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      In another life I was known as Janice, a student belly dancer living in Norwich, ignored and undesired.

      I cleaned tables in my ex-husband’s cafe and cooked him meals he didn’t want; my pelvis, my womanhood, lay dormant, outcast and unused. I was a woman wishing her life away and I thought belly dancing was the answer. 

      We wanted children, but they never appeared. I told myself we wanted the same things and almost believed it. Until one day I walked into the café and there, bent over a table, was my husband like a dog on heat, and her screaming like a banshee, her chipped stiletto heels pointing at the sky.

      That was that.

      Twenty-one years of marriage wiped away with just one glance of my husband's naked pimply flesh pulsating to Relax by Frankie Goes To Hollywood.

      I remember sitting in our lounge staring at his Christmas presents waiting to be wrapped. On the table was the Christmas tree, candles and  cards from some of the customers. I looked at his empty chair, the chair where he sat flicking his cigarette ash everywhere but in an ashtray and wondered why it had taken me so long. 

      Like my old granddad used to say, “Never stay where the pencil does not fit.”

      So with my coin belt, Hassam Ramzy CDs, and my new belly dancing name, I made my way to Scotland, as far from the stiletto heel-wearer as possible.

      Nefertiti was going to find a better life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            MR FINLAY’S SOCKS

          

          Not every girl wants a doll

        

      

    

    
      Sheryl

      I was sitting in the garden watching Baby Bea play, while Mum re-lived the joy of seeing Mr Finlay’s stiff socks.

      Why she would remember I have no idea – she’s never cleaned in her life. My mum – Beatrice – has as much idea of cleaning for a living as the Pope has of a hen night. She doesn’t even do her own laundry; she leaves it for me or her on/off partner, George. Apparently living in a wheelchair makes emptying a washing machine impossible.

      Cleaning for the likes of Mr Finlay is a memory burned in my head, sorting through his smalls was best done with gloves, in poor lighting, while holding my breath. He had prunes with everything and liked to get the “most out of his underwear” with a sniff and throw test, which meant wearing his socks until they stood up on their own then tossing in the vague direction of the laundry basket. Mr Finlay’s sense of smell was as buggered as my post pregnancy pelvis, you’d only have to open the fridge to testify to that and it was one of the few things Mum and I agreed on.

      Mum and I had reached a turning point in our so-called relationship, a turning point lubricated by red wine and Baby Bea, my delicious daughter.  Nagging is the furthest thing from my mother’s mind when Baby Bea is about. Her face lights up, sometimes she even laughs, with a “thank you for bringing her into the world” look at me.

      It’s enough to make me want to visit more.

      We had just polished off a bottle of red and were waiting for Steven to pick Baby Bea and me up when Mr Finlay’s hygiene became a discussion point.

      Mum, her face a healthy sun and red wine flush, was dressing an old doll she had sourced from the Red Cross shop which Baby Bea had as much interest in as the six o’clock news. She was too fascinated by Puss, Mum’s cat.

      “That Mr Finlay had no shame,” said Mum, see-sawing a bonnet for a golf ball size head onto a head the size of a football. “But then he was always a bit of a minger.”

      I stared at Mum. The last time she said minger, I was in short socks and wore a vest. Dad was still alive and the only reason she said it was to get his attention.

      “Yes,” she said, “a real minger, his smalls were as toxic as nuclear waste.”

      “Mum, the only smalls you’ve ever sorted is the change in your purse.”

      “Pity the poor ambulance man that finds him on the floor.” Mum attempted a more prolonged stretch and hold motion with the bonnet. “They’ll have to scrape him off with a spade.”

      “Mum!”

      “What?”

      “That bonnet is never going to fit on that head.”

      Baby Bea made a grab for Puss.

      Puss escaped with a skid.

      Mum tossed the doll, minus bonnet, across to Baby Bea.

      The doll landed with a thud by her feet, its cotton-stuffed limbs spread out like a starfish.

      Baby Bea burst into tears.

      “That’s Nefertiti’s biggest fear,” said Mum.

      “You mean Neff,” I said, moving towards my daughter.

      Mum looked at me. “What?”

      “She likes to be called Neff.”

      “First I’ve heard of it. I mean, it’s hardly regal, is it?”

      “That’s what living in Lochgilphead does to you. No one gives a toss about that sort of thing here and who wants to have “Nefertiti” shouted out across the GP waiting room? I think that’s what made her give in to the whole “just call me Neff” thing.”

