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It is always hard to break up with someone even if you did not feel invested in that relationship to begin with, seeing as you only ever meant for it to be a bit of fun and nothing more. For I have no interest whatsoever in getting with another man anytime soon. I am feeling far too fragile after the divorce to cope with a proper full-on romance and besides, I could never replace what I had with Mason so why bother trying. However, you end up disappointing the other person you have become friendly with and then upsetting them. When you explain that, you cannot remain in contact anymore because they are frankly starting to freak you out by asking for all sorts of stuff, like your used sanitary pads and those raggedy old knickers that you keep for the days when you have your period. As well as wanting you to send him, the thick hairs that you pluck off the mole you have growing on your neck. How does the dude know this? Has he been watching me on my laptop somehow? Before wondering if, you would like to get matching tattoos of the devil on your arse so nobody knows it is there unless they worship behind your back (cheeky) and it will be our little secret. No, it will not be a secret at all because it is just not happening.

So it’s goodbye Buster Boyle (if that is your real name) you weirdo. It is not me, it really is you this time and I bet it is not your real photo either so you look nothing like a younger version of Johnny Depp because that is probably an actual picture of a younger Johnny Depp but I never checked so more fool me. I just wanted someone to be interested in me. Talk about living a fantasy. I became one for Buster Boyle but no more. This sorry saga took place not long after I divorced my husband Mason because I felt he would have a better life with someone else rather than be lumbered with me, a barren woman with a crippling future (for I cannot have kids and I have arthritis). As I set Mason free but I will always love him to my dying day and in another life, things might have turned out differently for us but they did not so we split up.

Now I find myself ending another sad encounter with a member of the opposite sex that never actually went anywhere outside of a chat room on the internet, since we have never met in person seeing as I had no intention of meeting him in real life. I simply wanted to make a new friend so Buster and I chatted online for a while and I felt dirty just for feeling flattered after he began paying me compliments. I was craving attention since I was lonely and secretly enjoyed the fact that someone found me attractive enough to fancy me. However, I never reciprocated it for one second and now I fear for my life if his threats to track me down are genuine. I need to put some distance between modern technology and me so Buster Boyle gets the message that when I say I am out of town I meant permanently, to him anyhow.

This business trip to Amsterdam couldn’t have come at a better time for me since I need a holiday, be it only a short break as we are going for three days to Holland. Well when I say business trip, I do not mean mine of course for I worked in a computer company that recently went bankrupt (not my fault but listening to my parents you would think I was responsible for losing my job) so I am currently out of work and looking. Whilst this leaves me with time on my hands for a rest as my older brother Riley is going for business but thought he might turn it into a bit of a romantic rendezvous, when it started out with him just inviting his wife along but Darcie then went and invited me. Since she felt sorry for me after I had been going on about the man I met online and telling my sister-in-law how I wanted to escape from the intensity for a while. Because I was tired of trying to block Buster Boyle but failing since he must be like some sort of hacker for all I know and I cannot seem to shake him loose online. I let slip to Mum (big mistake) who got Dad involved and he badgered Riley so they are coming too and then Lola got wind of it so my grandmother is joining us. To be truthful I would probably be better off staying home alone and setting traps to prevent Buster Boyle breaking in and stealing my sanity never mind my used sanitary towels but I said I was going so I can’t back out just because the rest of them are coming too, to spoil it.

‘What . . . what do you want?’ I ask, waking up as someone tries to drag me out of bed by flinging the duvet off me and yanking on my ankle to bring it over the side in a bid to encourage me to follow suit.

‘Get up right now,’ demands the man’s voice in the darkened room.

‘If you want my used sanitary towels, they are in the bin in the bathroom . . . along with my period panties so help yourself, Buster,’ I mumble still half in dreamland, half-awake. Before turning over to go back to sleep since I was too tired for this and if Buster Boyle gets what he wants at last then he might leave me alone for good.

‘If you need sanitary towels . . . you can get them yourself.’

‘Just take them, Buster, but do not tattoo my arse with the devil. I need my sleep . . . I have a plane to catch soon,’ I moan dozily.

‘I will not tell you again, move it,’ orders the male voice in a Lancashire accent, like most of the men around here. Does Buster live in my town? Does he know me already? I will have to move away.

‘How did you get in here?’ I ask the shadow when opening my eyes.

‘I have a key,’ he replies and flicks the switch to turn the overhead light on but the bulb is not working so he fails to show me his face. Where is my ex-husband Mason when I need him? I could not reach the ceiling to change the damn bulb so it simply gathers dust instead. I would not mind but when Mason moved out, he took the Art Deco bedside lamps with him that he purchased so I got the bedside reading lamp I bought cheap in a car boot sale. It came with a European plug so I could not use the bloody thing and either way, I am in the dark.

‘I mean it, Buster. I will put up a fight so I will not go quietly.’

‘Who’s Buster?’

‘If you’re not Buster, who are you? Get out or I am calling the cops.’

To tell the truth, I felt more comfortable when thinking that my very own weirdo had broken in. At least I know him but this strange man could be here to do me serious harm so I raise my head off the pillow high enough to toss it at him whilst hoping that if he has a knife or a gun then he might drop it on impact. Then again, he might not so he might well shoot or stab me in my slumber so I grapple around in the dark on my bedside table for something else to fling at him. The two things that come to hand are a) my phone and I am not risking damage to that. And the other is b) a novel that I have been meaning to read but have not gotten around to it so he can have that but I want it back because I will read it eventually (when I get the light sorted).

‘Ouch . . . that book hit me on the knuckle, Kitty Finch.’

‘How do you know my name?’

‘We don’t have time for this. If you do not get up and get ready, right now . . . I am leaving you behind and you will miss out. I don’t care what your mother says . . . I’m not missing out on a private jet for you or anybody.’ I can hear mutterings of swearing under the breath in the dimness of the room.

‘Jesus Christ, Dad . . . you almost gave me a heart attack,’ I say when he uses the torchlight on his phone to shine it upwards at his face and scares the living daylights out of me. Especially with that twitching eye of his since he is mega stressing out. If I was not fully alert beforehand, then I sure am getting there. Once my heartbeat returns to normal, that is, as I clutch at my chest to comfort it.

‘Hurry up, the taxi is waiting outside and it’s on the meter.’

