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And for Lilia the question isn’t what would she do to make Molly famous, more what wouldn’t she . . .
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For Jackie


PART ONE

2001



Chapter One

MOLLY CAREFULLY PAINTED her nails blood red, three vivid stripes on each neat oval to make a flawless finish. As the polish hardened, she gazed down admiringly at her hands. She had looked after them well: the skin was soft and moisturised, the cuticles a healthy pale pink with no breaks or hang-nails. When she sang on stage that night, these hands would sweep and flourish expressively around her, enhancing her performance and conveying the required emotions with skill and subtlety. They were tools as valuable as her voice, and must be treated with respect. She lifted each one in turn to her mouth and gave it a little kiss, rather like a cat might with its paws. A pity, really, that her role required her to wear gloves.

Her hands might be her best feature but the rest of her, she knew, scrubbed up well. She had a pretty, plumpish face, with regular features that carried heavy stage makeup well, and her dark-blonde curls gave her the look of a cheerful country lass not overly concerned with matters of grooming or personal hygiene. She was fleshy and voluptuous. Her cleavage, when pushed up and powdered down, could heave and pant fetchingly as she filled her lungs with air – she had noted the admiring looks of her fellow performers, unable to resist the occasional furtive glance. She had a hefty rump and Rubenesque thighs, but these were usually hidden under the full-length robes that most of the musicals and operas she was cast in required her to wear. Her boyfriend Daniel said she had an hourglass figure. He lusted after her naked body, ripe breasts and big, wobbly thighs, and he would kiss them, bite them, part them at every opportunity.

As Molly waited for her nails to dry, she went through her usual pre-performance ritual, making a conscious effort to think with gratitude about her life thus far. It was a trick her social worker had taught her when she was growing up in the children’s home in Liverpool. Positive thinking. The glass must always be half full, not half empty.

I’m twenty-three, she thought. I’m in my prime. I’m earning a living doing what I love – singing. It might be small-time at the moment but who knows what plans Fate has waiting down the line? Nobody hung out the bunting when Cilla Black was born but she made the big-time – and how! If she can do it, why not me?

It was simply a question of willpower and determination, of being in the right place at the right time.

Molly felt a sense of destiny hovering about her. One day she would be a successful recording artist or a West End star; for now she was honing her craft with a third-rate weekly touring company. She wasn’t proud. Community centres still had stages, and the punters still came to hear singing, even if it was in places as uninviting as Chatham, Port Talbot or Swindon. No matter. Sooner or later, things would change for the better.

And there was Daniel, a handsome painter and decorator with a sexy Cockney accent. He had helped her to her feet when she’d slipped over in the street on her way to an audition almost a year ago. He picked her up in more ways than one. After a few dates and some rampant, adventurous lovemaking, she had moved in with him. She loved him with all her heart and he loved her too. Professionally and in her personal life everything was hunky-dory.

‘Thank you, God,’ she said aloud, her voice still carrying a strong trace of its original Scouse accent. ‘I’m made up. Work, sex, love. Cheers!’

As if by way of an answer, the Tannoy in her dressing room crackled into life: ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the Midlands Operetta Company, this evening’s performance of The Mikado will begin in five minutes. You have five minutes. Thank you.’

It was Saturday night, the last performance in glamorous Stevenage. After the show it would be time to pack her things away and move on. Next stop, Northampton.

Oh, shit! thought Molly, staring at her own wide blue eyes in the mirror. Digs. I’ve forgotten again.

She scolded herself as she gave her makeup one last check and straightened her thick black wig. She never remembered to arrange her accommodation for the next stop on the tour, and by the time she got round to it, all the best places had been snapped up by other, more organised members of the cast and crew.

Oh, well, she thought, as she needlessly added a touch more blusher, comforted by the soft cool touch of badger hair. I’ll worry about Northampton tomorrow.

She said goodbye to her perfect nails, pulled on her pink, elbow-length gloves and headed for the stage.

Two days later Molly was wheeling her battered, dark-blue suitcase up the pathway of Kit-Kat Cottage in a village called Long Buckby. The theatrical-digs list for Northampton had been dismally short and, because she had left it so late, all the cheap and cheerful rooms near to the theatre were taken. In fact, she had been unable to find anything suitable at all.

In desperation, she called the Derngate Theatre and spoke to a very helpful stage-doorman called Roger. Once he’d heard that she was about to be reduced to sleeping in her dressing room and washing herself and her smalls in the hand-basin, he’d come up with Kit-Kat Cottage’s phone number. ‘It’s not on our proper listings because it’s so far out most people don’t want to stay there. It’s a bus journey or two into town.’

‘I’ve got a car,’ she said quickly. ‘Tell me more.’

‘I don’t know much about it, if I’m honest. No one from here has stayed there for ages. They’re an elderly couple making some cash out of their spare room, I think, and the old girl had theatrical inclinations once. A bit eccentric. Do you want the details?’

‘I’m all ears,’ Molly said, her eye-liner pencil poised over a crumpled envelope.

So here she was. It was late spring, and either side of the pathway leggy daffodils and grass in need of a trim brushed her ankles. It wasn’t really a cottage at all, she noted, but a prefabricated bungalow, pebble-dashed in the same pea shingle as the path, giving an all-over mottled blond-caramel effect. Either the gravel or the Tarmac underneath it was giving off a curiously restful metallic scent in the afternoon sunshine. She heard a bee buzzing on a nearby rose.

This is nice, she thought, taking a deep breath of fresh, country air. She had spent all her life in the city where everything was concrete, glass and asphalt, and had only ever peered at green fields from train windows. The closest she’d got to a farmyard animal was doing panto with Jim Davidson a few years ago.

The path led to a small, pointed porch open to the elements. On either side there were generous bay windows. Both sills, she could see, were crammed with ornaments: ceramic ballerinas, glossy china Siamese cats, even a wax owl-effect candle, all facing outwards to the path. Behind them, shielding any further investigative glimpses into the rooms inside, hung startling cerise-pink lace curtains.

Hmm. It’s all a bit Blackpool, thought Molly. But if that was the worst that could be said for the place, she was in luck. The relentless weekly searches for somewhere to lay her head had forced her to lower her standards, as far as aesthetics were concerned. She could cope with anything as long as her room was clean and her bed comfortable.

