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‘Change is not made without inconvenience, even from worse to better.’

Richard Hooker 1554-1600

 

 

‘The mind is its own place, and in itself Can make a heav’n of hell, a hell of heav’n.’

Paradise Lost
 John Milton 1608-74




 Chapter One

Hilary Parker was a Monday-morning kind of person, but there was something not quite right about this particular Monday morning.

Usually she liked nothing better than to answer Terry Wogan back while bustling about her large cluttered kitchen, organising breakfast with one hand and sorting out her daughter’s lunch-box and her son’s chaotically filled sports bag with the other. She believed in taking the start of any day firmly by the horns and meeting it head on. Today, though, Hilary had the uneasy feeling that something was wrong.

She popped a couple of tea-bags into the Welsh-dresser-shaped teapot and swept aside the thought that a potential disaster was hanging over her.

Breakfast dealt with, she watched David make his escape to his estate-agency office in the centre of the village and then she began the ritual of shouting at the children to make them get a move on while she filled the washing machine and added a few last-minute thoughts to her shopping list. Eventually, when Becky had found her gloves - not the plain blue hand-me-downs from Philip, but the cream pair with the fluffy bits at the wrists - they set off to wait for the bus to take Philip to his new school. One child down and one to go, Hilary took her seven-year-old daughter’s hand and crossed the road to join the  posse of frazzled mothers heading for the local primary school.

It wasn’t until Hilary had reached home and drawn breath as she stood over the washing machine waiting for it to finish its last spin cycle that she could no longer avoid the unconscious thought that was battling its way through the Monday-morning rush-hour traffic of her mind. Had she forgotten to do something?

She bent down to the machine and looked through the glass port-hole. She caught strobe-like flashes of Becky’s pink pyjamas being chased by a pair of Philip’s rugby shorts. The machine finally shuddered to a halt and she waited impatiently before the door-release button would work. She debated whether to go and clear the breakfast things from the kitchen table but the nagging worry wouldn’t leave her. Was she supposed to have telephoned somebody? Was it some PTA matter? Georgia D’Arcy could be quite sharp if she felt people weren’t pulling their weight.

She pressed the button and started hauling out the clothes. First came Philip’s determined shorts, followed by a tangled ball of leggings, socks and pyjamas. She tugged hard at the bulky mound until it finally burst free - pulling washing out through that black rubber ring always reminded Hilary of childbirth, especially Philip’s difficult breech birth.

No. It wasn’t something she hadn’t done. It was David. Something he had done.

She moved the basket of wet clothes to one side and refilled the machine, pushing David’s work shirts into the gaping hole; something that never failed to give her pleasure. Ever since they had been married and she had washed and ironed David’s shirts she had enjoyed the smell of maleness from his clothes. She picked up the last  of the shirts, the one he had worn last night for a Rotary Club dinner.

Last night. That was it. David had been talking in his sleep.

Then suddenly there it was: the nagging subconscious knowledge that had been with her throughout the darkness of night to the break of day was finally free and she heard David’s words as clearly as if he were crouched on the floor next to her and reciting them: ‘Catherine ...  Hilary must never find out ... she’d never forgive me ...  the children.’

She gasped and crushed the shirt to her face, but something hard in the folds of the fabric scraped against her cheek. She pulled out a small restaurant card together with a bill. The strip of paper had yesterday’s date on it and showed it was a meal for two.

But David had said he was going to a specially arranged Rotary Club dinner ... ‘Catherine ... Hilary must never find out.’

Well, she had. She bloody well had!

 

Hilary turned the key in the ignition of her car. ‘It can’t be true, it just can’t be. Not David!’ She pressed hard on the accelerator and launched her Renault Clio out of the drive. She hurtled noisily down Acacia Lane, ignoring the look of outrage on the face of Iris Braithwaite, who was already hard at work sweeping the autumn leaves from the baize-green lawn of the White Cottage, and drove through the village, past the row of shops including David’s black and white half-timbered office and reached the supermarket in less than ten minutes. She bolted into the first available space in the car park.

Inside the store and propped up by a trolley, Hilary gripped her shopping list. Fruit, vegetables, she muttered.  Fruit, vegetables. How could he? How could he have an—She scrunched up her shopping list unable to utter, even in her head, the unthinkable. Anger and bewilderment threatened to overwhelm her and she made for the neatly constructed pyramids of fruit, which normally appealed to her sense of everything being well ordered and exactly placed. ‘A home for everything,’ she always told the children. David wasn’t tidy, though. Ties strewn all over the bedroom, trousers left on the ... Her throat tightened and her legs went wobbly. She felt sick.

Concentrate, she told herself. The shopping. She ripped off a plastic bag and with shaking hands she picked an apple from the top of the pyramid of Granny Smiths. She carefully selected another three but as she reached for a fifth her hand knocked against the pile and she watched in helpless horror as she set off a shiny green avalanche; apples cascaded onto the floor, bumping against her legs as they fell.