‘I must have slept right through the alarm,’ I said as an excuse for me not being ready to rock and roll in the middle of the night.

‘How can you sleep through an alarm, if it’s not switched on,’ he says and holds up the clock by my bed. I may as well have thrown that at my father too and broken it, for all the good it did me.

‘Oh, I must have forgotten to set it in my excitement so it is a good job you got here in time or I would have missed the flight altogether.’

‘Why didn’t you set your phone to go off as a back-up?’

‘I forgot to set that too but no point going over what I did not do, I need to concentrate on what I am doing,’ I say. Before running around the bedroom gathering up my things, which was not easy when done by the use of torchlight alone as I strangely felt a bit like I was burgling my own home of toiletries at one point. Who cares if I still have my pyjamas on? Some people go out shopping in theirs, in broad daylight I might add and not under the cover of darkness that I have to contend with but I will wear a long coat over the PJ’s so nobody will know but perhaps I should put on some shoes instead of bed socks.

‘What took you so long, Joel?’ asks Mum when we reach the taxi.

‘Ask sleepyhead over there,’ replies Dad and flinging my little case in the back to speed me up before I follow it inside the black cab.

‘I forgot to set my alarm. Sorry. Hi, Lola,’ I said to my grandmother.

‘Hello, Kitty . . . you looking forward to the trip, I am.’

‘Yeah, I cannot wait . . . it is on my bucket list of things to do.’

‘Well you can tick it off, when we get back,’ said Lola (my granny). Lola looks like she has not gone to bed since her makeup and hair are perfect, well as perfect as they can be when you look like mutton dressed as lamb since my grandmother tries to remain forever young (hence her insistence that the Finch family all call her Lola).

‘Have you everything you need because there’s no coming back?’

‘Yes, Mum . . . no, Mum . . . three bags full, Mum,’ I replied since my mother treats me like a child half the time so I behave like one.

‘She said something about sanitary towels,’ says Dad, eye twitching.

‘I have some packed so do not worry . . . I got it covered, literally.’

‘Good to know, Kitty . . . we cannot be doing with you bleeding all over those expensive leather seats in the private jet,’ said Lola.

‘Huh, I still can’t believe that they will allow the likes of us on it.’

‘Riley has vouched for us so please be on your best behaviour,’ says Mum, checking our paperwork and passports that she holds onto.

‘I am always on my best behaviour. It’s other people you should be worried about, mentioning no names but they are not far away.’

‘Are you talking about me?’ pipes up Lola, when she realises I am.

‘If the shoe fits, wear it,’ I retort, getting the dig in before her.

‘I’m not the one wearing different shoes,’ said Lola, touché.

‘What . . . oh great, I am wearing pyjamas too so I look like an escaped mental patient who cannot even dress herself properly.’

‘You said it,’ says Lola and smiling to herself at my incompetence.

As I look down to discover that in my haste and no doubt hazy state after Dad woke me in the middle of the night whilst having the darkness to contend with, meant that I have only gone and put on two separate trainers from contrasting pairs. At least I got the left and right foot correct this time so that is a bonus because I have done that before. When rushing and not paying attention before wondering why I was walking funny all morning and then going around in circles had nothing to do with it but I was walking a neighbour’s dog for them. It was a favour since they were too ill to do it themselves and the dog was sniffing a trail that went nowhere fast so it dragged me along with it. The redeeming feature of this was that I did not have far to go to pick up poop, still not sure if it belonged to the mutt I was walking or someone else’s dog because I wasn’t watching but I did my bit regardless so nobody can complain about that.

‘I’m saying nothing,’ retorts Mum, holding her hands up.

‘It was dark . . . my light bulb had broken and I do not have Mason anymore to put a new one in it. I can’t reach it,’ I said as my excuse.

‘How are you going to sell that house of yours if nobody can see it?’

‘Well I don’t normally invite people to view it during the middle of the night,’ I reply to my mother so she rolls her eyes at me.

‘I suppose that means you will be moving back in with your Mum and Dad once you do sell the marital home, since you no longer have a job or a husband to support you,’ says Lola to remind me and them.

‘It would not be my first choice . . . but as a last resort,’ I reply.

‘You’re very welcome, Kitty . . . you know that. Is that not so, Joel,’ said Mum while nudging Dad in the arm to speak up and confirm it.

‘Err . . . well, like Kitty said. If all else fails,’ he replies and twitches his eye so I know he finds the whole idea of us under one roof again is hardly his idea of family fun times ahead for everyone concerned.

‘Joel thought he got rid of you when you married Mason,’ says Lola.

‘So did I . . . Nobody could be more upset that it didn’t work out.’

‘Speaking of Mason . . . have you told her yet?’ said Lola to Mum.

‘No, I was keeping it as a surprise for later so she can’t back out.’

‘Keeping what? What have you done?’ I ask my meddling mother.

‘I thought it would be a good idea to invite Mason along for this trip. See if you two can’t kiss and make-up, it’s never too late you know.’

‘Mum, we are divorced so there will be no kissing and making up. I don’t know how many times we’ve been over this,’ I say, wanting the taxi to turn around but it is too late. We are approaching the airport.

‘I bet the ink isn’t dry on your divorce papers yet,’ insists Mum.

‘Do you remember getting fish and chips where the ink from the newspaper would rub off with the heat and onto the food?’ asks Lola.

‘I’m not as old as you guys.’ I may have arthritis but I am not old.

‘I recall reading a steak and kidney pudding once, before eating it.’

‘Only you would eat someone else’s words,’ I said to Lola.

‘You haven’t sold your house, so maybe that’s a sign,’ says Mum.

‘It’s a sign that the asking price is too high, nothing more,’ I reply.

‘I could stop showing people around it, if you like,’ said Mum.

‘What . . . since when have you been showing strangers my home?’

‘Since you put it on the market, I’ve shown all the neighbourhood while you’re out and asked them if they know anyone who might be interested to get in touch . . . I was only trying to help but you might want to tidy up now and then and err, hide that vibrator away properly next time. That was embarrassing,’ says my mother and nudging Dad who twitches his eye. I am gobsmacked by this news.

‘I didn’t know I was having visitors and I don’t have a vibrator,’ I said in my defence.

‘Ha, I know what to get you for Christmas,’ pipes up Lola.

‘Well what was that thing . . . in your bedside drawer?’

