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  Chapter One
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(Ignorance is Bliss)

“OKAY, MOOCHER,” Liz shouted. “You just STAY THERE and be a good dog!” 
Moocher looked puzzled, but keen, as always. He butted his head into her knees and licked the back of her hand reassuringly. 
He also looked around him as if to query the wisdom of having this conversation in the downstairs bathroom at the back of the house. He sniffed the air, too, as if to savour the freezing cold breeze rushing in through the open window.
Liz patted him and he wagged his tail. He knew she’d have her reasons. Thus encouraged, she cleared her throat and took a deep breath: “OKAY, MOOCHER!” she yelled again. “Have this rawhide shoe to chew while I’M OUT and NO-ONE ELSE IS HERE − to keep you company while you’re all ALONE!”
Her throat was getting sore, but Liz wanted Granny Smart to know she could come in now and use the bathroom.
Moocher threw his rawhide bribe over his shoulder. It narrowly missed landing in the loo; it hit the wall with a satisfying ‘thwack’ and fell to the floor. He pounced on it as though it was about to run away, and while his back was turned, Liz was off, tearing down the hall, yelling, “BYE, BYE MOOCHER. BYE, BYE!”
Once on the path outside the front of the house, she stopped. Fat rain-drops trampled her hair and crawled down her neck. She stood staring all around, but not really seeing.
It seemed odd that Malvern Road looked just the same this morning as it had yesterday. But − how could it possibly look just the same now that she knew a granny lived in her shed?







  
  Chapter Two
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(One Smart Granny)