She rang the bell and heard a cheery ding-dong inside, which made her smile. There followed two low barks and a woman’s voice saying something soothing but unintelligible. A moment later the door swung open, and revealed her landlady, or at least the top of her head. A full crown of henna-red hair greeted Molly. ‘Mrs Delvard?’ she ventured.

Slowly the scarlet head tilted upwards and a pale, powdered forehead appeared, followed by perfect painted eyebrows, milky green eyes, with matching emerald eye-shadow, a button nose and unnaturally flushed lips. The old lady was wearing a dark-blue, heavily embroidered kimono that had clearly seen better days; the slow raising of the torso, like a geisha girl recovering from a stately bow, was mesmerising.

‘Wilkommen!’ she breathed, as soon as she was upright. ‘You must be Molly. Do come in. But, please, do not call me Mrs Delvard. I am Lilia.’

‘Thank you, er . . . Lilia,’ said Molly. From that accent, the old lady was obviously German. She hadn’t noticed it on the phone, but it was only slight, so perhaps that was why. As she stepped into the hallway, she inhaled a strong jasmine scent and noted the old framed theatre posters on the walls and the bunches of dried roses hanging upside-down. It was all strangely familiar. She had met dozens of aged theatrical landladies during her few years of touring. They were often retired from ‘the business’ themselves, and loved nothing more than to reminisce about their glory days. She hoped Lilia was of this ilk, as she enjoyed hearing tales of high jinks and hilarious acting mishaps from productions gone and long forgotten.

‘Follow me, please,’ Lilia said, leading Molly down the hall. She had an elegant walk, Molly observed, but with a hint of an arthritic limp. As Molly parked her suitcase, the old lady steadied herself on a chair as she passed it and winced in pain.

Poor old thing, Molly thought, filled with sympathy. Despite the glamour of her appearance, her joints were obviously weary.

‘I expect you are tired after your journey. Sit down, please. I will bring tea,’ said Lilia. Her voice was low-pitched, attractive and lived-in; its owner sounded as though she’d seen a few things in her time.

‘Thank you,’ said Molly. ‘That would be lovely, but I don’t want to put you out, love. Would you like me to help you?’

‘No, not at all, my dear. It is good for me to move about. I have been sitting here all afternoon lost in an old movie on the television. I am a little stiff, that’s all. I need to come back to reality.’ She gave Molly a warm, sad smile, then left the room slowly and with some effort. Soon there were the sounds of a kettle being filled and crockery being arranged.

Molly looked about. Despite the bright sunshine outside, the lounge was gloomy and cluttered. It was a small room and the battered, dark-red-chenille three-piece suite was too large for such a modest space. An old-fashioned vanilla-coloured enamel fireplace squatted modestly against the chimney-breast. Above it, an incongruously grand full-length portrait of a beautiful red-haired woman, wearing a sapphire-blue dress, a cigarette holder between her fingers, gazed down at the clutter, framed by ox-blood-red flock wallpaper. A large television sat in the window bay, which was surrounded by dark-pink velvet curtains complete with a scalloped and fringed pelmet. At either side of the chimney-breast there were deep alcoves. The shelves in the one nearest to Molly heaved with a collection of lace fans, ostrich feathers in a crystal vase, photographs of Lilia in her prime and several more recent pictures of the present-day Lilia, hugging a large black-and-tan dog. There were no shelves in the furthest alcove, but instead a wooden upright chair. Molly gave a little cry of surprise when she realised a man was sitting there in the shadows.

‘Oh, I—Sorry, love, I didn’t see you there,’ she said, with a nervous laugh. He didn’t respond, didn’t even look at her. She raised her voice and stepped sideways a little so that she was in his field of vision. ‘Hello. I’m Molly.’

There was still no response. He was a thin, elderly man, completely motionless and, she got the impression, unaware of her presence. It felt too strange to stand there staring at him and saying nothing so after a moment she tried again. ‘I’m going to be staying here for the next week,’ she said, as though she was talking to someone with a hazy grasp of English or a hearing impediment.

Still he gazed silently into the distance.

She pressed on: ‘I’m an actress and singer. I’m in a tour of The Mikado – you know, the Gilbert and Sullivan opera. I’m Yum-Yum.’

He remained oblivious to her. What on earth is wrong with him? she wondered. Without thinking, she opened her mouth and began to sing softly:


‘Ah, pray make no mistake,

We are not shy,

We’re very wide awake,

The moon and I.’



She stopped, and although the man didn’t say a word, he turned his head slowly in her direction. His sad, watery eyes looked beyond her into eternity.

‘Poor love,’ said Molly quietly. She sat down on one of the armchairs and the two of them waited in companionable silence.

A moment later Lilia carried a tea tray gingerly into the room. As well as a pot, cups, milk and sugar, there was also a huge fruit cake and the old lady tottered slightly under the weight of it all.

Molly leapt to her feet. ‘Here, Lilia, let me help you.’

‘Thank you, my dear. So kind.’ Lilia handed her the tray with a smile and lowered herself into a chair with a heavy sigh. ‘That’s better.’

Molly placed the tray on the table and hovered uncomfortably. ‘Shall I pour?’ she asked.

‘Please do,’ Lilia said quietly. ‘I’ll have mine white with no sugar.’

Molly poured the first cup, noting that there were only two cups and saucers, and two plates and forks. ‘Nothing for . . .?’ She indicated the silent figure in the alcove.

‘Oh, goodness, no!’ said Lilia, with a chuckle. ‘My husband, Joey, by the way. I tried putting tea and cake in the food-processor for him once, but he wasn’t interested. He only seems to like those little tins of baby food and purées of steak and kidney pudding or the Bombay Palace Special.’

No further explanation of Joey and his catatonic state was forthcoming, so Molly finished pouring the tea and slicing the cake, then handed Lilia her cup and plate before sitting down herself.

