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      All this effing white! Jeez, Martin might just as well have popped his clogs already. Cue the sodding harp music.

      Brenda hates hospitals with a passion and adding to this misery, her arse hurts, thanks to a chair designed to ensure any visit is brief. It hasn’t been upholstered: the bloody thing’s been panel-beaten.

      Holding the clammy hand of her elderly lover, Martin McGowan, she can’t help but feel responsible for his current condition. It had been her idea to try that particular position and it was only due to her rough and ready mouth-to-mouth that he hadn’t snuffed it on the spot. Although, he’d assured her while they were waiting for the ambulance that he wouldn’t have minded kicking the bucket in such a spectacular fashion.

      The one thing she’s thankful for is that it didn’t happen while they were in London, with Martin’s heart having the decency to remain ticking until after their return from the UK.

      A vision in white pops her head inside the door of Martin’s private room. “She’s on her way.”

      “Bloody hell, I’d better go.” Brenda disengages her hand and is unable to stop herself from wiping it on her jeans. A quick kiss to Martin’s forehead confirms this is also covered in a fine sheen of cold sweat, though how anyone could feel chilly in Melbourne in the middle of a stinking hot February is beyond her. If anything, it feels even hotter inside the air-conditioned hospital than it had outside where there had at least been a lacklustre breeze.

      Thoughts of longer goodbyes are forestalled when they both hear Mrs McGowan’s strident tones at the other end of the ward, already ordering people about.

      “You’d better go, or we might have another heart attack on our hands,” says Martin, grimacing.

      Brenda isn’t sure if he’s referring to his harridan of a missus or if he’s experiencing more chest pains. Either way, she punches the call button before hightailing it out of the room, managing to disappear into the patient lounge just along from his room without being spotted.

      Waiting in hope Mrs McGowan’s visit will be of the brief variety, Brenda stares out the large window that allows unforgiving light to flood the room. If it hadn’t been an emergency, Brenda doubts Martin would be in a public hospital but the ambulance had come here and so here he stays. His bitch of a wife hasn’t stopped living up to her reputation since the first hospital corner had been tucked in using a T-square and protractor.

      She’s flipped through all the women’s magazines and is down to reading pamphlets on prostate health before she decides to bail. Bloody woman’s arse cheeks must be iron.

      After a steadying breath, she readies to make good on her escape, releasing her long, dark hair from the ponytail high up on the back of her head and draping it artfully around her face. Pulling her jacket on to cover her skimpy red boob tube, with head down, she hurries past Martin’s glass-windowed room as fast as her platform shoes and ankle-trapping flares will allow. It’s not that she’s worried about having a showdown with Mrs McGowan but she’d prefer to avoid anything that might upset Martin.

      She’d take that cow on in a heartbeat.

      Taking a quick sneaky peek into Martin’s room as she speeds past, she’s pleased to see a nurse taking his pulse. If nothing else, this will gag the pile of Crimplene and pearls that’s spread like cottage cheese over the visitor’s chair.

      Brenda’s surprised at how upset she is over Martin’s ill-health. Sure, he’d started out as a meal ticket, but she’s come to care for the old codger. Even the sex hadn’t been too bad, although she’ll be cautious about that in the future. It wasn’t as if either of them wanted to risk necrophilia.

      Near the double doors fronting the ward, she hears Mrs McGowan’s cut-glass tones. “For goodness sake, if you haven’t managed to find a pulse by now, he doesn’t have one.”

      Freezing, Brenda listens hard. Unable to hear the nurse’s response, she retraces her footsteps to one side of the door to Martin’s room. On hearing him trying to placate his wife, she slumps back against the wall.

      “How much longer must I suffer visiting my husband in this, this …?”

      Brenda can clearly envisage the expression that must be pasted on the woman’s face. It’s the ‘poo under the nose’ look she uses at the least provocation and Brenda’s borne the brunt of it in the past. So what if she was caught swimming in the McGowan’s pool in her undies? Martin hadn’t given a hoot.

      The distinctive rattle of the clipboard being unhooked from the end of Martin’s bed follows, then the sound of charts being flipped.

      “It looks as though it’ll be another week,” says the nurse, her voice firm. She adds “Maybe even longer,” and Brenda hears a touch of glee.

      “For goodness sake, this simply won’t do! I’m going to arrange a transfer right now.”

      The visitor’s chair screeches in relief and Brenda knows she’ll never make it out of the ward in time. Luckily there’s a door right behind her and, without hesitation, she opens it, walks in and closes it quietly before sliding to the side so she’s not visible through the tall skinny viewing pane. Her hopes the room is vacant are dashed when a creaky and rather hopeful voice says, “Are you here to give me my enema?”
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        * * *

      

      Parking in the side road up from the flat, Brenda turns off the engine and yanks on the handbrake. The realisation that with Martin in hospital and unable to remind his accountant to pay the rent–that she might have to fork out herself–anchors her in the seat.

      Maybe she can resurrect the previous arrangement with Stefano? Tapping her teeth with her viciously long red nails, she mulls over her choices. Under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t give a rat’s about shagging Stefano, but something about it doesn’t feel right.

      “Damn!” Brenda thumps the steering wheel hard. “Don’t tell me I need to get a job?”

      On this depressing thought, she gets out of the car and locks it before clomping down the road to the empty flat. Used to having lots of people around when she’d spent a couple of months in London over Christmas, she’s finding its echoing qualities a tad bloody boring. It’s even worse with Martin temporarily out of the picture.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Come rent day, Brenda’s still undecided. Martin’s accountant hadn’t paid the rent as usual to the landlord and she hadn’t liked to bring it up at the hospital. The upshot is, Stefano’s on his way to collect, one way or another, so she’s flogged a bracelet rather than pick up some bar work. But she’s still loath to hand over cash without it being life or death.

      As an insurance policy of sorts, she’s put fresh sheets on the bed and dressed with care. Cut-off jeans, singlet top, no bra. No knickers either and, boy, had that done damage to her pubes. Pulling the flap to one side, she can still see some poking through the zipper, letting her know stripping will be as depilatory as dressing had been.

      Stefano’s trademark rat-tat-tat at the front door makes up her mind. The money is in her back pocket. She can do this. It only takes this short walk to the front door to change her mind. She’s wrong, she can’t do this and looking at Stefano, she’s not sure she wants to take the cash route when other ‘roots’ could be so much more fun.

      It’s the first time she’s seen her landlord in months. With Martin’s accountant taking care of the rent, there’d been no need for his fortnightly visits. She’d forgotten how bloody good looking he is, even if he is crowding fifty. The Italian blood and accent are a big part of his attractiveness but his innate sense of style doesn’t hurt either, although he’s dressed far more casually than she’s ever seen, with faded jeans fitting his toned frame snuggly. His dark green t-shirt is also fitted, leaving Brenda in no doubt about how she’ll settle the rent.

