,
Bishop Dermot through up his arms.  “Oh not woman problems
Brian, please don’t tell me we’re going to miss out on a wonderful
piece of ministry because you’ve done something stupid.”

Bishop Norman grunted.  “You’d better take a seat
Brian.”

Bishop Dermot grimaced and rang through to his secretary to ply
the next appointment with coffee and cake.  He looked at
Brian.  “Shoot.”  Was all he said with his mouth; ‘this
better be good’ was what he said with his eyes.

Brian’s knees suddenly started to tremble; this was crunch
time.  “Last time we met we talked about Bau Didly and Amy
Jones.”

Bishop Dermot interrupted, “I remember and I briefed Bishop
Norman as it’s a joint project.”

Brian regrouped his thoughts.  “Matters have progressed
somewhat; I intend to marry Amy Jones in a fortnight’s time. 
The banns have already been read once.”

Bishop Dermot’s eyebrows rose, but he didn’t interrupt
again.  Brian continued.  “However it’s only fair to tell
you that our intention is that Bau has a home with us and as far as
I am concerned she will have the same status as Amy except she will
not be the legal spouse.”

Bishop Dermot just stared at him while Bishop Norman gave a
polite cough.  “And what does your intended bride think of all
this?”

“It’s a three-way mutual decision.  When I saw Bishop
Dermot last time we assumed that Bau would be my wife. 
However, we’ve decided that it’s best if Amy is my legal
wife.  Bau wants to go back on the road whereas Amy is a
home-bird.”

Bishop Dermot regained his equilibrium, “Good grief man,” he
said in amazement.  “If we go into this traveller’s project
you’d be in the front line, can you imagine what the tabloids would
do to you and your entourage?”

Bishop Norman put his head on one side.  “Does the Church
Council at Burston know this?”

“I believe that Verity Jones, Amy’s grandmother and
churchwarden, has put two and two together.  The rest don’t
know.  On the other hand Bau is not exactly the most welcome
person in the village due to her reputation as a child-killer.”

Bishop Dermot groaned, “Well that’s the end of that then. 
One perfectly good and valuable project blown clean out of the
water by a priest who can’t keep his trousers on.”

Bishop Norman rubbed his chin; “Can I just ask a few
questions?”

Brian nodded.  Bishop Norman said carefully: “Do you intend
to be faithful to both of them, by that I mean not seek a third
wife or a mistress or, as they say, a bit on the side?”

“Of course I do.  They know that and I’ve promised that to
them.”

“And how do you intend to provide equality to this additional
wife?”

“Change my will in favour of both of them, have a three-way
joint account and not discriminate.”

Bishop Norman rubbed the grey stubble on his chin again, “So
they are the only two women in your house?”

Brian blinked, “Actually no, not at the moment.  My sister
and her daughter are staying with us at the moment.”

Bishop Norman nodded, “Would you mind stepping outside for a
moment, I rather think that Bishop Dermot and I need to
confer.”

With that he’d left for the waiting room, where he’d been ever
since.

 


           
Joan lay in a bath of fragrant bubbles and was almost totally
relaxed.  Janis was in the kitchen with Amy, who was baking
some crumpets.  Janis had never met anyone before who actually
cooked crumpets; Joan had always bought them from a shop.  Bau
was practising some classical Spanish music on her acoustic guitar
and Brian was off to see the Bishop.  As the warmth seeped
into Joan’s body she wondered about the uncertain future
ahead.  She knew from some of her friends that divorces could
get messy, very messy and very acrimonious.  She didn’t want
that for Janis’ sake.  Instead she’d rather go for some sort
of semi-amicable split of assets or mediation.  But what to
do?  Where to live?  How would Janis really cope? 
How could she help her through it all?  “Oh God,” she said
aloud, “I’ve made such a mess of this.  Please please don’t
let Janis be harmed in all this.  It’s my mistake not hers,
please don’t let her future life be hindered or her ever feel that
she was to blame.”

She suddenly wondered why she was praying, she hadn’t been to
church for years.  However, she did recall her confirmation
classes and some elderly vicar saying that baptism and confirmation
were letting God plant the seed of his Holy Spirit inside and that
you might forget God in future years, but he would never forget t
as he was already in their lives.  She somehow now found that
statement very reassuring.  She was not alone in all this, God
was by her side.  Suddenly someone, probably Amy, started to
provide that peculiar Spanish clap that went along with flamenco
music and Joan smiled.  At the moment she wasn’t physically
alone either, that too was oddly reassuring.

 


           
Bishop Dermot watched Brian leave the room and close the
door.  “What a shame,” he said, “I thought we had every angle
covered.”

Bishop Norman said carefully, “All may not be lost.”

Bishop Dermot sighed, “Not your liberal views Norman, now is not
the time.”

Norman ignored him.  “When I was visited out twinned
Diocese in North Africa a couple of months ago I was rather
surprised to find several families in some of the churches that
obviously have one man and more than one ‘wife.’ OK, I know that
this is because they came to faith after they had established the
relationships, but God didn’t seem to mind.  I certainly
didn’t see any thunderbolts, but I did see some of them taking an
active and fruitful part in church life.”

Bishop Dermot sighed, “That’s all very well, but it’s in another
culture in another part of the Anglican Communion.  You don’t
expect to find polygamy in Surbiton.”

“Polygyny,” corrected Bishop Norman.  “Polygamy’s right
outside scripture.”

Bishop Dermot rolled his eyes.  “Surely you’re not
suggesting that we turn a blind eye.”

“No, we can turn a very active eye.  You know and I know
that monogyny is part or our Western culture and our Western
interpretation of the scriptures, but it’s hardly explicitly laid
down.”

Bishop Dermot raised his hands and waved them about.  “Oh
come on, we’re not talking about the general populous here, but a
priest.  Remember what Paul said about Presbyters having only
one wife?”

“My point exactly, it was unusual and therefore stood out.”

Bishop Dermot went to reply, but, for once, Bishop Norman got in
first.  “Let’s stop focusing on Brian and look at the wider
picture here,” he said sagely, “and see what we can salvage.”

Bishop Dermot wondered if anything was salvageable, however in
deference to Bishop Norman he nodded.  Bishop Norman stroked
his chin, “as I see it….”

 


           
Joan arrived downstairs to find Janis proudly standing by a batch
of a dozen or more crumpets.  She waved another half-eaten one
and grinned, allowing even more butter to run down her chin. Joan
sniffed, “My they look good.”

“Want to try one mum?  They just need toasting to finish
them off, you only cook them just enough to eat untoasted if you
want to.”

“No, I’ll wait for tea.”

She looked around, “Where’s Amy?”

“She suddenly started to cry and Bau took her out into the
garden.  I think she’s upset about Brian.  She rambled a
bit.”

“Rambled?”

“In-between telling me how to cook crumpets, she kept muttering
about big hands.  She is rather funny at times.”

Joan glanced at the kitchen door.  “Not funny Janis,
scarred.  She had a bad breakdown and it left its mark in her
mind.”