‘So,’ said Lilia, briskly, as if only now could she get down to the business side of things, ‘I would like to welcome you to Kit-Kat Cottage. I hope you will enjoy your stay here. Your front-door key is there, on the table. Breakfast is included in your tariff and you are welcome to share my meals for a small extra charge, or provide your own food and use the kitchen. Just let me know what you’d like to do. I used to charge for the phone as well but you youngsters all have mobiles now so there’s no point. You can come and go as you please, and there’s a television and radio in your room. I do not go to bed early so don’t worry about disturbing me when you come in late at night. I will make you some cocoa, if you like, or perhaps a small brandy would be good for your throat. I used to sing myself – not opera, like you – but I found a drink afterwards, brandy or schnapps, very acceptable.’

‘Thank you, that’s really kind of you,’ said Molly, pleased. She’d been in places with far meaner attitudes and more restrictive rules than this. A cosy brandy at the end of a long show sounded just right. ‘And while I think of it . . .’ she reached into her pocket for a crumpled envelope ‘. . . here’s my rent. Eighty pounds for the week, as we discussed on the phone.’

‘Gratefully received!’ said Lilia, accepting the envelope and slipping it into her kimono. ‘There is plenty of hot water, have all the baths you want. I bathe my husband in the evenings, after Coronation Street. It is a rather tortuous process involving winches and so on, and can take up to an hour. Such a bother! But it has to be done at least once every two days or he starts to smell of Parmesan cheese. I don’t know why old men should smell so much but they do.’ She shrugged. ‘Another of life’s mysteries. Old ladies, as everyone knows, smell pleasantly of lavender and biscuits.’

‘It must be very hard for you,’ Molly said, grateful that she would be out at the theatre at that particular time. ‘And is your husband . . . ?’ she ventured, not sure how to ask what Joey’s complaint was.

‘He had a stroke, the doctors say, two years ago. He’s been like this ever since. That’s why I call him Joey. It’s a bit like having a budgerigar in the room. His real name is Michael.’

‘Oh. I see.’ Molly couldn’t decide if naming your husband after a budgie was an act of cruelty or simple desperation. Was Lilia unkind or just trying to make light of a sad situation?

‘Of course, you do not wish for life to turn out this way but marriage is, as they say, for better or worse. I just get on with it. It is not easy at my age, but there it is.’ Lilia gave another world-weary smile.

Molly felt a wave of sympathy for her. ‘You’re doing a fine job. It must be difficult.’

‘I married Michael in the seventies. There is our wedding picture, up on the shelf. You can see for yourself we were a gorgeous, glamorous couple. I was a star then, and he was my partner, my manager, my lover and my friend. But he’s Joey now,’ said Lilia, her voice quivering. ‘I had to separate the two. Michael was a fascinating man: erudite, smart, inspiring. And Joey? Silent, staring . . . incontinent. Locked in his own head. Michael would have hated such a fate.’

Lilia gazed fondly at her husband, who continued to stare, motionless, into space. Molly shifted awkwardly, wondering how to fill the silence. She placed her empty cup and saucer on top of the plate, put them back on the tray, and said brightly, ‘That was lovely, Lilia, thank you.’ By way of concluding things, she wiped the corners of her mouth with her middle finger and smiled.

‘I will show you your room now,’ said Lilia, tipping her teacup to slurp out the last drops.

‘Okay, then,’ Molly said, relieved. She was keen to get settled in and have some time to herself. She needed to phone Daniel and let him know she’d arrived safely, and Simon would be waiting to hear from her too. It was her custom to ring him on the first night in new lodgings and tell him what they were like. He loved hearing about her landladies, the more eccentric the better. Lilia would be right up his street. ‘Now, I’d better—’

‘There is one more thing,’ interrupted Lilia, raising her hand to silence her new lodger. ‘There is someone else I want you to meet. The real man of the house.’

‘Who’s that?’ asked Molly.

‘My boy. My best boy. Heathcliff.’ Her eyes sparkled. She raised her voice and called towards the door. ‘Where are you, Heathcliff? Come to Lilia!’

The door opened and a large, muscular Rottweiler, the size of a lion, pushed his way hurriedly into the room and headed straight for Lilia, panting with excitement. With his rear legs still on the ground, he raised himself in the air like a stallion, his front paws as big as table-tennis bats, one on each of Lilia’s shoulders. His impressive tongue licked her ravenously from chin to forehead as she cooed and giggled girlishly. ‘There, there! My love puppy, my baby, my gorgeous, handsome man!’

‘He’s . . . beautiful,’ Molly said, trying not to recoil at the sight of the enormous tongue lapping the old lady’s face, taking the powder and paint with it.

‘Yes, he is! And gentle as a baby, so don’t be frightened. Down, Heathcliff, down. Now. Come along, Molly, we will go and find your room.’

Heathcliff sat down on the hearthrug, two syrupy spindles of saliva escaping from either side of his mouth.

‘Good boy,’ said Molly, tentatively, but Heathcliff never took his eyes from Lilia.


Chapter Two

SOMEWHERE IN HIS mind Simon realised it was risky to pour himself a third glass of vino rosso di Sicilia. It was only five o’clock in the afternoon, after all. The first mid-afternoon ‘snifter’ had seemed harmless enough. He told himself he deserved it. It was a pick-me-up, no less, after a traumatic sleepless night. Pick him up it had. It had given him such a spring in his step, he’d decided without much ruminating that a second was in order. This had also gone down the hatch so smoothly and quickly that he had wandered into the kitchen, empty glass in hand, and was contemplating the third. The shot in the arm that the first drink had given him had faded. The second had allowed a brief reprise, but had been annoyingly fleeting. He needed that third, yearned for it and desired it so strongly that his feet were almost tapping with impatience.

A dark recklessness coursed through his veins, and he snatched the bottle from the counter as if some invisible figure might take it away from him. ‘Fuck it!’ he said, pulling out the cork he had stuffed back into the neck in the feeble pretence that he wasn’t going to drink any more. He knew the outcome of this game because he had played it before. Many times. Why did he pretend he could enjoy just one drink when one was never enough? And why did he wake each morning promising to have a wine-free day only to relent mid-afternoon without so much as a struggle? He would finish this bottle and very probably go to the off-licence for a second. He could always find a reason to indulge himself, and once the bottle was open it was game over. He didn’t even bother toying with the notion of restraint, these days.