      Leaning casually against the door jam, he crosses his legs at the ankles, an eyebrow raised. Brenda switches into rent mode, sauntering the last few steps until she’s standing hard against him, her breasts squishing out the top of her tank in down payment. It’s one he accepts with alacrity, scooping her up and marching unerringly towards the bedroom where he tosses her into the middle of the bed.

      “Long and slow, or fast and dirty,” says Stefano, giving her the option.

      Brenda pretends to consider this dilemma, even though there’s no need. Thoughts of being able to go for it without risk of killing her partner, or simply popping his hip, make her grin excitedly before ripping off her top and flinging it at him. She rips down her zipper, in a ‘removing a plaster’ kind of way, but can’t help a small yelp escaping. It doesn’t slow her in arching her hips off the bed to rid herself fully of the cut-offs.

      “Fast and dirty it is,” says Stefano, stripping as quickly as she has.
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        * * *

      

      She’s on the edge of another blinding climax, only her second of the non-faked variety so far this year, when the sound of the gate opening cuts through the sexual haze that’s wrapped tightly around her. Part of her is aware the front door is still wide open, while a much smaller part is having too good a time to give a rat’sarse. She’s panting like an A+ Le Mars student, when there’s a knock at the front door.

      Stefano looks up from his position between her legs, “Are you expecting anyone?”

      “No, no, no,” says Brenda, “don’t stop!”

      Ever the conscientious landlord, he doesn’t.

      “Is there anyone there,” calls out a cultured male voice from the vicinity of the front step.

      “Yes, yes, yes!” yells Brenda, the last more of a scream.

      “She’ll be coming in a minute,” yells out Stefano, and indeed he’s true to his word.

      With the last of the climax still pulsing through her body, Brenda drags herself clear of Stefano and although it takes only a moment to pull on her dressing gown and walk through to the front door, it’s not fast enough for the visitor. A grey-haired besuited gent is already making his way back along the path, a large carry bag gripped in one hand.

      “Can I help you?” she calls out to him.

      He turns and glares at her as if she’s done something wrong and this makes her wish she’d left him to it. Missing out on the post-coital glow so she can be frowned at is something she can do without. A year ago she’d have let him leave, concerned he looked too official for anything good to come of it, but hanging out with Martin means her lifestyle of late has been impeccable, with the statute of limitations on anything that had gone before surely over.

      Obviously, she’s wrong.

      “Miss Brenda Munro?”

      For god’s sake!

      “Who is asking,” says Stefano, coming up behind her only wearing a towel.

      His appearance makes the legal-looking arsehole, even more irate. “I’m Denis Kellerman, Martin McGowan’s lawyer.”

      On hearing who their visitor is, Stefano leaves them to it.

      “He’s not? Is he okay?” says Brenda, her hands gripping the front of her dressing gown tighter than necessary.

      The look of censure coming from the suit at the bottom of the steps flips to one of comprehension. “Mr McGowan was fine when I saw him at the hospital this morning. I can see you’re concerned about his welfare.”

      That he waves his hand towards her relative state of undress, makes her bristle. If there’s one thing she’s learnt from Martin, it’s how to deal with officious jerks like this.

      “In answer to your question, yes, I am Brenda Munro. Perhaps you’d like to inform me of your business here?” Her tone and stance are now altogether less relaxed than they were and she’s pleased to see him struggle with the change. Jumped-up old bastard.

      “Then, this is for you.”

      He stomps up the front stairs and hands her the David Jones carrier bag. Without uttering any pleasantries or instructions, he retraces his steps and plods down the path.

      She’s closing the door and locking it, when she hears the gate slam behind him.

      Peering inside the bag while walking back to the bedroom, she’s surprised to see a present and an envelope, both with her name on them. Any thoughts of opening them are squashed when she spots Stefano lying in the middle of the bed, ready for another round. She’s not sure she’s up to it. Sleeping with an older gent for ten months has her well and truly out of practice when it comes to sex. If she was to risk another climax like the one she’d just experienced, she might end up in the hospital bed next to Martin.

      “Long and slow,” says Brenda, dropping first the carrier bag and then her dressing gown.
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        * * *

      

      Stefano is still in the shower, using all the bloody hot water no doubt, when Brenda drags the carrier bag off the floor and onto her bed. She retrieves the gaily wrapped present but leaves the envelope languishing in the bottom of the bag. It doesn’t take her long to rip the gift paper away, but her excitement dies when she sees it’s a shoulder bag and one that’s big enough to nick more than a couple of glasses. It’s nice and all, being Louis Vuitton and a match to the large trunk he gave her for their trip to London, but it’s not like she doesn’t have a dozen handbags already.

      And it’s stuffed full of the paper the manufacturers use to pad it out to its fullest. She knows from experience that once the bag is a withered shadow of its store-bought plumpness, her rubbish bin will be overflowing.

      She decides she may as well gut the damned thing now, and unzips it in readiness. The zipper on top isn’t halfway along when she’s assailed by the stench of mothballs. She’s coughing and pushing it away when she spots money peeking out.

      Any thoughts of asphyxiation are out the window as she whips the zipper fully open. Freed from their confines, wrinkled notes spill over the edges of the bag and onto the bed. By the time she’s emptied the main chamber and all the side pockets, there are an awful lot of one-hundred-dollar bills on her lap and scattered around the bed.

      She’s rolling in them and having a lovely Scrooge McDuck moment when Stefano walks back in unashamedly naked.

      “Good god, what is this?” he says, gesturing to Brenda, who’s holding up bundles of notes and letting them flutter down onto her body.

      “I’m rich!” says Brenda, cuddling a large armful of notes close to her chest, inducing a coughing fit.

      “Who is it from?” says Stefano, starting to dress.

      “Martin! He’s such a sweetheart.”

      Shoving the crumpled notes to one side, Brenda leans over and grabs the carrier bag in readiness for filling it with her booty.

      “There is bound to be a price,” says Stefano, sounding less chipper than usual.

      “Trust me, I know that.”

      Brenda has already shoved the first few handfuls of notes into the carrier bag when she spots the envelope with her name in Martin’s scrawl on the front.

      One of her talons makes quick work of opening it to see a piece of paper and airline ticket sitting snuggly inside. Leaving the ticket where it is, she removes the letter and after unfolding it, scans its contents.

      A sob escapes, and she isn’t sure who’s more surprised, her or Stefano. Brenda doesn’t like giving into girly emotions, and sure as hell not when she has an audience. She struggles to control her tears but this is made difficult by Stefano demanding to know what has upset her so.

      “It’s nothing,” says Brenda, hoping to dodge an emotional dialogue, especially one that involves discussing one lover with another. It all feels too much like an Olympic tryout for comfort.

      “We’ve known each other for a couple of years and this is the first time I’ve seen you shed a tear when onions weren’t involved.” Stefano crosses his arms, indicating he won’t be fobbed off.

      Brenda is annoyed she’d opened the envelope in front of him. She is so out of practice when it comes to keeping multiple guys on leashes at the same time. It’s an art, manifestly one she’s lost.

      “It’s from Martin. He said he wants to make sure I’m looked after when he’s gone.”

