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For my editor,

Toby Jones.

No idea why.




THE BATHORY BULLETIN

6 January 2025

Hey Bathory Babes!

Tillie here again with your annual round-up of all the news from the Bathory College Class of 2000!!!

It’s been another busy year for all you awesome alumni and, as always, there are plenty of highlights to share . . .

Curtain Up!

Regular readers will know that, sadly, the Florence Foster Jenkins Theatre had to be torn down last year after nearly 25 years of service, when a routine survey discovered that it had been built using ‘Raacsbestos’, a little-known, teeny bit cancerous building material that was apparently banned by the World Health Organisation in 1947. However, thanks to the boundless generosity of the Fortescue-Smythe Trust, our new, state-of-the-art, environmentally-friendly and guaranteed non-carcinogenic Fortescue-Smythe Performing Arts Centre will be built in its place! More below . . .

A Fond Farewell

Some sad news I’m afraid – I’ve been informed by his family that our former university chaplain, Reverend Tobias Goodchild, passed away over Christmas after a long battle with eczema. You’ll all remember Rev Goodchild as a tireless supporter of the defenceless, most notably in his passionate work with the ‘Kathoey’ or ‘Ladyboy’ communities in Phuket. The late reverend was determined to wholeheartedly support this vibrant and unique culture, often travelling to Thailand as many as four or five times a year to fully immerse himself within it. His dedication was touchingly acknowledged by a small delegation of grateful performers, who travelled to his funeral especially to perform their moving a cappella rendition of Shirley Bassey’s ‘Big Spender’.

Pitter Patter . . .

I have a super happy update from former Student Union president Jess Silverton and her wife Sunni, who welcomed their baby daughter Hope last June! Hope is truly a gift from God after their long struggle to become a family! We send them all the love and luck – Hope, you are very lucky to have two wonderful mummies. Our Bathory families take many shapes and sizes and we’re proud to celebrate love in all its forms! No matter what the Bible says! So well done both of you! For the birth of your daughter! And for being Lesbians! Great work!

Silly Tillie! Corrections:

You all know I’m a silly goose – so I just wanted to clear up a few things from my last newsletter. My naughty boys had been playing with my keyboard again, swapping the ‘H’ and ‘C’ keys around. So to be clear:

— The advert for new local butcher ‘Steak Holders’ should have read: ‘If you love your meat, you’ll love our hock!’

— Marina Coyle was seeking support for ‘an area-wide ban on outdated hunts’ and

— Gareth Peynton was actually enquiring if anyone could recommend ‘a good slow cooker’. Although he did ask me to pass on his grateful thanks for everyone’s suggestions.

But I’ve saved the best for last . . .

PLANS FOR OUR 25-YEAR REUNION ARE GO!!!

You heard it here first! On SAT 5TH JULY 2025 @ 4.30pm, Bathory will be throwing open its gates to all we Noughtie Forties to celebrate our silver jubilee! Can you BELIEVE it’s been 25 years since we graduated??!!! I have a whole day of fun planned, including a drinks reception, a foundation stone ceremony for the new Fortescue-Smythe Performing Arts Centre and – best of all – a recreation of our prom from 2000 (dress code: Bathory Purple)! Friends and family are very welcome – tickets are on sale now, so be sure to put the date in your diary and join us for what promises to be a day (and night) to remember!

Love and snuggles,

Tillie Johnson (née Huntingdon)

Social Secretary

Bathory College

DID YOU KNOW?

Bathory Christian Reform School was originally founded by Josiah Stitchwell in 1832 as ‘A Correctional House for Moral Turpitude and Women’. We’re proud of our heritage here at Bathory – it’s this spirit of inclusivity that still marks us out today (see ‘Lesbians’ above).




Midlife Crisis Book [working title]

NOTES TO SELF:

1) Use abbreviations. You’re rusty. You now type like Flipper.

2) Make sure you understand abbreviations. You’ve got a memory like . . . the blue one off Finding Nemo. (Why all the fish? Not important here.)

3) Stay on the point (see above).

4) Note details – the things that aren’t said are as important as those that are.

5) Be dispassionate. Seriously. You’re here to get the facts. (But you can go down the chippie after as fish now on the brain.)

6) Keep yourself to yourself. Today is a case in point – other people’s thoughts pollute the well. Stay away.