“You’re telling me I have a granny living in my garden shed? Is that right?” Liz had pronounced each word very carefully. 
And Melanie still said, “Yes, Liz. That’s what I’m telling you, and no matter how often you want me to tell you again, I’ll tell you the same thing.”
Liz heaved a huge chest-expanding sigh, shut her eyes, opened them again, took another deep breath, then stopped. She was getting dizzy.
She drew out a chair at the breakfast-room table and nodded her most reliable lodger towards it. “Sit down, Melanie.” She sat down. Liz sat down. Moocher threw himself onto his back under the table. The floor groaned and black hair-balls rolled around like tumbleweed in the draught he created. 
“Right,” Liz said. “This granny. She doesn’t happen to be just any old granny, does she? Oh, no, she just happens to be the granny from across the road?”
“Yes,” Melanie said.
She looked anxious, which wasn’t like her. Melanie was usually bright and cheerful, bouncy and optimistic. Not anxious.
Liz could feel the same anxiety spreading across her own face. “No, not just any old granny. You’re saying we have the granny who belongs to one of the most influential lawyers in Bristol. The granny who belongs to a famous actress.”
Melanie’s face hardened. “Not belongs! Don’t say belongs. She doesn’t belong to anyone except herself.”
“I’m sorry. You’re quite right. However, we are talking about the granny who’s been splashed all across the tabloids because she went missing a few weeks ago, aren’t we? The Smart Granny.”
“Yes.”
“In my garden shed?”
“Yes.”
“Right. Let’s sort this out, then.” Liz stood up and tried to make her way to the back door, but couldn’t even get into the kitchen. Melanie had planted herself in the way like a determined keeper deflecting a shot on goal. 
“Excuse me,” Liz said, stepping to one side.
Melanie also stepped to that side. “No, you can’t go out there,” she insisted. “She mustn’t know you know.”
Liz retreated and sat down again. She wasn’t prepared to take on Melanie. She would lose. “If that’s the case, why did you tell me at all?”
“Because I can see you’re beginning to notice things. You were puzzled about footprints on the floor the other day, when it was raining. You said it made you feel spooky.”
“It did. Because I knew no-one was in. You mean she came in through Moocher’s door? She came in through the dog-flap? To use the loo or something?”
“Or get some water, maybe, or wash, or to get a warm-up. Also, at some point,” Melanie added, “you’ll go out to the shed and then you’re bound to notice. The only reason we’ve got away with it for so long already is that you’re the least enthusiastic gardener this side of the Pennines.”
Liz noted the ‘we’ but chose to ignore it, at least for the time being. “This isn’t some sort of practical joke?” She was conscious of a pleading note creeping into her voice, but was unable to change it to joviality. 
“Would I lie?”
“Okay. I believe you. Ohmigod. She must be freezing out there. Why’s she out there? Why’s she living in my shed?”
“She had to get away from those awful people that call themselves her family.”
Liz’s head began to feel as though its rightful contents were draining out to be replaced by mouldy yoghurt.
“Those awful people had me to dinner the other night. They weren’t awful at all. And they’re worried sick about where their Granny is, for God’s sake. We’ve got to tell them.”
“You can’t! You must promise me you won’t tell them.”
“Melanie, please be reasonable. How can I not tell them? They’re my friends.”
“They’re not! They’re acquaintances at best. And they’ve been having the whole street in to dinner. They’re trying to feed their way into acceptance.”
“Well, they succeeded with me. They had lobster – mmm – lobster. And they had home-made lemon meringue pie – mmm – home-made lemon meringue pie. And they had …”
“Liz – this is about more than your belly!” Melanie looked at her as though she’d found a slug in her mouth. 
Maybe she was right about them. Liz knew she hadn’t been the only one from Malvern Road to sit at Tallulah and Graham Smart’s dining-table and be regaled with tales-in-the-life-of-a-soap-actress, and yummy food, and tales-in-the-life-of-a-highly-successful-lawyer, and yummy food. Lots of yummy food. She flinched as Melanie waved her hand in front of her face and put paid to her brief food-dream.
“They’re really worried about where their granny’s gone,” Liz said.
“She is not their Granny. And they are not worried. It’s all an act. Or rather, they might be worried, but it won’t be over Granny’s welfare. It’ll be because of their so-called reputation if the truth were to get out.”
“The truth?” Liz felt weak. She couldn’t handle the truth! She dreaded what was coming. 
“They have treated her so badly,” Melanie said. “They have stolen her house and all her money. They did it while she was sick after her husband died. It’s disgusting, but I don’t know how we can get it back for her.”
It was painfully obvious that Melanie was close to tears. Her face had gone all blotchy, which was quite pleasing to Liz, because hers did that too. “Hey, hey,” Liz said. “Whatever it is, we can fix it. We’re the fixing sort. You know that.”
Melanie gave a wavery little smile. “Yeah, I know. That was another reason to tell you. We didn’t want to tell you before in case you felt obliged to shop her.”
Okay, now was the time. With great misgiving Liz queried it: “We? You keep saying ‘we’.”
“Yes, ‘we’. I couldn’t have kept it quiet all this time by myself. I mean, me and Laurel and Jason and …”