      “Is he close to … ah ...” Stefano’s words dwindle away awkwardly.

      “No! He says if he gives me the money now there’s less chance of his wife getting her hooks into it. If he leaves it to me in his will, she’ll contest it and that’ll hold it up for bleeding months.”

      “How much is there?”

      “Not sure, I was too busy enjoying it.”

      Together the two of them make quick work of straightening the money into neat bundles and counting it.

      “One hundred thousand. That is a lot of money,” says Stefano.

      The glint of speculation in his eyes is blinding enough that Brenda carefully slots all the money in the bottom of the carrier bag. She talks about banking it, but he advises against this.

      “Why? I don’t trust sodding banks either, but this dosh will be a damned sight safer in a vault than under my bed.”

      “If I were you, I’d get it out of the country. If there’s even a small chance of him, um, going soon, you need the money as far away from the widow as possible.”

      “That’s what he said too,” admits Brenda, pulling the airline ticket out of the envelope to see where it can take her.

      Careful examination does nothing to clarify this, and so she hands it over to Stefano.

      “It is a round-the-world ticket. Keep heading east, or west, you can have as many stopovers as you like.” He looks more closely. “It is good for a year.”
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      Still transfixed by the airline ticket, Brenda hears Stefano say “One stopover should be Zurich.”

      “Zurich?”

      “Yes. You need a Swiss bank account.”

      “Hah! No way will the old battle-axe be able to get her dibs on the cash if it’s locked away in one of those.”

      That’s if Swiss banks are as tight-lipped as they are in the movies. Brenda hopes this is the case but it wouldn’t be the first time she’d been misled by Hollywood.

      “Find one with an office in England or the States,” says Stefano, interrupting the Bond movie flickering away in her head.

      “How do I do that?”

      “Easiest way is to dress like you mean business, walk in and ask.”

      “They’ll see I mean business when I hand that lot over.” Brenda pats the carrier at the side of the bed.

      “You cannot do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because there are rules about how much money you can leave the country with.”

      At this revelation, Brenda sees red and abuses the government and bureaucracy in general. It takes a while for her to get this out of her system. She still hasn’t finished when Stefano interrupts.

      “I do not make the rules. I only know how to bend them.”

      This comment ensures she gives him her full attention.

      He outlines a plan to see the money safely out of the country but it’s not one she’s happy with. The thought of handing that much money over to him is enough to make her break out in hives. It’s not that she doesn’t trust him; it’s more that she doesn’t trust his associates, many of whom spend an inordinate amount of time either acting as bookies, at the bookies or at the track. Their idea of a big investment usually involves the Melbourne Cup.

      Unable to decide right then and there, she asks to sleep on it. She sure as hell intends to look at other options before handing it all over. For one thing, she needs to confirm how she goes about booking flights on this unusual ticket and check exactly how much money she can take with her personally. Come to that, she’s not even sure where she should go, other than Zurich.

      Not that it takes long for her to decide, London being the obvious choice. She’s been there before, Jennie her old flatmate still lives there and, with luck she’ll be able to stay with her, especially now Sam and Chris are living in Italy.

      Brenda again calculates the time difference before picking up the receiver. It takes all her concentration to dial the incredibly long number that will connect her to Eadie’s place in west London; it takes a couple of attempts to get it right. After a series of clicks and dead air, it rings at the other end. And rings. And rings.

      It’s answered just as she’s steeling herself to hang up. The line is atrocious, with a killer echo, meaning Brenda is replying at the same time as Eadie’s second greeting crackles through.

      Hopeless! “Hang on, I’ll call you back, back.”

      She does so, with better luck and while it’s still not a brilliant connection, at least now Eadie is only saying everything once. They discuss the weather and how everything is, while Brenda waits until it’s polite enough to cut the old lady off.

      “Is Jennie there?”

      “Still abed at this hour.”

      “Oh, oh, I’m so sorry. Must have got the bleedin’ time zones wrong.”

      “Stop berating yourself, gal. It’s ten in the morning and high time the pair of them was up.”

      This news has Brenda in a flurry of indecision. Maybe she should bypass Jennie and go directly to the source? The silence is awkward; she makes up her mind.

      “Eadie, I’m coming to London in a few weeks.” Her voice catches in her throat before she can continue.

      “But, of course, you must stay,” says Eadie, eliminating the need for Brenda to throw herself on the old girl’s mercy.

      “Thank you. Thank you so much.” Brenda allows her head to drop back, before continuing. “I’ll be a model guest.”

      The rest of the call is devoted to when she’ll be arriving and how pleased Eadie will be for some extra company.
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        * * *

      

      Within minutes of sitting opposite a travel agent, who looks to have never left the country, let alone her desk, Brenda has a teetering pile of brochures stacked in front of her.

      “Of course, London is nippy at this time of year,” says the agent, in a knowledgeable voice. The fact she’s looking at a book that highlights everything there is to know about London, rather blows the effect.

      “Yes, I know, I was there a couple of months back,” says Brenda, unable to stop herself sounding smug. “My, ah, gentleman friend and I flew there first class on Qantas.”

      The agent’s demeanour changes at this snippet and sensing extra commission, she asks “And will you be upgrading your ticket for these flights?”

      “Hell, no! Not if I have to pay the dif.”

      The agent gasps and Brenda knows she’s sworn, again. Martin has tried to break her of what is simply a bad habit, but with little luck. It’s something she’ll need to be aware of if she wants to be taken seriously when cold-calling on Swiss banks.

      While the agent might not have much international travel under her belt, she’s a mine of information on everything from visas to how much money Brenda can take with her. It’s a depressingly small amount meaning she’ll have to hand over almost all her ‘hope money’ to Stefano for him to deal with on her behalf. A quick side trip to a bank, one other than her own, on the way to the travel agents, confirmed that to transfer the money by legitimate means would be slow and cost a lot in fees. Plus there’d be evidence she’d actually received the dosh if Mrs McGowan ever got her tits bent out of shape.

      The fees would be more painful than anything Stefano would charge and, anyway, hadn’t she already covered his fee in the scratcher, going for it over the past few days? Her gut is sure as hell feeling flatter for all the unaccustomed ‘ball crunches’.

      With her flights booked, Brenda’s next visit is to the British Consulate to organise a visa. The chap behind the grille also suggests she gets a work permit, making her snigger although she turns this into a cough. With the bulk of her money safely stashed in Switzerland, it would look strange if she didn’t look for work in the UK and she’s smart enough to know image is king.
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        * * *

      

      It’s touch-and-go for everything to fall into place over the next two and a half weeks. Her visa and work permit come through worryingly close to her departure date and she’s relieved not to have to change her flights. She’s been in to visit Martin every day and is pleased he hasn’t yet moved to a private hospital, as his wife has been badgering for. Brenda can’t help but laugh when she hears this is because the nurses on his current ward are stalling all they can, following his instructions. He knows full well if he’s incarcerated in a private hospital, it will be difficult if not impossible, for Brenda to visit him.

      She tells him of her plans and he agrees with everything, even if he’s nervous about her putting her faith in Stefano to get the money out of the country.