Trial Notes – Day 1

2/6/26

Easthampton Crown Court

IT ALL BEGINS

Don’t know what I expected from a courtroom, but it wasn’t this. This room is less Rumpole, more Rentokill. For one thing, crown court is much smaller than I thought – I assumed I’d be in a gallery like the upper circle at the Palladium. Actually, I’m on a chair at the back of the room, like I’m waiting for an appointment at Parents’ Evening. It’s an aesthetic mish-mash here – like someone mated a low-ranked university lecture theatre with the soundproof booths from an 80s gameshow on top of a pub carpet. Justice is blind. And so was this interior designer.

Defence Lawyer (DL) and Prosecution Lawyer (PL) are at the front. DL is an upper-middle-aged grey-haired guy from whom you’d accept a Werther’s Original without question. PL is a thirty-something (I’m guessing – anyone under 40 now seems generically ‘young’) brunette – immaculately put together, attractive – at least if she’s not trying to send you to prison for the rest of your life. DL and PL are chatting like mates. Weird. Like watching Trump and Obama share a pre-inauguration latte. Courtroom is pretty full – the media circus has brought all the clowns to town. Mawkish hangers-on rubber-necking at someone else’s tragedy.

Although, in a certain light, I suppose that’s exactly what I’m doing.

But, in another, I’m honouring a promise.

Strange vibe. No one’s sure how this goes. Someone here did something terrible. Or they didn’t. And twelve normal humans have to decide. Not lawyers. Not judges. People. They could cage a life. Or set it free.

My heart beats (dispassionately) as police bring in ‘The Defendant’ (D). The Defendant . . .. A whole life reduced to a single title – a single act that they might not even have committed. A court has to prove guilt, not defend innocence. And yet that is exactly what is happening here. Defend something you didn’t do. Or lie about something you did. And 12 complete strangers, who know nothing about what constitutes you or the worth of your life, get to decide its future.

That’s fucked up.

Judge (J) enters and we all stand. She’s a middle-aged Black woman – the identification shouldn’t be noteworthy, yet it still is. J sits and so do we. PL and DL put game faces on. It’s showtime.

Jury enters. Six men, six women. Eight white, two Black, one South Asian, one East Asian. About half look nervous, a few look pissed off, the bloke three from the end looks like he’s the one on trial and the woman in the back row grins like she’s won a competition in a magazine.

‘Good morning,’ J calls over conversation. Everyone stops. Even I’m typing more quietly. Wish I had that power. Could have used it with the kids. Starts to explain what’s happening . . . Argh – can’t keep up, use abbrevs . . .

J: Before we begin . . . look towards the dock, where you’ll find D whose case you will be trying . . . stands charged on an indeigtment? inditement? Ind . . . [look up spelling later, FFS!] of MURDER [emphasis on MURDER] . . . pleaded not guilty . . . your duty having heard evidence to decide guilty or not. Does everyone understand?

All nod. Except competition winner who’s realising she’s not on a Woman’s Own spa day.

D is impassive – weirdly so. Calm, collected, almost resigned. Guilty . . . ? Then why enter a not-guilty plea? A lot of people would have been spared a lot of pain. But as PL stands up we’re going the whole way. And looking around the room at so much hurt in so many faces, it’s going to be a rough ride. They’re united in loss. But divided by blame. The Bathory College Class of 2000 has claimed too many lives. Arguably, my own included . . .

Dispassionate. Must be dispassionate.

I need to forget I know these people.

Because I clearly didn’t know some of them at all.





Bill

2000

At 6.13pm on 4 July 2000, a glass of fizz in one hand and a cheese-and-chive blini in the other, there was little to suggest that this would be the Graduation Day that would stick in Dr Bill Scattergood’s mind. After nearly two decades in academia, they had all congealed into an indistinct gobbet of recollection, a nebulous blur of mortar and charcuterie boards. He vaguely recalled watching the first cohort he had taught cross the stage nearly twenty years ago, feeling like a proud father – or at least how he imagined one might feel. But the others could have been two or twelve years ago. And these days, Dr Bill Scattergood struggled to summon up a discernible fuck about any of them.

But this one was destined to make its mark.

Bill sipped his champagne – and it actually was champagne, the exclusive Bathory College didn’t cut corners with Kwik Save cava – and surveyed the throngs of giddy students and their proud parents before him. Anyone who believed in the unique existential spark that differentiated all humans had never worked in the cyclical word of education – you soon realised that the same archetypes appeared time and time again. The Class of 2000 boasted all the usual suspects: The Jock (Ed Fortescue-Smythe), The Nerd (Ryan Connors), The Bimbo (Tillie Huntingdon), The Bad Boy (Jared Dysart), The Oddball (Marty Jenkins), The Nice Guy (Rob Collins), The Musician (Laurence Taylor), The Singer (Diana Douglas), The Actress (Lilah Douglas) . . . He’d seen them all before – and would see them many times again. Or so, at that moment, he had the luxury of thinking.