“What? All this time everyone in the world has known about this, except me?”
“Not everyone in the world. Just most of your lodgers, that’s all.”
Liz knew without being told that Danny didn’t know. Danny couldn’t keep a secret. Everyone knew Danny couldn’t keep a secret.
She sighed. And asked anyway, just to see if her not being told was as bad as she thought it was. “Does Danny know?”
“Of course not! Danny can’t keep a secret!”
That made her feel better. Slightly.
“But the others had to know or we couldn’t have kept her safely in your shed, could we? We’ve had to take it in turns to provide her with food and get her in for a bath and stuff like that …” Melanie’s voice tailed away. Liz wondered if it was because of the horror she could feel changing the shape of her own face as she tried to imagine how someone, especially a granny, had managed to live in her shed all these weeks.
“Has she been there all the time since she disappeared?” Liz demanded.
“Pretty much,” Melanie admitted.
It was a horrible thought. The weather had been foul in that time – not just wet but really, biting cold. It wasn’t a deluxe shed. It was your bog-standard-for-chucking-things-in type shed.
“And is she really okay?” How could she possibly be okay?
“Considering we, or to be precise, Laurel, found her sleeping rough in the centre of town, she’s much better off than she might have been. The trouble is, we don’t know what to do next. We can’t work out how she can get back what’s rightfully hers. And she can’t really go on living in your shed for the rest of her life, can she?”
“No.” Liz was glad they could agree on something.
“So, what do we do next?”
“And I’m not allowed to know that she’s living there?”
“No, she’d be terrified. She would leave when we weren’t looking if she knew you knew. Especially as you seem to be quite friendly with Tallulah.” Melanie paused before adding: “But you can’t really like the woman, surely?”
She looked at Liz as though an unsanitary event was about to occur. Liz tried a smile, but it didn’t work. So, she said: “No, certainly not! She’s obviously a very shallow piece of work, that one.” She had her fingers firmly crossed out of sight on her lap.
Melanie beamed. Liz beamed back. 
“However, she can’t stay in the shed,” Liz said, still deliberately beaming.
Melanie scowled. Liz flinched, her rictus grin disappearing like a belch in a typhoon. “Melanie, it’s too damn cold for anyone to stay out there, let alone a granny. She’ll have to come into the house. And then we’ll have to sort out what to do when we know the full story …”
“We already know the full story!” Melanie looked suspicious again.
“Okay, when I know the full story. And have taken some advice. Maybe from Hugh.”
Ah ha! Liz had said the magic words. Melanie’s face not only cleared but also suddenly shone with relief and optimism again. “Ooh, Hugh. Of course. He’s just the person we need.”
Well, that’s nice. If you don’t happen to be his ex. Which Liz was. But there was no doubt that he was an extraordinarily useful chap to have around if you were in trouble. And, for the sake of a granny, Liz was prepared to have him around. He would know what to do. In the meantime, where was she going to put Granny Smart? There was no way she could stay in the shed a moment longer.
Liz expected Melanie to go straight off and get the granny now that the magical Hugh was in the equation, but she didn’t. After a few moments of what was apparently some highly energetic thinking she said, “No, it still won’t work. If she knew you knew she would leave and then I dread to think what would happen to her.”
“You’ve said that already.”
Melanie fixed her with a sharp stare. “Nothing’s changed, Liz.”
Liz fidgeted in her chair. “But, why would she leave?”
“Because she wouldn’t feel that she could stay if you knew. She’d be convinced, for one thing, that you would tell Telly and Grabber.” 
“Telly and Grabber?” Liz muttered faintly.
“And,” Melanie continued. “She wouldn’t want to be a bother either. She would feel she was imposing if you knew. No, it won’t do. You must promise me you won’t let her know you know.”
Liz reached for her biscuit tin and found it empty. Melanie got hers down and slid it temptingly in front of her. Hmmm – it was bulging at the seams with custard creams and chocolate fingers. “Okay,” Liz said. “I won’t let her know I know. But I want you to take the hot water bottle from under the sink and make sure you fill it up every night. And there’s some blankets in that old cupboard in Wayne’s room – take them out to her. But it can’t go on like this for too long. There has to be an answer that suits everyone.”
“Thank you! I knew you wouldn’t let us down.” Melanie grinned at Liz and suddenly enveloped her in a hug that sent cascades of custard cream crumbs down her front. Just as suddenly she gabbled something in her ear and shot off, running down the hall, and slamming the front door behind her.
Liz was alone except for her trusty dog who wanted his belly rubbed, a granny in her shed who believed she didn’t know there was a granny in her shed, and her usual, reflective, logical and laid-back thought processes: 
Ohmigod! The Smart Granny’s living in my shed!! Ohmigod!!!
And then Liz had been overcome with the need to let Granny know she could come in now if she wanted, hence shouting at Moocher to STAY THERE, even though he had no intention of going anywhere, and so here she was lurking outside her own front door, getting soaked to the skin in the rain. The very cold, very wet, relentless rain.