‘You went snooping in my bedside drawer and showed people,’ I said. It is a wonder I can speak because I am open-mouthed with shock.

‘Something was making a noise and I didn’t want them to think you had mice so I opened it up and that thing was vibrating,’ said Mum.

‘It was a back massager . . . I must have left it on,’ I correct her.

‘Hmmm . . . that is what I call mine too,’ said Lola, winking at me.

‘You seriously have a key to my house. I do not even have one for yours anymore . . . Dad took it off me when I moved in with Mason.’

‘We’ve all got one. Your brother Riley has one too, just in case. Young woman living on her own . . . you have to expect the worst, don’t you,’ said Mum and nodded her head like this is normal.

‘When we get back off this trip . . . I want all copies handed over and there will be no more showing the neighbours my home. I have to live there. How I will look them in the eye knowing that they think I have a vibrator with a massive spiky head on it. I am mortified.’

‘You got the deluxe version then,’ said Lola with a snigger.

‘It’s a back massager and nothing more, OK. I mean . . . it would be impossible to get that thing up there, surely it’s too big,’ I insist.

‘Not necessarily,’ replies Lola. Dad twitches his eye as Mum rolls hers whilst I wince at the thought. My Grandmother is joking, right.

‘Can we drop it, we’re here now.’ Mum ends the embarrassment.

‘God, people like us do not travel in style. Pinch me . . . I’m dreaming . . . ouch, I didn’t mean it literally . . . that hurt you know,’ I said to Lola, when she grabbed the skin under my upper arm and clamped down on it hard enough to make me drop my carry-on bag onto the tarmac after we got out of the taxi whilst parking by the jet. I feel like a VIP. I know I do not look like one but just go with it for my sake.

––––––––

Day One

(P​art 2)

––––––––

Honestly, I cannot get over the fact that they allow you to travel right up to the plane. No messing about with security, check-in or baggage control as it was straight on to our flight for us. No wonder, the super rich take this option if ever they need to go somewhere. Maybe that is how they stay mega wealthy because I could smuggle a mountain of drugs, an arsenal of weapons, a plethora of ivory tusks and rhino horns or even blood diamonds. Please note that none of those things applies to us so it is just as well that we are only travelling with the usual shit since my ex, the copper is onboard. Speaking of Mason, I am both excited and dreading seeing him again. However, why did I have to have bed hair when doing so seeing as my red mane is wild with frizz and tangles galore while looking like it has not seen a brush in days? When did I last style it properly?

‘Christ . . . what have you got in here, a dead body?’ asks Dad of Lola as the taxi driver hands over the large suitcase for him to carry.

‘I never pack light, you know that,’ she says, not caring either way.

‘They might not allow it onboard if it’s going to weigh us down.’

‘It’s about time they started weighing the passengers, like her,’ said Lola and nodding in my direction. I am not fat, just a tad overweight.

‘Hey, if I can get my arse in a seat then it’s mine . . . OK,’ I reply.

‘It’s getting your arse out of it, that’s the problem,’ retorts Lola.

‘It’s not as big as I thought it would be,’ said Mum.

‘Are you talking about my arse?’ I ask and wonder if it looks big because of the thick coat, maybe, I should remove it before I board.

‘No, the plane . . . look, it’s dinky compared to other jets,’ she says.

‘It’s a private jet, not a jumbo jet,’ pipes up Dad.

‘I was expecting something bigger, like a commercial flight.’

‘You can’t expect someone to have access to a bloody big plane just to jet around several people,’ said Dad to Mum, twitching his eye.

‘Why not, John Travolta owns one and he pilots it too,’ I interrupt.

‘He probably uses it for Scientology conventions or something and flies a plane full of passengers to it for all we know,’ claims Mum.

‘Anyway, just be grateful that you get a whole plane to yourself for once because it’s never going to happen again so make the most of it,’ insists Dad. While I have never seen him so happy, for this is his ultimate dream-travelling device (bar an actual jet fighter plane but nobody goes on a short break in one of those). Seriously anything with an engine and he’s all over it, like spilt oil.

‘We have died and gone to heaven,’ I say to agree with Dad.

‘That’s what I’m worried about . . . how will it get off the ground?’

‘Mum, it’s not a toy plane. It will fly and land fine, so relax,’ I say. The private jet belongs to the pharmaceutical company that my older brother Riley works for and they have arranged the flight for us.

‘You can talk. You’re the one who normally has a fear of flying.’

‘Ah, that was before I took these little babies,’ I said and held up the packet of antihistamine tablets from my coat pocket.

‘Have you got an allergy?’

‘No and I do not have hay fever or a cold either before you ask. I read online that they can help with anxiety too, since they calm down the brain activity or something along those lines,’ I explain.

‘You mean, they make you docile,’ said Lola.

‘It’s not a lobotomy in a pill if that’s what you’re getting at,’ I reply.

‘Well you can’t get any dumber, put it that way,’ retorts Lola.

‘It might make you drowsy at best,’ I say to put her and Mum right.

‘Is that why you cannot drive or operate heavy machinery, if taken?’

‘Huh it’s not like I am flying the plane, Mum so I think it’ll be OK,’ I said but do not add that it also prevents the old nerves from fraying at meeting Mason again because I do not know what I’m going to say to him. Only I would look like I’ve just gotten out of bed and that’s because I have, but I suppose he’s seen it all before so no huge surprises there as far as seeing me at my worst and still loving me.

We climb up the steps onto the little plane. It is the sleekest, luxury item I have ever seen up close and personal. I mean this baby costs around 30 million pounds I reckon so God knows what that drug company that Riley works for is making from the suffering of others, but I will try not to think about that and just appreciate the chance to experience how the other half lives for a change. I could pretend that I am super rich too. Only I cannot imagine many would travel, let alone leave the house looking like me so maybe that’s a step too far even for my vivid imagination and it’s soon back to reality when I spot Mason onboard already. I would know the back of his head anywhere like the back of my hand so I go to rush forward, eager to meet and greet and get any awkwardness over with early so we can move on to other things since I am dying to know how his love life is going since the split. I mean, that is the reason we divorced. I wanted him to meet someone else who he could settle down with and raise a family. Shit, I did not mean I wanted him to find Miss Right like yesterday. Who is the redheaded woman with him? She spookily looks a bit like me. Mason Finch must be serious about her if he has brought her along with him. Yes, I did marry a man with the same surname as me and at the time, I thought it was a sign (a warning sign more like).