It’s not my fault, he told himself, as he glugged the ruby liquid into his wine glass. I need some comfort. I blame Molly. After all, it’s been two and half months now, and how on earth am I supposed to cope for all that time without her? It’s no wonder I need the odd drink. I’ve been discarded, and it’s the only comfort I can lay my hands on.

For the last few weeks his drinking had been getting just a little worse and he was sure it was because, without Molly, he was unravelling. She was his best friend, his soulmate. She had abandoned him to go cavorting around the country in some dreadful show and his increasing intake of alcohol was the consequence. Usually he and Molly spoke at least twice a day and met up almost as often. When she was between jobs they practically lived together, spending hours in cafés, endlessly chatting, always able to amuse each other and never bored in each other’s company. Without her, he was lonely. It was as simple as that.

He looked at his watch. Molly was going to call him as soon as she had settled into her digs in Northampton. It was her custom to ring him during the afternoon that she settled into a new place so that they could have a giggle over the latest hole she was staying in – another of the little pleasures they shared. But if she guessed he’d been drinking, he knew what would happen. Disapproval would creep into her voice, and she’d very often cut the conversation short, as if there was no point in talking to him in his inebriated state, and he would be left feeling more deprived than ever.

Hopefully, she’d phone soon. He looked again at the glass of wine in his hand, luscious and inviting. He was dying to sip and savour it, roll it over his tongue and swallow it. He could just about hold himself together on three glasses of wine, as long as he enunciated clearly and didn’t start rambling. Four glasses and he was liable to start going on about the BBC, the Post Office, the DSS, British Gas or any other organisation that drink seemed to transform into the enemy du jour. Both he and Molly knew very well that if he started ranting, he was most definitely pissed. If she didn’t call soon there would be no point in answering the phone.

The third glass of Sicilian red was risky, therefore. He was still sober enough for lucid self-recrimination, not drunk enough to be lost and pain-free. It was the tipping point.

With the glass in hand, he wandered into the lounge and sat looking out of the window across the railway tracks towards Camden High Street.

Simon had met Molly on their first day at Goldsmiths College in London when they were both freshers, starting out on their university lives. The welcome meeting had just begun in the college theatre and Simon was sitting in the back row, listening intently to the head of the English department, who was explaining how they were all on the threshold of an exciting new future. The door behind him flew open and a rather flustered Molly crashed through it. ‘Sorry I’m late!’ she announced, in a breathless Liverpudlian twang. ‘I had the wrong room. I’ve been sat with a load of geeks in Geography!’

Simon stared at her. Immediately she turned her head and saw him. She gave him a grin and headed straight for the empty seat next to him, plonking herself down without ceremony. ‘Have you got a tissue, mate?’ she asked, in a loud whisper. ‘I’m sweatin’ like a bloody ’orse ’ere. I’ve just run the one-minute mile in these.’ She showed him the big stacked heels on her boots.

‘Not easy,’ Simon agreed.

‘You can say that again.’ Molly rifled through her bag and pulled out her information pack. ‘Now – what have I missed?’

‘Quiet, please, at the back!’ called the head of English crossly. Simon and Molly exchanged looks and snorted quietly.

They were friends from that moment on. It was only natural that they should go straight from the welcome session to the cafeteria where, over what claimed to be chilli con carne, they filled in their course-option forms identically, thus ensuring they’d be attending all the same seminars.

‘Shall we opt for Dickens or Sylvia Plath?’ Simon asked, wrinkling his nose and chewing the end of his Biro.

‘Sylvia Plath. No contest. I can’t be doing with Dickens – all them Mr Fartpants and Mr Chuzzlepricks. Drives me insane. Plath is much easier, just bumble-bees and bell jars. Then she had the good sense to top herself. Didn’t go on and on and on, like Charlie boy.’

‘No contest, then,’ Simon agreed. ‘What’s next?’

‘Medieval poetry or the complete works of Piers Morgan?’

‘Medieval poetry,’ they said simultaneously.

She’s fabulous! Simon thought. He was already falling in love with her, if in a strictly platonic way, and that was a very novel experience indeed. He had never mixed with girls much, as his boarding school had been all boys and his life afterwards, in the years before he’d decided to come to university, had been decidedly male-centric. He’d thought that was the way he liked it, but there was something about Molly’s extraordinary energy and her throbbing vibrancy that drew him to her. She was larger than life, a big girl with fabulous cheekbones and a cascade of dark blonde curly hair piled on top of her head and trailing halfway down her back. She wore men’s shirts and jackets but always with a chunk of impossibly large diamanté on the lapel and bold, punky makeup. Simon, who was tall and willowy and rather delicate, complemented her look, and they were soon inseparable, always together in the refectory or the college bar, laughing, whispering about something or clinking their glasses to toast their brilliant futures.

They were rather disdainful of their fellow students, whom they perceived to be over-studious and boring, at least in comparison to themselves. They were the arbiters of style in their world, and gossiped indiscreetly about those around them, creating witty but disparaging nicknames for all and sundry, ‘Anorak girl’, ‘Psoriasis Boy’ and ‘Hunky Hughes’ being just a handful of examples. They gave each other knowing looks and spoke in coded catchphrases. They were far too caught up in their own fabulousness to bother much with course work or writing tedious essays.

Apart from their looks, behaviour and exclusivity, something else that drew everyone’s attention to them – whether they were interested or not – was Molly’s habit of letting out screeching, ear-piercing soprano notes anywhere and everywhere she went. Simon thought it was hilarious. Sitting in the bar or walking down the corridor she would, without warning, launch into an aria or an obscure line from one opera or another, culminating in a glass-shattering top C that would stop all conversation, all movement around her. Once delivered, she would give a grand wave in all directions and carry on with what she had been saying or doing before this impressive musical interlude. Simon thought she was amazing and wonderfully talented, even if some of the other students found Molly’s habit a little less enchanting than Simon did. Some even took to wailing like fighting cats when they saw her. But Simon loved attention of all kinds, even the negative variety, so he and Molly saw it as further evidence of how special they were.