‘No!’ she cried out. ‘No. Stop it.’ Tears streaming down her cheeks she fled, aware of people staring at her as she skittered up the next aisle. She raced alongside the shelves throwing things into the trolley: baked beans, sweetcorn, flour, rice.

Why had she come? What was she doing here in the supermarket? She had just discovered her husband was having an affair and she was doing the weekly shop. Was she mad?

On autopilot she reached the aisles of frozen food. Pizzas, garlic bread, peas. Stir-fry vegetables, where were they? It was Monday. She always did stir-fry vegetables for David on a Monday evening. She leaned over the freezer, pushing the packets of frozen broccoli and cauliflower aside in her determination to find what she was looking for. ‘Where are they? They must be here.’

‘Hilary?’

She jerked upright and found herself face to face with her neighbour Cindy Rogers, who together with her husband Derek ran In the Pink, the thriving health and beauty centre in Acacia Lane. As ever Cindy’s hair and make-up were immaculate. Hilary felt Cindy’s critical eyes sweep over her. ‘Hello, Cindy,’ she said. Her voice sounded breathless and overly cheery.

‘You okay?’

‘Of course I am ...’ Catherine ... Hilary must never find out . . . ‘I’m fine, why wouldn’t I be?’

Cindy was convinced Hilary looked far from well. It was obvious that the Princess of Hulme Welford - as Derek called their neighbour - had been crying. She said nothing and reached into the freezer for a packet of peas. If Hilary was upset and didn’t want to share it, then that was her business and Cindy certainly wasn’t going to get involved in someone else’s problems if she could help it.

‘I’m fine, really,’ Hilary repeated, ‘just a bit of a cold, that’s all. It’s always the same - soon as the children go back to school after the summer holidays it’s an endless stream of colds and runny noses’ ... she’d never forgive me ... ‘run down a bit I suppose if I’m honest.’ The flow of words came to an end and she stood staring blankly at Cindy.

‘How’s David?’ Cindy asked. It was all she could think of to say.

‘David? Oh, he’s fine. Busy, working all hours, you know what it’s like.’ He had, hadn’t he? He’d been coming home later and later just recently. And there’d been all those phone calls in his study with the door shut. Oh, it was all so obvious! How could she have been so blind and not seen the signs? Her lip trembled.

Cindy didn’t know what to do. She hated being  confronted with emotion of any kind. She’d spent a lifetime keeping hers in check and she expected others to do the same. ‘I must get a move on,’ she said. ‘I only slipped out for some—’

‘Yes, of course, don’t let me keep you, I know how busy you are.’

‘I’ll see you, then, Hilary. Why don’t you call me some time? Treat yourself to a facial.’ Heaven only knows she could do with it.

‘Yes, perhaps I will.’ What, at their prices? Hilary watched Cindy push her trolley further up the line of freezer compartments. But suddenly she felt frightened at being left alone. Cindy might be an ice maiden but her company right now seemed infinitely better than her own. ‘Cindy,’ she called out. ‘I just wondered ...’

‘Yes?’

Something in Cindy’s manner was so cold, so matter-of-fact, it prompted a mirrored reaction from herself. ‘I’ve just discovered David’s having an affair,’ she said. She saw Cindy’s hand tighten on her trolley, her long pearly pink nails curling round the metal handle. ‘I ... I don’t know what to do,’ she added, her voice now wavering and not at all stoic as she had intended.

‘Come on,’ Cindy said, ‘I’ll take you home.’

They abandoned their shopping, left Hilary’s car in the car park and drove back to The Gables in Cindy’s brand new Celica.

‘I’m all right. Really I am,’ Hilary said, sniffing loudly as they got out of the car.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Cindy threw at her. ‘You feel awful. You feel like your world’s just come to an end. I should know.’ She glanced over the road towards In the Pink. ‘Just remember who I’m married to.’
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Cindy made Hilary sit in a chair next to the Aga. She filled the kettle and to her shame found herself cringing at the state of Hilary’s kitchen. While her own kitchen was spotless and devoid of clutter, Hilary’s worktops were lined with rows of brightly coloured tins, above which were intricately carved shelves weighed down with a hundred and one cookery books. Did anyone really cook that much? She herself ate little more than a lightly dressed salad each night. She reached out for one of the brightly coloured tins, hoping it contained coffee. It was tea and behind it was a faint tidemark of dust. She pulled a face, wondering how long it was since there had been the merest hint of Jif behind the tins. Weeks possibly. Months more like it. But whatever else had been going on at The Gables just recently it certainly wasn’t any cleaning, not to her way of thinking anyway.

She poured out the tea into two mugs with pictures of huge pigs on tiny legs. ‘Here you are,’ she said to Hilary, who was now sitting at the kitchen table, her elbows resting amongst the breakfast things. There were toast crumbs and splashes of milk everywhere. A blob of orange marmalade was clinging to the side of the jar. Cindy had to fight the urge to gather up all the offending mess and put the kitchen straight. It would be a far easier task than trying to reassure Hilary that everything would be all right. In her experience, once a man had one affair it didn’t stop there.