‘Excuse me, I forgot something,’ I said aloud so I had a reason for exiting the scene. When I turned on my heel to make a run for it, only to bump into the flight attendant and knock the tray she was carrying out of her hand. The drinks spill onto my brother Riley in his seat so I bet he is regretting his decision to let me come along right about now.

‘Kitty Kat . . . I might have known you’d have something to do with this,’ says my brother Riley whilst the pretty flight attendant offers him some napkins to dab up the liquid but it’s too late, it’s soaked in.

‘Sorry, Smiley Riley,’ I say as everyone onboard turns to see what all the fuss is about so I dare not turn around for fear of facing them.

‘Hi, Kitty, glad you could make it,’ says Darcie, trying not to laugh at the state of Riley’s pale chinos. It looks like he has wet himself.

‘Sit down, Kitty before you do anymore damage,’ orders Mum.

‘What was it that you forgot?’ enquires the flight attendant.

‘Oh it’s all right, I don’t need it now,’ I replied and plonked my ass on the nearest vacant leather seat next to me. I sink down as far as possible so as not to be visible anymore by Mason and company.

‘May I take your coat?’ asks the flight attendant and holds out her arms waiting for me to fill them with my heavy, long dark garment.

‘No, it’s fine . . . thanks anyway,’ I said and dab at my forehead with the back of my hand since it is sweltering here. Can they not turn the heating down? Is the thermostat broken? You would think something this expensive would have decent air-con and not be stuffy like my father’s old wreck of a vehicle. On the other hand, is it just me? I look about and everyone else is wearing light stuff to travel in so I figure it is my winter warm gear making me all hot and bothered.

‘Can I get you anything?’ asks the flight attendant.

‘No, no I’m fine. Everything is fine, thank you, really it is fine,’ I say, protesting too much when wanting her to go away and leave me alone so I can weep in peace.

‘Take your coat off. It looks like you’re not staying,’ orders Mum.

‘I’ve got my pyjamas on, don’t forget,’ I remind her.

‘Nobody will notice,’ she insists and gives me that face that I cannot seem to disobey since my early childhood days because I know the grief I will get next. Therefore, I try to strip off my coat sitting down and without anyone noticing. It just takes me twice as long with thrice the effort but I got there in the end and then I was hotter than ever so I need a drink now. Where has that flight attendant gone? She is here when I do not want her around but when I do she disappears. I wonder whether to risk standing up and going to find her. I mean how hard, can it really be to vanish on something this size. Where is she going to hide? Hell, I would very much like to know the answer to that so I can join her and then hide from my ex-husband and his new girlfriend.

‘Aren’t you going to say hi to Mason? Who’s that girl?’ asks Lola.

‘I’ll see him soon enough, when we get off the plane and ask him,’ I say and try to avoid my ex at all costs now he has his girlfriend with him, but it is damn near impossible when in the small confines of a jet plane. So I have a couple of options, a) perhaps I could find a parachute and exit out the back when nobody is looking or b) maybe I could go and hide in the loo for the duration of the flight until we arrive in Amsterdam. I think my best bet would be the latter solution since I am not good with heights so I cannot see me leaping to my doom, even to escape from coming face to face with Mason’s new girlfriend. God, this trip is over already for me since I know I will not enjoy it now and we have not even gotten off the ground yet.

‘Are we visiting Auschwitz?’ asks Lola.

‘Auschwitz is in Poland not the Netherlands so no, not this trip.’

‘I was just thinking of the poor people who perished there.’

‘We are going to be visiting the Anne Frank House but I don’t think she ended her days at Auschwitz.’ I try to recall the history.

‘You see those stripy pyjamas of yours do remind me of the ones they wore at the concentration camp.’

‘Well I didn’t wear them on purpose if that’s what you’re getting at.’

‘Huh, some people might take offense . . . is all I am saying.’

‘It’s not as if I’m wearing a Nazi uniform. These PJ’s are popular.’

‘Just don’t shave your head or get a tattoo of a number on your arm.’

‘As if I would and I hardly think they’d have fff . . . overweight people at the camps so I’m not likely to be impersonating anyone,’ I say and nearly said fat to describe my plumpness but stopped myself.

‘You might have just arrived and hadn’t had time to starve yet.’

‘Sometimes, I wonder if we’re really related,’ I reply to my granny.

‘I’ve asked myself that since the day you were born,’ she retorts.

‘Hey, Kitty . . . can I have a quick word with you,’ said Mason and waving from his seat to gain my attention before coming towards me. Shit, should I stand up and run in the opposite direction because I know he wants to tell me about her. I am not ready to hear about her. I need more time to digest it and then puke my guts up first. I know this was my idea for him to find someone special but not so soon, damn it.

‘Please fasten your seatbelts . . . Sir, I am going to have to insist that you return to your seat and fasten your seatbelt, we are about to take off,’ said the flight attendant, when she appears from nowhere and blocks his path to me. Talk about perfect timing.

Well I could have kissed her in gratitude for saving me from the awkwardness that I knew would overcome me so it gives me more time to get my head around it and that way, I am less likely to make a total tit of myself. What do you mean; it is too late for that? If I knew how to unlock that bloody door, I would because then I could get off the plane before we get off the ground. As I envisage me clinging onto the side of the open door and running along with the plane trying to match its speed on the runway before I let go to succeed in my escape. Okay, it is never going to happen as it does in the movies and I would probably break my neck if I tried anything like that so this is why I am staying put. Oh, here we go, I can feel the vibration of the engines starting to get serious. It is time to prove my mother wrong and this baby can fly so I pop another one of my magic pills that should help to calm me down. Only I need a stiff drink too but not sure, how the alcohol will mix with the antihistamines along with the painkillers plus the anti-inflammatory pills that I take for my arthritis. However at this point I am past caring so I shall order a round of drinks from the flight attendant once we are up and able to remove our seatbelts. The downside of drink of course is the need to pee.

‘How long are you going to be in there? Hurry up before I wet myself,’ I said and tapped on the door to the loo, knowing that Lola was inside. I am beginning to wonder if she is constipated.