      “You should have let me take care of it for you,” says Martin, through his oxygen mask, a new addition since she’d last visited him.

      Not wanting to point out she hadn’t wanted to bother him because he’s looking like shit, she goes for a neutral, “Oh, well, it’s all settled now,” before returning to stroking the back of his hand.

      After a few moments of this calming motion, he admits if he were to transfer it through his usual channels, it would leave a paper trail for his wife that was a mile wide, thus vindicating Brenda’s decision to go with the Stefano option.

      Her tears are genuine when she kisses him goodbye for the final time. There are promises to meet up in London, but Brenda has a sad sense this will never happen. Looking back at him as she’s leaving the room, a feeling that this will be the last time she’ll ever see him washes over her. It’s enough for her to return to his side for another a hug and a kiss beneath the oxygen mask – involving a lot more tongue than is safe for someone with a ticker on the fritz.
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        * * *

      

      Riffling through the contents of her relatively tiny, but incredibly colourful, suitcase, Brenda hopes she’s got enough stuff to get her through the next few months. While it would be fantastic to take her large Louis Vuitton trunk to England, the excess baggage charges would wipe out a large chunk of her traveller’s cheques. It’s still come in handy, though; she’s packed everything she’s leaving behind in it, with Stefano promising to look after it for her. She only hopes he’s not stupid enough store it at the family home where his wife might stumble across it.

      She’s sick to death of sharing the men in her life. There’s always someone in the background threatening to kybosh her fleeting sense of security. And she has felt genuine security in this flat, perhaps for the first time in her life. Her parents were, and still are, useless. Growing up with the constant worry of making the rent or even eating at times has forged Brenda into the survivor she is.

      A final check around the flat and she knows it’s time to move on with her life. Stefano is taking her to the airport, due in no small part to her disinclination to hand the bag of money over to him, yet. She’s keeping control of it until the last possible moment, enjoying its protective presence.
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        * * *

      

      She’s checked in and received her boarding pass before she finally hands the carrier bag over to him. Even then, he has to prise her fingers away from the handle, all the while spouting platitudes about how he has her best interests at heart and that he’ll look after her. It’s only when he says that even with him taking the bulk of it, she’s in possession of more money than she’s ever had before, that peace descends. He’s right of course and when she takes into account the accessories she’s draped in, Brenda knows she’s good for at least three or four months without having to work. Even without a protector.
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        * * *

      

      Travelling to Zurich is no fun when you’re flying economy. This is the first time she’s flown long distance without being cocooned in first class as she had been on her previous trip to London. It takes a day of being horizontal before she’s ready and able to traipse around banks until she finds one that has an office in London.

      For a non-travelled travel agent, the homely girl behind the desk at the agency in Melbourne does herself proud on Brenda’s accommodation in the Swiss city. It’s a chocolate box chalet with a plump and motherly frau ruling the roost. The duvets are thick and snuggly, making it doubly hard for Brenda to drag herself out of bed on the day she’s set aside to sort out a bank account.

      She dresses in the grey suit as recommended by Stefano, for all the good it does her. She can’t even get past the guard at a couple of banks and when she does get in the door at another, they’re quick to steer her back towards the entrance. Frau Schwegler takes in her dejected air when a foot-sore Brenda clomps into the guest haus, late that afternoon.

      Fortunately for Brenda, the woman is a marvel of Swiss efficiency and knowledgeable about how to be taken seriously by the local financial institutions. Indeed, Brenda has no trouble when calling on her first bank in the morning. She hasn’t dressed any differently from the day before but is now wearing all her trinkets. Every single blasted one of them. She feels like a walking jewellery store and is on edge about being mugged, but it works a treat in getting her in the front door and, more importantly, speaking to someone in a suit. That the bank has an office in London is down to pure dumb luck.

      After depositing half her available funds into the newly opened account, she leaves with a record of that and the account details for Stefano that she immediately sends to him in a telegram.

      Delaying her departure, she visits the bank daily to check on progress but the balance remains worryingly in shit-out-of-luck territory. With the bank having a branch in London, and Frau Schwegler chewing through her funds as fast as she’s chewing through the bloody fattening food the frau is constantly serving up, Brenda gets the hell out of there before her arse ends up the consistency of half-melted fondue.
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      This arrival in London is different from her last visit. Even though the flight from Zurich to London is a reasonably short one, Economy does evil things to a person’s body. No one is supposed to sit jammed up like that for more than half an hour tops. Also missing is the chauffeur-driven limo pick-up at the airport. For once, Brenda is glad she’s not dragging the Louis Vuitton chest around; it’s difficult enough lugging her one small bag through Heathrow to the tube for the trip to West London.

      A couple of dodgy-looking characters offer to help, but Brenda is nothing if not streetwise. A filthy look and invective-laden ‘no’ sends them on their way–without her bag in tow. She snaffles a black cab at Turnham Green, elbowing a punk out of the way to achieve this. Stopping outside the familiar house in Chiswick, she’s warmed by the sense of homecoming she experiences as she drags her bag over the threshold, the front door is unlocked as always in deference to Eadie’s arthritis and her inability to undo the mechanism.

      This complete disregard for keeping the crims at bay will have Brenda looking for a good spot to hide her jewels and spare change; it’s far too easy for anyone to walk in off the street and help themselves.

      “Is that you, Brenda?” warbles out of Eadie’s sitting room, off to the right of the hallway.

      “Sure is. Hope that decanter’s full. I’m bloody parched,” says Brenda, throwing her puffer jacket in the direction of the coatrack and walking into the chintzy sitting room where the old lady spends most of her days.

      The welcome she gets isn’t what she expects.

      “Where on earth have you been? I’ve been worried sick!”

      That Eadie’s eyes look suspiciously moist reinforces the old lady’s concern. It throws Brenda. Hells bells, not even her parents care this much.

      “I got held up in Zurich.”

      “You should have called,” scolds Eadie, leaving Brenda struggling for a suitable response. “But you’re safe and that’s all that matters.”

      Brenda sits tentatively on the couch but doesn’t relax, just yet.

      “You look like you could use a little something. Unfortunately …” The rest of Eadie’s sentiment dies as she looks at the empty decanter in disgust and Brenda knows her own expression is comparable.

      “Has he been holding out on you again?” says Brenda.

      “The little pipsqueak thinks he can wean me off it by taking ages to top-up the bloomin’ decanter.”

      The pipsqueak in question is Mark, who at six foot three is hardly little, but who singlehandedly looks to be trying to dry out his auntie Eadie.

      “Is he around?”

      “No, he and Jennie waited as long as they could but they had to leave.”

      “Where are they off to?”

      “Italy, staying with Chris and Sam.”

      “How long for?”

      “Six months!”

      “Six months!” says Brenda, unsure what effect this will have on her continuing to stay here. “When did they decide that?” Jennie hadn’t said anything about it in her last letter.

      “It was last minute. Chris managed to secure a contract for Mark and Jennie was agog at thoughts of all those art galleries. I’m just pleased you’ll be around to keep me company.”