Hilary sniffed. Cindy glanced round the kitchen for a box of tissues. All she could see was some kitchen roll on one of those green cast-iron posts. She tore off a square and handed it to Hilary.

‘Cindy, I’m so sorry to land you with all this ... I didn’t mean for you to ...’ She sniffed again.

Blow it, for goodness’ sake, Cindy thought.

‘Look,’ Hilary said. She pushed a small piece of paper across the table towards Cindy.

Cindy read the restaurant bill. It was familiar enough. ‘Could it have been an ordinary business dinner?’ she responded. She had asked herself the same question twenty-two years ago, a year after her first wedding anniversary.

‘No,’ Hilary whispered. ‘He told me he was going to a Rotary Club dinner. He lied to me, Cindy. He’s been coming home so late these past few weeks, and he talked in his sleep last night. Her name’s Catherine ... How could he, how—’ She began to cry.

Cindy didn’t want Hilary to cry but she had no idea how to stop her. She sipped her tea and tried hard not to think of the grotesque pig in her hand. Instead she thought of herself twenty-two years ago: first she had found a restaurant receipt, then a letter and then the phone calls had started. She had tried to ignore it, just as her mother had advised her. ‘Let him get it out of his system. It’ll blow over.’ And it had. Until the next gust of wind had brought with it another black cloud almost a year later.

Another sniff from Hilary made Cindy put down her mug with a bang. ‘So what do you want to do, Hilary?’

‘Do? What do you mean?’

‘You either confront David with this,’ she waved the small piece of paper in the air, ‘and risk losing everything, or you pretend you never found it.’

‘Pretend I never found it!’ Hilary shouted, her bloodshot eyes wide in bewilderment. ‘How can I do that? I mean, he’s been ... he’s been ...’ Her voice trailed away.

Cindy leaned forward. ‘It just happens in some marriages. Particularly in mine.’

‘Oh, God, Cindy. I’m sorry. I’ve been so insensitive to you, haven’t I?’

Cindy nearly smiled. She knew only too well that in the nineteen months they’d been living in the village of Hulme Welford it had become common knowledge what sort of a man Derek Rogers was. It was also generally accepted that Cindy knew exactly what was going on but chose to turn a blind eye to his infidelity and, more importantly, nobody spoke to her about it. Though recently she had become increasingly concerned about Derek’s behaviour, but for the life of her she could not work out exactly what was wrong. It was odd that he had taken to reading all those strange books - that really was out of character. It was the first time she had known him to sit still long enough to get through anything more detailed than the front page of the Daily Mail. She was concerned that Derek was dissatisfied with his life. Perhaps even the affairs had begun to pall for him. So what was next?

‘You have to decide what it is you want, Hilary,’ she said at last. ‘I presume you do love David.’

‘How could you ask such a question?’

‘I’m sorry, but it would make things easier if you didn’t.’

‘Don’t you love Derek, then?’ Hilary asked, hardly daring to ask Cindy such a personal question. Before today their conversations had always been impersonal and along the lines of ‘Tea or coffee?’ and now here they were discussing adultery and whether or not they loved their husbands.

‘Goodness knows why, but yes, I do love Derek,’ Cindy said simply. ‘That’s why I know it would be a lot easier if love didn’t come into it. It’s easier to be objective then.’

Hilary raised her tea to her lips. It was cold. She put it down. ‘I can’t believe we’re sitting here and being so rational. I mean, aren’t you at all shocked by what David’s doing?’

‘That’s hardly the point, is it? The point is, what are  you going to do?’

Hilary started to cry again. ‘I don’t know,’ she squalled. ‘I just don’t know.’

‘Do you want me to make a suggestion?’

‘Please,’ Hilary said, lifting her eyes from the screwed-up piece of kitchen roll in her hands. ‘I need all the help I can get. I don’t want to lose him, Cindy. He’s the only man I’ve ever loved.’

‘Right, then. The first thing is that you mustn’t tell anyone. The fewer the people who know the better. From now on you’ve got to pretend, just as I said earlier, that you never found that receipt or heard David talking in his sleep. Hilary, you’re going to have to fight for your husband.’

‘Like you have for Derek?’

‘Yes,’ Cindy said grimly. ‘Like I have for Derek.’ She got up from her chair and took the mugs to the sink. ‘By the way. Do you know who this Catherine might be?’

‘Yes,’ Hilary said softly. ‘She’s his new secretary.’ Her body shook and she covered her face with her hands and sobbed.

Men, thought Cindy. Consistent if nothing else.




 Chapter Two

‘Okay, folks. Let’s cut the waffle and get straight on. We’ve got a hell of a lot to cover tonight and I don’t know about you but I’m knackered.’

Hilary saw the raised eyebrows along the front row of chairs which testified to the fact that this was not the usual way to open a St John’s Infant and Junior School PTA meeting. There had been murmurs and more vocal expressions of dissent at the start of term when the outgoing chairwoman Patricia Longton had been replaced by Georgia D’Arcy, whose eager supporters were presently occupying the back row of seats in 2A’s classroom, while Patricia and company were at the front where they felt they could be most intimidating. They had no idea what the members of the opposing camp were mouthing behind their backs.