The bubble they had created for themselves was impenetrable by others, a two-person tent made from the Emperor’s new clothes, with no zip, no buttons, no means of removal. They were utterly dependent on each other, their emotional well-being knitted fast together. Simon loved this dangerous new coexistence, and he was thrilled and excited by Molly.

The only thing that might have come between them was men. But in that first year at university, Molly was recovering from a broken heart and still pined for her lost love. Many were the evenings that they opened up the vodka and Molly got nostalgic, telling Simon over and over again about Jezza and how much she loved him. Usually she’d end up weeping in an alcohol-fuelled crying jag, wondering why Jezza didn’t love her any more.

‘Because he’s a fool, that’s why. You’re an extraordinary creature, a tropical flower among the weeds of womankind. He couldn’t handle that. Most men, sooner or later, want to be in charge. They want their woman at home scrubbing the doorstep and making their dinner. You were never going to do that.’

‘No, I bloody wasn’t!’

‘Well, there you are, then. You were too much for him to handle. Besides, you have me now,’ Simon would say, hugging her and stroking her unruly curls. ‘You don’t need men any more.’

‘It’s not quite the same, though, is it?’ Molly would sniff. ‘I have needs, you know, and you can’t pretend you can do anything about those, can you?’

‘No,’ Simon said honestly. ‘I can’t. But I do love you, Molly. You can get a shag from anyone, but you’ll only get true love from me.’

Then Molly would get all emotional and cry and say she loved him too, and no man would ever come between them.

No man ever had, either. Yes, Molly had fallen in love plenty of times, once she’d managed to get over Jezza, and when she did, it would cause an irritating hiatus in their ongoing devotion to each other, but in the end she always came back to him. The men in Simon’s life never seemed to last much longer than a few hours, so there was no problem from that side of things. It was Molly and Simon, together for ever.

Simon took another large slurp of his wine. Of course he and Molly were going through a rough patch at the moment – another reason for the medicinal administration of Sicilian red. It was all because of the dreary builder, Molly’s latest love interest and rival for his attention. It was a bore, that was all, having to think about it, talk about it and deal with it – Daniel this, Daniel that, Daniel all bloody day long. Simon really couldn’t be doing with the way Molly threw herself into her relationships. He dreaded hearing the catch in her voice when she announced there was a new, perfect man in her life because he knew what it meant: the sparkling eyes, the dreamy expressions, and the endless breathless gush. She couldn’t just date someone once a week, take it slowly and let things develop. No, she always had to be devoured by the new lover, investing all her emotional well-being in a romantic ideal that, sooner or later, turned sour. And she never seemed to learn her lesson. Why, within a month of meeting this Daniel she had given up the lease on her own flat and moved in with him! Just like that, if you please. It was all too cosy and too sudden. There weren’t enough hours in the day for Molly to devote to Simon and her latest beau, and it was always the squeeze who got her attention. It was unfair, Simon thought. They had vowed to go on life’s journey together and, in his frequently intoxicated opinion, Molly was breaking her promise. Simon’s love for Molly was eternal, but it was far from unconditional. She must, at the very least, be available to him.

Simon knew he was having a bitter and twisted moment. Perhaps he was already a little drunker than he’d realised. But he couldn’t help it – he felt deeply neglected.

He was still staring out of the window, now feeling rather cross, when the telephone interrupted him. He put the almost empty wine glass down on the table and took a deep breath. Yes, he decided, he was sober enough to speak. He picked up the receiver.

‘Hiya, chuck!’ came Molly’s familiar greeting. ‘How’s tricks?’

‘Oh. Yes, hello there.’

‘You all right?’ Molly asked. There was a pause and then she said, ‘You on the sauce?’

‘No, no. I was deep in thought, that’s all. How’s Northampton?’

‘I think it’s all right, actually. My landlady’s German, claims to have been a huge star in her day. All silk dressing-gowns and heady perfume. Very Sunset Boulevard. You’d love her. Her name’s Lilia – bright orange hair and heavy makeup. Traditional bungalow affair: knick-knacks everywhere, photos of the good old days, lots of pink, lots of lace. My room’s okay – clean and no used condoms or filthy knickers under the bed like the last time, so that’s a plus. Masses of doilies and china ladies but that’s all right, I don’t mind that. Sheets and blankets on the bed, not a duvet, and gold-brocade scatter cushions. She’s got a huge slavering Hound of the Baskervilles called Heathcliff, and a sad old husband who’s had a stroke and can’t move or talk. Sits like a statue in the corner of the room, poor love. It’s ever so sad, Si. I haven’t had the full story yet, but I intend to – the place is dripping with posters and photos. I bet she’s had a fascinating life.’

‘Fabulous,’ Simon said slowly, concentrating on not slurring. ‘You must investigate fully.’

‘Oh, I will, God love her.’

‘Are you ever coming home?’

‘Last week now, then I’m on my way. I can’t wait. Have you missed me?’

‘I feel like a cheese sandwich without the pickle. I’m inconsolable. I may not last until the weekend.’

‘I miss you too, something shocking. Whenever I go away, you get yourself into trouble. Talking of which, have you heard from your married man?’

‘No,’ said Simon, dismissively. ‘Nor do I expect to.’ This was not a subject he wanted to talk about, as he was rather embarrassed by his weeping and wailing of a few nights ago when Molly had called from Stevenage. Drunk as a skunk, he’d howled down the phone, said he couldn’t live without Justin, that he was going to do something silly – all the usual histrionics Molly had heard many times before. Suddenly he felt a little hypocritical over the things he’d been thinking about Molly and her love life: if he was honest, he had to admit that she had put up with her fair share of listening to the same old nonsense from him, just on a slightly different theme. ‘I don’t particularly care if I never hear from him again, actually.’

‘I see. You’ve changed your tune a bit. I thought you were about to get the noose out if he didn’t answer your text.’

‘No. It has no future. Justin has a wife and child. There’s nothing I can do about that.’

‘Well, the other night you were all for presenting yourself on their doorstep, intent on breaking up a happy home.’

‘I thought better of it,’ said Simon, pained at the memory of his dramatic, drink-induced threats.

‘I’m glad to hear it.’ Molly sounded relieved. ‘I was a bit worried you were going to make an arse of yourself.’