  
  Chapter Three
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(Mapmaker)

Mapmaker slogged up the road from where he’d finally managed to get his car parked. It had been another heavy eleven hours at the office with back-to-back transatlantic conference calls. His American counterparts never seemed to stop for breaks. The business end of the video gaming industry, whilst paying him extremely well, had nothing playful about it at all.  
The rain was steady, but he found it soothing more than irritating, knowing he would soon be home in the warm and dry. He looked forward to a relaxed afternoon and evening working on his new game idea, and updating his journal and map. He might need to top up his energy levels with a quick nap first, followed by a large malt whiskey and a takeaway supper. Yes, that sounded good. He quickened his steps.
As he passed number nine, he saw Liz Houston skulking outside her own house. Where her hair wasn’t sticking out in dripping rats’ tails, it was plastered to her skull in an urchin-look, and the way she was hunched over, her hands deep in her pockets, he could tell she was cold. He couldn’t begin to imagine why she was suffering like that just outside her own home. Maybe she’d lost her keys. He couldn’t do anything about it if she had, and he knew there were multitudinous people living in that house so one of them must be around soon.
Not wanting to look like he was hurrying away from her, he didn’t quicken his steps. He did try to lengthen his stride, though. He didn’t want to get embroiled in anything Liz Houston had going on. He’d heard enough about her wild schemes and scatty ways to want to race across the road and run like hell in the opposite direction. He managed to stop himself doing that, at least.
He had way too much on his plate already. He might feel the need to know who everyone in Malvern Road was, but that didn’t mean he had to get involved in their lives. Nor did it mean he wanted them to know him, or anything about him.






  
  Chapter Four
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(Angela Gets In)