‘Get in here before you draw attention to us,’ says Lola, opening up the door and dragging me into the little room with her before closing the door again. To say it was a tight squeeze was an understatement for I was closer to her at this stage than a Siamese twin would be.

‘What’s that smell? You need a doctor if that’s coming from you.’

‘It is this spliff you got a whiff of . . . but I’m not finished with it yet.’ Lola holds up the marijuana joint that she is busy smoking.

‘Jeez . . . I’m not surprised. That’s the biggest doobie I’ve ever seen but you can’t smoke cigarettes onboard, never mind that thing.’

‘What are they going to do . . . kick me off the plane, when we’re up in the air?’ she says and merrily puffs away on it.

‘Put it out, I’m going to get high just being in here with you.’

‘You can always say you joined the mile “high” club,’ she quips.

‘It won’t sound half as sexy when I confess, it was with my granny. So I think I’ll reject your offer and wait for the real thing, thanks.’

‘It might relax you a little and make you chill out about Mason.’

‘Speaking of Mason, he is a cop you know so he could arrest you.’

‘He wouldn’t do that to a fellow member of the Finch family.’

‘Yes he would, we are not married anymore so he is not family.’

‘Oh stop with the dramatics. It’s only a big deal if you make it one.’

‘Well if you won’t stop then I am stopping you,’ I say, grabbing the joint right out of her hand to fling it down the toilet.

‘Hey . . . what did you do that for?’

‘Somebody had to  . . . so get out of here before someone finds out.’

‘Don’t think you’ve put an end to my fun. I’ve got more where that came from,’ she says, checking herself in the mirror before departing.

‘Only you would bring weed to Amsterdam and not back from it, like normal people,’ I say before locking the door behind her.

God I am bursting to use the loo so I drop the pyjama bottoms and knickers to plonk down and have a much needed wee, whilst observing my sanitary towel before cursing myself for not bringing a clean one with me to swap for this bloody one (literally). Oh well, there’s not much I can do about it now but I will not forget next time as I start yawning because I am feeling sleepy all of a sudden, while I’m not surprised since it is the middle of the night. However, I sense that the joint that Lola practically forced down my neck might have had something to do with it. After I am done with peeing, I flush and wash my hands before a knocking fist taps on the door to let me know that someone is waiting outside the loo. I wonder if it is the flight attendant and she can smell the pot since the vapours might have seeped through to the rest of the plane for all I know and I will get the blame when I was the one who put it out. Life is never fair, is it?

‘Coming now, just give me a sec,’ I said loudly to be heard on the other side of the door. As I look about for something to mask the smell of the reefer so I roll my pyjama sleeves and trouser legs up before grabbing the bottle of hand lotion and applying the flowery scented cream to my skin in the vain hope that that might suffice.

‘It’s only me,’ said Mason. Crap, of all the people onboard it would have to be him. He looks as fit as ever and I wish he were still mine.

‘Hold on, I’ll be right out,’ I reply, then panicking because I notice that the toilet has not flushed the joint and it is floating in the clear water so he’s bound to see it when he comes in here to use the loo.

‘Hi, Kitty . . . are you all right, you look like you are about to be sick,’ he says when I open up the door and start gagging so I cover my mouth to prevent me from actually vomiting over him.

‘Me . . . I’m fine,’ I mumble through my hand and try to swallow the weed that I had chewed like crazy but it still won’t go away and keeps coming back up my windpipe. I have no idea what the effects will be on my body if you eat marijuana but I will probably find out soon. Only it was possibly the thought of me taking it out of the toilet, after peeing/bleeding on the joint that might have something to do with it making me feel ill never mind the consequences of my actions.

‘Here, I will hold your hair back . . . just like old times,’ he says as I lean over and puke the lot up into the toilet. Why do I even bother?

‘Thanks . . . must be something I ate,’ I say, being honest before sticking my head in the basin next and drinking water from the tap.

‘You’re telling me . . . that looks like grass,’ he says. Bollocks, Mason suspects that I ate some weed so I must tell him otherwise.

‘Yeah, that’s what it is. I had some Chinese herbal medicine stuff.’

‘Is that to help with your fear of heights and being up in a plane?’

‘Yep, you know me too well . . . and it smelt funny too so it might have been off for all I know.’ I am scarily good at lying sometimes.

‘Well it’s not going to do you much good in the loo,’ he said.

‘Listen, Mason . . . I know you wanted to talk but can we wait until I feel better. I’m not feeling up to it,’ I said and maybe being sick was the best thing to happen tonight since it gives me an excuse to avoid the conversation I am dreading having. I am not ready to hear that Mason is in love with someone else. I could not bear it, especially, when I am feeling so fragile and even if it is through deeds of my own doing. I need to go rest up and relax before I keel over.

‘Yes of course . . . you look ready for bed so we don’t need to do this right now. We have plenty of time to catch up over the next couple of days and there’s someone special I want you to meet, but we can do it later,’ he says whilst observing my stripy pyjamas.

‘Great . . . I’ll look forward to it,’ I lie through gritted teeth because I would rather have every tooth pulled out one by one with a rusty old pair of pliers and done without aesthetic than go through that torture.

––––––––

Day One

(Pa​rt 3)

––––––––

Then I wearily wander back to my seat since it has been a long night so far and it is not over yet. I cover myself with my big black coat and fasten my seatbelt before dozing off. If I had a DO NOT DISTURB sign then I would have draped it upon my person in order to tell others to leave me be since I was not feeling very sociable at all. Having slept my way there so it was not until we landed with a slight bump that I woke from my slumber with a smile since I had had a lovely dream about still being married to Mason and playing with our happy children. Ah, bliss and I could go on because there were more sweet thoughts to feed my sugar coated world but I don’t want to make myself upset that it wasn’t happening for real so I’ll stop there.

However, my reality hit me hard so it turned into a nightmare when I noticed that Mason was heading for me to introduce his ‘someone special’. Well you have never seen me move so fast (even with arthritis for the adrenalin kicked in before I kicked off) since I was out of that seat and off that plane before anyone could force me to stay and face the music. All thanks to the flight attendant, since she got in the way to help with the overhead baggage and thus preventing Mason reaching me once more. Hurrah, I had evaded capture by the enemy to make it outside into the fresh air. That would be the cold dawn of a brand-new spring morning and there I was dressed in nothing but my pyjamas so I soon regretted it whilst shivering my tits off because I had gone and left my warm coat behind in my haste.