      Mum sniffed.

      “And when has she ever seen Mr Finlay’s socks, anyway?”

      Baby Bea picked up the doll and hurled it at Puss.

      Puss made a dash for cover under a hydrangea bush.

      “Not the socks,” said Mum. “To be found by the ambulance man…”

      “I see.” But I was still confused.

      “…Her body letting her down,” Mum added, “in the sort of position even a porn star wouldn’t want to be seen in. Especially with her underwear, well, not at its best.”

      I picked up Baby Bea and the doll.

      Baby Bea pushed the doll away.

      “But that’s what the paramedics are there for,” I said. “To deal with bodies letting you down. They’ve probably seen more minging underwear than I’ve seen dirty nappies.”

      “Don’t say that word, Sheryl!”

      “What?”

      “It’s a dreadful word.”

      “But you just said it…” I gave up, and plonked down beside her, Baby Bea in my lap.

      Mum stretched out her arms and Baby Bea, doll forgotten, tumbled into her lap with a giggle. “Nefertiti…I mean, Neff, dreads the ambulance folk spreading soiled underwear rumours in the Co-op,” she said.

      “I wouldn’t worry, those ambulance folk are sworn to secrecy,” I said. “Confidentiality and all that. They’d have their tongues cut off and fed to the sausage factories if they said anything.”

      Mum threw me another “don’t be ridiculous” look and then with an expert Baby Bea jiggle said, “Neff fears the bagging up of her things like yesterday’s newspapers.”

      “I think you’ll find it’s the relatives who do that.”

      “Sent to the Red Cross shop for people like Ms Frasier to rummage through.”

      Mum always brought up Ms Frasier when exasperated, they had the sort of “love to prove each other wrong’” relationship which was worth watching as long as you didn’t get involved. Ms Frasier had spent “her best years’” in the Outback and had a passion for second-hand shops or “Op shops’ as she calls them. She’s never out of the Red Cross Shop, pulling shirts and ties off the rack, reminiscing about the “poor dear departed, last seen only weeks ago, as fit as a Mallee bull”. And no matter how many times she’s asked what her first name is, Ms Frasier never replies. Mum reckons she fancies herself as Lochgilphead’s Columbo, while those in the Red Cross call her Inspector Morse – but behind her back.

      “…and for once I agree,” said Mum. “The last thing I want is my life reduced to underwear and false teeth shoved into a garbage bag.”

      ‘I thought you didn’t care?” I said. “That you wanted to be cremated.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            FOOT FUNGUS AND SEX

          

          “If you must” is not the same as saying “Yes”

        

      

    

    
      Sheryl

      My legs were in the air, Steven was giving his all, and the only thing I could think of was, all that fucking fungal cream and still my toenails look like a hawk’s talons. I had spent a fortune on that stuff, for what? Old piano key toenails as thick as tombstones?

      Not that I’m vain or anything but I do have a dread of dying with toenails that make peoples’ skin crawl. Toenails that can’t be hidden with nail vanish…And don’t get me started on skid marks.

      I guess that’s what caring for old folk can do to you.

      I guess that’s what listening to your mother can do to you.

      All Mum’s talk of ambulance men and soiled underwear was playing on my mind.  Not the best thing to think of when you’re trying to sound like a porn star, con your husband into thinking you’re having the time of your life, he’s the stud of the year, and that you’ve never had it so good.

      Steven, with no idea about my feet issues, rolled off with a satisfied customer and a “you enjoyed it too” smile.

      Not that Steven is a smug person, he does his best to please, and I do my best, even while glaring at my toes, to sound like he has. He deserves it. He listened to me all night as I ranted about Mum, ambulance men and underwear; he always did when I came home from Mum’s.

      He’s an easy-going man, is Steven. The sort you’d trust your passwords with, the type of guy you could safely hand over your credit cards and say, “Get me £20.” He’s a dream husband, too. He takes his turn to get out of bed to see to Baby Bea, he brings home a pint of milk when I ask – and it’s always the right kind. In fact, he knows everything I like when it comes to filling the fridge. And yet when it comes to sex, he’s just like every man I have been with.

      He just doesn’t understand the meaning of “I’m knackered” and he rarely gives up.

