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            JUST A THOUGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When one door closes another opens, so the saying goes.

        When one door closes another slams in your face, so the joke goes.

        Nefertiti, however, never waited for the door to open, she barged in- uninvited...

        Until she met the Co-op Bag lady.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          The time for realising your potential often slips by unnoticed.

        

      

    

    
      “My Rodger is building a shed,” I said, but no one was listening; no one even looked at me. They were all engrossed, hell-bent on trying to look like King Tut concubines. Except, of course, for Mavis – she was pulling faces in the mirror like a seventeen-year-old attempting his first shave. She had new false eyelashes and was under the impression that it would take years off a face that had been around the block and back again.

      Mavis is the oldest in the Sisterhood, my belly dancing troupe; who, along with the others, was trying on outfits for my latest Sisterhood extravagance, oblivious to the cold and me, their mentor.

      “Rodger is erecting something, and it’s not making me happy,” I shouted.

      That shut them up, all three of them. They stopped, looked up, and stared at me like I had taken my bra off and revealed three breasts.  No one said anything; we all stared at each other until a finger cymbal rolled from the table and clanged onto the floor. Then it started, the jokes about erecting; just like I knew it would.

      My troupe has never needed any encouragement when it came to innuendos.
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        * * *

      

      My troupe – the Sisterhood – has entertained, and shimmied all over the Scottish Highlands with an earthiness that has been talked about in all the local papers. We were women of a certain age, who wore sequins over our curves and glittered up our wrinkles for all to see. Nothing stopped us, no poorly lit photograph in the local paper, or half-asleep pensioner snoring in the back of the row; we danced come rain, hail or shine.

      We were women proud of every curve, every shake and every step.

      Belly dancing is more than a dance, it is a celebration. It keeps things oiled, lubricated and ready for anything. It is better than any HRT or antidepressant and fabulous when one is… celibate. I mean, no woman is past her sell-by date in belly dancing, even Mavis and her fake eyelashes. And who better to teach, inform and mentor than the great Nefertiti herself – a woman made; no, designed to dance.

      As I often say to my girls, “Belly dancing oils the ovaries.”

      I inspire others, I can tell you!

      However, tonight I was beginning to wonder. The girls showed little interest and Lumpy the janitor was standing by the door leaning on his broom, with his usual ‘time to close up’ stance.

      “My Rodger has plans,” I said. “They are all laid out in my kitchen, and it has put the kibosh on my pyramid.” I stared at the blank faces; “the pyramid for meditating under.”

      I did detect a smirk from one or two faces and a ‘give it a rest’ from herself under the fake lashes. Mavis never had much time for meditations or pondering as she liked to call it, in fact none of the girls did. Mavis, along with Sheryl, was one of my most loyal, down to earth students; whose idea of ‘sorting things out’ was shopping, vodka and a good saucy joke, not necessarily in that order. And Mavis’s round apple-like body was a testament to such a philosophy, she often struggled with hip circles, but she never gave up. She thought hip twirling would attract a man. She even talked of visiting Egypt, which was, according to some dodgy ‘Over Fifties, Single and Still Shimmying’ website, full of men who just loved older women, and Mavis was truly tempted.

      “But don’t you think he is being selfish, ignoring my desires?” I said, with drama. “I mean, my Rodger, the man that made me the woman I am today, is actually planning to build a shed; a shed where I have sat, for years to ponder the goddess within.”

      “You’ve never used the pyramid,” Mavis muttered, while rolling her coin belt up into a tight ball. She was unmoved, as were the rest of them as they too began to shove their scarves into bags. The class was coming to an end, signalled by the janitor now in the room and pushing his broom about; Lumpy is a stickler for finishing on time.

      “Every man needs a shed,” he muttered, as he stopped to pump air freshener into the air. “Why shouldn’t your man?” Pearls of wisdom from a janitor whose broom cleaned the floor with as much effect as his lavender spray.

