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SYNOPSIS

The Pilates Class is a quick read, and a humorous look at the lives and loves of several different characters attending a Pilates exercise class for the first time.  

Roger is a down-to-earth builder type, Judy is the harassed single mother of four teenage boys, and Thelma is a librarian who usually looks as though she's been sitting on a wasps’ nest for most of her life.  Neville is on the lookout for a woman (any woman will do), and Julian just wants to be young again.  Edie is the wrong side of 70, and Roz is a size zero fitness queen. 

These characters, together with one very overweight Alice, all meet up for the first time at their local Pilates class.  Petra, the class instructor, has no idea what she has let herself in for!
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CHAPTER 1
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ROGER HARVEY COULD taste blood.  He had bitten the inside of his mouth to stop himself from screaming.

“How was the injection for you?”

“Bloody awful. The pain’s worse now, doc.” 

Roger rubbed his aching shoulder and tried not to panic on finding that he could no longer raise his arm at all.

“The pain will ease after a few days as the steroid works its way in.  You’ll need to keep the joint moving, or the injection will be of no use.  Start by moving the fingers of the affected arm upwards along a wall every day and see how far you can reach.  Make another appointment to see me if there’s no improvement after a couple of weeks.”

“Thanks doc.” 
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“BLIMEY DAD – YOU LOOK a bit white!”  Lewis stood up as he saw his father gingerly walking out of the consultation room.

“So would you if you’d just had a foot long needle shoved into your shoulder joint.”

“Ewwww.....that sucks.”

“Yeah.”

“I told Mum where I was taking you today, and Barry said he had the same thing a while back.  He joined something called a plates class at the leisure centre, and said it really helped.”

“The wonderful Barry can go fuck himself and mind his own business.  Come on; get me out of here.”
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LEWIS MANOEUVRED THE van down the exit ramp of the hospital car park, and joined the rush hour traffic along the main road out of Norwich.

“When shall I tell Bill that you’ll be back at work then?”

“I’ll go back on Monday.  I’m going to the GP later on to get a certificate for the rest of the week.”

“We’ll be starting on the footings for that new housing estate.”

“Yeah.  I’ll be there.”
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“SURE YOU’LL BE ALL right Dad?”  Lewis swung the van into Meadow Close and turned off the engine. “Want me to come up?”

“No, you get off home. Thanks for the lift.  I’ll see you on Monday.”

Roger turned the key in the lock of his one bedroom second floor flat, and gave a rueful laugh. Two years ago before the divorce it was a detached house with three bedrooms. Amanda had worked it all out to her advantage. 

He sank down on the bed and closed his eyes.  The pain was intense in his shoulder, making him irritable and bad tempered.  Thank God he could raise his arm up a bit more now though.  For a moment there he thought he was buggered.

He must have dozed off.  Waking suddenly and glancing at his mobile phone, a reminder was showing for his GP appointment in half an hour.  Roger leapt off the bed, and ignored protesting stabs of pain from his newly injected shoulder joint.  There was just enough time for a quick cup of coffee; the doctors’ appointments usually ran late anyway.
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“I’LL SIGN YOU OFF UNTIL Monday.  Keep the joint moving and keep stretching the arm.  Do you belong to a gym?”  Having taken a quick look at the burgeoning beer belly on the patient, Dr Khan thought he already knew the answer to that question.

“No.”

Surprise. Surprise. “I’ll give you a 6 week gym prescription.” The doctor handed Roger a piece of paper. “Give this to the manager of your local leisure centre.  Your best bet is a Pilates class that will help stretch and tone your muscles.  You’ll be amazed at the results if you stick to it.”

Roger sniffed as he took the piece of paper. If Dr Khan thought that he, Roger, was going to prance about in leggings and a stretchy leotard with a load of skinny women, then he could fuck right off.

“Is it going to cost me anything?”

“No.  It’s free for six weeks.  After that you can decide whether or not you want to carry on with it.”

Well, if it’s free then it might be worth having a go?  Who knows? Perhaps one of those skinny women might even fancy him in his leotard......
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CHAPTER 2
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“BRIAN, I ASKED you to look after Elliott!  Where is he?”  Judy Barr put down the groceries on the kitchen table and took off her coat.

“He said he was going to the park with his mates. When’s dinner?”

“You know what goes on at the park. When I’m late home from work you have to keep an eye on him.”