The festivities always followed the same format – the late-afternoon graduation ceremony in the amphitheatre (mercifully to be moved to the new theatre the following year – the outdoor stone seating inspired little but piles), followed by drinks with the parents and family members in the grandiose splendour of the ballroom from 5.30pm. At 7pm, the Bathory gong sounded, signalling it was time for the hangers-on to leave, allowing the students and faculty one final night of debauchery. And as a young, hotshot lecturer in his mid-twenties, Bill had gladly debauched. Back then, he was barely older than the students he taught and had drunk with them all day and partied with them all night. Bathory College, one of the nation’s few remaining private universities, might not have proven the hotbed of intellectual rigour to which he had aspired. But, with this much money sloshing about, it sure knew how to throw a party.

Officially freed from such scant ethical considerations as existed in the eighties, he had been able to respond to the advances of students who had been variously batting their eyelids – or more forthright anatomy – for the previous three years. In years gone by, he’d kissed Faye, Sunitra, Amie S and Jurgen (seemed fitting for an expert in intertextual sexuality to test his own hypothesis – the results were inconclusive), slept with Annie and Caroline and even entered into a brief and ill-considered cohabitation with Anna. But, like all doomed liaisons, Love arrived with roses and left with the toaster. After his relationship with Anna imploded, Bill made a conscious and considered choice never to become involved with a student again. It was far too complicated and he was far too old. Matters of the heart – or more forthright anatomy – had hitherto remained a mystery to Bill in midlife.

But that was before Mags.

Bill found himself looking around the reception for his undisputed favourite student. Lecturers weren’t supposed to have favourites, although that hadn’t stopped anyone he had worked with for the past twenty years. Mags Howell was The Mature Student of the Class of 2000. Mature students always followed one of two trajectories: they either left the youngsters in the dust or quit in the first six months when they remembered why they never went to university in the first place. Mags incontrovertibly belonged in Column A. She was possessed of a lacerating intelligence and analytical rigour that he rarely discovered in his colleagues, let alone his students, and it was electrifying to be around. She had enrolled at Bathory as a response to entering her forties and exiting her marriage. It had been a privilege to watch her shed the skins of her previous life as the three-year programme had progressed, to see her blossom and metamorphose into the confident, self-possessed, ambitious woman she should always have been.

And Bill absolutely fancied the living crap out of her.

He scanned the ballroom again and a wave from the other side caught his eye. It was Rob Collins, one of his finest students. Rob manually signalled they should have a drink later and Bill returned a thumbs-up. But where was Mags . . . ?

‘Hi, Bill.’

The breathy tones of Tillie Huntingdon put the lecturer on high alert. After so many years in the business, Bill had developed an instinct for a female student with a crush. And he knew better these days than to encourage it.

‘Hello, Matilda,’ he replied formally. ‘I didn’t expect to see you here today.’

‘Oh, don’t be silly, Doc,’ Tillie giggled, twirling a strand of blonde hair round her finger playfully. ‘I’m not going to let a teeny thing like not actually getting my degree get in the way of a jolly good party! There are so many other ways to celebrate . . .’

She parted her lips and licked her upper teeth in a brazen act of invitation. Bill smiled politely at Tillie and took both a sip of champagne and a step away.

‘Hey, Doc!’ came an exuberant voice behind him. He turned and smiled at the vibrant young woman in front of him, sporting, as was her custom, an ornate pair of pink glasses and an elaborate . . . something in her hair. A fascinator, was it? Fashion was not Bill’s strong suit.

‘Hi, Lilah,’ he said warmly. ‘Congratulations on the Brontë Medal. Your family must be so . . .’

Bill winced at his own stupidity – Lilah Douglas and her twin sister Diana had been orphaned as younger teens when their gambling tycoon father crashed the helicopter he had insisted upon flying, obliterating their mother with him. Now twenty-one and possessed of their trust funds, the Douglas twins were wealthy young heiresses. But days like these, surrounded by students and their gushing parents, must surely have left them feeling impoverished indeed.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said gently, resisting the urge to put a comforting hand on her shoulder. ‘I’m an idiot . . .’