      And Lumpy didn’t stop there; he went on and on about a man and his castle, and how a drawbridge was more a man’s best friend than a dog. “Every man should be able to turn his back on the world,’ he said, “A man needs time to think, chew over the day, and put away his armour. He needs a moment to slide on his slippers; with no sharing of the paper, or the remote control.”

      No wonder Lumpy lives on his own, honestly. I was on the verge of making some sarcastic comment about his ‘inability to share a broom let alone push it’ when I looked around; they were all agreeing with him, my girls. One whiff of a free drink and you can’t see them for dust. I ask you, where is all the support, the comradeship? I’ll tell you – out the window as fast as Lumpy’s offer of a ‘quick drink’ in the Argyll.

      I left soon after that, and like all great artists sulked all the way home, refusing the after-class tradition of a ‘tonic with whatever is on special in the Argyll’. Instead, I went home, scrunched His Nib’s shed plans into a ball and tossed them onto the pile of logs drying by the fire.

      I had worked my underwire off for that troupe and no one seemed aware of it. For months we had been practicing dancing with canes. I thought it would instil a new dynamism into the trio. It could maybe even encourage past students to return.

      A cane dance means moving your hips with authority. A dancer twirls her cane around with military panache, with an attitude that declares ‘up yours’ to anyone who says belly dance is for wimps. The idea is to twirl one cane (or two like me, if you are a master) while dancing on your knees, performing back bends and even a little balancing on your head. I had the old folks at the Fyne Home spellbound and it took a full song before the usual ones fell asleep. The staff were so impressed that even after the accident with the tea trolley they asked me to come back.

      Rodger said that I hypnotised them with my cane twirling and I knew the group could do the same. I had planned a group dance with a solo for Sheryl in one verse, a duet for Kay and Mavis in another verse and me doing a final dynamic piece with two canes, but their lack of enthusiasm confused me. I finally gave Mavis the chance to perform at the front and she hardly batted an eye, let alone issued a, “Cheers, Neff. I can’t wait to do my bit for the Sisterhood.”

      “It’s our greatest extravagance yet,” I said. “A performance like no other we have done and I have just the right music.” No one said a word.

      I stood in my kitchen with only the drip of the kitchen tap to break the silence. “Bugger the lot of you” I shouted, and tossed my bag of costumes onto the table. A loud clatter followed as coin belts and zills spilled out onto the table and the floor. Puss, Rodger’s cat, looked up from her basket and meowed.

      “And you can wait as well!” I shouted. She meowed again and then got up and wrapped herself around my legs. It was a pathetic ploy to win me around, and it worked.

      Feeding her is usually Rodger’s job but as he was nowhere to be seen and Puss would not give up the ‘leg hugging,’ I gave in and opened a tin of cat food. Puss took one whiff and was off through the cat flap and into the night, while I was left clutching a half emptied can, with its mid-Atlantic fish aroma now filling the kitchen.

      My life, it seemed, was full of turncoats.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            A FALLING STAR

          

          Never judge a dance by its audience.

        

      

    

    
      The day I first heard the Egyptian drums I knew I had found my calling: to liberate women from a fear of their bodies and entertain the world. And it was Rodger who made it imaginable, it was he who understood, and he who called me, ‘Queen of the Clyde’, ‘Loch Fyne’s finest’, and finally his ‘Nefertiti’.

      “No one dances like you,” he said, “and I intend to show the world.” Well, at least Argyll, and I believed him.

      In the past Rodger had been my rock, the foundation of my artistic journey; a man who understood my talents and the need to express them. Who, back in the days when I first moved to Argyll, recognised that I was a performer of great status, and had star quality as he called it.

      I was Mid Argyll’s only Middle Eastern dancer whose legendary shimmies and entrances were talked about days after a performance, who had been mentioned in the local paper more times than the traffic warden or the local councillor, and I loved it, because my whole body was made for performing.

      And Rodger was always there for me, through all my performances – keeping the old folk quiet, stopping them from falling asleep and turning up the music when the crowd grew noisy. He would even defend me, in public, to people who were very vocal in their disapproval. Those who were often under the impression (and made it known) that belly dancing was stripping and way beyond the realms of a ‘menopausal housewife’.