      I usually give in, I know I won’t get peace until I do and I find a healthy dose of “yes, yes, yes!” works wonders. It spurs him on to the finish line, like a whip with a racehorse. Pre Baby Bea days this was all a piece of piss, my body was as quick to respond as a wasp sting, usually with a juicy “yippee”. Giving birth changed all that, it really stuffed up my libido, now my “yippees” are as hard to find as a decent babysitter. Getting in the mood for me is as easy as stopping a Baby Bea tantrum. After the birth it took months for my equipment to return to “business as usual”, but I often can’t be bothered.

      Not the sort of thing you can tell a husband who brings you coffee in bed, and rubs your back.

      Nowadays I not only pray for a quickie, I let rip, to spur him on.

      Within minutes he was dosing, deep breathing the sort of sperm-well-spent kind. I sat up, walked to the bathroom, pulled on the light, and stared at my toenails – fucking useless cream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            THONGS AND DUREX

          

          The end of Sellotape is as hard to find as a man who uses  Durex

        

      

    

    
      Sheryl

      A few days later I walked into Mum’s kitchen to find Ms Frasier and Mum talking over a coffee like old buddies, which they always did, until Ms Frasier started on the Australian slang. That usually leads to a full-on sermon about the joys of Australia, a sermon Mum heard so many times she could write it down word for word. Ms Frasier comes out with the most insane things, usually about her time in the Australian Army – decades ago, when TVs had four channels and cars four gears (another favourite line of hers).

      No one ever mentions Australia when they see her, not without regretting it, most shut up, wait for the tidal wave to die down.

      Mum, however, tended to rise to the bait quicker than a snapper on the scent of a squid, reminding Ms Frasier just how far “Australia is from Scotland” and, “Who the hell do you think made the place? The Chinese?” At which point Ms Frasier would point out how “the Chinese did in fact make Australia great – just look at the dim sum,” shutting Mum up quicker than a clam.

      Mum’s always been too pissed off to ask what a dim sum is, let alone listen to Ms Frasier’s description of “the best bite-size takeaway you could get, that took the dipping of soy sauce to a whole new level.”

      On this warm summer’s day, Steven and Baby Bea were in the garden and I, having decided to give an airing to the said toenails, appeared in flip flops – or as Ms Frasier reminded me, “thongs”.

      I waited for Mum to make some sort of uncomfortable underwear joke but this time she said nothing. She was in one of her rare listening modes, Mrs Frasier was talking about McTaggart.

      Before lockdown Mum and Ms Frasier bonded over a demonstration that brought down McTaggart, a councillor who had been a councillor since I was in school.

      McTaggart or The Maggot as some called him had plans to close the library and set up a pop-up version in the community centre, where the Wall of Gratitude resided – a concertina wall that appeared now and then with photos of people who the community should be grateful for. Despite opposition on par with a peace rally, McTaggart had arranged a demonstration using the Wall of Gratitude, along with cheap-as-chips wine and out-of-date cheese with (according to Ms Frasier) the green bits removed.

      Mum and Ms Frasier made counter plans.

      Mum, using more egg boxes than an egg factory, camouflaged herself as a tombstone, (Ms Frasier’s idea, although I can’t remember why) and, along with a birthday party of under-fives, created chaos. The mass destruction of the Wall of Gratitude accompanied any plans for a pop-up library.

      Ms Frasier always insisted that Mum was pivotal to the saving of the library, which left Mum in the position of putting up with Ms Frasier, in a teeth-gritting sort of way.

      Today, Ms Frasier was talking about garbage bags. The sort that end up outside the Red Cross shop all weekend, waiting for it to open. The sort that Mr McTaggart complained about in a sniffy letter in the complaints section of the local newspaper.

      “Everyone dumps their stuff there despite the sign saying not to,” said Ms Frasier. “Someone pops their clogs and the next thing, all their smalls and bric-a-brac are dumped like a bag of cat litter and–”

      “You’re not dumping mine, are you, George?” shouted Mum.

      “What?” he called back.

      George was in the living room doing man’s stuff with Mum’s TV. He practically lived with my mum, although his toiletries were kept out of sight in the bathroom.

      “I’m talking about the Red Cross shop.”

      “That place?” said George. “They’re fed up turning up on a Monday morning to find bags of stuff, all wet with rain.”

      “Exactly what The Maggot wrote,” said Ms Frasier.

      “Yes, but you’re not going to do that, are you?” Mum yelled at George.