‘I don’t actually know where he lives, so there was little chance of that happening.’

‘Take my advice, hon, and give Justin a miss, eh? That way madness lies.’ She was being gentle with him now, not pleading but softly cajoling. Perhaps she was aware that he’d had something to drink, but the door of sobriety was still ajar and it seemed that she wanted to get her foot through it while the going was good.

‘Hmm,’ Simon muttered.

‘Time to move on. Agreed?’

‘I thought he was the One . . .’ Simon trailed off and sighed heavily. He could feel himself getting maudlin. Justin had been divine, a chartered accountant with a mean streak and well-cut suits that set off his broad shoulders. He’d talked scornfully about gays, leered at big-breasted women and said all poufs revolted him, but he didn’t mind Simon sinking to his knees to administer the relief his huge erection so clearly needed.

‘The One?’ said Molly, incredulously. ‘Come on, Si, I don’t want to be mean but let’s talk facts, shall we? If there is a “One” I think it’s highly unlikely that you’ll meet him at two o’clock in the morning behind a clump of trees on Clapham Common, chuck. And if you do, it might be for the best if he wasn’t busy, in his spare time, being a loving husband and father. I’m not Claire Rayner, but your ideal partner may well turn out to be gay.’

‘I don’t like gay men!’

‘Oh, Jesus, here we go.’ Molly sounded exasperated.

They’d been through all this before. Molly had tried to understand, she really had, but he knew she was still mystified by his preference for straight men – even if the very fact that they were willing to have sex with him might indicate that they were not really of that persuasion at all. His proclivity had been chewed over as a curiosity and pondered as a tragedy many, many times over the years. No solutions had so far presented themselves.

‘You know what I’m like, Molly. I can only sleep with a man under specific circumstances. If he’s straight!’ Simon said helplessly.

‘This is madness, Simon!’ Molly raised her voice. ‘You’ve got to stop this or you’ll lead a life of never-ending misery and frustration. I love you, and all I want is for you to be happy.’

Simon paused for a moment, then hung up.


Chapter Three

BEING AN ONLY child often implies that one is cherished, if not a little spoilt, but this wasn’t true in Simon’s case. His parents had married late in life, and both were in their early forties when he was born. He had wriggled into their lives either before they were ready or after it was too late. Whichever way you looked at it, things were not quite right. He got the distinct impression that his mother and father had stopped at one child because their first experience of parenthood was so bewilderingly disappointing. They had never seemed much interested in him or in anything he had to say. Tired smiles greeted his childish questions, and their answers were always designed to terminate any further line of questioning. ‘Run away and play, Simon,’ had been the refrain of his childhood. He bored them, he realised, and the best thing he could do to please them was go to his room and amuse himself.

His parents were so polite and indifferent that he felt like an unwanted guest in his own home. It had been no surprise when he was sent to boarding school at the age of seven – there was a distinct air of relief in the house in the days leading up to his departure. But even when he arrived home for the holidays, it was to resentful looks, pained expressions and whispered asides. By the time he was a teenager, it was like coming to visit two elderly strangers with whom he had almost nothing in common. They peered at him and feigned interest in his future, often suggesting he go back-packing.

Damaged as he was by such a loveless upbringing, Simon was intelligent enough to feel hard-done-by. Inevitably he looked for attention elsewhere. He had been sent to a boys’ prep school and later to a Catholic public school deep in the country. In the classroom, and more significantly, the dormitory, he sought and found the popularity that was missing at home. His cruel but uncannily accurate impersonations of the teachers had his classmates enthralled and, encouraged by their giggles, he found ever more outrageous expressions of his subversive, ultimately angry personality.

His attention-seeking continued after lights out, and was not unsuccessful. Word of his skill and compliance in the arena of darkness travelled to the bigger boys and soon Simon’s nights were most eventful. Although sleep was a tedious necessity, it became clear that there weren’t enough hours in the night. To satisfy all the demands upon his services, Simon was soon keeping appointments in the afternoons as well. When the school gardener sought to confirm the saucy rumours, it was just a matter of time before Simon was expelled. The greenhouse had not been a wise choice of venue.

Back home, his parents were able to add reproach and disdain to their gallery of expressions. Even false smiles were now a thing of the past. Simon could do nothing right. But with the good grounding of an expensive education, he sailed through his A levels at the local college. The morning his results arrived, and his parents looked at him with their usual blank-eyed indifference as he announced his three A grades, he packed his bags for London, not caring where he went, simply keen for a great adventure. After a couple of days at King’s Cross station, he met some other desperadoes and moved into a surprisingly civilised squat in Waterloo. Soon he had his first job, as an usher at the Old Vic theatre, selling programmes and ice creams from a tray in the interval. The uniform was bottle green and Simon decided he looked particularly dashing in it. It was not taxing work but he enjoyed it.

He sent his parents a postcard with his new address, but didn’t phone home and heard nothing from them. His new left-wing friends soon radicalised him, and he became a fully paid-up member of the Socialist Workers’ Revolutionary Party, forever going on protest marches and to sit-ins. He had his eyebrow pierced and wore his hair so short it was only one step away from a shaved head. Such a look, with his lean limbs and soulful, bright blue eyes, made him a popular addition to London’s gay scene. In fact, it was his eyes that people always remembered. They could sparkle across a crowded dance-floor and lure prospective lovers into his orbit. Once there, and given their full, heavenly, mesmerising voltage, any boy or man was his for the taking, seduced by the sadness that swam in their depths. He would take them home, have sex with them and turf them out in the morning. More often than not, they kept coming back. Something about Simon touched them, made them return for another look into his soul. Even hardened gays, who’d had all the tenderness fisted out of them, would declare themselves awash with love – who’d have thought it after all these years? – and they would try to nurture similar feelings in Simon, who was having none of it. He never seemed to fall in love with anyone, no matter how much they aroused or amused him. He didn’t much mind – it was just the way he was made.

This was a learning period for Simon. He discovered his own powers and also his own desires. These included gay sex but not, rather confusingly, gay men. He was bemused by this knowledge for some considerable time and chewed it over as if it were a particularly difficult clue in a cryptic crossword, pondering several solutions. Could he possibly be a woman trapped in a man’s body? Was sexual realignment the answer? This he dismissed instantly. He was perfectly happy with what God had given him, and therefore definitely not in the wrong body. Even if surgery and hormones were going to make him attractive to ‘real’ men, it was too high a price to pay.