“Oh.”

Janis frowned, “I like her though; shame about her bum.”

“Janis!”  Chided Joan trying not to smile.

Joan then surveyed the kitchen.  There were carefully
grouped peeled vegetables and ten small lamb chops on the worktop,
plus what looked like the start of an apple pie.  Joan looked
round for an apron; “How about we give her a hand and finish off
dinner?”

Janis turned up her nose; she’d had enough cooking for one
day.  On the other hand she wanted to be near her
mother.  “OK, good idea.”

They turned as one and started to work.

 


           
Brian came out of his reverie to find the secretary shaking his
shoulder and smiling at him.  “They’re ready for you now
Brian.”

As she watched him go in she didn’t ask the question the entire
office staff were muttering.  Just what was so important that
both bishops had rearranged their entire morning schedule? 
Still time, and the appearance of something to type, would tell
her.

“Sit down,” said Bishop Norman sternly.

Brian obliged, trying not to shake.

Bishop Dermot made a face like a sucked lemon.  “Let’s get
the worst over first.  There is no way you can become Vicar of
Burston.  I will just have to look elsewhere and become
inventive.  It’s only a small parish stuck out on the margins
and you would have been the ideal solution, but that’s water under
the bridge now.”

Bishop Norman took up the reigns, saying softly, “And there’s
no-way you can continue as Chaplain at the school and frankly I
would be worried and concerned if you were a teacher there.”

This was a double whammy and even though Brian had prepared
himself for it, it still came as a hard shock to have it announced
so bluntly.  “I understand,” he rasped.

Bishop Dermot drummed his fingers on the table.  “On the
other hand we see no reason why your foolishness should ruin a
perfectly good project where you will be ministering to those with
somewhat dubious views about sexual propriety.”

“Hold on, “said Brian.  “Just because they’re travellers
doesn’t mean that they’re sexually promiscuous, in fact…”

He tailed off as both Bishops held up a hand to stop him. 
“Can I continue?”  Said Bishop Dermot sarcastically.

Brian nodded wondering what was coming.  Bishop Dermot
removed his glasses and swung them too and fro.  “There is
also no chance that either of us would give you a licence to
minister in our diocese.  However, all is not lost.”

He shot Brian a look that was meant to be encouraging, but which
in reality frightened him even more.  Were they about to ask
him to give up his Holy Orders and cease to be a reverend he
wondered?  Bishop Norman took up the verbal baton. 
“We’ve been in touch with our colleague who is Bishop of our
twinned Diocese in North Africa.  His Diocese is a large place
and in some parts there are rather interesting family
relationships.  Travellers, of course, know no bounds and this
is a project that is partially funded by the EU.  Even
rudimentary geography would tell you that any person with nomadic
inclinations could stray from North Africa into the EU.”

Brian thought that this was pushing geographical boundaries just
a little, but kept quite.  He didn’t want to antagonise the
Bishops again.  Bishop Norman gave a learned sigh.  “He
has agreed to licence you as a missionary to work with
travellers.  Although, of course, we know that you’ll confine
your activities to the camp at Knot’s wood.”

Bishop Dermot drummed his fingers again and looked severe. 
“Of course although you can technically preside in any church, we
would not want you to preside in any churches in our diocese. 
Am I making myself clear?”

“No.”  Said Brian weakly.

Bishop Norman sighed.  “You’ll get a ministerial licence
from the Bishop of North Africa to work over here.  We will
give you special dispensation, call it a blind eye if you like, to
preside at the Eucharist at the camp at Knot’s wood, but nowhere
else.  Absolutely nowhere else. Understand now?”

Brian tried to get his Brian in gear.  “I can work with the
travellers and minister amongst them under the auspices of the
Diocese of North Africa, but I am not welcome in any of your
churches.”

“Bingo,” said Bishop Dermot.

Brian licked his lips, “How about the camps at Sledging Tye and
North Burgh?”

The Bishops looked at each other.  Bishop Norman
spoke.  “Very well, any established traveller’s
camp.”

Brian opened his mouth and Bishop Dermot broke in.  “Don’t
start to argue over what we mean by established.  If there’s a
caravan or a tepee there you can minister OK?”

Brian nodded, after all he was being let off the hook, or was
he?  “What about the funding of my stipend,” he said
hesitantly, “The EU funding only covers about half of it?”

Bishop Norman gave a knowing smile.  “Ever marked exam
papers?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Well that’s your penance, and after the trouble your causing us
it’s too lenient by half.  I’ve pulled a few strings with the
exam board that provides exams in English for students of RE in
various European schools.  They’re desperate for markers so I
didn’t have to work too hard.  It’s an all-year round activity
so it should provide you with a steady income, in fact slightly
more than you’d have got from a priest’s half-stipend.”

Bishop Dermot put on his severe look again.  “And we want
no scandal.  We’ve only come to this arrangement because you
are the right person for the job.  We don’t want you coming
out, so to speak, or writing articles about the wonders of
polygyny.  That goes for your wives too, is that clearly
understood?”

“Yes.”

Bishop Norman smiled.  “Are you willing to work under those
conditions?”

“Of course.”

With a flourish he signed something in the file.  “That’s
the leasing agreement on the concrete house.  Should be in
place by Wednesday.”

“So quick?”

“The owner is in a hurry to lease the property, so would I be if
it looks anything like the picture.”

Bishop Dermot passed over a sheet of paper.  “That’s Bishop
Georgios’ e-mail, phone number and address.  Contact him and
grovel.  Now leave before we change our minds.”

Brian thanked them and made a swift exit.  Had he stayed he
might have been surprised to see them slap hands in the nature of a
‘high-five.’  Sometimes, just sometimes, they could solve even
the most complex problem and still come out on top.  And this
traveller’s project was high on their agenda so they’d had to work
hard for a solution.  Both of them hoped that it would all be
worth the effort.

 


           
Brian arrived back to find Joan peering into the oven and Janis
laying the kitchen table.  Joan indicated the back door with
her thumb.  “They’re in the garden.”

Brian stood undecided by the door.  “Go and talk to them
first,” said Joan, “tell us the details later, but is it good or
bad news?”

“Good,” said Brian.

“Good,” echoed Joan, “now go and put them out of their
misery.”

He found them sitting on the grass round the other side of the
greenhouse.  Amy looked miserable and Bau didn’t look any
better.  Amy turned her hazel eyes on him.  Her contact
lenses glinted in the sunlight.  “Have we ruined it all for
you?  Oh I don’t want to ruin it for you.”

He squatted down and put and arm around each of them before
kissing Amy on the cheek and Bau on the forehead.  “No one’s
ruined anything, just a slight change of plan.  I’m still
going to work with the travellers, but I won’t become vicar her, on
the other hand we can still all live together in the concrete
house.”

Bau let a sigh of relief escape from her lips.  She’d just
spent well over an hour keeping Amy calm and was almost exhausted
with the effort, especially when she’d been fearful of the worst
herself.  Brian sat down; “It’s like this…”

 


           
“I still don’t quite understand,” said Bau.