      George appeared at the door. “Some aren’t even tied up properly,” he said, with an “is she still here” nod at Ms Frasier. “Not a decent knot between them.”

      “Bugger all Durex,” muttered Ms Frasier.

      “We use the word Sellotape in this country.” Mum sniffed.

      McTaggart forgotten, Ms Frasier began to talk of her time volunteering in an Op shop in Australia. “There was always an influx of stuffed garbage bags after a death, suddenly you’re going through some stranger’s past, decades of accumulation.” She sighed. “Not to mention the clothes, we got loads – even smalls and bathers…Who would want to wear used bathers?”

      “Swimsuits,” Mum sighed. “And they are washed, you know – on a 90 degree cycle, so I am reliably informed.”

      “No one is poor enough to wear second-hand bathers,” said Ms Frasier. “Apart from the homeless, I suppose, but what are they going to do with them?”

      “I’ve never seen a homeless person in Lochgilphead,” said Mum.

      “It makes you think,” said Ms Frasier.

      “About what?”

      “Your life ending up in a garbage bag, with folk like The Maggot complaining.”

      “There is more to life than bric-a-brac.” George cast an eye across Mum’s heaving shelves.

      “Don’t you think about dying?” Ms Frasier asked.

      “Not really.” Mum was beginning to look irritated, she had that “where did I put the wine” look.

      “Wine?” George offered.

      Mum’s face softened as she watched him pull out a bottle of Co-op Finest red and began to pour.

      “All this stuff,” Ms Frasier gestured towards Mum’s shelves, “who’s gonna sort it when you’re gone?”

      “Exactly,” said George.

      “Sheryl.” Mum threw George a dirty look.

      I looked at her with a “Me?”

      “And her sister.”

      George handed her a glass.

      “And George, of course.”

      “Don’t look at me,” said George, winking at me. “I’d burn the lot.”

      “I saw that wink,” snapped Mum.

      “All that graveyard nonsense.” Ms Frasier just carried on.  “The Aborigines don’t believe in tombstones.”

      Mum sipped her wine. “They’re a bit out of date here too.”

      “Mum wants to be cremated,” I said.

      “I merely talked about it…” She stopped, catching sight of my toenails.

      Ms Frasier’s eyes followed Mum’s.

      “You can get cream for that,” said Mum.

      “Pff,” said Ms Frasier. “That stuff is like hand, neck, eye, foot cream. None work, they just make the bathroom look like a spa.”

      “I do like my toiletries matching,” I muttered.

      “You’ll need to go to the doctor’s,” said Mum.

      “I’m not going to the doctor’s about toenails.”

      “What if you were knocked over by a bus?” said Ms Frasier.

      Mum turned back to me. “Told you not to paint them.”

      “I used to paint yours,” I said.

      “Only on special occasions, not all the time.”

      “When my pal went through The Change, her toenails turned black,” said Ms Frasier.

      Mum flashed a maybe it’s The Change look at me.

      “It’s not The Change,” I snapped. “I’m just over forty.”

      “Forty-three,” said Mum.

      “Two, Mother…I’m forty-two.”

      “Still, that’s when it all starts. They call it pre something,” said Mum.

      “Pre-menopausal, and I am not friggin’ pre-menopausal, I’m still feeding Baby Bea.”

      “Yes, well. You know my thoughts on that.”

      I rolled my eyes at George; he threw me a commiserations look. “Sheryl knows what she’s doing, luv,” he said.

      “I told my pal to try soya milk for The Change.” Ms Frasier looked at my feet. “And tea tree oil for the feet.”

      “And who is this pal?” I asked.

      “Did she listen?” said Ms Frasier. “Insisted on going to the doctor’s, came back with a prescription for HRT and some paint for her toenails. Her feet never saw sandals for years. But she did end up with smooth skin.” She took a large mouthful of Co-op’s Finest and swallowed. “Improved things in bed too.”  She turned to me.  “Rampant as a kangaroo.”

      “Rabbit,” said Mum.

      “Does this pal have a name?” said George.

      “Tea tree oil is all the rage in Australia. The Aborigines use it.”

      George, with a bored look, headed back to his TV.

      “Tell me when the cricket is on,” Mum called.

      He stopped at the doorway. “You hate the cricket.”

      Mum gestured towards Ms Frasier. “Not the one-day cricket.”

      “Oh I see…” George looked at me. “Should be on in a minute, then.”