‘You’re certainly not that, Doc,’ Lilah laughed kindly. ‘And I appreciate the sentiment. No one was more surprised than me . . . except maybe Diana. Between you and I, I think she was hoping for the Brontë – anything to get her hands on Josiah’s Cock. She snatched it straight off me after the ceremony.’

Bill couldn’t help sharing his student’s naughty smile. Winning the medal had afforded Lilah the honour of leading the graduation procession, holding the phallic totem of Bathory College, the ceremonial mace named for the institution’s founder. Legend had it that Josiah Stitchwell’s ashes were contained in the bulbous end of the mace. Which was fitting, as the puritanical, misogynist, religious zealot who built Bathory was, indeed, a proper cock.

‘Your sister’s essay was excellent,’ Bill replied, ‘but yours was incandescently brilliant. You walked away with the prize.’

‘You’re very kind,’ Lilah said modestly. She was a sweet kid.

‘So, tell me, what are your plans for next year?’ he enquired of the class Actress. ‘Are you off to tread the boards?’

‘Ah – I wish,’ Lilah grimaced. ‘I applied to all the drama schools, but . . .’

She shrugged, the brief disappointment that had coloured her face eradicated by a luminous smile.

‘Their great loss,’ said Bill gently.

‘Sure it is,’ she said with forced joviality. ‘I’m thinking about doing the English Lit Masters at St Mary’s. But I hear it’s ferociously competitive . . .’

Bill’s duty of care to his students had ended earlier that day. But something about Lilah made him want to help her. She’d lost her parents, was struggling with her dreams. He rarely felt like a force for good in the exalted Bathory environs. Perhaps now was his moment?

‘Listen . . . Delilah,’ he said. ‘My friend Jim runs the MA at St Mary’s. You’re right – their programme is highly competitive – but on the strength of that dissertation, I’d fancy your chances. I would be delighted to propose you – and I think just a few tweaks to your essay would give you an outstanding application. I would be more than happy to work on it with you if you’d . . . ?’

He stopped himself. He needed to be very mindful about his manner around female students. It was all too easy for them to get the wrong idea.

‘Why would you do that?’ Lilah asked with genuine surprise.

Bill didn’t know whether to laugh or weep. This time he did put a gentle hand on Lilah’s shoulder.

‘Because I want to,’ he said softly.

Lilah glanced at his hand and Bill quickly withdrew it. You couldn’t be too careful. Every conversation was a disciplinary waiting to happen. One of his colleagues had been hauled up before the executive team for commenting on a student’s haircut. He couldn’t be cautious enough. Especially with promotion within his grasp . . .

Bill tried to quell the excitement at the thought of the professorship which must surely be coming his way. He’d paid his dues, and his teaching and research credentials were unparalleled in the department – there was no logical reason why the post shouldn’t be his. But academia could be curiously illogical. And Bill would reserve celebration until his promotion was signed on the dotted line.

‘That’s so kind of you, Doc,’ Lilah said, a slight blush colouring her face as her boyfriend came over to join them. ‘I don’t know what to—’

‘There you are, beautiful. Here’s your drink. And I can’t go another moment without kissing you,’ said Ed with a hard smile, coming up behind Lilah and grabbing his girlfriend round the waist for a clinch. Ed Fortescue-Smythe didn’t hold or embrace. He clutched and pawed. Lilah was an accomplished and – not that Bill would dare to venture the opinion out loud – beautiful young woman. Ed had no chin. Love was a mystery indeed. ‘So what’s going on here, then? This man giving you trouble?’

It was said as a joke, but not meant as one. That was very much Ed’s milieu. A Skid Row thug in a Savile Row suit. A thug that, if Bill wasn’t mistaken, was sporting a slightly fat lip . . .

‘Not at all, darling,’ Lilah laughed, giving her beau a reassuring kiss, thereby missing his licentious gaze over Tillie Huntingdon’s passing curves. ‘I was just boring the good doctor silly with my career plans . . .’

‘You were doing no such thing,’ Bill reassured her. ‘It’s always a pleasure to . . .’

‘How much of a pleasure?’ Ed said, the smile hardening further.

‘We were just discussing the MA I told you about,’ Lilah said softly. ‘It was entirely—’

Lilah was interrupted by a hard knock from a passing student. Bill watched Ed’s hackles rise as Lilah stumbled forward . . . But, unusually, Ed backed down once he registered the cause of the disruption.