‘Kitty . . . what are you doing out here, it is too cold to go coatless?’ enquires Mason when walking up to me because I had nowhere to go.

‘I could not wait to get off that plane . . . you know that flying and me do not get along,’ I say and notice that she is standing behind him.

‘Yeah, I was telling my new partner about you . . . here, let me introduce you guys. This is Kitty, my ex-wife and this is Brie . . .’

‘Your new partner . . . nice to meet you . . . Brie, is it?’ I butt in and lean forward to shake her hand in a civilised manner. She does look like me, if I looked super fit and had dyed red hair instead of natural.

‘Yep, like the cheese . . . the parents are big cheese lovers,’ she said.

Brie must be more than a girlfriend if he is calling her his partner. Have they moved in together? Is she going to get her hands on half the proceeds from selling our house to make them a home? Not if I can help it. I am going to scupper the sale by making the place unsellable even if I have to buy some mice and let them loose to run riot. Christ, I might have to go as far as putting some mushrooms in the bathroom grout but best not use the button ones I have in the fridge since they look good enough to eat and they are so not very dangerous for your health. I will have to forage some wild weird ones from the woods just to be sure of shocking the visiting viewers. And then turn the boudoir into a S & M dungeon so potential buyers are put off by the thought that I will plant in their heads of it doubling as a brothel, so they might have strange men turning up day and night wanting sex. Nobody wants that, apart from that neighbour of mine with the dog for she might relish the chance to purchase such a property since she looks the type. Well she did say she was looking to invest in a new business venture and prostitution can be profitable or so I have heard since I would not have a clue myself and I intend to keep it that way. Despite what Buster Boyle called me online.

‘Who doesn’t love cheese?’ I smile a fake grin to appear friendly.

‘I don’t, can’t stand it. Just the smell makes me honk,’ she said.

‘Mason loves cheese . . . eats it all the time, I do too,’ I said to let her know that I have more in common with my ex than she does.

‘God I know and I have to put up with it. Isn’t that right, Mason?’

‘Yeah, I love me some cheese,’ he says and this is getting more awkward by the second because we cannot seem to shake the cheesy chat.

‘I notice, you love to eat cheese with fruit,’ she says to Mason.

‘Makes it healthier if you half the fat intake with something good.’

‘I thought cheese was one of the good fats. The Mediterranean diet is supposed to be healthy for you and that has cheese in it,’ she says.

‘Do you remember when you were a kid and you thought the moon was made of cheese?’ I fill a silent moment, for something to say.

‘No, I never thought that . . . how about you, Mason?’ she says.

‘Hmmm . . . huh-uh,’ he replies and not really agreeing with her or me as he clearly does not want to upset either of us and take sides.

‘Interesting choice of pyjamas,’ she said. I chatter my teeth loudly.

‘Before you say it . . . good job we’re not going to Auschwitz, right.’

‘How do you know I’m not Jewish and had a whole generation of my family wiped out by the Nazis so I don’t need reminding, thanks?’

‘Oh, I am so sorry . . . actually, my favourite cheese is Brie,’ I say to bring the conversation full circle and away from something so touchy.

‘Do not panic, you should see the look on your face right now. I am not Jewish . . . with a name like Brie. I don’t think the Jews eat soft cheese, do they?’ she said, looking baffled. I wanted to slap that bitch a) for winding me up and b) for replacing me at Mason’s side.

‘I used to have a pair of pyjamas just like that,’ pipes up Mason.

‘They do look like a man’s size, ha, they could be yours,’ she says.

‘I gave yours away to the charity shop and these are mine, I bought us a matching set if you remember rightly,’ I said to remind Mason. He looks at me with a confused face since he cannot recall that at all. There is a good reason for this; I am lying of course for I am wearing his pair since I could not bear to part with them. How sad am I?

‘My brother bought me mine for my birthday,’ corrects Mason.

‘Yeah and I liked them so much, I got me some for a matching set.’

‘If you say so . . . err, I think Julia has your coat. You had better go and put it on before you catch a chill,’ says Mason. I am grateful for the excuse to leave their company and go get my coat off Mum.

Thank God, I did not have to travel next to Mason and Brie in our minibus on the way to our accommodation since I sit at the front and they sit at the back so I was spared anymore talk of cheese. I never thought I would say this but meeting Brie was enough to frankly put me off cheese for life, whilst bearing in mind that we are in the cheese capital of the world so that might not be as easy as it sounds to avoid the stuff whilst visiting Amsterdam. Riley leaves us to go off to his first of today’s meetings (riding a pushbike to get there no less) but he will be joining us later on for dinner. Whilst we waited forever and a day for a truck to unload its goods before dropping Darcie off at their fabulous five star luxury hotel, courtesy of the company her husband works for but as for us lot well we carried on until we finally arrived at our destination for the upcoming couple of days. Of all the sights in the city, this was not one that was on my ‘must visit before I die’ bucket list. Although looking at it, I might die with mortification first.

It is only in the Red Light District part of Amsterdam so we cannot mistake this seedy location for anything else and I guess that is the point for sex tourists since they can easily find it. There are scantily clad women in red-lit shop front windows selling sex and our residence is right above the sex trade. My mother booked it online so Mum must have picked the cheapest (no-star) place she could find by the look of it. Hell I would be surprised if HOTEL DE ZOMER has any clean towels or bedding and we will probably have to make do with plastic sheeting if we don’t want to catch anything, so we should have brought our own (that would be towels and bedding, not plastic sheeting I meant there). How are we to survive three whole days here?

It is a blessing that we do not have any children with us on this trip, since Darcie and Riley have left their kids with her parents. Christ I fear for my innocence (or what is left of it) never mind theirs if they were with us whilst witnessing what I am watching right now at this time of the morning. Maybe the girls aim to catch the attention of the early morning commuters with their provocative moves and rubbing themselves against the glass. It was hypnotising to observe until my mother drags me away from the scene and through the door as we climb the steps to the HOTEL DE ZOMER (the summer hotel, is what I think it means). Why did we let Mum book it, when she offered? I suppose we were all too busy, apart from my good self of course since I am currently between jobs but I could not be bothered with the family moaning at me if it were my choice and not perfect for them. Only I do not hear anyone else complaining around here (apart from me) yet, but give it time I expect and others will join in.