      “Who’s playing?” Ms Frasier asked.

      “Australia,” said George.

      Ms Frasier’s face lit up.

      “Shit,” muttered Mum.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            THE WIFE

          

          You can’t put a young vagina on an old pelvis.

        

      

    

    
      Sheryl

      A few days later I walked into The Taj Mahal, Lochgilphead’s Indian restaurant, and locally known as “The Taj”.

      Lochgilphead is a one-horse, one bike, one main street town with one Chinese takeaway (no dim sum), three closed pubs, one fish and chip shop, run by Gordon who has an ongoing feud with Jason the fishmonger, and The Taj. The Taj is tiny and has been there since the seventies and up until lockdown the decor had never changed. Walking into that place was like walking into a sitcom, most people joked about it with affection. I certainly did. But there was something reassuring about ordering a pakora surrounded by the same wallpaper as your gran’s, knowing what you were going to order, but taking your time about ordering it.

      Neff started working in The Taj a few years before lockdown, and she took to it like my mum took to Baby Bea – as if it were as natural for her to take an order and pack a takeaway as it was for Ms Frasier to curse in Australian slang. She moaned like crazy, though, especially about the deliveries, according to her it always rained the moment she walked out the door. But she never looked happier, even when Tenzam and The Chef spoke in Bangla and she had no idea what they were saying. They always gave her leftovers too, which she took home to share with The Bag Lady, who lived in her garden.

      Neff said she worked there for the money, and that Tenzam would be lost without her. Ms Frasier said Neff did it because she felt needed, while my mum thought it was for the leftovers – but only after a few wines and she’d fallen out with George. Me, I think the restaurant brought out the mother in Neff. My mum laughed her head off when I said that, she said Neff was as motherly as a sea horse.

      On the other hand, Steven said, “Anyone who not only allows a bag lady to live in her garden but teaches her to belly dance definitely has a story to tell.”

      He reckoned there was at least one book in her, something that lit up Neff ‘s face when he mentioned it. Neff looked as much like an author as a street lamp to me – not that I’d tell her that. I didn’t need to; The Roadworks Man did it, and more.  “If Neff’s stories are anything like her driving then she should stick to serving curries,” he’d announce cheerfully.

      The Roadworks Man lives on his own in a flat above The Taj and practically lives in the restaurant which no one seems to mind, apart from Neff.

      The Roadworks Man a man of habit arrived every night at the same time, and sat at the same seat. He’d spend ages staring at the menu, grinding Tenzam’s patience into the ground only to order the same thing with a casual toss of the menu. Until Tenzam came up with the “staff curry”; a plan that made The Roadworks Man feel so special he ate anything they put in front of him from weird-looking vegetables to fish heads.

      Neff claimed he interfered with her customer banter, making comments and suggestions that according to her no one wanted to hear. He, in turn, criticised her banter, claiming no one wanted to hear her belly dancing music or her belly dancing “pelvis talk.” Which was a total exaggeration as it was Tenzam who chose the music and folk were so used to Neff’s pelvic talk they just switched off.

      The Roadworks Man, a true Lochgilphead local knew just about every out-of-the- way address you could think of, being that he’d worked on the roads since he could vote.

      When Neff first started, she sniffed at his directions until one dark night she set out with her sat nav to find some hidden farm and emerged hours later, drenched, cross and silent. The funny thing was The Roadworks Man said nothing, not one “I told you so”, but Tenzam did, and from then on insisted on Neff taking The Roadworks Man with her whenever a new address appeared.

      The Taj had been ‘renovated’ since lockdown. Looking pretty smart with clean white walls, posh recess downlighting and chairs that actually seemed comfortable. Even Tenzam looked smarter. It was as if he’d grown an inch, there was a pep in his step and a grin that lit up his face like he had won the lottery.

      ‘How are you?” he asked me now, and before I could answer added, “Just waiting on Neff.” He looked out the window. “We have a few deliveries.”

      I peered at the menu and, pointlessly, read it.

      Tenzam waited with stoical patience, pen and pad poised.

      I ordered our usual.

      Tenzam nodded, like I was ordering for the first time, then ripped the ticket off his pad.

      “Don’t know why I read the menu.” I laughed. “I always order the same.”

      He beamed at me then headed for the kitchen.