‘Sorry, m’lady,’ said Jared Dysart with a lascivious wink at Lilah. ‘Surprised you didn’t see me coming. Although it can be arranged . . .’

Bill could feel the tension ratchet up. Anyone else who spoke to Lilah like that would already be on their way to Rington A&E. But this was Jared Dysart. And even Ed Fortescue-Smythe wouldn’t mess with him.

‘Mind your manners,’ Lilah snapped back, apparently sharing none of her boyfriend’s caution. ‘And watch where you’re going.’

‘Apologies, m’lady,’ said J.D. with a mocking bow. ‘And if I’m gonna watch something, I’d better make it worth my while, yeah?’

He swept Lilah’s body with a look of undisguised lust, which was met by mocking scorn from Lilah and a cowardly eye-deflection from Ed. J.D. sauntered off into the crowd.

‘Er . . . sorry, Dr Scattergood. For that and my dad earlier,’ came the stuttering apology from Ryan Connors as he gently brushed past Bill’s arm. Ryan was the techno-wiz of the cohort, making his decision to study English a total mystery. He was a nice kid, too nice for this world, perhaps, and, judging by the look he gave Ed, something not nice had recently passed between them.

‘No apology necessary on either score, Ryan,’ Bill said kindly, but the charming nerd had already dissolved into the crowd. Ryan did that. He blended – perhaps a little too easily.

‘Right, Diana’s doing her turn in a minute and I should get near the front,’ Lilah said cheerily, dragging Ed away. ‘You coming, Doc?’

‘Er, thank you, but no. I . . .’

He searched again for Mags. Where was she?

A few tinkling chords from the piano brought the crowd to an anticipatory hush as Laurence Taylor and Diana Douglas took to the stage. They were a regular double act at Bathory, although only musically as far as Bill was aware. Bill knew little of music, but, from what he could tell, Laurence was an accomplished pianist, his fingers performing effortless acrobatics up and down the keys as he played the tune by heart, with Diana’s enchanting voice making them a fine duet. Diana looked over at Bill and smiled nervously. Bill had suspected the other Douglas sister was also sweet on him, although she had been rather more subtle about it than Tillie. Diana was the quieter of the Douglas twins and he could have mistaken her reserve for coquettishness . . . but, as he regularly did for the avoidance of any doubt, Bill had reallocated both young women to female supervisors. As Bill watched Laurence gazing adoringly at Diana, he could recognise a boy who was smitten. And he knew something of that.

Diana began to sing, softly cupping the microphone as she delivered the opening line to ‘Someone to Watch Over Me’ in a near perfect imitation of Ella Fitzgerald. Diana Douglas was The Singer of the year group and had an uncanny ability to mould her voice to sing like anyone from Liza Minnelli to Leonard Cohen. This talent also made her an irksomely good mimic. Many of Bill’s seminars had been brought to a hysterical halt as she perfectly intoned his voice and made outlandish comments about his colleagues on the faculty – often with terrifying apercu.

Diana’s voice lilted over the crowd as she told the timeless tale of looking for that certain someone.

‘Aren’t we all?’ came the most welcome whisper in his ear.

Bill felt a smile warm from his core. She’d found him.

‘Might I remind you, Margaret,’ Bill whispered back, ‘about the stringent campus guidelines regarding sexual harassment?’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Mags whipped back with an impish wink. ‘I’ll try to live up to them.’

His smile migrated urgently south. This wasn’t merely a physical attraction – Bill had seen enough pert, pretty young things totter in and out of his classes over the years not to have his head turned at forty-five years old. Indeed, not that he had any objectivity on the subject any more, but Mags perhaps wasn’t an objectively beautiful woman – she certainly hadn’t stood out to him at first. But she had . . . a quality. She was gregarious without being obnoxious, fun while always remaining classy and had somehow managed to teeter on the edge of suggestion for three years without ever crossing the line.

When Bill had been assigned as her dissertation supervisor, he treasured their weekly meetings, the chance to spend an hour – usually two – alone in her company conversing, debating, laughing . . . Every minute felt more substantial with her, as though it carried more heft than the flimsy others that filled his days. It had been on the skin of his lips any number of times to ask if she wanted to continue their meetings – which were always the shortest hours of his week – at a local pub or restaurant afterwards, to tease the comfort of their academic relationship into the real world, where he was as sure as he could be that they had a future beyond Bathory. He felt a guilty twinge – perhaps he had been a little too focused on Mags and not enough on her dissertation. As the unassailably top student in the year, Mags’s high-scoring first had not been a surprise. Her slightly lacklustre final essay, which never lived up to the promise of their tutorials together, had been. Bill would have laid money on the prestigious Brontë Medal going her way. But even Bill had to admit that Lilah was the more deserving recipient. However reluctantly.