Amy intoned, “Brian can minister to the travellers, but not
minister in our church.  We can all live together, but we
mustn’t brag about it.  Brian will get paid for his work with
the travellers, but will have to top up his salary by marking exam
papers.”

Bau nodded, “That makes all that clear, but what I don’t
understand is why they didn’t just throw you out.”

Brian moved from squatting to sitting.  “Guess it’s because
it takes time to build up trust with the travellers.  I’ve
been working with them for years.”

“Have you talked to Bishop Georgio?” Amy asked
enthusiastically.

“Yes, I had a brief chat with him on my mobile.  He made it
quite clear that I was only to work with travellers and their
families and not go swanning around his churches.  He also
told me not to expect a licensing service as my missionary licence
is coming by post.  He also made it quite clear that if he
ever saw my name in a paper with any sort of derogatory by-line
then it was bye-bye Brian.”

“Ouch.”  Remarked Bau.

Brian grinned.  “Basically he’s doing a favour for the
bishops here, the result of which is that I’ve been pushed to the
margins.  Actually I don’t care; most of the people I’ll be
working with have been pushed to the margins.  Still it does
mean that I’m not unemployed.”

Amy became downcast.  “I didn’t mean to…”

Brian put an arm round both of them.  “No remorse. 
Neither of you have done anything.  It’s me that’s fallen in
love with both of you.  Let’s get on and enjoy our life.”

They hugged for a moment, and then went inside.  Nobody
stated the obvious; they might want to get on with their lives, but
Bau was still a convicted murderer and out on licence; a condition
that could be terminated at any time.

 


           
Brian had to repeat all his experience for Joan, who asked some
different, but pertinent, questions, mainly concerning pensions and
spouse provision.  Brian had to stop and think.  “Hey,”
he said, “you’re right.  Amy will get a state pension because
of my NI contributions, but Bau won’t.”

He looked at Bau.  “Sorry, I should have thought of that,
I’ll take out a private plan for you to the same amount.”

She shrugged, “You needn’t do that.”

“Yes I must; equality is the order of the day.”

Janis listened to the interchange, pensions were far from her
mind, what she had noticed was the easy conversation.  Just
when had her mum and dad stopped having easy conversation? 
She couldn’t remember.

 


           
From then on it became a lazy day.  All the women went off for
a walk and Brian had to go into Ipswich to sign some papers
regarding the house and contact the school to give in the required
notice.  He spent the whole afternoon trying to get his
affairs in order.  By five o’clock he’d sent his last
e-mail.  He sighed as he sat back.  His aim had been to
relieve himself of some stress and the continual internal
vertiginous feeling about his life not being under control. 
Now he’d cleared the hurdle of the bishops some of the unease had
dissipated.  He was back on track, not the track he’d
originally planned, but back on a stable track.  At least as
stable as it could be at present.  After all he still had a
wedding and a new job to face, not to mention moving house and
getting to know Janis and…  He stopped himself from going down
the uneasy turbulent thought path and concentrated on what he
knew.  He had a job.  He had two lovely women.  He’d
regained his sister and he’d met his daughter.  That was
enough for now.  The rest would pan out, he was sure it would
pan out given time.

 


           
Joan waited until hot-chocolate time and after Janis’ departure for
bed to announce that she was leaving after breakfast the following
day and taking Janis with her.  The disappointment must have
shown on Brian’s face for she grinned.  “Don’t worry Brian,
just a couple days of shopping in London and Queenie will meet us
there.  We should be back by Friday and stay till Sunday and
fly back straight from here, that’s if it’s OK with you.”

There was mutual agreement round the table that it was. 
Joan looked at Brian, straight in the eye.  “It’s time Janis
got to know you, so plan something.  Just you and her if you
know what I mean.”

She looked at Amy, “No offence girls, but given half a chance he
wouldn’t do anything positive and expect it all to happen around
him.”

Bau clapped her hands, “We’ll make sure he gets something
suitable planned, not a trip to the zoo.”

 


           
Brian was last to bed.  He found a very sleepy Amy, she gave
him a worried smile, “Sorry Brian, took a sleeping tablet, been an
anxious day and I was feeling jittery.”

He hugged her close, “I think you were wonderful today, it must
have been an anxious time for you and you managed to stay
calm.”

“Bau was wonderful,” she sighed, “without her I think I may have
gone over the edge.  I still blame myself that you lost the
job here.”

He tenderly kissed her, “To be with you I’d move to
Alaska.  So no blaming yourself, I’m a grown man OK?”

“OK?”

She yawned and Brian kissed her nose, “You go to sleep.  If
you wake up and need me, I’ll be here.”

She said something and drifted off to sleep.  Brian lay
beside her and contemplated his life.  Had he really meant
what he said?  He decided that he did.  He began to
contemplate his future and the now familiar feeling of it all being
out of control once again began to overwhelm him.  Just how
did he get to know a daughter he’d never met for thirteen
years?  Should he offer to support her?  Just how was he
going to get on with Bishop Georgio, who seemed to what him to be
active but not visible?  Just how many exam papers would he
have to mark?  And what of Bau?  Would she have to go
back that dreadful prison and if so how would she cope?  The
thoughts span round in his head and eventually he checked Amy’s
breathing to ensure she was asleep and crept downstairs.  He
made himself a cup of tea and went into the downstairs
lounge.  The little row of guitars reminded him of Bau and her
predicament.  He sighed, “Do something Lord.  Right this
injustice.  I know I’m not your best servant and I know that
I’m probably taxing your patience at times, but please help
Bau.  What purpose would it serve for her to go back to
prison?”

He pondered and continued to pray, “And Amy Lord.  She’s
trying hard and I know that she and I will be good partners. 
Please help her Lord to find ways to manage the mental scars she
has, and find a pathway back to health.”

He gave a longer sigh.  “This is becoming a bit of a
shopping list Lord, but there’s also Joan and Janis.  I’m
powerless here, but help them to find a way through the maze of
life that’s entangling them and help me to get to know Janis.”

He pondered for a moment.  “Last. But not least there’s my
forthcoming ministry at Knot’s Wood.  You know how inadequate
I feel here.  Help me to minister in your name and give me the
wisdom to know where to start.”

He said a few more personal prayers and ended with the Lord’s
Prayer.  Eventually he sat back and felt much more relaxed and
at ease with himself.  Five minutes later Bau entered the room
like a silent bony ghost with, as was becoming usual, a condom in
hand.  She glided up to him and sat on his lap.  “Can’t
sleep?”

“Just a few worries.  I’ve prayed about them.”

He ran his hands down her back. “Thanks for keeping Amy calm
today, I have a feeling without you she might not have coped.”

“She’s getting stronger.  It helped me too, I was worried
that we’d really fouled up your life.”

He kissed her on the cheekbone.  “Nonsense.  I’ve made
my choice and I’m happy about it.  What other man has not one
but two gorgeous women in his life.”