Hilary did a quick head-count. Numbers were abnormally high. She suspected it had something to do with the free drinks on offer that evening - another change from the norm. She jotted the number down, disappointed that yet again she had been asked to remain as secretary - it was always the job nobody else wanted. She had hoped to step into Patricia’s shoes herself but had withdrawn her name from the selection procedure when she found out she was up against the formidable Ms Georgia D‘Arcy who had been well backed by the hairy-armpit brigade, as David called the more maverick and Bohemian inclined  mothers of the school - ‘Hippie by nature and hippy in size,’ he would laugh.

‘First on the agenda,’ Georgia D‘Arcy announced, ‘is to thank all those present and note those absent.’ She gave a deep laugh, which belied her bone thin appearance and put paid to David’s hip theory. ‘Jobs will, of course, be allocated to those not here to defend themselves.’ There was raucous laughter from the back row, while Patricia and Co., scandalised, exchanged sideways glances, uncrossed and recrossed their legs, knowing that this jibe was aimed at one of their number - Kate Hampton, the PTA treasurer.

Hilary wrote down ‘thanks’ and wished she was at home. She was exhausted. It had been a long day since her discovery that morning that David was having an affair. She hadn’t eaten a thing, had felt too sick even to consider food. It was as though a pneumatic drill was at work inside her and one minute she was hot, the next cold.

Cindy had told her to expect this. ‘You’ll lose weight as well,’ she had gone on to say. So that was the secret to Cindy’s enviable sylph-like figure, Hilary had thought cynically. ‘You must keep yourself busy,’ Cindy had instructed, as they drove back to the supermarket to pick up her car. ‘Or otherwise you’ll find yourself thinking of  them.’

‘But what else can I think of?’ Hilary had wailed in return.

‘Your children, for a start.’

After Cindy had left her she had tried to keep herself busy. But it was hopeless. All she could think of was David’s betrayal. So wantonly had he destroyed all that was important to her. She had tried to occupy herself by switching on the television but had ended up mindlessly  channel-hopping between The Rockford Files, a programme on flamenco dancing, an old movie with Bette Davis and horse-racing from Newmarket until it was time to go and collect Becky. They had walked back from school and, turning into the tree-lined cul-de-sac of Acacia Lane, they had made slow progress as Becky kicked her way through the drifts of fallen leaves in the gutter. ‘Ooh, what’s this?’ she had said, her voice ringing with seven-year-old delight as she bent down. It was a dead mouse. ‘Why’s it so flat?’

‘Because it’s dead.’

‘Will I be flat like that when I’m dead?’

‘No, dear,’ Hilary said, taking hold of Becky’s hand.

‘But why—?’

‘Because it’s been run over lots of times,’ Hilary answered, feeling a bit flat herself.

She had been looking forward to Becky’s company, hoping that her daughter’s usual demanding behaviour would occupy her. It hadn’t. Instead she found she was irritated by Becky’s incessant chatter.

‘Are you listening to me, Mummy?’ Becky had asked in the kitchen where they usually sat with a cup of tea and a biscuit discussing what kind of day Becky had been subjected to.

‘Of course, darling,’ Hilary had replied.

‘Fibber.’

‘I’m not lying.’

‘Yes, you are. I can tell.’

‘Well, what were you saying? Tell me again.’

Becky pouted. ‘No.’

Hilary had wanted to cry then. Had wanted to put her arms around her small daughter and talk woman to woman with her. But she couldn’t. She’d have to wait at least ten years before she could do that.

Philip’s first words when they went to pick him up from school after his rugby practice were: ‘You been crying, Mum?’

Strange that her eleven-year-old son should have noticed her red eyes and not Becky. But that was Becky all over.

Tea-time had passed without event, until David had telephoned. Philip took the call. ‘Dad’ll be late,’ he had shouted from the hall. ‘He’s got an appointment to keep.’

She had cried again, upstairs and alone. Then she had phoned Cindy’s daughter Tiffany to see if she could babysit that evening. ‘Sorry it’s such short notice, I just can’t keep up with David,’ she had said brightly to Tiffany when she arrived to take charge of the children ...

‘I’d like that going on record.’

‘Hilary, you are getting all this down, aren’t you?’

Hilary lifted her head and wondered what on earth she was doing at a PTA meeting when her life was falling apart. ‘Carry on as normal,’ Cindy had told her. But not a word had she said about how one went about acting normally when all Hilary felt like doing was throwing herself on the floor and screaming like a baby.