As Diana crooned on stage, Mags’s fingers brushed the back of Bill’s hand. Was that deliberate? Whether it was or not, he felt an electrifying jolt run through him. Touch was a curious thing. From a mere fraction of one hand, the lightest of touches could elicit more eroticism than the whole of another body. He wanted Mags so much. Could he . . . ? Should he . . . ?

He turned to look at his now former student and her dancing blue eyes told him everything he needed to know. A wicked half-smile flavoured her lips. This was their night. And they both knew it.

Age and a litany of disastrous sexual collisions had taught Bill the crucial distinction between chemistry and compatibility. Chemistry was just that – a reaction between two elements that could either create a lasting compound or burn out in a flash. Compatibility was a different matter. Compatibility was the rack that held the test tube – rather more functional and considerably less exciting, but essential for the reaction to take place. Chemistry was all well and good, but not if you had no way of holding it up. He and Anna had chemistry, but no compatibility. He and Jurgen had compatibility – mostly around their shared enthusiasm for Real Madrid – but no chemistry. But he and Mags? They felt like two elements who could burn brightly for years.

Diana’s performance started to build towards its impassioned climax. Ella wanted her someone. And so did Bill. 

He took a breath. It was time. He wasn’t sure how he was going to ask it. Or even if he should. But he had to. He just needed to see what words came out when he opened his . . .

‘Meet me at the gazebo at nine,’ Mags whispered before he could. ‘I’ve got something I need . . . Just meet me at nine.’

Bill scrutinised the rest of the smile as it illuminated Mags’s face. He wasn’t one for romantic folly – that belonged in the pages of a novel.

But, if he wasn’t very much mistaken, he had fallen in love.

The English Lit lecturer scanned his vast databanks of romantic verse for a suitable response.

‘Okay,’ he whispered back as Mags took her smile to the other side of the room, Diana’s final note barely escaping her lips before the room delivered a rapturous round of applause.

Bill clapped politely before doing the rounds, managing that quick drink with Rob and another brief flirt with Mags before starting to surreptitiously make his way towards the back of the ballroom. He was just congratulating himself on making it outside unnoticed, when he felt himself back into a solid mass of human.

‘I-I’m so sorry,’ he stuttered – and that was before he realised he had run into J.D., Bathory’s own one-man crime wave and the prodigal son of one of the area’s largest and most nefarious dynasties.

He waited a moment. There was no great physical presence to J.D. Indeed, he was rather a slight young man. But he had . . . an aura. One with which Bill already regretted colliding. J.D. and his labyrinthine felonious connections could cause anyone any manner of trouble.

‘No drama, Doc,’ he said slowly, his laconic voice dripping with what Bill believed the youngsters called ‘street’. ‘And I wanted to have a word with you, yeah.’

‘You did?’ Bill said, tensing again. If campus lore was to be believed, J.D. preferred to let his fists to do the talking. He was riven with dichotomy – a devoutly Christian delinquent, an academically gifted gangster, the sworn defender of Rob Collins, the straightest arrow in the year . . . Bill would have been fascinated by Jared.

If he hadn’t been quite so entirely shit scared of him.

‘I did,’ J.D. continued. ‘Lotta people round here won’t gimme the time of day. Think I’m rough. Think I’m scum. It ain’t nice, Doc. It ain’t nice at all.’

‘I would think not,’ Bill replied cautiously.

‘But you,’ said Jared, pointing a heavily ringed finger at his lecturer, ‘you helped me, Doc. You believed. I thank God for your teachings, yeah. You got a friend in me.’

He held out his hand and Bill took it – although failed to understand the elaborate handshake that ensued.

‘Well, Jared, honestly, it’s really been my—’

J.D. suddenly grabbed Bill’s hand and yanked him close. Regardless of his rendezvous with Mags, Bill would certainly now be requiring new trousers.

‘And anyone give you beef, Doc,’ he said in a deep whisper, ‘you just let me know, yeah. I’ll make it disappear. Like that.’

He clicked his fingers and Bill jumped.

‘That’s very kind of you, Jared,’ he said slowly. ‘And congratulations on your first. You’ve been a great student.’