      “She’s no housewife,” he used to say. “We’re not even married.”

      Between you and me, the Sisterhood owes much to Rodger and his ability to master any situation. He took care of all our staging and what he could do with a few solar power torches, and a mobile download was pure genius.

      Which was why I found his building of a shed over my meditation space so disturbing; and Lumpy’s ‘drawbridge, slippers’ speech didn’t help either. I mean my Rodger has never owned a pair of slippers in his life, he prefers the feel of shag pile between his toes.

      Lumpy, the all-seeing, all-knowing janitor, has manned the community centre, for as long as I have been in Lochgilphead, and is, to quote Mavis, part of the bricks and roughcast. What would he know about Rodger and his footwear? Just because he has his portrait hanging up on the Wall of Gratitude – that’s the foyer, to you and me – doesn’t make him any more than what he is: a janitor who has been there since time began, with a nickname of unknown origin.

      God knows how long that photo has been there, hanging as Kay says, “like yesterday’s washing.” But there it hangs right beside Sheila, Lochgilphead’s first yoga teacher and vegetarian, who brought the humble turnip into the twentieth century, with a little cinnamon and introduced the WRI to ‘mindful’ baking.

      That photo is a sad reminder of a young Lumpy flashing a full set of teeth, a poor man’s Elvis in overalls. I mean, I have loads of pictures of me when I was young, when I could spellbind more than just the old and infirm. But as I said to my Rodger: “Who would want a picture of their glory years hung on the Wall of Gratitude for members of the Young Farmers’ Association to smirk at?”

      Time is never kind. Look at Lumpy… No longer the young man with a full head of hair, he now loiters about the entrance of the community centre with a haunted look. A skinny man who gave up smoking the day he gave up wearing his council overalls in protest about the council cuts, and no one noticed.

      An hour after the ‘turncoat’ belly dancing class, I hadn’t moved. I was rooted to the kitchen stool staring at Puss’s untouched food wondering who would come home first, when Rodger stumbled through the door. He too had been at the Argyll, his newfound haunt. I told him about Lumpy’s ‘slipper philosophy’ and Rodger said little. In fact so engrossed was he in balancing a few cat biscuits on top of Puss’s mid-Atlantic cat food that I began to wonder if he had noticed me at all.

      “Every week he stands there,” I said, “watching me squirm at the empty page of signatures for my class … right beside the two pages of names for the Zumba class.”

      Rodger looked at me with a flat expression. “I am sure he doesn’t watch.”

      “And I hadn’t even removed my coin belt let alone turned off Hossam Ramzy and there he was sweeping the floor like I had already left ... It’s hard not to take it to heart.”

      “Swings and roundabouts,” said Rodger, “one day wobbling flesh will return, and you will be at the top of the pile.” Which I must admit had me wondering; Rodger could be, as Sheryl likes to put it, cryptic at times.

      I wanted to say more, I wanted Rodger’s shoulder to lean on, his listening ear. I wanted to talk about the Gala day; and Rodger’s ideas for the sound system.

      “I had found the best music ever,” I said: “Cheb Mami’s Meli Meli, and it’s perfect for a small group with solo dances.”

      “What?”

      “For the Gala day.”

      He looked, tired and irritable; apparently building a shed can do that to a man, especially after a few at the Argyll.

      “It just that I have this idea for bagpipes with canes...”

      Rodger let out a sigh.

      “And I’ll finish with that dance I did at the rugby union ‘do’ – you know how they loved it. Two canes and some tilts…”

      “They were out of it,” he said, “drunk, and looking for more than a few tilts, we had to cut short the dance, remember?”

      “No… Was it not a power cut?”

      And then he looked at me. “There’s only three left in the class. Can you not take a hint?”

      Hint? What the hell was he talking about?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            THE TURN COAT

          

          Use your exits well; sometimes it is all you have.