‘Hilary?’ Georgia D‘Arcy was frowning at her, one eyebrow quizzically arched beneath an urchin short fringe which had the colour and shine of a perfectly plump aubergine. Two fob-watch-sized ear-rings dangled either side of her sharp little face. She wore no make-up but her complexion was nut-brown, corroborating the fact that she worked outside each and every day. Since her husband Rory had left her two years ago the inhabitants of Hulme Welford had watched Georgia singlehandedly build up and run Hulme View Nursery on the edge of the village. She was not a woman who suffered fools and Hilary was  a little in awe of her. ‘I’m sorry,’ Hilary said, ‘what did you say?’

Georgia caught sight of Hilary’s blank note-pad. She cleared her throat and waved to one of the mothers in the back row. ‘Crack open those bottles of wine, will you, Cas, and pass some cups round while I have a chat with Hilary.’

Hilary heard muttering from the front row. ‘Wine? We’ve never had wine before.’

‘Right, chuck,’ Georgia said, turning back to Hilary. ‘What’s up?’

Hilary’s mouth opened but no words came out. She shut her mouth and tried hard to keep her lips from trembling.

‘Come on, Hilary. I’ve watched you do this job standing on your head for the past three years. Granted I’ve seen you get flustered, but never incapable. Is it me? Can’t you work with me? Because if so—’

‘No. I mean, no, it’s not that.’

Georgia smiled. ‘Good. I know I put certain backs up, like the frosty five there,’ she inclined her head towards Patricia and company, ‘but I’d hate to think I was that bloody obnoxious. I had hoped that you and I could get along. Perhaps some wine will help.’ She got up from her chair and went across to where Cas Mitchell and Jo Shaughnessy were handing out plastic cups. Hilary noticed that the ‘frosty five’ were huddled together and guzzling their wine enthusiastically.

‘Here,’ Georgia said, coming back. ‘Take a big mouthful. I’m not going to pry. It’s none of my business what’s given you a face like an empty coal scuttle, but I guarantee there’s a man in there somewhere prodding you where it hurts.’

Hilary tried to protest but Georgia ignored her. ‘Sod  the lot of them, I say. If it’ll help I’ll take notes as we go along.’ She drained her plastic cup, faced everyone and instantly called the meeting back to order.

Hilary felt herself relax for the first time that day. How good it was for somebody else to take charge. She had been grateful to Cindy earlier that morning for being there when she needed somebody in whom to confide, especially with her own experiences to tell, but she hadn’t made Hilary feel any better. In fact, she had made her feel worse. Listening to Cindy had filled her with fear, as if all that lay in store for Hilary was a life stretching ahead as dauntingly as a life prison sentence. But Georgia was different. Somehow, in those few no-nonsense words Georgia had just uttered she had lifted some of the awful responsibility of the day off Hilary’s shoulders. She felt enormously grateful to Georgia.




 Chapter Three

Cindy came out of the en suite bathroom, a thick peach towel swathed around her slender body. She was surprised to see Derek sitting up in bed reading. He slapped the book shut when he saw she was there.

Just over an hour ago she had left him downstairs in the office. ‘Paperwork,’ he had said to her when she had looked in on him before coming upstairs for a bath.

‘Everything’s all right, isn’t it?’ she had asked. It was more by way of making conversation than worrying about the state of the business. All their married life Cindy had kept a firm hand and a weather eye on all the financial elements of the six salons they owned, as well as In the Pink. There was nothing that could get past her. But the persistent thought that had kept running through her mind these past few weeks was the possibility that Derek was sorting out their finances before leaving her. Since this morning when she had witnessed Hilary’s shock she had felt it was an omen that she, too, was about to discover something unpleasant.

‘Good book?’ she asked, pulling a silk nightgown out of the stencilled chest of drawers by her side of the bed.

‘Not bad,’ he answered, his face noncommittal. He dropped the book face down onto the floor.

‘You’ve been doing a lot of that lately,’ Cindy said, her back to Derek. She let the towel fall away from her and slipped the nightgown over her head.

‘A lot of what?’

She caught the defensiveness in his voice, and to avoid any kind of confrontation that might lead to him declaring his hand, she said, ‘Have you seen much of David recently?’

‘Are you going to stand there all night giving me the third degree or are you getting in?’ He pulled back her corner of the duvet and patted the bed.

She climbed in and sat stiffly beside him, taken aback by this simple act of courtesy ... Helping her into bed? What was it she had heard once? A man about to leave his wife behaves out of character, starts doing all he can to please her before dealing the final blow. Scared, she said, ‘Well, have you?’

‘Have I what?’

‘Seen much of David recently.’

He shook his head. ‘Same as usual, I suppose.’ He took off his paper-thin wristwatch and gold bracelet and placed them by the bedside lamp. ‘What’s all this anyway? What’s the sudden interest in David?’

‘Oh, nothing,’ Cindy said, turning out her light. She lay back and waited for Derek to do the same. She had the feeling, though, that he wasn’t about to. She was right.

‘Cindy?’

‘I’m tired, Derek. Can it wait?’

‘I’m tired as well.’

‘Then switch off your light.’

‘Not that kind of tired.’

She sat up. Well, if this was it, if he was about to tell her he wanted a divorce, she might just as well pay attention and listen to him.