‘Had a great teacher, innit,’ said J.D., with something approaching a smile. ‘Go with God, brother. Blessings to you and yours, yeah.’

‘Er . . . g-good . . . blessings . . . to you too,’ Bill stuttered, stumbling further across the lawn, where he allowed himself to actually breathe. He’d survived three years of Jared Dysart. And he suspected there were few who could claim that.

‘Early bath, Doc?’ came a voice through a cloud of cigarette smoke. ‘You really can’t commit to anything these days, can you . . . ?’

Bill steeled himself before turning to face his undisputed least-favourite student. J.D. might have scared him. But Ed Fortescue-Smythe most certainly did not.

‘Forgive me if I don’t take commitment advice from the student with a lower attendance record than Lord Lucan,’ he replied with no attempt to disguise his contempt. Since the provost had inexplicably handed Ed his degree this afternoon, Bill had been off the clock. He didn’t have to be nice to this prick any more. Ed’s hard smile returned and he stepped closer.

‘You should choose your words more carefully, Doc,’ Ed whispered, rakish mockery in his tone. ‘The wrong ones can cause all kinds of trouble.’

‘Which is why I take extra care to choose them correctly,’ Bill interjected calmly. ‘Despite enthusiastic and repeated attempts to the contrary. As well you know. Edward.’

They held each other’s gaze. In this conversation, at least, Bill knew he had the power. And, failing that, there was always J.D.’s offer of assistance.

‘Relax, Doc!’ said Ed with a hearty, yet heartless laugh, slapping several of Bill’s vertebrae out of line. ‘Like you say. No one’s done anything wrong. So no one has anything to worry about. Do we.’

It was a statement rather than a question.

‘Not at all,’ Bill replied. ‘And I suggest we both look forward to a long and happy future with precisely nothing to do with each other.’

Ed nodded with a grim smile. ‘Agreed,’ he said. ‘Good luck. Doctor Scattergood.’

He swaggered away. Ed always swaggered. He could afford to.

Bill quickly put it from his mind and started determinedly back towards his flat in the grounds.

Although had he not, perhaps he might have dwelt a little longer on why Ed Fortescue-Smythe had felt any need to wish him luck.

Despite being somewhat limited in his sartorial options – he was an academic, his kind were hardly celebrated for their dress sense – Bill still found himself in an unprecedented dither about what to wear for his rendezvous with Mags. The jacket and tie he’d been wearing all day felt too formal, jeans not formal enough. He briefly flirted with a combination of the two – but mercifully pulled himself back from the brink when he realised that it wasn’t 1987 and he wasn’t Magnum, P. I.

The dress code for the prom was black tie – but Bill hadn’t frequented that part of the evening for some years and wasn’t about to now. Watching a group of twenty-somethings make terrible choices about alcohol consumption and worse ones about sexual health was a younger man’s game. Although didn’t women have a thing about tuxedoes? He guessed Mags wasn’t planning to stay long either given the time she’d picked for their . . . And there lay another issue. What was this? He had assumed from the whispered suggestion that this was a romantic liaison . . . but what if he’d grabbed the wrong end of the stick? What if she was just whispering because Diana was singing? What if she merely wanted a reference? What if she wasn’t happy about something?

But the logical – or, at least, hopeful – part of his brain dismissed all three scenarios out of hand. Mags could have grasped plenty of opportunities for any of those more formal conversations. Why choose a secluded gazebo under the cover of darkness? No. He was as sure as he could be – bolstered by twenty years’ experience of scrutinising the words of others for sexual subtext at his elbow – that this was a romantic assignation. And he needed to look really hot.

The process – or at least the attempt – didn’t absorb as much time as Bill had hoped. The lengthy shower, considered hair styling and forensic nose-hair extraction had taken up well over an hour. But it was all still insufficient to fill the gaping void of minutes between being alone and being together – please God, being together – with the woman he loved. It was strange to consider it. But Bill Scattergood realised that these could be his last hours as a single man. If this went as he hoped – and as it should – he and Mags were going to declare their hands and hearts tonight. And somehow Bill just knew, in the core of his being, that this would be it for him. His destination. In Mags, Bill had found his Elizabeth Bennet, his Catherine Earnshaw, his Juliet, his Beatrice. Sure, she might have to brush up on her knowledge of Real Madrid’s back three and he’d certainly have to familiarise himself with the oeuvre of Destiny’s Child. But they had a lifetime to work out the kinks.

With more time to spare than he could possibly use, Bill headed back out of the grace-and-favour apartment that came with the job and made his way towards the gazebo.