      With this immediate worry allayed, Brenda allows herself to relax a little. “How long have you been living on fumes?”

      Eadie eyes the decanter and Brenda can see fierce calculations going on. “Three hours now!”

      “Just as well I arrived when I did!” says Brenda, standing. “I’ll be right back.”

      The flagon of sherry is on the shelf in the cellar exactly where she remembers, although the level of this bulk supply isn’t exactly healthy, either. Something she’ll remedy the next day.

      Back in the sitting room, she doesn’t bother with the decanter and instead pours healthy glasses for herself and Eadie directly from the flagon. She places it on a newspaper on the floor, as it’s too big to sit on the small mahogany table with the decanter and its tray.

      They toast each other like old friends with a “Here’s mud in your eye”, and polish off their glasses in one go. Brenda tops them up again and, having taken the edge off their thirst, they contentedly sip their second and subsequent refills.

      Brenda brings Eadie up to speed on her situation as she hadn’t bothered with any details in the phone call. On reaching the part about handing the bulk of the money over to Stefano, Eadie doesn’t have to say anything. Her expression more than communicates that she thinks Brenda has seen the last of her nest egg.

      “But what else was I supposed to do? I checked it out with the bank and they were going to take ages and charge a bleeding fortune for the privilege.”

      “You’re wearing the answer to your problem,” says Eadie.

      Brenda runs her hands over her outfit, and her face creases in confusion. It’s not until her hands encounter jewellery that the old lady smiles

      “Damn,” says Brenda, mentally thrashing herself for being so stupid.

      “I’ve worn a fortune through customs in the past. Gold is the best option, twenty-four carat, if you can.”

      At Brenda’s questioning look, she carries on. “The purer the gold, the brighter and shinier it is. If it looks cheap, no one takes any notice of it.”

      “Melt it down and flog it off!”

      “Well, too late now. You’ll have to hope your chap comes through.”

      Brenda knows Eadie is only saying this out of sympathy.

      After putting Eadie to bed, Brenda drags her suitcase up to the room she’d used last time and unpacks. She’s delighted to see the Christmas decorations are still in place, giving the room a festive feel, even though the yuletide season has long since gone.

      With everything stowed away, she settles for a snooze. This is more to do with being tired from travelling than alcohol consumption. There wasn’t enough sherry in the house to take care of both her and Eadie’s capabilities, even though Brenda had collected all Eadie’s secret stashes following directions from the old girl.

      First thing in the morning, she’ll head to the local off-licence to buy a couple of flagons of sherry. Brenda is in full agreement with Eadie on this subject. The old lady is an adult and if she isn’t allowed to deal with the pain of her arthritis by ending each day half-cut on cheap fortified wine, what’s the point of living?

      Despite being tired, sleep doesn’t come. Brenda is unable to stop thoughts of Stefano lying naked on a bed somewhere, rolling in her money. She’s angrier with herself than she is with him. She should’ve known better. She’s mid-stew when it feels as if someone’s chucked a sack of spuds on the bed next to her.

      “Gidday, Charlie,” says Brenda, to the enormous black and white cat as he collapses on top of her and purrs strongly enough for her to feel it throughout her body. “I missed you, too.”

      She squeezes the monster hard enough to make him squeak, but not a single claw pops out. They have an understanding and a strong bond. Something she’s never experienced with an animal before. She likes the non-judgemental nature of their relationship, with neither of them expecting much of the other.
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        * * *

      

      As the weeks pass, Eadie, Charlie and Brenda settle into a comfortable routine. Early on, Brenda had phoned the bank to see if her money had turned up but being Swiss, nothing short of a face-to-face visit and maybe a blood sample would coerce them to release that sort of information.

      She’s therefore faced with a long tube trip every time she wants to check in with them. What starts out as a daily exercise soon becomes ‘weakly’, as all hopes of the money coming through from Stefano, fade. Despite the temptation to do so, she doesn’t empty out the account. That money would stay there as a ‘tits up’ fund to cover her worst-case scenario.

      With each shake of a bank official’s head, Brenda’s blood pressure climbs a couple of points. Even living cheaply at Eadie’s she’s noticing her bog standard British bank balance free-falling into ‘oh, shit I’ll need to get a job’ territory.

      “What does Stefano say he’s done with the money?” says Eadie.

      “I can’t get hold of him. If he keeps dodging me, I’ll ring the bastard at home and screw what his missus thinks.”

      “Maybe the threat of that will be enough.”

      “Good point. I’ll ring him at the office tonight, our time. If whoever it is who answers won’t put me through, I’ll say I’ll phone him at home later.”

      “In the meantime, maybe you should give some thought to a job?” says Eadie, adding, “Just in case,” when she sees the look of horror Brenda’s giving her.
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        * * *

      

      Receiver jammed hard against her ear, Brenda listens to her call ringing all the way over in Melbourne at what is the next morning according to the calendar and the clock.

      Her call is answered promptly and as expected, Stefano is not in. Brenda has lied through her own teeth enough in the past to spot this behaviour in someone else.

      “Really? That’s okay, I’ll phone him at home tonight.”

      While the chap on the other end is still gagging, she slams the phone down.
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      Rather than return to the sitting room, Brenda paces backwards and forwards in front of the hall table, staring at the phone and daring the bloody thing to ring. She’s rewarded not long after.

      “Hello, Stefano.”

      “Ah, baby, your voice, it sounds so good. I have missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too, Stefano. But I’m missing my money a lot more. Where the hell is it?”

      It takes Brenda a second or two to cobble together his stuttered reply. The upshot is that there was an opportunity he couldn’t pass by and so he’s invested it for her.

      She presses him on the details, but his answers are vague enough that she knows a horse race, or more than one, is involved.

      “If you’ve lost my sodding money, I am going to come back home and call round to see your wife, wearing nothing but a smile. Are we straight?”

      Not surprisingly, Stefano suddenly has trouble with what has been up until this point, a crystal-clear connection; but Brenda knows the sounds of a slippery bastard scrunching up paper right next to the receiver when she hears it. This is followed by the disconnect tone. Despite clenching her teeth hard, she’s unable to stop herself from screaming like a banshee, her screeches of frustration echoing back to smack her in the face. She’s so angry she wants to smash something. Preferably Stefano. The telephone bears the brunt of it, but being industrial in design, it survives the overzealous hanging up of the receiver.

      “Gone?” says Eadie, to her when she thumps herself into the couch.

      Its cushioned softness does nothing to take the edge off her anger and so she drums her heels into the carpet with better results. “He said he’s invested it for me.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      “His idea of an investment usually involves a blasted bookie.”

      “Is he successful?”

      “Bloody useless. If there’s a candidate for the glue factory in the line-up, it’s a given that Stefano will put all his money on the nag.”