        

      

    

    
      Lochgilphead is not the sort of place that attracts visitors; in fact, there are usually only two reasons why anyone visits Lochgilphead – to spend time with relatives and gloat, or because they were offered a job, and didn’t investigate before they accepted. Lochgilphead has a Co-op, a newsagent’s, a couple of coffee shops, several pubs, and Rodger’s bookshop called The Read and be Thankful.

      A name inspired by The Rest and be Thankful, a remote place at the end of a remote road through Glen Coe in Scotland; a place where, in the past, travellers on horseback or in a carriage would stop and look at the view to- ‘rest and be thankful’; and a place where we stayed in a camper van on our first night together and truly did, at times, rest and be thankful...

      This morning, however, I was feeling uneasy. It had been two weeks since Rodger’s cryptic hint comments and he had been unusually quiet. He said that he was engrossed in the shed preparations, which I found hard to believe. I mean the shed had arrived in a flat pack, and was whisked up as quickly as a three-man tent by him, Shifty (his new best pal) and Sheryl’s husband Steven. But Rodger was obsessed and now suddenly he had better things to do and all of it in the shed.

      The new, quiet, Rodger had me stumped I had no idea what to do next except make another coffee and stir it. I watched Rodger walk into the kitchen with a grunt and little eye contact. I slid an espresso his way.

      “Rodger,” I said. “Lumpy reckons I should try Zumba.”

      He pulled a croissant from the fridge and placed it in the microwave. “Why would he say that?”

      “He says folk are bored and that’s why they don’t come anymore.”

      “Profound for a janitor,” he said, searching for a plate.

      “Mavis says that folk are bored of my classes.” I looked at him for a moment, in his usual shed attire. “Are you?” I asked. “Bored with me...my...dancing?”

      “What?” He was now scraping small flecks of butter onto his croissant. A few months ago it would have been a slab of the stuff and at least two croissants; now it seems he’s watching his waistline along with having a new secret life in the shed.

      “The Gala day, you’re not interested like you used to be, it’s like you don’t care.”

      He looked at me with a sigh. “Is ten years not enough?” And, before I could answer or offer him some homemade jam for the croissant, he was off into the garden with a throwaway comment: “Shifty’s visiting later.”

      I stood at the kitchen window and looked into the garden. Puss slipped out of the cat flap and followed her hero. I stared at Rodger’s back as he bent to pat her; she looked up and purred, and then followed as he disappeared behind the hydrangeas by the shed. And I wondered how long it had been since he had let me kiss his back, his neck or any other part of his body, for that matter.

      After two more espressos and a flapjack laughingly called delicious, I headed out to the post office. I wanted to see Mavis to ask her why she hadn’t been to the last couple of classes since her flippant remark about my pyramid and of course I wanted some sympathy.

      Mavis was my first student, my first pal when I moved here, and nothing gets past her. She was the one who told everyone how fabulous belly dancing was; she advertised, she talked and she proclaimed. Not only in the Stables coffee shop where they turn a blind eye to her slipping whisky in her coffee, but in her newly acquired post office job. Of course that job is perfect for her; working behind the post office counter means she can find out anything and everything. She could actually make the Fyne News sellable with her knowledge of the town.

      I dumped my Amazon returns on the counter and started to tell Mavis about how my Rodger wasn’t like my Rodger anymore and how ‘between you and me’ I was worried.

      Mavis looked at me over the counter. “I’m working,” she said, “and it’s hardly between you and me in the post office, is it?” Mavis has one of those faces that could do with a little waxing, and lipstick that never quite obeys the line of her lips. And that day, I noticed that her lips were highlighted by fine beads of perspiration. I wondered what was up.

      “But there’s no one here,” I said, gesturing to the shop that was empty apart from a solitary pensioner staring at the envelope selection. Mavis sighed.

      “Rodger says it is his artistic temperament, which is funny because he hasn’t painted since his Flower of Scotland Exhibition. And he has started flouncing – I thought that was my role!” Mavis looked over the top of her glasses. “Is that what you call it?”