“Four,” she murmured, “You’ve now got Joan and Janis as
well.  They’re back in your life now.  She seems a good
kid.  Sam seems to be a philandering swine.”

Brian held her close.  “He used to love her so much, I
wonder what went wrong?”

“Desire,” she said simply, “he gave in to desire.”

“Well I desire you,” he whispered.

They made long slow passionate love on the settee.

 


           
It was 3am when Brian eventually made it back to bed.  Amy was
still fast asleep and he joined her in less than two minutes. 
Two hours later he did one of those genetic caveman throwbacks by
awakenings from deep sleep to fully awake in under a couple of
seconds.  He lay awake listening to his heart pounding and
wondering what had startled him.  It took him at least a
minute to realise that there was no longer a warm body lying next
to him.  He focused his eyes on Amy’s naked silhouette. 
She was sitting on the window ledge with the sash window fully up
and her feet dangling outside the window.  In one movement he
threw off the bedclothes, leapt across the room and hesitated; he
didn’t want to startle her.  He moved to stand beside her; she
turned her head and glanced at him, smiling in the process. 
“Amy,” he said quietly, “what are you doing?”

“I was hot,” she said wistfully, “so I thought I’d sit here and
cool down.”

He moved behind her and put his arms around her.  “Why not
come inside, I wouldn’t want you to slip off the ledge and hurt
yourself.”

She hummed a little tune to herself for a few seconds, “It’s
OK,” she replied, “there’s grass under the window.”

Brian held on tight, “That’s two storeys down Amy.”

She suddenly appeared to look around her and realised that she
was not at home in Verity’s bungalow.  “Oh,” she gasped. 
Brian carefully helped her in and gave her a full hug.  He
murmured, “I was so worried that you’d fall,” while reminding
himself to limit the travel of the window later in the
morning.  She responded with a hug that would have cracked
coconuts.  After that one thing led to another and in one
seemingly effortless motion they moved from hugging vertically to
lying on the bed and making delightfully enjoyable love.  It
was the perfect end to a most unusual day.










Chapter 15
Judgement


Brian gave a final wave and closed the front door.  Amy
tenderly watched him.  “They’ll be back in a couple of
days.”

“I know Amy, but I wish they were staying her, there’s so much I
need to tell Janis.”

Amy stroked his chin, “You’ll have a lifetime for that.”

He sighed and nodded, she assessed the situation.  “Would
you like a little space?  Some peace and quiet for a
moment?”

“Do you mind?”

“Of course not.”

She kissed him on the cheek and wandered off towards the kitchen
where Bau was clearing up the breakfast dishes.  Brian went
into George’s study, sat in his armchair, thought of all the years
he had missed with Janis, and burst into tears.

 


           
An hour later he was still in the study, but now thinking of the
future, not the past.  His musing was disturbed by a short
sharp ring of the door bell.  The very short sharp burst of
the bell made him uneasy, people just don’t normally ring like
that.  The doorstep was full of a portly uniformed police
sergeant with a wrinkled face and a kindly expression.  He
gave Brian a professional smile, it sufficed to make Brian
extremely uneasy and relaxed at the same time.  “Good morning
sir,” he said politely in a well rounded Suffolk accent, “Is Miss
Chasle in?”

The use of Bau’s real name caused Brian’s heart to execute a
double flip.  “Yes.”

“Would you mind if I came in and had a word with her sir? 
Better than the doorstep.”

Brian swallowed, “You’re not about to take her away are
you?”

“Goodness gracious no sir.  I just need to talk with
her.  It shouldn’t take long.”

Brian ushered him into the lounge and went off to find
Bau.  She and Amy were in the utility room examining a pile of
washing.  He whispered urgently, “There’s a policeman here to
see you.”

She looked up with a start.  “He says he hasn’t come to
take you away.”  Brian reassured.

She straightened up and grabbed hold of Amy’s hand. 
Silently they all trooped into the lounge and say down with Amy
sandwiched between Bau and Brian.  The policeman smiled. 
“Sorry to disturb you madam, but I’ve been asked to deliver a
request to you.”

Bau was momentarily fazed, the police sergeant was being polite
to her.  “Which is?”  She replied huskily.

“Judge Ruth Kenton-Harris is currently undertaking some work at
Ipswich Crown Court and she has requested that she would like to
see you in her chambers at three o’clock this afternoon.”

Bau sat transfixed, was this how the last judgement was to
come?  Not as a paper missive, but in some dingy judge’s
chambers.  “Is that normal?”  Asked Brian.

The sergeant screwed up his wrinkled face.  “Been in the
force well over thirty years sir, can’t say I’ve ever carried such
a message before.”

Bau half frowned, “I know you sergeant, you came to my house the
day Lucy died, you made me a cup of tea.”

He nodded, “Sad day for you madam, we do our best in such
circumstances.”

Bau managed a smile, “You were a point of stability in an
otherwise crazy day.  Thank you for that.”

He nodded and stood up.  “Three o’clock, don’t keep her
waiting; judges hate to be kept waiting.”

He turned to go and noticed Amy staring at him with a peculiarly
lost expression.  He gave her a smile.  “Do I know
you?”  She asked.

He half shook his head, “Probably not.  I was called to
your grandmother’s bungalow the day you were taken ill.  Glad
to see you’re a lot better.”

Brian had a sudden notion.  “Were you around when Lillian
and Barbara Dale went missing?”

“Before my time sir.”

He hesitated, “You have an interest in the case sir?”

“Idle curiosity, that’s all.”

He escorted the police sergeant to the door and opened it for
him.  “Thank you,” he said, “for treating Miss Chasle with
respect.”

The sergeant gave him a long look.  “For what it’s worth
sir I can’t believe she killed her daughter.  Sometimes we get
cases we can’t forget, Miss Chasle’s face that morning is etched on
my mind.  A mother that had lost her only child, not remorse
or vain grief, but total anguish.  I hope it’s good news.”

He walked out, put on his flat cap and strode down the drive
every inch a proper old-fashioned policeman.

 

They paused at the oak door the court usher had indicated. 
Brian took Bau’s hand and wondered about Amy.  At her
insistence they’d left her with Verity; she just couldn’t face
entering a courthouse.  Inside the room the judge, a woman of
ebony skin and deep brown eyes set in an intelligent face, sat
behind a large desk like some spectre of doom.  She motioned
for them to sit down.  Brian was sure he could hear his own
heart beating at a thousand beats a minute, this was crunch
time.  Bau looked like she wanted to sink into the chair and
disappear for ever; this was sooner than she expected, but would it
be what she hoped for?

The judge looked at Brian. “Are you Miss Chasle’s
solicitor?”

He was once again startled at the use of Bau’s original
name.  “No, I’m a friend, the Reverend Brian Noames.”