      An uneasy silence follows as they mull things over. The quiet eventually dissolves Brenda’s anger sufficiently for her to face her current predicament. Luckily for her, she’d armed herself with a work permit for appearance’s sake, even if thoughts of going back to full-time work fill her with dread. She’s enjoyed being one of an elite circle, that of a kept woman, for the last ten months and it’s been wonderful. Sure, she’s been bored at times, but no more so than if she’d been stuck in a cruddy office job.

      She doesn’t know how she’ll break the news to Martin that she’s lost the money he’s given her. Maybe when she’s come to terms with it herself?

      “What can you do?” says Eadie, mirroring Brenda’s own thoughts.

      “Office job. Behind a bar. Something like that.”

      “I didn’t ask what you’d do, but what can you do?” At Brenda’s lack of comprehension, she expands. “What are you actually good at?”

      Brenda thinks on this for a moment and after a couple of false starts, eventually comes out with, “Does screwing old guys out of their hard-earned money count?”

      Apparently it does.

      But Eadie’s plans are altogether more grandiose than anything Brenda is thinking of. “Why bother with one-on-one when you can pass your skills on to others?”
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        * * *

      

      Okay, so I’ve got The Initial Approach, The Tackle, Make Him Pay, The Next Encounter and, my favourite, The Hook, Line and Sinker.” Brenda taps her pen against the pad. “Any other classes you can think of?”

      “My goodness, yes. They’ll need to study deportment, etiquette, table manners and elocution.”

      “Hello, what?”

      “Elo-cu-tion,” enunciates Eadie. “Rounding vowels, not dropping aitches, that sort of thing.”

      “Some old geezer isn’t going to give a toss about their language if they’re dressed the right way.”

      “While a fine bosom might be all it takes to keep your Aussie chaps on the leash, it’s rather different here in England.”

      “Yeah, from what I’ve heard, over here they prefer you actually use a leash.”

      “Jolly good point. We need to apprise the young ladies on what to watch out for.”

      Brenda’s mulling over whether this is so they can find them or avoid them, when Eadie continues.

      “We’ll also need a reasonably up-to-date copy of Burke’s.” In answer to Brenda’s blank look, she adds, “Burke’s Peerage. It’s a who’s who of the well-to-do.”

      “You are kidding me?”

      “Not at all. The English aristocracy is proud of their heritage and so don’t quibble to see it all there in print. It also stops inbreeding.”

      Seeing that Eadie is visibly wilting, Brenda clicks the Biro a final time and hooks it through several pages of the pad. “Right, I don’t know about you, but I’m knackered.”

      “I am rather done in.” Eadie double checks she’s finished the glass of sherry in her hand before putting it down clumsily on the side table. “If you wouldn’t mind?”

      Brenda doesn’t need to be asked twice and helps Eadie to her feet and through to her bedroom, although offers of further assistance are refused.

      Brenda is halfway back through the sitting room when Eadie calls out, “Wake me for breakfast and we can get on with our planning straight after that.”

      Brenda still thinks lesson plans are overkill but the old girl won’t be dissuaded and seeing as it’s her house and all.
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        * * *

      

      Standing and stretching the kinks out of her back, Brenda says, “Are you sure it’s going to work?”

      “I don’t see why not. The odds of covering your costs are a lot better if you teach others and take a cut, than trying to make it on your own.”

      Eadie appears unaffected by both the prospect of the teaching syllabus and the hours and hours they’ve spent thrashing out plans for each of the disciplines. Brenda has to hand it to the old girl though, she hadn’t even thought about role-play, but it would be perfect for teaching the subtleties of flirting with geriatrics. Any subtleties being wasted if they were short-sighted and deaf as a post.

      “And you’re okay with turning this place into ah, a finishing school?” Brenda waves her hand around, unable to come up with a better description for what Eadie is suggesting she do to earn a living. Brothel had sprung to mind, but been rejected.

      “Of course. It’ll keep my mind off other things.”

      The pain the old lady lives with is well known and anything that can be done to make life more bearable is a good thing in Brenda’s books.

      With three live-in students, there’s a heap for Brenda to organise before classes get underway in earnest. Furniture is the priority with the few odds and sods stored down in the cellar of no use, consumed by cold and damp. To keep costs down anything she buys will be second-hand; antique in all but price.

      The students will live on the vacant second floor, a sort of no-man’s zone that exists between the floor Brenda’s bedroom is on and the attic space that is Jennie and Mark’s domain. Looking at the state of those stripped-bare rooms, Brenda knows there’s a lot of hard graft ahead to get them to a point girls will pay to live in them.

      Still, anything is better than sitting around stewing about her lost cash and it’ll sure as hell be better than being at the beck and call of some tyrant of an office manager.

      Leaving Eadie safely propped up in bed, Brenda heads to her own. Charlie thunders up the stairs after her, passes her and is ensconced in the middle of her bed by the time she arrives.

      “Move over, ya fat bastard!”

      While Brenda’s words might technically be harsh, her tone leaves Charlie in no doubt that he’s okay to keep pummelling the eiderdown with those dog-sized paws of his. His goofy look slides into place, prompting Brenda to lean over and drop a smattering of kisses on top of his head.

      She doesn’t pull away, waiting instead for the second part of their nightly ritual. True to form, he whips his head around and licks the underside of her chin. Brenda gets ready for bed but sees this is an exercise in frustration. Keyed up about Stefano losing her money and the stack of things to do to get ready for Munro’s (charm-them-out-of-their-cash) School, she knows it will be a while before she can shut down enough to sleep. Shame it’s already after midnight.

      Sure enough, no sooner has she switched off the light than her brain goes into overdrive, with anger at the forefront of her emotions. Mostly she’s angry for being stupid enough to give her money to that arsehole, Stefano. She’d always thought of herself as being street-smart.

      “Guess that’s what living the high life does to you.”

      Charlie’s only response is to stretch out more; apparently there are spots on his tummy she’s missed while idly running her hand up and down his length.

      After anger comes sadness. People say money can’t buy you happiness but Brenda had sure as hell enjoyed the security it provided.

      The relief at not having to shag a string of old guys, or report to a grey moron in an even greyer office, had been wonderful.

      She’s back to facing uncertainty in her life, and she hates it.

      A few tears escape, making her give herself a psychological kick up the rear end. If anything, she needs to harden up if she wants to survive the next few months. Maybe Eadie is right and it’s time to forge her own path. To be mistress of her own destiny and some other crap Eadie had rambled on about that made Brenda’s eyes glaze over.

      Rule number one of the school will be “Don’t take everything”. Apart from it being unethical, it’ll also avoid them being hounded by relatives who can see their inheritance being syphoned away. The same rule will apply to any jewellery that looks to be heirloom.

      Counting her own stash of jewellery as it jumps over an imaginary pawnbroker’s counter, eventually sends her to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      It’s only because Charlie doesn’t have a snooze function that Brenda is upright before nine the next morning.

      “Jeez, I wish you had opposable thumbs, ya little whinger,” mutters Brenda as she staggers down the stairs after the persistent feline.

      He looks chipper compared with her ragged reflection in the mirror that backs the hall table.