Liz noticed the chap from the middle flat at number twenty-nine. She knew he had carefully avoided catching her eye. She knew he was trying very hard not to break into a sprint away from her. She didn’t blame him. She must look like something that had drowned at sea and washed up on a muddy beach. Also, she was well aware of how odd it must look for anyone local who spotted her there, lurking outside her own front door. It defied rational explanation. 
Idly, she watched as a car unsuccessfully tried to manoeuvre into a space big enough to accommodate Wales. It was a small, powder-blue coupé model with alloy wheels and little frilly-edged, brocade-covered cushions on the back seat – actually, Liz couldn’t see the cushions, but she knew they were there.
When the full significance of what she saw dawned on her, Liz leapt for cover behind the wheelie bin and peered carefully out. The travelling sofa was still shunting back and forth, trying to get closer to the pavement. Liz didn’t believe she’d been seen by its driver.
She sidled along behind a few rain-laden bushes that could have been placed there for her convenience, flipped around the corner, and was hidden from sight as she unlocked her front door and dived for safety. She wanted to rush out and yell at Moocher that she was back so Granny would know, but there wasn’t time. She had to get under cover before the sofa-driver – her sister, Angela – had any suspicion that she was in, and yelling at the dog might just give her away.
Liz decided on a hiding place just in time before the assault on the front door began. She curled herself up as tight as she could in the space she’d chosen, only to find her human hedgehog act in danger of being thwarted. A load of fat seemed to have materialised from somewhere and collected around her waist. It was difficult to breathe and remain curled up that tight. She clenched her teeth and waited it out as best she could.
Then Angela changed her tactics and, leaving the front door, she wielded her handbag like a cudgel on the bay window instead. She used such force Liz was afraid the glass would give up and fall out of its frame. Then Angela would be able to get in. And then Liz would be discovered skulking under her own table, behind the rather nice gold chenille tablecloth she’d got from the second-hand shop across the road.
And then she’d never hear the end of it.
“Silly girl, Liz,” Angela would say. “No need to be afraid. It was only me.”
Well, yes. That was the problem.
Then Angela would say: “You know, it’s far too easy to get in your house. You ought to do something about it.”
Quite so.
Liz was distracted from her imagined conversation with Angela by a sudden, urgent compulsion to sneeze. She couldn’t allow it to happen! She breathed deeply, very fast. That didn’t stop it. That just made her feel sick. She grabbed her nose, but the sneeze came anyway and tried to get out of her ears, leaving the contents of her head feeling pulverised. Still, at least that danger was now past.
It really needed cleaning under this table. Liz supposed she ought to do it. After all, even though it was a communal room, and if it’s a communal room then any of her lodgers should do their bit of cleaning, she was pretty sure none of them hid under the table. Therefore, she should do it. Drat.
A restful silence had fallen, but her sister had the cunning of a hungry fox, so Liz stayed as still as she could. She tried to stop breathing, too, conscious that Angela also had the hearing of a bat. Liz listened hard, trying to ignore all the noises in her head left over from the sneeze-explosion.
Then she heard the hurried pad of paws coming down the stairs. Moocher must have been napping up there. Ohmigod. He was going to come running in and betray her!
Liz froze. Maybe he wouldn’t find her. He raced down the hall, claws muffled by the carpet. Then came a sharp pattering as he hit the bare floorboards of the breakfast room, followed by a more distant, but still distinct, clattering on the concrete floor in the kitchen.
Liz knew he was in the utility room when she heard the crackle and rustle of a heavy-duty bag as he pushed his nose into it, accompanied by a few explosive breaths like a stamping horse. He always did that even though he knew he couldn’t get at the dog-biscuits inside. He cantered back towards the front of the house, scratched on the sitting room door then ran into the front room. And out again.
Of course, he couldn’t be expected to find her straightaway. He’d only just got up from a snooze. None of us are at our best when we’ve only just got up. To be fair.
Then he chased back up the stairs. Liz could hear him thundering about all over the house, an excited ‘wuff’ escaping him every now and then. He thought it was a game.
And then she heard the ‘clatter-thunk’ of the dog-flap in the back door. As Moocher was upstairs snuffling about, this meant that one of her lodgers, Wayne probably, had forgotten his keys and had to go round and in through that way. Moocher heard it too and came stampeding down the stairs to see who was there.
But, it could also be the granny who didn’t know Liz was back inside. Ohmigod. Now what?
Liz decided she’d stay under the table until all was clear, but she was out of luck. Moocher came bouncing in and flung himself at her golden chenille as though he’d known she was there all along and was only pretending to search the rest of the house.
There was no getting away with it. Liz returned his sloppy lick with a hug and climbed out of her hiding place to be confronted by the horrible sight of her sister, hands on hips, feet as far apart as her elbows and a smirk on her face.
“How did you get in?” Liz demanded. She needed to know to prevent any future recurrence.
“Through the dog-flap, of course,” she said. “What am I supposed to do if you won’t let me in?”
“You did not crawl through the dog-flap, Angela!” Liz wasn’t going to believe that any time soon. Angela was the last person who would stoop to doing such a thing. Well – maybe not absolutely the last person – Their Mother would be the very last person, but Angela would be so close to the last you couldn’t get a sliver of something sliverish between her and Their Mother.
“I did crawl through the dog-flap! What else could I do? You wouldn’t let me in.”
Liz eyed her usually perfectly turned-out and immaculately-behaved sister. She appeared to be telling the truth. And yet, Angela would never do such a thing! It gave Liz a peculiar feeling to think that she might have.
What the hell?
She returned to the attack: “What made you so sure I was in? You’re not one of my lodgers – you can’t just go forcing your way into people’s houses.”
“It’s your house, isn’t it?”
“Yes, but that doesn’t give you any right…”
“I know you’d like to forget it, but you are my little sister and if I feel the need to see you then I should be able to see you. Your friends next door agreed, which is why they let me through their place and into their garden so I could get over the wall and in through the dog-flap.”
Liz wanted to argue with this, but she was tired and didn’t feel strong enough. And Angela hadn’t even got to the point of her visit yet. But she made a mental note to ban everyone next door from letting her sister through their house again.
“As for being sure you were in,” Angela said. “Your car’s parked outside.”
“I could have walked somewhere.”
“It’s pouring down with rain.”
“I could have worn a wetsuit.”
“You don’t have a wetsuit.”
“See. Now. That’s what’s wrong here. What makes you so sure I don’t have a wetsuit?”
“I would know if you had a wetsuit,” Angela said. She threw her poor, battered handbag down onto the settee. Then she removed her posh raincoat with the bits of fur around the neck – all straggly now – and flung that down to join it. She looked like she was staying. “This is stupid. How do we get into these silly, childish, arguments?”
“They’re not childish,” Liz said. “Anyway, you started it.” She thrust her hands into her pockets, stuck out her bottom lip and caught sight of herself in the mirror above the sideboard. Oops. She sucked her lip back in, whipped her hands out of her pockets and in her haste to act as if she really was thirtyish, offered Angela a cup of tea. 
“That would be lovely,” her sister said.
Damn.