“Mum, be serious. Who’s going to nick him?  He weighs fourteen stones for God’s sake!” Brian looked in the grocery bags. “Did you buy any crisps?”

“No, money’s a bit tight this month.  It’s not about him being abducted; I worry about the drinking and the drug taking down there.  I worry that he’ll get in with the wrong crowd.”

“All Elliott and his mates do is sit on the swings and eat takeaway pizzas and chips.  Nick’s down there snogging in the bushes with his bird.  He’ll see what he’s up to.”

Judy sighed and began preparing the evening meal.  Life had dealt her a rough hand: Alan was living it up in Bromley with Cara, discarding his responsibilities like a snake shedding its outer skin, and thinking all he had to do was to pay the least amount of money into her bank account from afar that he could get away with.  How was she supposed to earn a living and look after the welfare of four teenage boys at the same time?  
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“IS DINNER READY YET, Mum?”  Marlon had appeared from the fug of his bedroom.  

“Not yet.  Have you done your homework?”

“We weren’t set any.”

“You said that yesterday.”

“We weren’t set any yesterday either.  What’s for dinner?”

“Spaghetti Bolognese.”

“I hate spaghetti Bolognese.”

“Then cook me something lovely then.  I could do with a night off.”

“No, it’s ok.  I’ll eat it.  It just tastes like shit.”

“Please watch your language Marlon.”

“I can’t think of any other word to describe it.”
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AS IF BY MAGIC ALL four boys appeared in the kitchen just as Judy was draining the spaghetti.  Their appetites were insatiable; her weekly food bill was rising faster than the national debt.  She decided after dinner to ask Alan for more money.

“Cara wants a new kitchen.  We’ll have to be a bit careful with the pennies, Jude.”

You have four ravenous sons here.  You are bloody well going to pay for their upkeep.

“All I’m asking for is another fifty pounds a month to help with the food bill.”

“What’s Brian doing these days?”

If you were any sort of decent father you would know.

“He’s in the first year of his engineering apprenticeship.  He’s doing ok but he’s earning the usual peanuts.”

“Make it thirty five quid and it’s a deal.”

“Forty five.  Elliot’s comfort eating; he misses his Dad.  It’s like trying to feed a plague of locusts.”

“Forty.” Alan appeared totally insensitive to his youngest son’s plight.

“Ok.  Forty.”  Judy thought it was best not to press for more; she was lucky he had even agreed to forty pounds. 
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“HOW MUCH DID THE BASTARD give you?”  Nicholas picked up a tea towel and laconically dried a few plates.

“Thank you for helping me wash up, Nick.  Your father’s given another forty pounds a month.”

“Well, that should keep Elliott in pizzas anyway.”

“I’m going to have to give him less pocket money and put him on a diet.  He’s not going to like it, but I’ve been a bit lax with him lately.  He misses his Dad.  He’s suffered a bit more than the rest of you.”

“I’ll take him down the pub with me and give him a few games of snooker.”

“That’s really kind of you!”  Judy turned towards her son; “Is that aftershave I can smell?  It’s a nice pong.  What’s her name?”

“Er........Tracey.  She lives in Detmar Road.”

“She’s definitely bringing out the best in you!”  Judy smiled and rinsed out the washing up bowl.
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AS SHE SETTLED DOWN in bed, she could hear Marlon’s music vibrating through the whole house.  The ‘singer’ (if that’s what they called singing these days) sounded angry; the torrent of expletives being shouted through the thin walls was enough to make a sailor blush. Sighing, she climbed out from under the warm duvet, only to find that Brian was out on the landing already.

“Turn it down, you wanker!”  

Peace suddenly reigned. Brian’s booming bass tones seemed to have done the job for her.  As she got back under the covers she decided that she really wanted to attend some sort of relaxation class.  Perhaps it would make her less prone to worrying all the time? She would check at the leisure centre after work tomorrow and find out what they had on offer.
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CHAPTER 3
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“HAVE YOU GOT that ‘Fifty Shades’ book?”

Thelma Frost looked at the little old lady standing opposite.  Her head barely reached above the counter top.

“It’s out on loan I’m afraid, but I’ll put your name on the waiting list.”