‘Are you happy, Cindy?’

‘Happy?’ This was new. He’d never asked her that before.

‘Because,’ Derek said, facing her, ‘I’m not.’ He smiled.

Oh, God. How could he? How could he smile like that? Was it supposed to soften the blow? She clenched her fists under the duvet and braced herself for what she had feared all her married life.

‘I’ve been thinking about us.’

‘Yes.’

‘I think it’s time for a change.’ He kicked back the duvet and suddenly leapt to his feet. He pulled on his towelling robe and started to pace the bedroom floor, backwards and forwards at the end of the brass bed.

‘What kind of change?’ she asked.

‘Life-enhancing!’ he shouted, throwing his arms up in the air. He stared at her, wide-eyed. ‘Tell me, Cindy, how long have we been in the beauty business?’ He didn’t wait for her reply. ‘Too long is the answer.’ He came round to her side of the bed and sat down. She moved her legs away from him.

He grabbed her hands and held them tightly. ‘I’ve had this idea. I’ve been working on it for weeks now. I want to turn In the Pink into a sanctuary of spiritual exploration, where the hopeless can find hope, where ...’ He looked about him as though seeking inspiration from the walls of their bedroom. ‘Where the unsure can find themselves. And let’s face it, there’s plenty of people like that here in Hulme Welford. What do you think?’

‘You’re hurting my hands,’ Cindy whispered.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, letting go. ‘Don’t know my own strength. But what do you say to my idea?’

Cindy was speechless. She was so relieved that Derek wasn’t about to leave her that she knew at that precise moment she would agree to anything he wanted to do. She hadn’t been so relieved since the day just over a year ago when she had realised that Hilary’s sister Charlotte  Lawrence was in love with her tenant Alex Hamilton. Prior to that day she had been convinced that Charlotte would be yet another woman to come between Derek and herself. But it was clear to Cindy, as it was to everyone in the village, that Charlotte and Alex were very much in love, and even Derek himself had made it obvious that he was no longer interested and had backed off.

‘I don’t know what to think, Derek,’ she said finally.

He kissed her, excitedly. ‘That’s the whole point. Too many people out there don’t know how or what to think. We’re going to help change all that.’

‘A sanctuary of what did you say?’

‘We’ll run courses on inner healing, assertiveness, there ’ll be journeys of self-discovery—’

‘There won’t be any chanting, will there?’

‘Chanting?’

‘I’ve seen things like that on the television. People sitting on cushions, their eyes rolling and rubbish coming out of their mouths. It’s so embarrassing.’

He laughed. ‘Cindy, Cindy, this is me, Derek. Would I be that stupid?’ He mentally ruled out that particular course he’d been reading up on. ‘Come on, I feel like celebrating. Let’s go down and open a bottle.’ He kissed her again and ran his hand the length of her arm. ‘Then we’ll come back up and I’ll take you on a journey of self-discovery.’

‘I haven’t said yes yet,’ Cindy said, getting out of bed.

‘You will, though. I just know it.’

Cindy had a feeling he was right.



 Chapter Four

Becky looked pleased with herself, which Hilary knew meant one thing and one thing only: Becky had got one over her brother. For most of her young daughter’s life Hilary had generally taken her side in any sibling fracas, but more recently her loyalty had been pushed to its limits and Philip had started to gain more of her respect and sympathy.

She handed Becky the packet of breakfast cereal and scanned her daughter’s face for any tell-tale signs of guilt. She found none, only a look of undisguised glee.

She lifted the kettle from the Aga and made the tea, setting the pot down on the table. She then switched on the radio. ‘Are we downhearted?’ asked Terry Wogan from beside the bread bin. Yesterday the self-effacing Irishman had posed the same question and she had smiled back at him. Today she had nothing to smile about. She  was downhearted.

When she had got home last night after the PTA meeting she had gone straight upstairs, calling to David in the sitting room that she had a headache and was going to bed.

She had pretended to be asleep when he had joined her. She had lain silently beside him, her body tense with fear and anger, trying hard not to think of him as he lay on the other side of the bed; a chasm of duplicity between them. And as the night hours had slowly passed she had  punished herself again and again wondering how many times David had done it with her? And was it better with Catherine? Of course it was, she had told herself angrily while tiptoeing to the toilet at three in the morning, why else would he be having an affair? Illicit sex early in the evening was always more fun than a tired ten-minute domestic session slotted in between Jeremy Paxman’s  Newsnightand setting the alarm clock.

Eventually, worn down by such torturous thoughts, she had given up the fight and had slept, but now it was breakfast time and any minute David would be out of the shower and downstairs. How would she cope? She would have to look at him, speak, even. She could avoid him no longer. There could be no escape.

‘Mummy?’

‘Mm ...’

‘What do you get if you hang—?’

‘Please, Becky, not now.’ Hilary could hear footsteps on the stairs. She pushed four slices of bread into the toaster.

‘Daddy, what do you get if you hang Pamela Anderson upside down?’