  
  Chapter Five
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(Mapmaker)

Mapmaker locked his front door behind him with some relief, helped himself to a single malt, one of his few self-indulgences, and flopped into his favourite chair. He’d spotted it – a late 17 th century oak wainscot chair – in an antique shop when he was on the Isle of Islay at the same time as he’d first formed his lifelong, but respectful, relationship with malt whisky. 
He’d been fascinated by the chair’s shapely physique, its intricate carvings and the story told in the inlaid picture of a dog in the back panel. But what he really loved was the little verse carved beneath the picture, which said:
I made this chair for you
because you constantly purloined mine.
This is my chair now you’re gone
because in it you’ll always live on.
You were the best dog.
He thought this would probably be the closest he ever got himself to having a dog, and he was okay with that. The thought of the responsibility of a living creature made him feel quite queasy, but he was happy to enjoy the ethereal presence of someone else’s without the hairs all over his clothes and the messes of all sorts he did his best not to imagine.
The chair had cost him more than the car he’d had at the time, but since he’d bought it, he’d taken it everywhere with him, completely happy to hire a little trailer if his current vehicle didn’t have room for it. 
Intending to do some work, Mapmaker pulled out the laptop he used for game design, but only glanced at it before reaching for his Malvern Road journal. This was more of a draw these days than the world-building for his latest game.
He took a sip from his glass, savouring the whisky, appreciating its sweetness, its smoky warmth that could keep at bay the effects of any cold, damp weather. Some days he added water, which seemed to bring out reminiscences of ancient times living in a croft by the sea. 
Today was more of a business-like day, though. Today he had new information.






  
  Chapter Six
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(Angela’s Awful Announcement)