She nodded and looked at Bau, “As you are aware I have been
studying your case and I have come to some conclusions, but I
wanted to talk them over with you.  It goes without saying
that this is unusual, but I have a choice of two decisions and I
need your help to choose between them.”  The accent was part
Scot and part Northumbrian.

She paused and gazed at her notebook.  “First let me say
that I see no reason, on the evidence supplied at the case and at
the first appeal, to overturn your conviction.”

Bau went white and Brian instantly felt that he was on the edge
of a bottomless precipice and about to fall in.  In that
instant he appreciated why Amy had had a nervous breakdown. 
“However,” said the judge, gaining back their full attention. 
“However, I am concerned about the summing up by the judge in your
first trial and the poor directions he gave to the jury concerning
the difference between murder and manslaughter.  I also feel
he made a dreadful omission in not reminding the jury that your
daughter’s life expectancy was two months at the most when she
died.  For those reason alone I could, if I were so minded,
order a retrial.”  She sighed, “But frankly Miss Chasle in my
honest opinion that would be a risky business for you, especially
if the prosecution actually read the toxicology report on your
daughter.  If you go for a retrial there is always the
possibility that you could easily end up with your original
sentence from your original trial.  However one can never
predict the outcome of a jury trial, as you well know.  If I
were to order a retrial, and this is only one option and my least
preferred option, I really do not have enough grounds to leave you
out on licence.  You would have to prepare your case in prison
and in my estimation the retrial could take eighteen months to two
years to begin.  These things are never undertaken
swiftly.”

It was impossible, but Bau turned even whiter.  “On the
other hand,” said the judge as if throwing a lifeline, “Some of my
colleagues seem to use the sentencing system as a sledgehammer when
all they are doing is smashing people’s lives, not providing
justice.”

She gave Bau and intent look, “Are you with me so far?”

“Yes your honour,” said Bau weakly.

She tapped the papers, “Bearing in mind the judge’s poor
direction to the jury it would also be within my remit to change
the conviction to manslaughter and give a sentence of ten years
with recommendations for early release after five years and the
possibility of parole after four years.  Bearing in mind the
original conviction I cannot give you a lighter sentence.  Am
I making myself clear?”

“At least another year in prison,” croaked Bau.

The judge nodded and picked up a buff coloured file.  “This
document has played a large part in my deliberations, but it would
not be admissible in a re-trial.  It is the prison
psychiatrist’s report on you.  He describes you as having a
strong tendency to self-harm driven by the guilt of neglecting your
child, not the guilt of killing your child.  Ergo he believes
that you did not kill your child in the sense of deliberate murder,
rather you killed her in the sense of sheer carelessness.” 
She tapped the folder again, “He also says that, in his opinion,
long term incarceration of any sort can do you nothing but
permanent psychological harm.  He adds that if you had no hope
of early release he is convinced that you would attempt suicide or
serious self-harm” She smacked her lips in disapproval, “Actually,
in his final paragraph, he recommends that you be detained in a
psychiatric unit for your own welfare and not in a prison.” 
The judge looked over her glasses, “And he classed your hunger
strike as a suicide attempt, not a cry for attention.”

She laid the file aside, “Bearing this in mind I am inclined to
recommend that, if you are willing to accept the verdict of
manslaughter, you should be sent to an open prison.  However,
I will only do so if you agree to see a counsellor while you are
there, and seriously see a counsellor for your own good, not just
to jump through a hoop to please me.”  She pointed to the
file, “I believe you told the prison psychiatrist to go to
hell.”

“He said that all my problems stemmed from me being a sexual
deviant.”  Bau hoarsely replied.

The judge made a sour face.  “And,” she added, “you must
see an ear, nose and throat expert, I understand that you refused
to see one at your last prison.”

“I saw her once, she said that the eardrum damage was
non-reparable and I might as well get used to it.”

The judge tapped the buff report, “Give yourself a chance Miss
Chasle.”

Brian was confused.  “Excuse me your honour, but I don’t
understand, why call us here, why not just alter the sentence?”

The judge looked at Bau, “Because I can’t alter the conviction
to manslaughter if Bau continues on her course of seeking a further
appeal to her original conviction.  She is seeking to clear
her name, which I quite understand.  This course of action
would not clear her name.  She would always be on the books as
a convicted criminal and have to declare it on all official
documents.  In her case the seven year rule would not apply as
a child was involved.”

She looked at Bau, “I believe your lawyers have lodged their
intention to appeal on some legal niceties?”

Bau nodded.  The judge looked sternly over her glasses, “I
must also inform you that if you do accept manslaughter judgement
you cannot appeal nor have any hope of claiming any compensation or
the reimbursement of your considerable legal cost.”

She paused to let what she had said sink in, before adding
gently, “At least once you’ve done your time you will be free and
not out on licence, as with your murder conviction.  So you
won’t be liable to be sent back if you sneeze in front of the wrong
policeman.”

Bau laughed, slightly hysterically, but she laughed.  The
judge stood up, “I’ll leave you to make a decision.”

Bau shook her head, “No need your honour; I’ll take the open
prison.”

The judge pursed her lips.  “Let me make it clear, it may
be an open prison, but I am sending you there on health grounds, at
least that is one reason.  Thus while other inmates there will
enjoy the open regime, including weekends on home leave and work
placements, this will not apply to you as you will be subject to
the stricter rules that apply to those convicted of the
manslaughter of infants.”

She gave a wry smile.  “Although you may find the relaxed
visiting times a little easier.”

She drummed her fingers on the table, “It will also be a
privilege and not a right, if you try and abuse the system you will
be sent straight back to a maximum security prison.  It also
goes without saying that if you try anything stupid, like suicide
or abusing yourself, the governor will be armed with this
psychiatrist’s report and may decide that a secure psychiatric
hospital might be a better place for you.”

“I get the message,” said Bau, “loud and clear and I’ll still
cut my losses and take manslaughter”

The judge gave her another severe look and said sternly, “It is
not a matter of cutting your losses young lady; you will in effect
be pleading guilty to manslaughter of your daughter.”

Bau replied weakly, “I understand your honour.  I was
negligent I admit to that, but I never deliberately set out to harm
Lucy.  However, let me accept the stigma of a manslaughter
conviction as punishment for being a bad mother.”

The judge’s face softened, “Actually Miss Chasle, I don’t think
that you were a bad mother.  By all accounts you drove
yourself to a standstill looking after you daughter. 
Sometimes the law is an ass, unfortunately I can’t shoot it on your
account even if that would be a tempting option.”

Brian looked at the judge, “How long?”  He asked.

“My judgement will be released in two days time and at that
point Bau will be taken to the open prison in East Suffolk.”

Brian licked his lips, “I know I’m pushing my luck and that you
have been extremely kind, but could you make that two weeks and a
day?”

Bau looked at him in amazement, so did the judge.  She gave
him a look that would have withered an oak tree.  “I’ve pushed
the law to the limit already on this case, so why should I allow a
convicted felon out at large?  What possible excuse could I
give if the media got hold of it?”