Another option might be a life of chastity. Simon surprised himself by thinking long and hard about this. Some of the Benedictine monks who had taught him at boarding school had seemed genuinely serene and holy, and he would dearly have liked to escape from the eternal discontent that followed him around like a lost puppy, and to lose the discontent in his eyes that everyone commented on. Could it be transformed into piety and compassion for God’s suffering on the cross? It would be a long and unlikely journey from atheist revolutionary to the monastery, though. He knew deep down that he didn’t have a vocation for a spiritual life. It wouldn’t ring true.

The final and equally unsatisfactory option was to confine his interests to straight-acting gay men. There were plenty of those around and they were, or so they liked to think, barely indistinguishable from their straight counterparts. Certain bars and clubs in London were designed especially for them, done up like a construction site with lots of corrugated iron and empty beer barrels. These men – or MEN, as they no doubt thought of themselves – certainly looked the part, favouring biker jackets and Dr Marten boots. They stood around in alcoves staring into the distance, glowering at all and sundry. If he followed them into the darker recesses at the back of the club, he could have quick, rough sex with them and no questions asked. It was almost like the real thing – but not quite. Simon saw straight through the posturing of these men. They were just silly, self-deluded queens and they failed to satisfy him on any level.

The solution to this delicate conundrum came in the shape of a lorry driver.

Simon had taken on day work as a parcel-delivery man for a few months, and one afternoon he had stopped at Clacket Lane service station on the M25 to stretch his legs. He wandered aimlessly along the grassy verge until he found himself in the section reserved for articulated lorries. A huge black truck with several pictures of topless women stuck to the windscreen loomed before him. As Simon approached, the driver flashed his lights three times and leant out of his window. He felt a flutter of excitement in his stomach: here was a real man, a lorry driver wearing a greasy T-shirt and three days’ stubble! The driver indicated that Simon should hop in. Once inside he drew some grubby curtains across the windscreen and, without a word, climbed between the seats on to a small mattress area behind. By the time Simon had negotiated his way through to him, the driver had unbuckled his belt, undone his flies, and presented Simon with a very impressive cargo indeed. The sex was quick and unceremonious and fulfilled all of Simon’s wildest fantasies.

The knowledge that straight men were often not as straight as they seemed liberated him and set him on a heady voyage of discovery, one that sometimes resulted in the odd black eye but more often in delightful, exquisite encounters with men whose wedding rings only added to their attraction.

Simon’s enjoyable adventures as a sexual rover were rudely interrupted when he received a letter from his father telling him some sad news. His mother was very sick with cancer. ‘It’s at an advanced stage, I’m afraid, and the doctors are not at all hopeful. Do you think you could come and see us?’ he suggested.

Simon sighed at the inconvenience, but thought, upon reflection, that he ought to pop home.

A small stone of misery had resided somewhere inside Simon’s chest cavity for as long as he could remember. It was so real and permanent he felt sure it was of tangible, solid form. It would still be there, indestructible, after his cremation, nestling among the silken ashes like a Fabergé egg. At a loss to explain its origin, he had a tendency to graft reasons onto his melancholy. When, as a boy, he was told the story of Christ’s death for our sins, he put his misery down to the collective misery of mankind. And when the family cat died suddenly, he wept for weeks, not out of genuine grief for the bad-tempered feline but because he felt like crying, and here was a bona-fide reason to do so. Earthquakes reported in the news, abducted children or even the sad state of the nation’s economy were also declared causes for Simon’s all too apparent unhappiness.

When Simon, living in the squat with his new anarchist friends, received the letter telling him his mother had cancer, the stone of misery began to throb, invigorated by the news and its potential. He had no difficulty in sitting by his mother’s bed every day for three weeks, blowing his nose and wiping the tears from his eyes.

‘He’s heartbroken, poor boy,’ said the nurses to each other. ‘He must love his mother to bits. Look at the state of him.’

Simon wasn’t exactly indulging himself but he knew, deep down, that this crying and carrying on was little to do with his dying mother. He felt it anyway, always had, and now it was being fed, thriving like the cancer.

When his mother eventually died – her last words to him were ‘Canada seems nice’ – Simon stayed with his father for a week and was the star turn at the funeral, breaking down as he read a Christina Rossetti poem, shaking hands and passing around sandwiches with red eyes at the house afterwards.

‘Look after each other,’ said the relatives, as they filed out later. ‘It’s just the two of you now.’

The next day, while his father sat in the lounge drinking a bottle of whisky, Simon put his mother’s clothes into bin-liners and took them to the local charity shop. When he got home, the whisky bottle was empty.

‘I’m going to sell the house and move to a bungalow in Dorset,’ said his father, as if he was announcing that he planned to take an overdose of paracetamol.

‘Okay,’ Simon said cheerily. ‘I’m going back home to London tomorrow. Keep in touch.’ And he left the next day, certain that he would never see his father again.

Simon returned to the squat, his day job delivering parcels and his nights in the soft, dark corridors of the theatre, armed with ice creams and ready change. One day he was driving through New Cross when he saw a handsome denim-clad youth with a rucksack flung over his shoulder entering an old Victorian public lavatory. On impulse, he parked his van and followed him. Inside it was empty, apart from the youth who, as Simon entered, was just zipping up his flies and moving from the urinal to the sink to wash his big rugby-player’s hands.

Damn. I’m too late, Simon thought, as he took his place at the now-vacated trough. He stood there, nevertheless, looking encouragingly towards the boy, who was wiping his hands dry on a paper towel. He was aware of Simon’s intense stare, and took his time, carefully drying between each finger. Just before he left, he turned and gave a knowing smile.

Disappointment is all part of the game for a gay man on the cruise. But for Simon, the sad sight of seeing such a beauty slip through his fingers amounted to heartache. The pain spread down his arms and up his neck until an audible sob caught in his throat. If only he’d got there quicker he might have been lucky. The boy had appeared to know what he was after and had seemed almost amused. Who was he? Should he follow him? Should he wait to see if the boy came back? All these thoughts made Simon’s heart beat faster. He stood there, waiting, hoping for the sound of footsteps, but hearing only the drone of traffic from New Cross Road.