“Now then,” Liz said, having successfully moved Angela out of the front room without too much argument, and got her seated at the table in the breakfast room, tea cups at the ready, biscuits tastefully piled on a plate.  
“Why were you so desperate to see me, Angela? It’s hardly your normal entry, is it? How would the good women down at the bridge club feel if they knew their star organiser had been crawling, uninvited, through other people’s dog-flaps?”
“Why don’t you find out?” she said. “We’ve got a meeting tomorrow afternoon. You’re welcome to come along.”
She had Liz there. She knew her sister wouldn’t come along to such a meeting for all the villas in Spain. “I’m busy tomorrow afternoon, I’m afraid,” Liz said. “What a shame. So – why so desperate?”
“Two things. One is that you’ve been holding out on me about the people across the road.” The look on her face suggested that Liz had betrayed her big-time. 
Liz had no idea what she was talking about. 
“And the other thing?” Liz prompted. And just for the smallest measurable amount of time she felt sick all over. Because Angela’s face now registered a look such that Liz had never seen on it before and she knew Angela was going to tell her she had some terminal disease.
“I, I need …” That was as far as Angela got before breaking off and looking all around the breakfast room as though she’d never seen it before. She looked at it so minutely Liz was sure she’d be able to recall its drawbacks in all their fascinating glory three years hence.
“What? You need what?” Liz’s voice was sharp even to her own ears. Moocher leapt out of his basket in the hall and ran to her, forcefully pushing his nose into her hands, convinced she must be telling him off. She patted his head and pulled his ears, crooning, “It’s okay, Mooch. It’s okay.”
“Well, really. There’s no need to shriek,” Angela said in her usual, patronising, big-sister voice. Liz decided she couldn’t possibly be about to slip off this planet, after all.
She kept her cool, although that tone of voice was like a stick in a wasps’ nest to her, simply asking, “What do you need, Angela?” And was amazed to see a faint flush of pink colour her sister’s face. Bad enough that her immaculate sister would crawl through a dog-flap to see her, but if whatever it was could make her blush as well, then there was something seriously astray.
“What I need is, well, is …” Angela started crumbling a custard cream directly onto the table. No, this couldn’t possibly be her sister who insisted on a plate if given a boiled sweet. Some alien must have taken over her body.
“What I need,” she said again, “is for you to tell me why you didn’t let me know that the woman who moved in across the road from you is a famous actress!” She glared at Liz, daring her to yell: “Liar!” But Liz humoured her and let her get away with this evasion for the time being.
“She’s not that famous, Angela,” Liz said. “Anyway, I didn’t know straight away. Somebody else had to tell me.”
“Even so. You could have phoned me when you did know.”
“Why?”
“Because how many famous actresses do you know? She might like to play bridge. Or she might like to be more involved with the local community.”
“Hang on a minute,” Liz said, “this isn’t your local community!”
Angela looked at Liz as though she’d made a telling argument. Her mouth opened and shut twice. Then she said, “I really need some help to stop Robert finding out about the affair I’m having.”
Liz actually felt the earth judder.
Her eyes forgot to blink. The clock on the mantelpiece lost its tick. She heard a tin can rattling along the street outside, driven by a forlorn wind. A door banged, and banged and banged in her head. Someone’s garden gate squeaked in protest. She imagined tumbleweed rolling down a deserted, apocalyptic Malvern Road.
“That does it,” Liz croaked. Clearing her throat, she leaned in what she hoped was a threatening manner, towards this person sitting in her breakfast room and said, “Show me some identification! Now!”
“Don’t be silly,” Angela said.
Liz obviously had to practice her threatening manners. “I simply don’t believe this is my sister saying what I thought she just said. Tell you what, say it again. Go on, say it again. I expect it’ll come out differently this time.” Liz hoped. And prayed.
Angela leaned towards her. Liz listened. Keenly.
Her sister said, “I really need some help to stop Robert finding out about the affair I’m having.”
Yes. She had said what Liz thought she’d said. “Have you been checked over, recently? Had your middle-age MOT? Are you out of your mind?”
“Plenty of people do it,” Angela said.
“Plenty of people do it? Is that the best justification you can come up with for having an affair? I tell you what – there’s not plenty of people married to a wonderful man like Robert. What are you playing at? I thought you two were the match made in Paradise.” Liz felt tearful. She felt betrayed. She’d thought Angela and Robert and little Johnny were as happy as fleas on an unbrushed dog. As a family they’d seemed to be the epitome of solidarity in a world built on rapidly shifting values.
“Yes, plenty of people do it,” Ange insisted. “How can you know? How can you know what goes on behind closed doors?”
“Well, if I can’t know then why have you come to me in order to protect what’s going on behind your particular closed doors?”
“Because you’d know about these things.”
“You’ve come to me because you reckon I know all about having shady, double-dealing, behind-your-back affairs? Well! Thank. You. Very. Much. Not!”