Brian swallowed, “Well I would like to marry her best friend Amy
before she goes back in and I need two more clear Sundays to get
the banns read.”

The judge laughed and smiled, “Not good enough I’m afraid Mr
Noames, prison must have some deterrent effect and missing your
wedding would add to that.”

Brian persisted, “We also want to move into our new house and
prepare Bau’s bedroom.  She will be living with us.  It
would give her something to keep her going while in prison, knowing
that her best friend was happy and she had a place to come back
to.”

The judge shook her head and Brian’s heart sank.  She
smiled and reached for the intercom, “No.  Sorry no can
do.”  She paused and grinned, “However, I can give you the
civil equivalent of a special licence so that you two can get
married at any time during the next five days.”

Brian blinked, “I thought they were only given on health
grounds.”

He got another severe look.  “This is health grounds Mr
Noames; Miss Chasle’s mental health.  As you rightly say it
will help her while inside to have something other than her
incarceration to focus on.”

“Did you say five days,” Bau enquired earnestly.

“I did, now leave my sight, both of you, before I change my
mind.”

Bau stood up, “Thank you, thank you very much.”

The judge nodded, “Justice must be seen to be done; sometimes it
needs a kid glove not a pole-axe.  Now you be sensible in that
open prison my girl, keep your nose clean and come out at the
earliest opportunity.  Sounds like you will have a pair of
good friends waiting for you.”

Brian also thanked the judge and led Bau towards the door before
he turned to the judge. “You said two reasons for the open
prison.”

She smiled broadly, “The governor is a personal friend of mine,
she says that the prison band is in need of a good guitarist.”

Bau almost skipped out of the judge’s chambers.

 


           
It was not what they had planned.  The judge’s special licence
was not valid in a church, only a registry office, so a church
wedding was off the agenda.  The judge had given them a five
day licence and they waited until the very last day so that Joan
and Janis could attend the short wedding ceremony.  Also, if
truth were known, both Amy and Brian were almost dead on their feet
as they had spent the previous three days moving into the new house
and making sure that Bau’s room was decorated to her tastes and
ready for her return.  Despite all that it was a special
moment when they went through the wedding vows and a sort of
off-world experience, for Brian at least, when Amy turned up in a
shocking pink wedding dress and blue suede shoes.  The
reception, such as it was, consisted of a meal at the local
hotel.  All too soon it was over and Brian, with his épouse
and femme, returned to their new concrete house to await the
arrival of the police escort back to prison.  Amy swiftly
changed and then went to make a cup of tea, it was all somehow
surreal.  Bau glanced out of the window and Brian squeezed her
hand.  “We’ll visit; every weekend we’ll visit.”

She licked her cherry-red lips, “I’ll count the days.”

“So will we.  The prison is only eight miles away, so we’re
not far from you.  Remember that, we’re not far away.”

She gazed at the garden and then turned her moist eyes onto
Brian.  “Did I make the wrong decision Brian?  Should I
have held out for a retrial and a pardon?”

He squeezed her hands again.  “This time next year you’ll
be with us again, for ever.  Not on a licence, not on some
dreadful piece of legal string, but free.  I don’t like the
idea of you going back to prison, but at least it’s an open prison
and not that dreadful place you were in before.”

She nodded in an abstract way.  “I think the judge was
nice.”

She swallowed and her neck muscles contracted.  “I’ll do
what she says, see the counsellor and get my ears examined
properly.”

He gently kissed her on the lips, “You do that.  We’ll want
a full weekly run down.”

They kissed again as Amy drifted into the room as if flying on
angel’s wings.  She placed a little tray containing tea and
little fairy cakes on the coffee table.  She frowned, “Why
don’t we have it in the garden?”

They trooped outside and sat on the lawn.  Amy poured the
tea and for all the world it looked like a normal family scene,
except it wasn’t.  They were waiting for the axe to
fall.  Bau took hold of Amy’s hand.  “Now don’t worry
about me.  You’ve got Brian to look after for both of us.”

She smiled and rubbed the back of Bau’s hand.  “I’ll be
OK,” she said earnestly.  Brian will look after me and I know
you’re coming back and that we can see you at weekends.”

“No wobblies.  First hint of a wobbly and you go and cuddle
Brian.  OK?”

“No wobblies, I promise.”

“And,” said Bau, “I want you down to below one hundred and fifty
pounds when I come out and I promise to be at least a hundred
pounds.  OK?”

“OK, but try for a hundred and ten, you’d look much better at a
hundred and ten.”

They started to haggle and Brian realised that they were trying
to fill the time with small talk as neither wanted to face the
reality.  He decided to join in.  “What about me?”

“Hundred and seventy,” Bau replied instantly.

“Oh give the man a chance, a hundred and eighty.”  Amy
responded immediately.

Brian went to add a retort, but spotted a police car bumping its
way up the farm track.  The time had come.  They all
stood up and hugged one another before, all too swiftly, Bau
climbed into the car.  It was driven away with Bau still
waving through the back window till she disappeared from
sight.  Both Brian and Amy waved for about thirty seconds
longer, just to be sure, and then mutually burst into tears and
fell into each other’s arms.  It had proven to be the happiest
day of their lives, the worst day of their lives and a day from
which to start counting.  Counting the days until Bau was let
free and counting the days of their marriage.  Brian held Amy
close and derived comfort from her presence.  He knew that
whatever lay ahead they’d be alright.  He was sure that they’d
all be alright.  He had confidence in that, they’d all be
alright for love would see them through.










Chapter 16
Three Years On


Joan looked out of the window of her studio flat and watched
Janis sunbathing and reading in the garden below.  She paused
to give the window another spray and then started polishing
again.  Her life was almost back on an even keel.  Sam
had not opted for an amicable settlement.  Divorce had been
messy, acrimonious and hotly contested down to the last Canadian
cent.  Fortunately the presiding judge had agreed with her
that she had helped her husband build up his dental practice and
therefore was entitled to a percentage of it.  Fortunately
Janis had been, by mutual agreement, left out of it all.  In
fact, miraculously, Sam still sent her a monthly cheque for
her.  Sam had no real obligation there; however he loved his
daughter and was willing to pay alimony for her even if he had
still not fully paid up his divorce settlement.  Joan moved on
to the next window.  She’d spent one year in Canada and then
come back to England so that Janis could study for her ‘O’ Levels
at one school.  They’d called in on Brian, Amy and Bau for a
week’s stay and not left.  She now had the studio on the roof
as a lounge/Diner and had paid for a small galley kitchen to be
fitted on the end, though at weekends they ate with Amy and Brian
downstairs.  In fact Janis often roamed between both kitchens
snacking as teenagers do without causing any embarrassment. 
They slept in the two small bedrooms on the floor below and it was
all working out well.  She’d got a job as a doctor’s
receptionist and had even been asked out to dinner a few times by a
locum.  She was wondering whether or not to let it turn into a
full blooded relationship, but not getting over-anxious about the
idea.  Somehow living here had had a stabilising effect on
what had otherwise been a turbulent time in her life.  Amy had
been wonderful by being welcoming and yet not overpowering. 
Brian had been overjoyed at the idea of Janis living under the same
roof.  Bau came and went and just seem to accept them as part
of the furniture.  She moved to another window and observed
Brian enter the garden via the churchyard footpath and stop to
banter with Janis.  Currently Janis was trying to elicit his
support for having her navel pierced and he was pointing out all
the nasty diseases she could catch from a bad piercing.  It
was all academic really as Joan had already ruled that she had to
be in the sixth form, however they seem to enjoy the repartee so
she let them get on with it.  She heard the kettle turn off
and settled down to a cup of coffee; life had been awful and now
life was good, long may it last she thought, long may it last.