      She stops long enough to drag her fingers through her hair several times, in a vain attempt to beat it into submission, and is still tying the cord on her dressing gown when she stumbles into the kitchen.

      She slams her eyes shut in response to the sunshine streaming into the room, unaware Eadie is at her usual spot at the table, until the old lady says, “Goodness. Are you not feeling well?”

      “Couldn’t sleep.”

      Brenda opens her eyes wide enough to sort out Charlie’s kibble. At least this will put an end to the ankle-high interference he’s currently running on her.

      “I’ll top up your milk after I’ve had a cuppa.” The look of disgust this gets her makes her laugh. “Ya impatient little bugger.”

      The stop button on Charlie’s whinging effectively hit, Brenda feels it’s okay to pour herself a cup of tea. She picks up the pot to find it empty. Eadie’s managed to prepare some toast, although it doesn’t take a trained eye to see the toppings look like concrete laid by a dodgy contractor.

      Guilt smashes down the last of Brenda’s lethargy as she grabs Eadie’s knife and spreads the butter and marmalade right out to the edges. A pot of tea follows.

      “How do you get dressed in the morning? says Brenda, intrigued and concerned in turn.

      “Very bloomin’ slowly.”

      “Yell out if you ever need help. Won’t you?”

      Eadie’s mumbled response leaves Brenda none the wiser but knowing how independent the old lady is, she doesn’t push it.

      “Have you given any more thought to the enterprise?” says Eadie, before taking a bird-sized bite of toast.

      “Why do ya think I’m sporting these? Took freaking ages for my damned brain to shut down.”

      “Where will you start?”

      “Cleaning. And that’s all down to me, unfortunately.”

      “Flo could help.”

      “Who’s she?”

      “The char who comes in three times a week to help me out.”

      Having never seen hide nor hair of anyone called Flo, Brenda’s at a loss. Maybe the old girl has imaginary friends.

      “Six a.m., Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. For years.”

      “Six in the morning. That’ll be why I’ve never seen her.”

      “She helps me shower and keeps my bedroom and bathroom tidy. It’s my one concession to arthritis.”

      “If I have to pay someone, I’ll need to get my hands on more dosh.” Brenda absently plays with the diamond bangle on her left wrist, prompting Eadie to speak.

      “There’s a reasonably honest dealer in the High Street and you’re wearing a small fortune right there.”

      “I was going to flog some other stuff down the nearest pub.”

      “Goodness me, no. Not only is that likely to have the local constabulary at our door, but you’d only get a pittance in return.”

      After cleaning up the breakfast things and settling Eadie in her sitting room, Brenda is back in her bedroom. Reaching up, she pats around on the top of the mausoleum of a wardrobe until she hits pay dirt. She grasps the velvet bag and lifts it clear of the carved front piece.

      Emptying the contents onto her bed, she’s mollified by the number of pieces she’s accumulated over the years.

      She carefully picks through the pile, sorting them into pieces she loves, those from Martin and thankfully, the biggest pile by far, being the stuff she thinks is shit.

      After selecting her most hated pieces from the shit pile, she stuffs the rest of it in the bag and tosses it back on top of the wardrobe. Hopefully, she’ll raise enough that she doesn’t have to sell something she loves, like herself.
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      The pawnshop is an easy find with its ubiquitous three balls hanging out front as proud as any dog. The interior is hidden behind barred and grimy windows; the accumulation of road dust and old rain on the surface as effective as any frosting or pattern.

      Luckily, the small antique shop next door gleams in the half-arsed spring sunlight. Packed to the gunnels with furniture, crockery and paintings, Antique Alley has more than a few animal heads hanging from the walls like a high-flying suburban zoo.

      “Kirsten?” says Brenda, to the woman seated behind a glass cabinet crammed with jewellery and small pickpocket-sized knick-knacks, who’s engrossed in a doorstop-sized book.

      Her head snaps up in response and she slams the book shut. “That’s me.”

      Brenda is all set to flog the ugly jewellery, when the woman says, “Blasted buzzer must be on the blink again.”

      She clambers off her tall stool, lifts a section in the counter and joins Brenda. “Be with you in a tick, need to tweak it so no one sneaks up on me.”

      There’s no look of censure with this statement, so Brenda doesn’t feel the need to apologise for being the sneakee. Not that she would anyway, not when she’s about to negotiate with the woman.

      After fiddling with a few exposed wires and swiping her hand backwards and forwards in front of it, Kirsten is rewarded with a no-nonsense buzz.

      “You must be Brenda,” she says, her hand coming up into a shake position as she slips between a roll top desk and a tea trolley.

      “I am.” Brenda grips the woman’s hand and recognises the firm shake of a formidable opponent. “I take it Eadie’s phoned.”

      “She did. She’s been dealing with the family for at least thirty years.”

      At Brenda’s look of confusion, she continues, “Dad started the place, my brother and I inherited it when he passed.”

      This explains the woman’s casual dress. It’s not that she’s untidy; more that she doesn’t exude that poker-up-ya-bum edge that a paid employee might. On the plus side, it means there’ll be no mucking about when it comes to doing a deal.

      “Can I interest you in a cuppa? I’m having one.”

      “Yeah. Sure. Why not?”

      On her first visit to London, Brenda had been gobsmacked at how many gallons of mostly stewed tea the average English person could put away. On that trip, she’d gone from refusing cup after cup, to being the one offering to put the kettle on. Now she’s as big a leaf junkie as the most hardened Prisoner of Mother England as the English were known in the colonies. POMS for short.

      Brenda is astonished when the owner selects an ornate, flowery set from one of the laden shelves and uses this for their tea break.

      Kirsten spots the look. “I sold the last set I was using. Woman wouldn’t take no for an answer. The pot still had bloody tea leaves in it when I wrapped it.”

      Brenda joins in with Kirsten’s laughter. “What do you suppose she thought when she went to make her first pot?”

      “With the bargain she drove, she probably used them.”

      Settled on the sofa of a Queen Anne lounge suite that’s part of a display and the tea assembled on a large price-tagged silver tray, they get to business.

      “Eadie says you have a couple of pieces that are superfluous to requirements.”

      “That’s one way of putting it,” says Brenda, delving into the side pocket of her handbag. She drops the offending items into Kirsten’s outstretched hand.

      “My word, they’re …”

      “Antique,” says Brenda, hopeful of shining a monetary light on the necklace and bangle Kirsten is examining closely. She hasn’t even seen where the eyeglass came from.

      “I was going to say hideous,” says Kirsten, dropping the eyeglass back into the front pocket of her jacket. “But worth a bob or two if we remove the stones and melt the rest down.”

      “That makes sense. They are bloody revolting, aren’t they?”

      Kirsten drops the offending jewellery onto the silver tray. “I’ve seen better looking bilious attacks.”

      After completing the tea ritual, Kirsten weighs the pieces and they agree on a price. At first, Brenda is disappointed but then twigs the sale is in pounds and after calculating the equivalent in Aussie dollars, enjoys the enveloping sense of relief.

      “If you get stuck, I’d be happy to take that off your hands,” says Kirsten, staring covetously at the diamond bangle.