That night as he lay on his mattress in the squat, fantasising obsessively about the one that had got away, he remembered something. On the back of the boy’s rucksack there had been a label. Simon closed his eyes and concentrated. Yes. He could see it clearly now. It read ‘Goldsmiths College’.

By the next morning he had decided his future. He drove to Goldsmiths and picked up an application form. With his first-class A level results and agreeable personality, he would surely be offered a place there. He chose English literature as his subject, a kind of tribute to his mother, who had enjoyed a good read.

And then he met Molly.

As soon as Simon and Molly’s lives intersected, the value of true friendship was suddenly revealed to him. It was a revelation. His schoolmates had always bored him, however much they sought his company, and he’d had neither the desire nor the



















































PART TWO


PART THREE

Eight years later



Postscript

IT WAS FIVE o’clock on Christmas morning when the Kent Police knocked on Molly and Rupert’s front door with the grim news.

With Boris’s agreement Molly cancelled all engagements for a year. The story of her double bereavement was front-page news for weeks, and the sympathy for Mia Delvard was unprecedented. Her place in the hearts of the public as a torch-song singer with an impeccable pedigree was firmly established.

With the canker in the house gone, Molly and Rupert managed to recover their relationship and re-establish their marriage, and they agreed tacitly never to talk about those terrible months when they had nearly been driven apart. Life became almost normal again.

No one except Molly ever knew why Simon had driven Lilia to their deaths. At Simon’s funeral, Roger said to Molly, ‘He knew something, didn’t he? I’m nobody’s fool. I can’t sleep at night. This is like your TV breaking down halfway through an episode of Murder She Wrote.’

But Molly, pale and grief-stricken, said nothing, except ‘I loved him, Roger. I’m so glad he knew that.’

*

It wasn’t until several months after Lilia had been buried in Northampton in the same grave as Joey that Molly felt able to enter Lilia’s upstairs flat. She had just returned from the official opening of the Mia Delvard Music Room at Goldsmiths, and her mind was full of Lilia. It was time to face what the old woman had left behind.

Molly went in and walked tentatively through the abandoned rooms, just as Lilia had left them. In the bedroom, draped across the bed, was her famous blue silk kimono, lying where Lilia had flung it on the last, carefree evening.

She felt a throb of grief. Lilia might have wanted to destroy her at the end but for years there had been real love between them, too. She was, after all, the closest thing to a mother Molly had ever known. A sob rising in her throat, Molly collapsed on the bed and buried her face in the soft, comforting folds of Lilia’s mother’s robe, the one lasting connection the old lady had had with her extraordinary past.

Once the tears had subsided, she pulled away to inhale some cleaner, fresher air. It was only then that she saw the label. It took half a second to read it, but several moments to register the implications. The label on the kimono said ‘Dorothy Perkins’.

‘No,’ said Molly to herself. ‘How can that be?’

In a daze, she opened the bedside drawer and pulled out a sheaf of documents. Leafing through it, she came upon a crisp, yellowing bit of paper, which, when she opened it, revealed itself to be a birth certificate with the following information: ‘Name: Maureen Watkins. Date of birth: 20 April 1928. Place of birth: Grimsby, Lincolnshire.’

She stared at it, unable to take it in. She saw again the little German woman opening the door to her, breathing, ‘Wilkommen,’ and spinning stories of her magnificent heritage of Berlin cabaret and her heartbreaking past.

‘Well, I never.’ Molly started to laugh. ‘The lying cow!’

A moment later she glanced out of the window and saw a flock of migrating geese on the horizon.

‘But if Lilia Delvard never existed,’ she wondered out loud, ‘then who was Maureen Watkins? And what on earth was her story?’


An exclusive interview with Julian Clary:

What was the inspiration for Devil in Disguise?

Of all the experiences life has offered me so far, love, friendship and betrayal have been responsible for the greatest highs and lows. This book is my attempt to explore the agony and the ecstasy.

Lilia is a truly fabulous – if distinctly evil – creation. Is she based on anyone you’ve ever encountered?

Lilia is based on someone a friend of mine knew for many years: a seemingly kind, quaint, fragile old dear who turned out to be full of evil and malicious intent. All of the main characters in the book transform by the end, either by artistic endeavour or because they were concealing the truth about themselves.

Dream casting time: who in the movie of Devil in Disguise would play Molly and Simon? What about Lilia?

Lilia is easy to cast – as I wrote it I was imagining the fabulous Angie Richards who played Frau Schneider in Rufus Norris’ production of Cabaret at the Lyric Theatre. (I was playing the part of the Emcee for 7 months while gestating the ideas for the novel.)

Molly is a tricky part – Amy Nuttall (Sally Bowles in the same production) has the right qualities but would need to put on about 3 stone to play the early, buxom Molly and then lose it again towards the end.

I’d quite like to play Simon myself, but, sadly, I’m too old. Someone pretty who used to be in Hollyoaks perhaps. Is Henry Luxemburg available?

This year you’ve been doing a stand-up tour for the first time in years, but which comedians make you laugh?

I’ll laugh at almost anyone. Even those straight blokes who wear awful shirts and talk about their girlfriends endlessly can raise a smile. I’m not fussy.

Which book would you never have on your bookshelf?

Jim Davidson’s autobiography.

Is there a particular book or author that inspired you to be a writer?

Muriel Spark.

What is your favourite word?

Obfuscate.

Why do you write?

Escapism. I love creating a fictional world where I control everyone’s destiny. It’s like being God.

Which book are you reading at the moment?

Jack Dee’s Thanks For Nothing, which is highly entertaining.

What are you working on at the moment?

My next novel is in the gestating period. I’m like a broody hen sitting on her egg. In a few month’s time the book will start to hatch out and that’s when I actually put pen to paper. It should be rather epic – it involves two different story lines set fifty years apart, and the two world collide in a surreal and ghostly climax that I haven’t quite worked out yet. It’s quite a big egg, let’s put it that way.
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