‘Shut up, Becky,’ Philip said, coming into the kitchen behind his father. He knew he shouldn’t have told his sister that joke. She was always getting him into trouble with her big mouth. ‘Mum, these pants you got me, they’re too small.’

Hilary looked at Philip. She could see David out of the corner of her eye. He was pouring himself a mug of tea. ‘I only bought them at the start of term,’ she said. ‘They can’t be too small.’

‘Well, they are,’ Philip said sullenly. He sat down. Hilary noticed him wriggling. She noticed too that David seemed to be moving uncomfortably in his chair. He looked shifty. Guilty. How long had he been doing that?

‘Any toast?’ he asked, barely lifting his eyes from the level of his mug.

‘Coming,’ she replied. She filled the toast rack and sat down.

‘Flora?’

She looked up at David and moved towards the fridge. ‘Flora,’ she repeated slowly, taking off the lid and dropping the plastic tub onto the table. The china and cutlery rattled and a small yellow dollop of sunflower spread leapt out of the carton and landed on David’s forehead. For a few moments nobody spoke, then Becky’s shrill laughter, accompanied by the eight o’clock pips on the radio, filled the kitchen. Hilary didn’t know what to do. The atmosphere was awful. She watched David take out his handkerchief from his trouser pocket and wipe his forehead. He didn’t look at her and he wasn’t smiling.

‘Here,’ she said, offering him the dishcloth. ‘Wipe up your tea.’ Then, sensing Philip wriggling next to her, she vented her anger on him. ‘For goodness’ sake, keep still!’ she shouted.

Philip sprang from his seat. ‘I can’t,’ he shouted back. ‘It’s these pants. I told you, they’re too small.’

‘And I told you they can’t be.’

‘Mummy’s right,’ Becky said slyly, her mouth a dark cavernous hole of Coco Pops. She started to laugh again and getting up from her chair she began pirouetting about the kitchen. ‘Itchy bum, itchy bum!’ she chanted delightedly.

Hilary looked from Philip to Becky. ‘What have you done?’ she demanded.

Philip’s face darkened and he rushed from the room. ‘Itchy bum!’ Becky yelled one more time after him.

‘Becky!’

Becky came to a balletic stop, her feet in a perfect first  position. She looked like a penguin. ‘I put itching powder in his pants,’ she confessed with a giggle. Her words were said with immense pride and satisfaction. She looked like a smug penguin now.

For the first time ever, Hilary slapped her daughter, hard, on the legs and then she too left the kitchen.

 

Hilary couldn’t bear to see the expression of humiliation on Philip’s face as he climbed onto the school bus. His sister’s antics would be with him for the rest of the day, a day that Hilary knew would be bad enough for him anyway. The transition from the village primary to senior school had not been an easy one for him. He had won a scholarship to the same school Tiffany attended and which her brother Barry had recently left with his string of grade A A-levels. He was now studying medicine at Leeds, and while Derek was vocally proud of his son, Cindy was more reluctant to sing his praises. It never ceased to amaze Hilary that Derek and Cindy could have produced two such unlikely children - Tiffany, possibly every mother’s nightmare and Barry, every mother’s dream son-in-law. On the other hand, she herself had produced Becky.

‘Come on, Mummy. We’ll be late. I want to get to school before Sarah Jenkins today.’

There was no contrition in Becky. No sense of remorse for what she had done to her brother. Not even any hurt pride or anger for having had her legs smacked. Life was just one series of practical jokes as far as Becky was concerned. It made Hilary even angrier, this blatant cavalier attitude to life that Becky had. It made her want to lash out at her daughter. Life wasn’t one big bloody joke. Life was hard, tough, and just now hers was tumbling down around her. She stuffed her fists inside her coat pocket. She had always prided herself that while most of  her friends gaily slapped their children for their wrong-doings, she had not. ‘A mother who resorts to violence has lost the respect of her children and the right to their love,’ she had said, on so many occasions. She could remember telling her own mother this after she had caught Louise smacking Becky for smashing a small china dog in her antique shop. Her mother had responded with, ‘Don’t you know anything, Hilary? You slap the respect into them.’ And now here she was, twice in one day wanting to unleash an extraordinary amount of violence on her young daughter. She knew, though, that it had nothing to do with disciplining Becky and all to do with her anger and frustration at what David was doing to her and what he was apparently prepared to keep on doing.

They walked away from the bus stop and crossed the road towards the church. At the school gate Becky skipped away, leaving Hilary standing empty-handed. She felt relieved, rid of Becky and the threat of causing her any real physical harm. She turned to hurry off, not wanting to get caught by Patricia or any of the other mothers and be sucked into the early-morning school-gate gossiping session.

‘Hilary, I was hoping I’d catch you.’ It was Georgia D’Arcy striding purposefully behind her. She was wearing a mustard-coloured beret pulled down over her head and a bulky scarf wrapped loosely around her thin neck. She wore no coat, despite the sharp October wind that morning, just a striped woollen jumper and a pair of khaki dungarees.