Thelma sighed.  The world was obsessed with sex.  She was sick of the constant sexual innuendos from the lonely old men who spent all day supposedly reading in the library. One of them she’d caught holding a mirror and bending down next to a young girl in a short skirt standing there unaware in the fiction section. Every time you opened a newspaper or magazine there was somebody’s breasts looking at you. Sex was everywhere.  It was on more and more TV programmes, and especially rife on the music channels.  You couldn’t even look at a music video these days without the unpleasant sight of half-naked women gyrating provocatively about.  Why don’t they just take all their clothes off and fornicate and get it over with?

“Shall I do the shelving?”  Monica’s voice brought Thelma out of her reverie.

“Yes, thank you Monica.  I’m going for some lunch now.”
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THELMA TOOK HER PACKET of sandwiches and flask of tea out of her locker, and walked towards her usual seat in the park next to the library.  She experienced a slight twinge of irritation at the sight of a young couple kissing and cuddling on her seat, and had to backtrack to the empty bench near the public toilets.  A smell of stale urine wafted out from the men’s lavatory.  Thelma clicked her tongue in annoyance and moved off again to the other end of the small park.  At this rate her lunch half hour would be over before she’d even had a chance to eat anything.

As she savoured her mother’s salmon and cucumber sandwiches left over from the Sunday teatime visit of her elderly aunt and uncle, she surreptitiously watched the young couple kissing on her seat.  She gave a tut of disapproval; they should be doing that sort of thing in private.  She carried on watching, dark sunglasses hiding her line of vision.  She could see the boy had his tongue in the girl’s mouth.  She looked away to pour some hot tea from her flask, and felt a fleeting sensation of something unknown in her nether regions.  By the time she had put the cup to her lips the couple were walking away, arms around each other.

The afternoon shift dragged on.  As Thelma stooped over to pick up some books from the bottom shelf of the returns trolley, the muscles in her lower back sent out a painful stab of protest.  She stood up gingerly, holding the small of her back with her right hand and some non-fiction books in the other.  

The pain was happening more and more. She knew she was out of condition. She needed to find out about joining an exercise class of some sort before her back gave up the ghost altogether.
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“IS THAT YOU, THELMA?”  Her mother’s voice sounded as soon as Thelma returned home and put the key in the lock.

Who else would it be? The Queen of Sheba?

“Yes it’s me, Mum.”

“What?”

“It’s me.”

“You’re twenty minutes’ late.  Your dinner’s cold now.”  Sylvia Frost’s mouth was forming a tight ‘o’ of disapproval as Thelma entered the kitchen.

“Sorry, Mum.  I went to the leisure centre to see if there were any classes I could join that would help my bad back.  The receptionist said there’s a new Pilates course starting next Monday evening.”

“What?”

Thelma closed her eyes for a second and let another stab of annoyance pass.

“I said there’s a new Pilates course starting next Monday evening.”

“You’re joining the gym?”

“No. Just a Pilates class.  Apparently it tones up your muscles a treat.” 

Thelma put her dinner in the microwave to heat up.

“So you’ll be out now every Monday night?”  Sylvia’s voice took on the whine that Thelma knew only too well.  She waited for the start of the emotional blackmail.

“I sit here all day on my own, and nobody comes near nor by.” 

Yep. There it was.  There’ll be the bit about putting her head in the oven next.

“Sometimes I feel like putting my head in the microwave.”

That was a change from the oven.  Wouldn’t gassing be a better way to go? Just place a pillow in the oven, put your head on it, turn on the gas and close the kitchen door...

“I’ll only be gone a couple of hours.  It’s not like I’m flying to the moon. Why not join something yourself?  An evening class perhaps?”

“What?”

“How about joining an evening class?”

How am I going to get there?

“How can I get to an evening class? I’m too old to get on the bus to the college.” 

No you’re not.  It’s just that Dad drove you around everywhere when he was alive, and you became dependent and lazy.  You’re only 68.  For God’s sake get a life and stop complaining!

“I’ll take you in the car.  It’ll be good for you to meet new people.”

“No, no.  I could never go anywhere on my own.”
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CHAPTER 4
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“HOW’S THAT FOR you Mrs Lambert?”  

Julian Swann held the mirror at the back of the old lady’s head.  He had tried his best, but every week she still seemed to resemble a rather large cauliflower.

“Lovely thanks, Julian.  I’ll make another appointment for a fortnight.”