Let us just say my hopes were not high for there to be a private shower at my disposal and I bet we have to share the loo too, with the punters who use the prostitutes. I feel dirty just thinking about it so imagine my shock when we have clean, tidy modern rooms with en-suite facilities. Do not judge a brothel by its shop front is all I have to say to that. Even the towels were fancy, the way they folded them and they left out chocolate truffles on a little tray on the bedside table to welcome us (nice touch, for I soon gobbled them down). This is not so bad after all and I was far too quick to slate the joint. Things are looking up not down, for once.

‘What’s the plan for today, Mum?’ I ask as we eat our continental breakfast in the hotel dining room, having showered and changed.

‘We’re going to ride around the city and see where the mood takes us, play it by ear,’ she replies and looks past me to spy on something behind my head. Even Lola stops eating and starts staring.

‘What are you looking at?’ I ask them, half tempted to turn around.

‘That man hasn’t taken his eyes off you since you walked in the door. I think you have an admirer, Kitty,’ pipes up Lola and trust her to notice since she was probably checking out the local talent.

‘Is he good looking?’ I ask out of curiosity, feeling flattered.

‘Nah, but he might have a funny personality and they do say a man can laugh you into bed,’ she says, losing interest because she knows I will not bother with him even if he were the best-looking man who ever lived. Seeing as I still only have eyes for one man and that’s Mason but I try not to make it obvious. I probably fail on all counts.

‘Well not this girl can be bed so easily . . . I’m not into comedians.’

‘Are you talking to me, Kitty?’ asks Mum, half-chatting with Dad.

‘I was just saying that I’m going to go and get ready to leave.’

‘OK, see you in a bit . . . we will meet at the reception desk.’

Getting up from the table sees me taking a sly glance at the man in question who was sitting behind us at one of the other tables. Nope, definitely not my type so it makes it easier to think I was not missing out on any possible romance. Thinking about it, I do not want any possible romances anyway since I am not ready to move on even if Mason is with Brie. I still need time to mourn the death of my marriage. Only the man who is short and stout gets up too (the one that was staring at me) and follows me to my floor so I am feeling a tad nervous and suspicious that he is going to come up behind me. I suddenly feel vulnerable so I go to the wrong door on purpose seeing as I did not want him knowing what room I was in and then I pretend to have lost my key so I head back down to reception.

Meanwhile he thankfully went the other way and up the stairs to the next floor. This spared me the embarrassment of confronting him when he might have simply been asking me for the time and there I was accusing him of attempting to molest me in public because I would have done it with the hotel receptionist watching us as a witness. Talk about being paranoid but ever since that Buster Boyle entered my life well it has not felt safe. Not that I want to worry Mason with it, even if he is a police officer who can probably do something about it. No, I will deal with my own crap and I do not need Brie thinking that I cannot cope without Mason in my life and that I need him back. I might want him back but that should pass, given enough distance between us so I would be wise to make some and stay away from him.

‘Huh, you’re keen if you’re here already,’ said Mum when walking through from the dining room to find me waiting until that man had enough time to climb to the top of the building and off it if he so wanted to before I deemed it was okay for me to make my move towards my room. For once, I am unsure about sleeping alone and not forced to share a room with my grandmother since that’s what used to happen whenever we went away as a family before Mason came on the scene. Only this place was so cheap (well the hookers do not want to be eating into their earning by paying for expensive hotel accommodation) and therefore, we could afford two single rooms and Lola wanted some privacy so I can guess why when I observe her eyeing up every young single male between here and the airport.

‘Hmm I haven’t been up to my room yet,’ I tell Mum, Dad and Lola.

‘You’ve had enough time to take a dump. What more do you want?’

‘Actually, Lola, I wanted to put on some makeup and do my hair.’

‘Who cares what you look like?’ said Mum to knock my confidence.

‘So nobody would notice if I wore those stripy PJ’s I suppose,’ I say.

‘Only you’re not wearing them; you’re dressed so why change?’

‘Mum, I’m not saying I was going to go and get ready for bed.’

‘Honestly, Kitty, sometimes you do talk rubbish. Right, let us go.’

‘But, Mum, I need to use the loo,’ I complain.

‘I told you she needed a dump. I can tell by her face,’ pipes up Lola so Mum rolls her eyes and Dad who had been listening, twitches his. At least Mason and Brie had buggered off and did not hear this too.

‘And for everyone’s information . . . I’m going to have a wee so I shouldn’t be long. But if I decide that I need to take a shit then I will and it’s none of your business if I do, or do not,’ I said with an air of defiance that disappears the moment I turn around to face Mason and Brie, who must wonder why I am announcing this.

‘Well whatever you do, do it quickly . . .  we are all waiting on you.’

God I am so cringing on the inside that my toes are digging into my soles something wicked. I get my marching orders from Mum who likes to take control if I let her and I often do, just for an easier life. As I stomp up the stairs to my room, where I may not have time to take a leak, never mind anything else but I do manage to slap on some makeup so it is not looking great but it is better than having a pale bare face and tired puffy eyes. Before I run a brush through my hair and clip it up in a top knot for speed. I never went to the toilet in the end but I made it back down those stairs without bumping into the short and stout man, who I have nicknamed Teapot for ease of identification. Seeing as he reminds me of the nursery rhyme and I cannot stop saying it now that it is in my head so this means I cannot stop thinking about him either and not in a good way I might add.

The lot of us traipse outside into the brightness of this spring day, with summer just around the corner. Speaking of just around the corner, we head there next whilst trying to ignore the women wearing next to nothing who flaunt their wares in the windows. Prostitution is legal here but not on the streets so they put them in shop fronts by the look of it. Christ, could you imagine what that would do to our high streets if we allowed it back home. There would be no more pound shops or charity outlets and you can forget buying a book unless it’s online so we’re halfway there already since I think our local bookstore is about to go out of business. While we walk to a ‘bicycle hire’ shop in order to get about the city since it is far easier and quicker than trying to drive anywhere. Seriously, I have never seen so many push-bikes in my entire life. They are everywhere and you can take your life in your hands if you dare to step out in front of one of them when they zip about the place. There is a damn good reason why I don’t ride bikes and that’s called arthritis so I don’t know how I will fare but I’m willing to give it my best shot (when in Amsterdam and all that).