      I was just in the middle of reading the ingredients of a Jalfrezi, idly wondering if I could repeat such a thing at home when Neff appeared, looking frazzled and wet, The Roadworks Man behind her. He threw me an ‘I’ve been to hell and back” look.

      There had been an on/off downpour and it seemed they were caught in it.

      Neff huffed big time.

      “I told you to mind the pot hole,” The Roadworks Man said, dragging his usual seat from under his usual table.

      “And as I said, I already knew.” Neff marched behind the counter.

      “Find that hard to believe the way you rattled over it.”

      “I didn’t rattle. I slowed down,’ said Neff.

      “No you didn’t.”

      “I did too, I put it in third.”

      The Roadworks Man lifted the menu. “If that was slowing down then I’m a pakora.” He flicked the menu open like a newspaper. “I am never getting in a car with you again.”

      “That’s a relief,” muttered Neff.

      The Roadworks Man slapped the menu on the table. “You drive like a maniac.”

      Neff opened the till. “You navigate like a maniac.”

      “Your driving is a danger to others.”

      Neff emptied a money bag into the till with an exaggerated clatter. “There is nothing wrong with my driving.”

      “Your driving,” said The Roadworks Man, “would curdle a dip.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. My dips always arrive safe and sound.” Neff shut the till with a slam.

      Tenzam appeared. “Fried rice or…” He eyed The Roadworks Man’s protruding stomach “…perhaps, boiled.”

      “I’d rather a beer after her driving,” said The Roadworks Man.

      Neff pulled a bottle of Cobra from the fridge and with a glare at The Roadworks Man opened the bottle and sat it on the counter.

      The Roadworks Man looked at the bottle and didn’t move.

      “No need to worry,” said Tenzam.

      The Roadworks Man eyed the bottle. “Oh aye, forgot about that.”

      “Forgot about what?” asked Neff.

      “That you’ll not be doing deliveries after tonight,” The Roadworks Man told her.

      “Finally,” Neff said. “They’re a complete waste of time.”

      “No. I will be doing them,” Tenzam explained. He slid the beer onto The Roadworks Man’s table.

      “You?” Neff stared at his back as he disappeared into the kitchen. She turned to me. “But he doesn’t drive.”

      “He’s got his licence,” said The Roadworks Man. “Did I not tell you?”

      “I didn’t even know he was learning…”

      The Roadworks Man smiled. “I taught him.”

      Neff’s face dropped. “Oh,” she muttered.

      At that point, Tenzam appeared with my carry-out. He placed it on the bench, and read the receipt: “One korma, one mixed pakora, one vegetable curry, two fried rice and a naan.”

      Neff threw him an “Is that absolutely necessary” look.

      I was the only customer.

      Tenzam chuckled, catching my eye, as The Roadworks Man began to expand on Tenzam’s ability to drive, which according to him was the safest he had ever seen. “He listens.” He gave Neff a pointed look. “And he takes directions.”

      Neff returned to her huffing, rearranging the pads and pens until The Roadworks Man began to talk of a new arrival.

      “He wanted to learn before she arrived,” he said.

      Neff turned to Tenzam. “Who is she?”

      Tenzam disappeared into the kitchen.

      “His wife,” said The Roadworks Man. “Did you not know?”

      “I…No.” Neff stopped. “I had no idea.”

      “Neither did I,” I was about to say when The Roadworks Man turned to me. “Married for years, they’re childhood sweethearts.”

      As he came back in the restaurant, Tenzam’s mobile rang, and he started talking in Bangla.

      “That’s probably her on the phone now,” said The Roadworks Man. “They’ve been on the phone every day, making arrangements. He’s really excited.”

      “I did wonder why he was doing up the flat,” muttered Neff.

      “He’s got family in Glasgow, you know,” The Roadworks Man added.

      Neff looked up with a glare. “I know that,” she spat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Five

          

          
            THE NEW ARRIVAL

          

          My name is Nefertiti but you can call me Neff.

        

      

    

    
      Neff

      So typical of Tenzam not to tell me and say he did. He’s always done that, like he lives on another planet. The “I think therefore I say” planet.

      He said I never listened, which is a complete load of bollocks. I always listened. Listening is my second name…my middle name…my first name. I am the listener of the century. In fact I could fill a friggin’ stadium with the amount of people I have listened to.

      Of course, Mavis disagreed. She said I have as much ability to listen as a deaf cat. But then that’s the sort of comment I’d expect from her, she never liked cats, apart, that is, from my dear departed Puss.