 


           
Amy chopped a carrot and then peered at the calendar that was
pinned to the wall.  It was full of hieroglyphics and she
really should use a bigger one.  However, this one fitted
exactly between the wall cupboards and therefore was perfect in
other ways.  The writing was in four colours; green for her,
red for Brian, blue for Bau and black for general.  This was
one of what she called her strategies; her ways of coping and
living with her mental disposition.  If she knew what was
going on she wasn’t surprised, if she wasn’t surprised she didn’t
panic, if she didn’t panic she could function better.  The red
writing informed her that Brian should be in for lunch and was due
out at 2pm for some tedious council meeting on traveller’s
facilities.  The blue informed her that Bau was still in
Birmingham, but due home at the weekend.  The black informed
her that a man was coming to service the boiler and the green
informed her that she needed to renew her prescription for her
contraceptive pills.  She glanced above the calendar to a
little mirror that was pinned above it.  This was another of
her strategies, she hated being approached from behind and once
Brian had unwittingly crept up on her and almost caused her to
scream.  It had certainly given her a such a jolt that the
mirror had appeared as if by magic; Brian was proving to be a very
thoughtful husband in many ways.  In the mirror she saw the
door open and Brian come into the kitchen, followed by Rocqet,
their faithful Old English Sheepdog/Hungarian Water Dog
mongrel.  Rocqet was another of her strategies and the product
of a brief liaison between two dogs at Crufts of which neither the
owners nor the Kennel Club approved of.  However he was
perfect for them.  For a start he went with Brian on daytime
visits giving her reassurance and he sat at home with her if Brian
was out in the evenings, giving her a feeling of safety. 
Secondly he provided a dustbin for all those little scraps of food
that Amy was tempted to eat; thus bacon fat, stale cakes, left-over
food, frying pan scrapings and odd bits of cheese all disappeared
down his throat and not hers.  The result of this was that the
dog was content and she was a sylph like a hundred and forty-eight
pounds, though it was a shame the weight had come off of her waist
and thighs and not her bum or breasts.  Finally she loved to
groom the dog and he loved being groomed.  The brushing,
combing and general maintenance of his thick fur gave her endless
therapeutic hours of relaxation.  One week, when she had been
particularly overwrought, she’d groomed him twice a day for a
week.  She turned round and gave a bright smile, “Tea?”

Brian came over and kissed her on the cheek, “Yes please love,
I’m gasping.”

She flicked the kettle on, “Five minutes.”

He kissed her again and murmured, “Your grans coming over this
afternoon, you might like to slip a dress on.”

She giggled, “I’ll do it in a mo.”

He nodded and wandered off to his study to dump his papers and
do whatever he did between visits.  She glanced up at the
picture of Bau that was fastened to the wall cupboard door and
smiled again; she’d be home by the weekend and would be around for
at least a month.  I would be good for them all to be together
again like a real family.  She automatically put some tea in
the teapot and thought of Bau.  She now carefully tried not to
know if Bau and Brian slept together, though goodness knows she
gave them enough chances to do so even to the extent of insisting
that Bau had a double bed in her room.  However, by not really
‘knowing’ she didn’t have to lie and that made life easier. 
She knew it was a mental trick and that as his femme Bau was
entitled to sleep with Brian, but the trick helped her stay on an
even keel.  Her eyes strayed to the picture of her and Brian
at their wedding and she sighed with happiness.  He was a good
husband and she knew that he really loved her deeply.  She
turned and gazed at the calendar before picking up a green pen and
striking out the need for contraception tablets, maybe the time had
come for the family to grow.

 


           
Bau sat at the hotel dressing table and carefully painted her tiny
heart-shaped lips cherry red before giving her nose-ring a little
polish.  She surveyed herself in the mirror prior to putting
her clothes on.  The gap in her front teeth had been replaced
by some ever-so-expensive bridgework and the loose teeth had been
stabilised by similar bridgework so she no longer suffered from
perpetual toothache or bleeding gums.  Brian had insisted on
all this dentistry immediately after she’d left prison, and,
somehow, he’d also paid for it.  She inspected her arms; she’d
had all the little blue blob like tattoos over-tattooed with black
oak leaves and Nanette’s anchors over-tattooed by a flutter of
oak-leaves.  This made her look like an advert for autumn, but
it also helped her to know that prison was now just part of her
past.  There was only one exception; she’d had the blue-blob
on her breast changed to a heart around which were the words
Brian-Amy-Lucy as a reminder of her family.  She’d also had
some minor cosmetic surgery to smooth out her eyelids and mellow
the skin on her cheeks.  This had all been possible because
she was, once again, earning money.  After she’d left the open
prison she’d spent three idyllic months with Brian and Amy before
getting a job as a session bass player to a so-called crossover
violinist, that is one who’d left classical music for
jazz/blues.  Once the album was recorded it became an
overnight sensation and Marie-Anna, the violinist, had gone on tour
with Bau and two other crossover musicians, one a cellist and the
other a tenor.  Bau had ended up playing for them all. 
Bass for Marie-Anna, lead guitar for the tenor and twelve string
acoustic for the cellist.  They had toured to packed houses
for six months, cut a joint album and then toured again for six
months before taking three months off.  After that Bau had
been in constant demand for recording sessions and touring. 
The Crossover Trio, as they called themselves, still toured for six
months of the year and Bau had no trouble filling in the other
months with other musicians.  Currently the Crossover Trio
were touring the USA, a place where Bau could not go due to her
criminal status.  She was still in touch with them and happily
listening to their moans about Bau’s over-confident and over-eager
replacement.  Currently she was on-tour with an Irish Ballad
singer and his two backing acts.  The music was undemanding,
the money was good and the company was convivial, even so she was
looking forward to the end of the week and going home.  She
smiled as she recalled the last time she had been home and slept
with both Brian and Amy.  Her eyes flicked to the wedding
photograph of them that travelled with her wherever she went. 
They were not only her lovers they were her family and her
stability.  They had been a tremendous support for her while
she’d been in open prison struggling with coming to terms with her
anorexia and her hearing loss.  They had religiously visited
her for two hours every Saturday and Sunday while she had been
inside.  An amount of visiting that would have been totally
unavailable had she gone back to her original prison.
  She glanced back at her figure in the mirror, she was
now up to a grand hundred and ten pounds and easily maintaining the
weight.  She had to admit that she both felt batter and looked
better.  She picked up a pair of tiny ear-plug hearing aids
and carefully put them in her ears and followed this by placing
what looked like a ruby heart-shaped pendant around her neck. 
In fact this pendant contained a microphone and selective
amplifier, and it transmitted the resulting signal to her ear-plugs
by something called blue-tooth technology.  She had the same
technology fitted to her mobile phone and her feedback loop from
the sound system when she was playing.  It was a top of the
range hearing assistance system and Brian and Amy had bought it for
her as a prison leaving present.  Amy actually had an
identical pendant, minus the electronics, that was an open-out
locket in which she kept pictures of both her and Brian.  She
said that this kept them close to her heart.  Bau carefully
turned on all three pieces of the hearing assistance system and
listened to the sounds of the hotel.  She didn’t like the
hotel life much; it was the playing she liked.  So she’d be
glad to go home and have a rest in a relaxing environment, an
environment she diligently contributed to.  Whenever she got
paid she’d put 40% in a special bank account for the tax-man, 40%
in the three-way joint account, give 10% to one of her selected
charities and spend 10% on herself.  It was this 10% that had
allowed her to sort out her tattoos and indulge herself in a little
cosmetic surgery.  Even with those expenses she still had more
than she really needed as whatever band she was with always paid
for board and lodging.  She smiled at herself in the mirror
and wondered whether she should just get the edges of her lips
touched up.  Was she happy?  She was more than happy; she
was utterly content as she had the best of all worlds.  She
could indulge herself in music while not having to worry about
houses and holidays.  She had both Brian and Amy to love her
as much as she loved them, and she had a place to call home. 
No, she decided, it was not called home, it was home.  She was
distracted from her thoughts by a slight movement behind her and
swung round to see Roisin emerge from under the duvet of the second
single bed.  Not only was Bau the bass and banjo player in
this band, she was also chaperon to the sound manager’s daughter,
who was one of the backing singers.  Roisin rubbed her tiny
hands over her pale face before flicking her bright red hair back
over her shoulders.  Bau noted her disposition. 
“Rehearsal of the new routine starts in just under the hour,” she
said gently.