      And then I began to tell her about his latest episode. “It was particularly brutal,” I said, “as it was more Puss’s fault than mine, although Rodger didn’t see it that way.” Puss had used the scrunched-up plans for the shed as cat litter. Apparently it was easier for Puss to catapult into the log pile and foot-pedal rough paper into some sort of pliable cat litter material, than saunter through a large cat flap and use the recently weeded garden. For some reason, Rodger seemed to think it was my fault, with a ‘you put her up to it’ sermon.

      “It’s like he is trying to pick a fight,” I said, “over anything.”

      “Hmmm”

      “Why would he do that?”

      Mavis said nothing; her gold-ringed fingers were flashing across the computerised till with irritating speed. She could, at times, be annoyingly absorbed. I’ve seen her serve four customers, down a coffee and a roll and sausage all at the same time. “If he just saw me dance again, then I’m sure things would pick up,” I said to her.

      “You should try Zumba,” she said, while shuffling a few papers.

      I stared at her. “Zumba? Me try Zumba? Why?” I wanted to tell her how much I hated Zumba I wanted to shout Zumba makes me want to spit, but I didn’t, Mavis thought the teacher was a wonderful human being.

      “Zumba,” said Mavis, “is the new yoga, and everyone is doing it.”

      What she means by everyone, is everyone from my class!

      “Zumba is a poor imitation of dance,” I said, and was just about to explain why when Imogen, (formerly known as Imogene) walked in.

      Imogen, Lochgilphead’s resident calligrapher has ditched calligraphy for Zumba, and now teaches. And to celebrate her new artistic direction she had changed her name, (apparently it looked better on posters).

      The pensioner looked up from the envelope section, as Imogen picked up the Glasgow Herald and walked over to the counter to pay for it; like it was the height of intelligence to read the Glasgow Herald. I was just about to make some sarcastic reference about being a Record woman myself when I heard the Stick Insect, as I liked to call her, say to Mavis, “are you going to Zumba this week because I could do with another for the troupe? We're going to start filming!”

      “Mavis,” I said, ignoring the reference to filming – it was probably just a mobile upload for YouTube. “You go to Zumba?”

      Mavis said nothing, but stared at her till.

      “You go to Zumba?”

      “Absolutely,” said Imogen. “My Mavis is a star.”

      I looked from Imogen’s pristine pert eyebrows to Mavis, the beaded sweat on her upper lip now almost dripping. How could she?

      My Mavis had gone to the other side with not one ounce of shame. She was no longer my Mavis… she was now a star for the opposition. If she had gone to Russian classes or joined a gym, I would understand; if she had dropped me for mountain climbing or rowing a boat, I could live with that. But her leaving me for Zumba, the very reason my own classes were dying… How could she?

      Mavis looked red and flustered.

      “Zumba won’t work your bits and pieces,” I muttered. “And you won’t be able to cough freely when you are old…”

      Mavis said nothing but I caught a look between her and the ‘wonderful human being’.

      “I mean we all want to age with ...reassurance,” I said.

      Mavis leant forward, “No one wants to hear about coughing when you’re old,” she said.

      “I do,” said the pensioner, clutching a packet of cost cutter envelopes. She turned to a woman entering the shop with a questioning look. “What I’d give for a decent laugh with no ...worries.”

      The younger woman looked back, confused. “I only came in for a top up.”

      Mavis told me to move away from the counter, “Please don’t start with your belly dance cure-all speech,” she said. “It’s bad enough in your class. It is one of the reasons why I left. You talk too much about things no one wants to hear...You’re just too blunt for your own good.”

      I looked at the pensioner, who had now moved onto the Scottish section and was turning a Scotland the Brave mug in her hand like she had never seen one before, I decided to leave, or should I say retreat; then Imogen stopped me. She fluttered her false nails across the top of my arm like we were best buddies.

      “Dance is not all about the pelvis,” she said. “Ask Mavis.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            ZUMBA

          

          When in doubt strut, and don’t stop until you are out of sight.