      There I was, drenched and dealing with that smart aleck Roadworks Man, just recovering from Tenzam’s, “Now I’m a driver” bombshell when in walked Mavis like something out of LaLa Land. She had absolutely no intention of ordering. I could always tell, she never ordered without Lumpy, her other half.  When she came in on her own it was to gloat, gloat and sometimes fish.

      There was no fishing today though, just pure gloating with a little salt rubbing into my wounds.

      “Is she here yet?” she asked with her favourite coquettish smile.

      I threw her my best “really?” look. I wasn’t going to let her know I was confused as hell.

      “He’s picking her up at the airport tomorrow morning,” said The Roadworks Man.

      Her? I still wasn’t letting on.

      “Who?” said Sheryl, like an owl.

      “Oh I thought you said she was coming today,” Mavis said.

      She? Who’s she? I thought, forcing a smile.

      Then Tenzam appeared with an “I’m heading off” look, grabbing the restaurant car keys like he did it every day, and I couldn’t help myself.

      “You driving?” I said.

      “Yes”

      “Where?”

      “Glasgow.” He said it like he was wandering down to the Co-op for a packet of crisps.

      I couldn’t believe it, Glasgow is a two-hour drive away, with heavy traffic and enough roundabouts to make a novice pee himself; a nightmare for anyone used to driving in Lochgilphead. Lochgilphead has one roundabout the size of a wheel hub, no traffic lights and police you’d have a pint with if the pubs were open.

      “You’re going to Glasgow,” I repeated.

      “Of course.”

      “What? Now?”

      “Yes I told you.”

      “So…you want me to close up then?”

      Tenzam threw me his best sweet smile and nodded a yes. I could feel my blood pressure rise to boiling point. Then I stopped…what the hell was wrong with me, why did I care if I was the last to know? I tried to calm down while Tenzam put his bag in the restaurant’s car and came back for a takeaway, which he could deliver on the way.

      “Have a safe trip,” I muttered.

      Mavis stood there. She could read me like a TV page.

      I threw her my best smile but she wasn’t fooled, even when I asked if she was ordering. She coolly said she was waiting for Lumpy – who always had the ability to appear from nowhere right in the middle of a “Mavis is always right” sermon.

      Turns out Tenzam not only has a wife but was going to pick her up – and everyone except me and Sheryl knew. Even the bus driver, and he doesn’t even live here.

      Mavis said that she had not only told me once, but several times throwing in her usual, “but you never listen.” I told her that her idea of listening was ear wigging, which had The Roadworks Man snorting in his dhal. Lumpy arrived to back Mavis up to the hilt with, “I thought you took it pretty well.”

      “That’s because you never told me,” I snapped.

      “They did, I was there,” said The Roadworks Man, which was a complete lie.

      “You mean you were ear wigging, which doesn’t count as you always get it wrong.”

      “Do not,” said The Roadworks Man.

      “Do, too. You told me Tenzam was single.”

      “Oh. Forgot about that. Guess I picked his brother up wrong…Or was it The Chef?”

      Mavis, Lumpy and The Roadworks Man stayed for way too long, eating their takeaways rather than taking them home. I finally got rid of them and was just about to cash up when Mavis, only minutes from leaving the restaurant, phoned to see if I was alright.

      “I’m in the middle of counting,” I said. “Can I call you back?”

      “I just wanted to know if you were ok.” She said in that annoying, concerned, way of hers.

      “I’m counting…” I said, which was a complete waste of breath, she just carried on.

      “I am sure Tenzam meant well,” she said. “He probably didn’t want to upset you.”

      “Me, upset, hardly.”

      “The last thing he’d want is one of your full-on sulks.”

      “I do not sulk. And why would I when I so hate deliveries? I’m friggin’ glad he’s driving and can do them. Let him sit in the car with that Roadworks Man and his so-called directions.”

      “Yes, but…he…may not need you any more…with a wife to help.”

      I stopped. I never thought of that. I stared about the restaurant; the pile of napkins I had folded listening to belly dancing music; the food left over for me and The Bag Lady…. “Pff, I’ll be glad,” I said.

      Silence.

      “Seriously,” I added. “I’m sick of coming home stinking of curries.”

      “You said you liked the smell,” said Mavis.  Which was as true as her, “I told you so-s.”
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