“All right. All right. Don’t you go getting all hoity-toity with me, Elizabeth!” Angela sniffed. “You are divorced.” She sniffed again. “AND now separated as well.” She thought about that and added: “Having got back together again. But not married. And now separated. Again.”
Being divorced appeared to mean Liz was a scarlet woman. It seemed as if getting back together again and then getting separated was even worse.
“What!” That was the extent of Liz’s outraged vocabulary. Liz knew her sister couldn’t help it. In the same way that Angela couldn’t help thinking that the art of housewifery was about covering a salmon with quarter slices of cucumber and a thin sliver of stuffed olive for its eye. Or that folding napkins into recognisable cathedrals, or that the art of concocting a flower arrangement with some nuts, cinnamon sticks and a pine cone was of paramount importance in a woman’s life, and that if she couldn’t cook a decent meal for her husband every evening then she deserved every infidelity she got. She couldn’t help it. She was brought up by Their Mother. She really, really couldn’t help it.
Of course, Liz had been brought up by Their Mother, too, but she’d spent most of the time believing she was an alien hatchling dropped off in the wrong place, so it didn’t do her as much harm as it did Angela. Their Mother had also thought Liz was an alien hatchling dropped off in the wrong place. It was the only thing they’d ever agreed on. 
And, there was only one thing to be done in this ridiculous situation, and that was to tell Robert immediately. He would fix it. He would get hold of the adulterous, slimy-git-weasel-turd responsible for Angela’s temporary insanity and sort him out. And he would sort out Angela as well. He’d just lay down the law with her and she’d fall into line again and be grateful for it.
Yes, that’s what Liz had to do. She had to find out who it was and see Robert straightaway.
“So, anyway, who is the lucky man?” she enquired in a I-don’t-really-care-but-I-feel-I-should-show-some-interest sort of way.
Angela’s carefully emphasised eyebrows seemed to arch sneeringly at her. “I’m not going to tell you, Liz. You’ll run straight off and tell Robert in that touching way you have of believing he can sort everything out.”
“Oh my God! How could you think such a thing? Anything you tell me is in full confidence. I’m so offended that you should think that, Angela.” Liz jumped up and stalked to stand in noble posture by the mantelpiece.
Rats!
Angela gave her one of those annoying I-know-you-better-than-you-know-yourself looks and Liz was relieved to hear the front door slam. Melanie came bouncing into the breakfast room. She always bounced. Other people would have walked.
“Hello Angela. How are you?” she enquired.
“I’m very well, thank you, Melanie. How are all your affairs going?”
Melanie stopped bouncing. “All my affairs?”
“Yes, I’m hoping to draw on your experience. Of course, I’m only having one paltry little affair, but even so, I’m sure I can pick up some hints and tips from you, dear.”
Ohmigod. The sooner Liz could get Angela out of affair-mode the better – and the more likely she was to keep her most reliable lodger.
“Take no notice, Melanie,” Liz said. “Angela’s drunk.”
Melanie automatically looked at the clock above the fireplace.
“Yeah, I know it’s early,” Liz said. “But she’s going through a strange phase.”
“Take no notice, Melanie,” Angela said. “I’m not drunk. Liz is jealous, that’s all.”
“Jealous! Of you?” It took Liz a moment to find any more words: “Anyway, surely you don’t want to tell everybody. I thought the point was to keep it secret from Robert.”
“Yes, but Melanie won’t tell.”
“She might if you carry on being so damned offensive.”
“Don’t worry, Liz,” Melanie said. “I have nothing to be ashamed of …”
“I’m not saying you do.”
“… that’s why Angela can’t offend me,” Melanie finished.
Oh. How nice to be so rational.
“So, Melanie,” Angela said, “Any advice?”
Melanie grabbed a handful of biscuits and headed for the back door. Granny Smart! Liz had forgotten all about her with the advent of Big Sister and her Awful Announcement. It must have been the shock. In fact, her head felt like an empty cave. Yes, it must be shock.
Also, she was fearful that Robert might soon be free. He wasn’t supposed to be free.
Liz had always half-fancied Robert. She’d always known her little, totally secret, imaginary indiscretion would come to nothing – because he was happily married to Angela, and because Liz didn’t want it to come to anything – not really – it was just a lovely little dream to have because it wasn’t going to happen, and because he was such a dream-guy, like whoever was playing Mr Darcy these days.
“I’m afraid I can’t help you, Angela,” Melanie said, halfway out of the house. “I’ve never been able to do the two-timing thing. I have tried. But I failed miserably. Sorry.” And she was gone.
She was only being as honest as Melanie is. In fact, the very word, ‘Melanie’ could be used instead of the word ‘honest’ and everyone who knew her would immediately know how very honest that was. But Angela had a look on her face as though someone had rapped her on the shins with a thorn-covered truncheon.
Liz almost felt sorry for her. Until she remembered how unfair her sister was being to





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Wihite Lies
4

St éeo?fy
¥ ‘/ ®

L

SUSAN ALISON






OEBPS/images/6ada9739-672e-4645-a6a7-6b56285eacda.jpeg