        

      

    

    
      My Rodger was beginning to make me feel unwanted; it seemed as if he had cut himself off and become unreachable.

      Rodger said it was nothing to do with me... when I say he said nothing, I mean, when I ask ‘is it me?’ he said nothing. Rodger instead talked about his shed, went off to his shed, and when he wasn’t in the shed, spent time buying things for his shed. And if you saw the shed, you would wonder what all the fuss was about.

      As I said to my girls, “I think we are going through the seven year itch, three years late; and I blame Shifty.” Six months ago Rodger took up assertiveness classes, and ever since then he has been a changed man who picked over everything and was too busy for my belly dancing nonsense, as he had taken to calling it. And it was Shifty who ran the class that convinced him to come.

      Sheryl said the last thing an assertiveness class would teach is to pick, and Kay agreed, stating that Rodger and I were just going through a low patch, or dip as Sheryl called it, and would soon come out of it.

      But I felt I was going through more than a patch and I had no idea how to change things. Rodger had started to belittle my belly dancing, the man so passionate about my dance that he called me Nefertiti?

      That night as I walked into the community centre for my class, I felt low. I could hear the Zumba music blasting through the whole centre and I could hear her - Imogen goading everyone on like some sort of dancing guru with amazing pronunciation.

      “Wonderful darlings.”

      The belly dancing page was blank with not one single signature; I knew after today that Mavis would not turn up, but Kay? Sheryl? Sheryl had mumbled something about her hubby wanting a night in, or perhaps something to do with the in-laws, but I hadn’t been listening. Now, as I stared at the blank pages, I wished I had.

      I kidded on I didn’t care. I put on my best brave face and stood at the entrance waiting for a smirk from Lumpy’s thin lips-bracing myself for his usual sarcasm.

      Do your worst, Elvis. I thought and he looked back with a smile of sympathy…he never usually smiled at me. What was up with him? Then I noticed he had on a pair of overalls that were not only clean but had been ironed. The only other time Lochgilphead had seen such a sight was the grand opening of the Wall of Gratitude years ago. The red tape was cut by some Britain’s Got Talent contestant who could make her dog perform to Bolero, and Lumpy, in his finely pressed overalls, was there to provide the scissors. Now here he was after all these years, turned out like a new handkerchief, being kind to me. I was truly thrown…

      “You were made for Zumba, Mavis, and don’t let anyone else tell you different,” shouted Imogen from the Zumba class.

      “We all have our dips, love,” he muttered.

      Lumpy had never called me anything before, let alone love, usually he just stood and watched me sign with the blank uninterested face of a thirteen-year-old. This time he actually looked human, and as the stinking Zumba music filled the whole of the community centre, he closed the book. “It’s all a phase,” he muttered and talked about a refund for the room.

      “I am going to use the room,” I said, “I need to prepare for the Gala day.” And before Lumpy could protest, utter a love or flash me another poor cow smile, I strutted, and continued to strut even when I heard Mavis – my whisky sharing Mavis – cackling over the beats of Zumba. I was going to dance until I felt good again I was going to dig deep and find my inner goddess and an empty class was not going to get in my way.
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        * * *

      

      As I walked into the empty room, I could hear Imogen’s posh drawl through the wall like some well-oiled royalty.. She was talking about Chubby, the local butcher, doing a piece about the Zumba premier in the Oot and Aboot section of the Loch Fyne News. Chubby is the local butcher, who sees herself as a woman of wit and intelligence and so much more than a butcher. She writes for the newspaper. And now, apparently, she loves Zumba as much as she used to love my belly dancing.

      At one time, the Sisterhood performances were one of Chubby’s favourite topics to write about. We were women not to be messed with, she wrote, an inspiration of glittering, coin belts with the scariest war cry she had ever heard, who had reached a pinnacle, the crest of a hip-popping wave that even she had never imagined.

      Not now. She has turned, and recently written that I, Nefertiti, have to accept that the baton has been passed and the pinnacle has been toppled; chopped down and stamped on. According to her, the world wants their women young, half my age; women like Imogen, who are as thin as an empty crisp packet.