Julian massaged his shoulder and winced.  Holding the hairdryer was becoming more and more of a problem, and he couldn’t seem to lift his left arm up as high as he used to.  His back ached from standing up all day. Grey hairs were beginning to appear. What was happening to his body?  He was only 42! He thought back to the conversation he’d had with his partner that very morning.  It was fine for Malcolm to take the piss; he was only 28 and all his body parts were working as they should. However, Julian knew the score – there could be no ageing in the gay world! What was he going to do, now that his body was no longer young?
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“WHAT’S IT GOING TO be today then Mrs Cooper?”

“I don’t know.  What do you think?”

Julian looked at the tired, lank, over-bleached rats’ tails in front of him, and thought maybe a good going over with the clippers set at 0.5 would be the best solution.

“Let’s have a little trim, some hot oil conditioner and a blow dry.  What do you say?”

“Sounds lovely.  You always do a good job, Julian.  I love your new hair colour by the way.”

“Oh, thank you!  I’ve been feeling a little bit sad these past few days, so blue is definitely the right colour at the moment.”

“Nothing too serious I hope?” 

“Just a painful back and shoulder.  Nothing that turning back the clock by 20 years wouldn’t put right.”

“Ha! If only!  When I had a frozen shoulder I went to some classes where they taught you how to stretch properly.  Perhaps go along and see if there’s anything suitable in the leisure centre?”

“Thanks.  I might just do that.”
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“YOU’RE OUT OF CONDITION.  You even drive to the salon. You could walk it in fifteen minutes.”  Malcolm gripped his right foot and pressed the heel of his trainer into his right buttock. “Come out running with me.  You’ll soon feel the benefit.”  

“It’d kill me.” Julian watched as Malcolm switched to stretching his left quadriceps.  He resembled a Greek God, standing there in his purple running shorts and vest: “There’s no way I could get my foot right up there anyway.”

“I’ll come to the gym with you if you want?  Anything you want to do. You can get fit slowly.  We can work out together.”

“You’d do that for me?”

“Only if I can have a free haircut at the salon.”

“It’s a deal.  You’re in need of a cut and colour anyway.”

“Just don’t do it pink like the last time.  The grunters at the gym were pissing themselves.”
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CHAPTER 5
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EDITH LAMBERT SIGHED and looked in the mirror. It was bad enough being invisible, but now Julian had styled her hair just like a cauliflower again.  She wanted it to look the way it had been when she first met Leonard, when she used to walk into a room and heads would turn.  However, as that had been 54 years ago she was rapidly resigning herself to the fact that it was perhaps rather optimistic to expect Julian to perform miracles, and that she would have to get used to looking not unlike a vegetable from the brassica family.

Bette Davis was right when she’d said that old age was not for sissies. Edith hated being old. Everything ached that was still working, and what didn’t ache didn’t work at all.  Leonard was gone and her three children had moved to London as soon as they were able to look for work.  Her only joy was when they visited for the day and brought the grandchildren.  Edith had only ever lived in Norfolk all her life, and she was too old now to want to change her ways.

But hey, there was always a walk in the park to lift her spirits, and she could change her library book at the same time.  Edith put on her coat and grabbed her bag.  If she kept moving it seemed to help her backache.

The young thin-faced woman at the counter always looked as if she had never laughed in her life.  Edith handed over her library book.

“That’s 10 pence please Mrs Lambert.  It’s overdue.”

“Your assistant extended it for me over the phone, dear.  I forgot to write the new date in.”

Thelma’s face froze into a grimace as she double-checked on the computer screen. Monica had not entered any extended date in the computer. Why did they always come out with the same excuse? Was there a group leader that phoned all the other old ladies and told them what to say to avoid paying overdue fines?

“Please remember to write the date down next time.”

“Have you got that Fifty Shades book?”  Edith wanted to lose herself in a good racy read and forget all about her aches and pains.  She couldn’t have sex anymore, but could still remember what went where and what it felt like when it got there.

“I’ll put your name on the waiting list.”  

Oh God, not another one.

[image: image]

EDITH MEANDERED ALONG the fiction aisles and stopped at the L – M section.  She would have to make do with Lady Chatterley’s Lover again.  Oh good, it was still on the shelf.  The young of today didn’t know what they were missing!

As she made her way back to the counter a poster on the wall in front of her advertising Pilates sessions for beginners caught her myopic eye.  Moving in closer she could see that all ages were welcome, and that it would be particularly
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