      “Not for sale. Sorry.” Brenda’s hand covers the piece protectively, “Sentimental value.”

      “It’s also worth a blinking fortune. Might be best to put it somewhere safe?”

      Brenda laughs off this warning, sure she can best most muggers thanks to a childhood spent living in less than salubrious neighbourhoods. Not that this stops her from pushing the bangle further up her wrist and dragging her sleeve down to cover it when she leaves the shop. Thank goodness for winter woollies.

      She’d hoped to receive cash for the sale, but Kirsten didn’t carry that much money on the premises. Instead, she’d filled out a business-sized cheque and signed it with authority. After a quick trip to the bank to deposit it, Brenda’s on her way home. She had planned on heading straight to the second-hand furniture shop but, call it paranoia, she’s keen to put Martin’s present to her somewhere safe.

      She’d only been aware the diamond bracelet had slipped down her wrist again when she saw the bank teller’s gaze latch onto it, her eyes widening longingly. Now Brenda’s jammed it so tightly up her wrist that it’ll take washing-up liquid to get it off.
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      In the sitting room, Brenda can see Eadie’s position is unchanged from earlier, although the old lady is asleep and Brenda feels an unaccustomed emotion niggling away at her. For so long she’s only had to concentrate on looking after herself, to the exclusion of all others, that it takes a second or two for her to recognise the feeling as compassion.

      An element of fear edges in there, too. From what she’s heard, Eadie was a goer in her youth. That someone who had been so edgy is reduced to this makes Brenda examine her own life. It would appear that no matter how firmly you grasp life courtesy of some old bloke’s balls, this doesn’t mean you’ll have it by the short and curlies for as long as you feel you deserve.

      “Jeez, that’s deep,” mutters Brenda.

      “What’s that,” says Eadie, moving from sleep to consciousness faster than she can propel any other facet of her life.

      “Nothing. Hey, do you have anywhere safe I can stow this?” Brenda holds out her arm.

      “I was wondering about that,” says Eadie. “There’s a perfect place in the cellar.”

      Listening to the directions Eadie gives her, Brenda can’t help but be more astonished at the life Eadie has led. Who the hell has hidden rooms?

      On her way to the lower level of the house, Brenda retrieves her jacket from the coat rack. It had been as cold as a witch’s tit down there when she’d collected the sherry and she isn’t about to freeze her own off, in the process of squirrelling away the bracelet.

      Leaving the door at the top of the cellar steps open, Brenda descends into the bone-chilling gloom. A wide arc with her hand is enough to locate the cord dangling from the bare bulb that hangs miserably in the middle of this first room. Following a similar process, Brenda makes her way through various other rooms until she senses she must be under the front door. If anything, it feels even chillier through here and the light flickering from the bulb above her is meagre and bleak.

      Thankfully, it’s enough for her to see the crack in the shelves in front of her exactly as explained by Eadie although a cursory glance would have missed it. Pulling on the middle shelf, Brenda is rewarded with the whole wall swinging towards her, squealing like a pig at a slaughterhouse in the process.

      She stares into the gloom of this hidden chamber and is relieved to spot a cord hanging in the middle of the room. She walks forward and yanks hard on it, but rather than a bulb springing into action, a series of pulleys grind away and something lifts off the floor to her right, scaring the shit out of her.

      “Bloody hell!”

      Stumbling backwards out of the room, she waits for her heart to worm its way back inside her chest. This takes longer than she would have expected.

      “Come on, ya stupid cow. Harden up!”

      Shaking the tension out of her limbs, she creeps back into the room, with a lot less verve than her previous visit. Now that she can cross a central light off the list, she stands to one side of the doorway to allow in as much light as possible. Once her eyes have dilated to resemble a cat’s, she sees matches and a candle on a shelf on the other side of the doorway.

      Lighting this taper, she works her way around the room, igniting every wick she can find. The room goes from super creepy through to majorly creepy, before finally settling on just plain weird.

      Brenda knows what the room is for, even if this is the first one she’s been in. Although lit by a multitude of candles as it is, it’s a toss-up whether the place is one of bondage or satanic ritual. Maybe a mix of both, if the large pool of wax beneath the straps on the rack device at the back of the room is any indication.

      A fine layer of dust covers everything in the room, making it obvious the place hasn’t been used for a long time. Hiding the bracelet in the spot Eadie recommended will be problematic because it’ll leave telltale patches in the dust.

      Brenda looks carefully around the room, crossing potential places off as she goes. She’s close to running out of nooks and crannies when she stumbles on the perfect place, slipping the bangle over a hook that holds a selection of tattily bejewelled handcuffs and chokers. There’s nothing better than hiding it in plain sight.
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        * * *

      

      Find everything okay?” Eadie pounces conversationally on Brenda as soon as she swings through the kitchen door into the hallway.

      “And some,” says Brenda, walking along the hall and into the sitting room.

      “The dungeon could come in handy with the new setup.”

      “Might be best if you take those classes. With my luck of late, I’d end up relieving some old codger of his tackle.”

      Eadie winces before admitting Brenda might be right on this point. “Hopefully, your gals will be able to get away with a simple bit of slap and tickle rather than anything too advanced.”

      “Right,” says Brenda, reluctantly. “Do you have everything you need? I’m off to check out furniture shops.”

      While Brenda is happy to buy second-hand furniture, the mattresses must be new. Having experienced bed bugs first hand as a child, it’s not something she wants to inflict on any of her students, let alone anyone who is honourable in name only. While the plan is for any shagging to take place off the premises, who knew what might happen.

      “Before you go out and get everything, it might pay to have your students lined up.”

      “Good point. Friggin’ useless to get this lot,” says Brenda, tapping her pen against the pad that features an ever-growing list, “if I can’t convince any chicks to sign up.”

      “We’ll need to give thought to recruitment grounds,” says Eadie, staring into space as though working her way around an imaginary London and ticking off spots where likely targets would hang out.

      “I reckon I hit pubs in the snobby areas.”

      “Goodness me, no. The best options are more likely to be society gatherings.”

      “Sure, once we’ve got the girls trained up a bit, but if we want to find sheilas who have no bloody clue what they’re doing wrong, pubs will be best.”

      “Of course!” Eadie shakes her head as though she’s unable to believe she’s made such a rookie mistake. “Maybe around Belgravia?”
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        * * *

      

      It takes Brenda a couple of trips into town to select the pubs. They’re full of the men who’ve spawned the Hooray Henrys who gad about the better neighbourhoods as though they own them, which they probably will one day. Women are thin on the ground in the two establishments that make the final cut, with those who are there having a hungry, hopeful look, the sort of mien that has old blokes looking for their walking sticks in readiness to scarper.

      Brenda decides a Friday night is best for her recruitment drive. Bloody useless for picking up old guys, but perfect for finding girls who are trying and failing.
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        * * *

      

      Pushing open the doors that bisect the building’s corner, Brenda is struck by a barrage of society accents and a fug of cigar and pipe smoke. With
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