      I haven’t bought a Chubby’s sausage since.

      I had already decided to play some Native American chant music; it was bold, rhythmic and would definitely drown out the Zumba shit from next door. Dancing can be so exhilarating especially when you performing to a new song, it’s like sex with a new partner – you’re never quite sure what you are going to do next, but hopefully whatever you do works and if you're lucky you’ll remember- really lucky you’ll get to do it again.

      I tell my girls that an empty space is like a blank canvas, “use your instincts- set the scene, walk the room like a queen and own it. Let the audience get a good look at your costume, stretch your spine; fill your lungs with music and expand your rib cage. Your body will look amazing and then, when you are ready, stretch out your arms and invite the audience in.”

      Or, as in my case, strut and pretend.

      As the drums started, I began. I lifted my veil into the air with a ‘stuff you’ to the class next door and took in a deep breath. I was going to dance my heart out, fill the room and forget.

      I posed and with the vision of a captive audience let my arms paint the story, starting with the hands. Chunky fingers look amazing when in tune with a violin, even mine and for a moment I watched them do their thing  before the movement traced up my arms and finally into a shoulder roll.  I then twirled my scarf around my head and as the pace of music increased, circled the room, my feet following the melody and my hips moving to the drumbeat- followed by my favourite- hip drops and shoulder shimmies, soon the beat and my body were one, connecting deeper to the music.

      Belly dancing is all about moving different parts of the body to different parts of the music. I like to think of it as painting the music with my body, and as I twirled to the chants of Native Americans I almost forgot everything.

      It was only short piece, and as it came to a close I circled my hips, faster as I spun around the room. I followed with a head twirl, circling my hair like a Motorhead fan finishing with -a Middle Eastern call...

      ”Lah lah lah lah lah Loi!!!”

      Lumpy started to knock on the door…

      ”Lah lah lah lah lah Loi!!!”

      He knocked again; I opened my eyes and there he was broom poised; apparently, I was disturbing the Russian reading group across the hall.
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        * * *

      

      A couple of hours later, I was standing in the Argyll’s ladies in a cubicle the size of a kennel with a genital hygiene poster stuck on the door. “Don’t soap,” it said, with Jenny makes it happen scratched on the top, along with a number twice as long as a mobile number should be. I had often stared at that poster and wondered how much the graffiti artist had had to drink to leave such a useless number, but not tonight. Tonight the numbers were blurring in and out of focus, like an eye test with the wrong set of glasses on.

      I was trying to centre myself, regroup, but nothing was happening.

      I had been in the Argyll with Kay and Sheryl- the remains of the Sisterhood – the remains of a group of women who would perform at the drop of a bra strap and I had accepted every drink offered to me.

      I had taken pity on myself because I had heard the worse news ever. Zumba had been asked to perform at the Ardrishaig Gala day. Imogen and her skin-tight Lycra would now be entertaining in the car park. For years the Sisterhood had performed at the Gala day, now it seemed they, the committee wanted something new, fresh and innovative. I may as well have taken the canes and shoved them up a drain pipe.

      “We will decorate the car park with the biggest poster ever,” said Imogen.“We’ll show Ardrishaig what we got,”

      “And give ‘em a taste of real dancing,” chipped in Mavis.

      I heard cheers from the class and wanted to cry and yell at the same time. I wanted to throw a tantrum like a baby or, even better, pull that tight blonde ponytail of Imogen’s hard and silence her posh purr.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I crashed my hips yet again against the toilet roll holder, stumbled out of the toilet, turned on the tap and glared at myself in the mirror. Not the best thing to do when under the influence, you are either scowling or smiling like an idiot, with mascara drawing a road map around your eyes. But staring in the mirror is something we women do when times are tough. We stare at our face and curse it, as if every wrinkle and droop is the reason why we feel so lousy, the reason why our world has caved in.

      I didn’t give a toss about being centered any more. More ‘tonic
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