‘I hope I can get my leg over more than a bike whilst I’m here,’ says Lola and I pray Brie didn’t hear her because Lord knows what she makes of us lot, since the Finches are a bit of a mixed bunch so they are not to everyone’s taste and we understand this but will she.

‘Why does my bike have stabilisers? I am not a child, Mother,’ I say.

‘You have arthritis and you haven’t ridden one for years so you will need all the help you can get,’ she replies, giving me the look.

‘Do you have to wear a helmet? I don’t want to take my hair down.’

‘I do not know if it is the law, Kitty, but better to be safe than sorry.’

‘You would say that, Mum, so I don’t know why I asked.’

‘Nobody else seems to be wearing helmets so I’m not,’ said Lola.

‘If everyone is taking the poison, do you take it too?’ asks Dad.

‘Hell yeah, I do not want to be the only one not getting high.’

‘I said poison, not poppers,’ replies Dad, twitching his eye at Lola.

‘How do you know about poppers?’ asks Mum to Dad. He glares at Lola for getting him into trouble with the missus.

‘I tried it once, in a nightclub back in the eighties with a friend,’ he explains to the shocked look on Mum’s face since this is news to her and us. For I always thought my father was the opposite of Lola.

‘Was this a gay bar because I did not take any and the only people I knew who did, were gay,’ says Mum as if that was the law back then.

‘No it wasn’t, I wasn’t and neither was my friend. You don’t know everything about what went on at that time or with me,’ claims Dad.

‘Clearly not . . . was this friend of yours, male or female?’ she asks.

‘Male, but that proves nothing. I . . . we . . . err,’ says Dad, getting flustered with all this attention but I know Mum is just winding him up so I butt in to save him further embarrassment in front of Brie and Mason. Who for a couple, I have noted they are not very affectionate in public. However, this suits me fine. I do not want to see it firsthand and have their relationship flaunted in my face.

‘Well I’m not wearing one and looking even more like a kid so don’t treat me like one,’ I moan to Mum and change the subject when addressing the issue of a helmet being placed upon my head. Meanwhile Mum is holding up said helmet with the big bright yellow stars on the midnight blue background, she gives me the look in return. I know I am powerless by this stage so resistance is futile. I could carry on arguing until the cows come home but nothing will stop her insisting that I put safety first before vanity because she is not going to spend the best years of her life looking after me when I am cabbaged (and she is a carer so it should not be such a stretch). So talk about a guilt trip because I do not want to ruin my mother’s plans for her retirement by being a burden, when she is looking forward so much to being a burden to me. My yellow bike also has balloon stickers on it. Enough said.

––––––––

Day One

(P​art 4)

––––––––

What was the point of taking my hair down to put on a helmet only to bike it to the nearest waterfront where we lock our bikes up and wait for the tourist boat ride to take us on a trip around the city. I refused to take the helmet off because I knew I would have helmet hair underneath it and it is my mother’s fault so she can sit with me looking like a loon as a result, since nobody wears a helmet on a boat but I was doing it just to annoy her now. It works, for Mum refuses to talk to me unless I take it off so I keep it on. Talk about a battle of stubborn wills at war since neither of us would give in and make peace. It was handy that there was plenty to see so it was not as if we were simply sitting there just glaring at one another while waiting for the silent standoff to stop and it was not such a drag in the end.

While I must admit, the scenery is interesting to look at for I love the architecture of the buildings both old and new. They say that Amsterdam is the Venice of the north but in fact, it has more canals than the other one. Only I figure it is not as famous for this, over other things. And I guess the gondolas are not as popular here either so no romantic rides for Mason and Brie, which is a blessing for me as that was on my to-do list when we were married (fat chance now of that ever happening so I certainly don’t want them to do it in front of me). Hold on, I was so busy looking out of the boat that I did not bother looking in it until we were getting off and I realised that Teapot was onboard amongst the passengers. I hope he did not follow us. Mind you, it is one of the top touristy things to do so I suppose he was simply enjoying the sights too and it was just a coincidence that he chose our boat. If I tell myself this then it is not doing my head in.

Mason and Brie have hired a tandem bike for two. Of course, they bloody did so I have to peddle behind their behinds and wish that she would go flying off it to scrape her knees in those short shorts. Does my bum look big in this bike? I feel like I am actually wearing it when the saddle is up the crack of my arse and might be about to dislodge my sanitary towel to ride up my back if I am not careful. Only do not answer that because I am already feeling fat so one more jibe from Lola and I might ride my bicycle off the pathway altogether and down into the drink. God I dread to think how many bikes have met their doom in that water but I bet it is a lot. Not to say that I am suggesting for one minute, that loads of people commit suicide here by riding their bikes off the edge. No, I am not saying that at all. I just meant it must be tempting when you are feeling frustrated with life to take it out on the poor bike and toss it into the canal for some instant release from the anger that is building inside you.

Just me then that feels like this I suppose because my life is not turning out like I thought it might so a change of pace could be what’s needed as I slow to a stop and get off the bike to take a break. Well I do have arthritis so this is a struggle for me unlike them and I do not care if I lose the others. Hell, I feel like I am riding up an imaginary hill but there is none in the flattest land around for miles so I know it is the gears causing my concerns as I have yet to get to grips with them. Sod it. I am having a rest. Perhaps I might sit outside a cafe and enjoy the simple pleasure of watching the world go by for a while. If Riley has the excuse of work to miss this activity and Darcie has the excuse of spa appointments then I want an excuse of my own to be on my own for a bit and let us face facts I may as well get used to it whilst I am at it.

Only it soon becomes apparent that I am not on my own when I spot Teapot lurking about in my wake. Is he following me on his tricycle? I suddenly feel a tad nervous about being alone now in a strange foreign city when I might have a potential stalker on my trail. Where is Mason when I need him? Oh, that is right my ex-husband is off with his new girlfriend somewhere and leaving me on my tod to deal with a potential maniac. God I came away to evade Buster Boyle taking over my life and here I find another keen follower who might well want my actual blood this time to drink for all I know. Cheers Mason. I will remember that when I am dead and buried. As I take the helmet of bright yellow stars off my head that was marking me out in a crowd and park it with the bike before slipping in with the group of people outside the nearest set of shops in
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