‘I’m sorry,’ Hilary said automatically, ‘I haven’t had a chance to write up the minutes yet.’

‘To hell with those. The meeting was only last night.’

Only last night. It felt an age away.

‘Why don’t you come for lunch? I usually break about  twelve thirty. The nursery’s as dead as the grave then.’

‘Oh, I couldn’t. I’ve got—’

‘Suit yourself,’ Georgia said, already moving towards her mud-splattered Jeep. She looked back over her shoulder. ‘But if you change your mind, you know where I am.’

 

While Hilary cleared up the debris of breakfast she had the strongest of desires to smash everything within sight. She was shocked. She was not a violent woman, not one of those drama queens given over to fits of plate-smashing pique. But now she crashed and slammed her way about the kitchen until at last everything was put away. Then she found one of David’s whisky tumblers in the sink. He usually had a glass of whisky when he came in from work each evening and never once did he wash the glass or put it in the dishwasher, he just dumped it in the sink each night. She picked it up and turned it round in her hand. She wanted to smash the glass, wanted the satisfaction of throwing it hard against the wall. But she thought of the shards all over the kitchen and knew she couldn’t do it. How about outside? Against the garage wall, perhaps? No. There would still be all that mess to clear up afterwards; slivers of lethal glass everywhere. Surely there had to be some way of satisfying her craving to destroy something of David’s that wouldn’t involve her in clearing up any mess.

Yes, of course there was. She laughed. My God! She could laugh at a time like this. Was she going completely round the bend? She opened the glass display cupboard above the worktop at the far end of the kitchen. There were twelve tumblers in it, all expensive cut glass, which David’s mother had given him over the years. In the drawer below Hilary found a plastic carrier bag and started filling it.

She drove to the local council tip, negotiating the bumps and bends in the road with infinite care - she didn’t want to waste her precious cargo and be cheated out of her moment of revenge.

She drew up alongside one of the huge metal containers and put on her sunglasses from the glove compartment. On the back seat she saw one of Philip’s old Manchester City caps. She grabbed it and forced it on her head.

She carried the glass-filled bag under one arm and made her way up the metal steps to the container. After a quick surreptitious glance to check that she was completely alone, she pulled one of the tumblers out of the bag and threw it. It was a lousy shot. A timorous effort that had the glass landing comfortably on a discarded piece of Axminster. It hadn’t even broken. She felt no satisfaction. She picked out another tumbler and this time extended her arm for greater leverage. The tumbler crashed noisily against the sides of the container and Hilary felt the smash deep inside her. Thoughts of a broken heart flickered through her mind, but she dispelled this poetic image instantly by reaching into the bag for another glass. She threw it, followed by a fourth and a fifth. She was well into her stride now, remembering how at school she had been rather good at rounders; the best fielder, she had been called, noted for the quality of her over-arm throw; she had even won a small medal. ‘Bastard!’ she shouted, as the sixth glass shot into the air.

‘Deceitful bastard!’ she hurled after the seventh.

‘Having fun?’

Shocked, she spun round and nearly toppled off the narrow gangplank and into the container. A strong arm caught her and held her firmly. ‘Steady on. You don’t look ready for the rubbish heap yet.’

‘Somebody obviously thinks I am,’ she muttered,  without looking up. She clutched the half-empty bag to her, rigid with embarrassment and the realisation that she had been so engrossed in exacting what now seemed her petty revenge on David that she had been oblivious to everything around her, even the sound of an approaching car.

She moved to get past the man but found his hand was still on her arm. She slowly lifted her head, mortified that he must have heard all the terrible expletives she’d just uttered.

He released her and bent down to a cardboard box of junk at his feet and because there wasn’t room on the gangplank for Hilary to squeeze past she was forced to stay where she was. She watched him drop his box into the container. A gust of wind snatched at a small wodge of photographs and they flew up into the air then fluttered momentarily in the breeze before settling like butterflies on an old mattress, its springs bursting through the stained and ripped fabric.

‘No point in hanging onto the past,’ he said, as though addressing the mattress. ‘It only makes us cling onto what we once thought was important.’ He turned and gave her an uncomfortably direct stare.

Hilary was glad of the sunglasses she was wearing, but not of the hat-it probably made her look like an eccentric old bat.

‘Go on, then, throw the rest of them away, don’t mind me.’

She suddenly remembered the bag in her hands. ‘I don’t need to,’ she said, knowing that her voice didn’t ring true.

‘Perhaps you should, though.’ And without another word he left her and walked back to where his car was parked just behind hers.

She watched him go. His hair was dark and slightly  curly, streaked with grey and much too long, she decided. His plum-coloured jacket and black polo-neck struck her as being of good quality and quite fashionable but his moss green trousers were rumpled and baggy with creases at the knees. He looked vaguely arty or perhaps academic, or how those types were so often portrayed on the telly.

He drove away leaving her alone with her bag of whisky tumblers. She tried throwing the eighth glass, but she felt no anger, no excitement at what she was doing. She had run out
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