Roisin groaned.  Bau decided on a little chiding, not that
it would achieve anything; she’d been young once.  “Perhaps a
little less alcohol and an earlier bedtime might improve
matters.”

Roisin groaned again, “How can you go to a party,” she whined,
“And not drink?”

“Because I am a professional musician and I can’t play properly
with a hangover any more than you can sing properly with one. 
Now if you don’t want your father to notice you’d better have a
long cool shower and drink at least half a pint of milk with a
teaspoonful of honey in it.  The milk and honey are waiting
for you in the bathroom.”

Roisin managed a smile, “Thanks Bau.”

She staggered off towards the bathroom and Bau thought about her
own name.  She was no longer Bau Didly or Margaret Chasle,
she’d changed her name by deed-pole to Bau Noakes.  Brian had
suggested it and Amy had encouraged her to do it.  She
carefully put away a letter from her sister, who was now almost
fully back in-touch.  Her sister had had a daughter and, on
remembering her miserable childhood, had immediately become a
member of an open brethren church.  So now there were monthly
letters and so much to catch up on.  She got up and slipped on
a pair of jeans and a white tee-shirt, these were good enough for a
practice session.  She fingered the tee-shirt; she’d bought it
on a shopping expedition with Amy, dear delightful Amy, who now
seemed to be the happiest wife in the world.  She looked at
the wedding picture and whispered, “I’ll soon be home,” before
leaving the room and quietly slipping into another world, one of
notes and riffs and musical camaraderie.  One from which she
could now emerge and be safe and secure and, above all, loved.

 


           
Brian placed the last of the papers in the correct file and sat
down.  His eyes strayed to the four photographs on his
wall.  Janis his daughter, who he was still getting to
know.  Joan, his sister who was gradually getting her life
back together.  Amy his épouse and Bau his femme.  If
ever he’d doubted that Amy was the right one of the pair to legally
marry he’d long forgotten such doubts.  As man and wife they
were supremely happy.  He still had a thrill when he came home
and found her in the kitchen and still enjoyed their active and
passionate lovemaking.  But it was more than that, it was like
copper and zinc becoming brass.  They’d melded together to
produce something that was infinitely better.  Amy was
managing her mental infirmity well and they had carefully worked on
her strategies for maintaining her health.  The only one that
had so far managed to defeat them was her tendency to forget to
wear clothes other than bra and knickers.  She left little
notes all over her dressing table mirror and had even written a
reminder on the bathroom mirror, but at least once a week he had to
remind her, but then so did Janis and so did Joan.  Perhaps it
was something they had to live with, and if that was the only real
legacy from her massive breakdown then that wasn’t too great a
thing anyway.  She also still had the occasional instance of
distorted logic.  He grinned as her remembered the look on
Bishop Georgio’s face when she’d put balsamic vinegar in his tomato
juice instead of Worcester sauce or Janis eyes when Amy had
produced a rhubarb and lamb bake.  He looked at Bau’s picture
and anticipated her return home.  She’d been marvellous in the
open prison.  They’d all found it hard to be separated in such
a forced way, but she had maintained a positive outlook and worked
hard on her anorexia.  Now she was enjoying herself playing
music and relaxed when she came home.  In that respect she’d
been right when she’d told him to marry Amy.  She’d also
contributed greatly to the household budget, both enabling Brian to
stop marking exam papers and Amy to have private medical treatment
when they had discovered her sinuses were full of polyps.  It
had been nothing too serious, but it had worried Brian nearly
stupid, while Amy had seemingly taken it in her stride.  
The household budget had also been large enough for Bau to buy a
new banjo and a ukulele plus a refitting of the barn to be warmer
in winter.  Brian heard Amy running upstairs, presumably for a
dress, and smiled again.  Was he happy?  Undoubtedly
so.  Did he regret having two wives?  No.  It was
unusual and not to be recommended.  Undoubtedly it would not
have worked had not Amy and Bau loved each other so much, but he
didn’t regret it.  Perhaps his life would have been different
as a vicar, but he was content to work amongst the
travellers.  He stroked his chin.  His life was on an
even keel, the feeling of his life being out-of-control had ceased
years ago, somewhere around the time Bau had come out of
prison.  He stooped down and picked up a plastic bag that had
slipped out if his waste basket.  He fingered it and studied
the motif.  It was from that supermarket, the one where five
years ago he had spotted a face in the restaurant, a face that had
changed his life forever.
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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.



	


The
Soulmate Agency (2010)
The Soulmate Agency is a dating agency with a difference.
Instead of pairing people up they invite groups of people away for
a week and run them through a series of exercises to help them get
to know one another. However, that is not to say the owner doesn't
have a hidden plan of possible matings. But one assorted group, as
soon as it arrives, starts to defy the odds...



	


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?



	


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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