‘Hi, Marty,’ he said to the student on a bench he passed. ‘Enjoying the celebrations?’

‘I am not,’ Marty slurred. ‘I’ve decided to obliterate my consciousness with alcohol, just as the government wants. It’s the only reason it’s not been banned. The politicians are hoping we’ll all be too drunk to notice what’s really going on.’

‘Oh well, have fun,’ Bill replied, not stopping. Marty was a nice enough kid, but, as the year’s resident conspiracy theorist, he marched to the beat of a slightly different drum. And tonight Bill wasn’t in the mood for his nonsense. But Marty did remind him to return to his flat and collect the champagne and glasses he thought would be a classy touch.

He could hear the prom festivities in full swing in the ballroom – something elicited a gigantic cheer – and he wished them well. Bill felt good about the world in general tonight. He was about to find his happy. He was glad that others were too.

The giddy lecturer was just passing the building site for what would become the new theatre when he heard his name being called. It was Professor Alan Florington. The vice chancellor. His boss. Bill winced. He had more time than he needed – he was still half an hour early – but he didn’t have enough time to get bogged down in a work conversation with Alan.

‘Leaving the youngsters to it, eh?’ said Alan, his words and his walk slightly less steady than usual. He’d had a few drinks. Many few, it appeared.

‘Absolutely,’ said Bill, putting the champagne bottle behind his back, not that Alan appeared to have noticed. ‘Every year that passes, I feel more like a father at a school dance. Time to bow out, methinks.’

Alan laughed uproariously, although Bill wasn’t sure why. But he did sense an opportunity. It wasn’t entirely professional. But, given that he was about to declare his love to a woman who had only ceased being a student five hours previously, workplace ethics weren’t uppermost in his mind. And so, after far too many minutes of tedious shop talk, Bill seized his moment.

‘Speaking of next year,’ Bill began, even though they hadn’t been, ‘I was wondering when we’re going to find out about the professorship? It would be great to get ahead of the game in the summer . . .’

‘Bloody good for you,’ Alan slurred. ‘And I’m sure Katherine will appreciate you putting your best foot forward . . .’

‘Katherine?’ Bill interrupted, his heart frosting over. ‘Katherine Watts? From Easthampton Uni?’

‘That’s the gal,’ Alan slurred. ‘Seems a bright cookie.’

‘Unquestionably,’ said Bill sharply. ‘Although that’s a big step up from senior lecturer. She can’t be much more than thirty-five.’

‘Well, between you, me and the gatepost, I couldn’t agree more,’ Alan slurred, the gin on his breath invading Bill’s nostrils. ‘But you know what it’s like these days. We’ve got to give the girls their turn and so on. You understand. And it was felt in certain quarters that a woman might attract less of . . . Well, you of all people know . . .’

‘Know what?’ Bill snapped again, his heart now beneath absolute zero.

‘Well . . . it’s these PC times we live in,’ Alan droned on. ‘You can’t say anything any more without it being taken the wrong way. All it takes is one silly girl to say one silly thing and that’s your lot.’

‘Someone . . . someone’s said something?’ Bill pushed nervously. ‘About . . . me?’

‘Oh, don’t worry, Billy-boy. No one took it very seriously,’ Alan continued. ‘Especially not with that one. Between us boys, she’s got trouble written through her like a stick of rock. But we’ve got to be seen to be doing the right thing. You understand.’

Bill didn’t understand. Not at all. He didn’t understand what he could have done that had elicited a complaint. Sure, he had a bit of banter with some of the female students. But nothing that could be misconstrued . . . could it? He certainly didn’t understand why a relative academic embryo had been massively over-promoted above him. And he seriously didn’t understand why he’d wasted nearly twenty years at an institution that didn’t value him. Crushed as he was, at least now he had some clarity about next year.

And it sure as hell wasn’t going to be spent in this antediluvian shithole.

‘Well, thank you, Professor Florington – I hope you enjoy your summer,’ he said after another unbearable deluge of Alan’s waffle, storming off toward the gazebo without waiting for a pleasantry in return.

He checked his watch. 8.54. He had to say this for devastating professional blows.

They certainly passed the time.

He reached the secluded stone structure, which overlooked the fields beyond the river that bordered the Bathory estate, and settled himself on the bench. There was some kind of fracas nearby, but Bill paid it no mind. He was raw and he was hurt. Only the knowledge that Mags would soon be there salved his internal wounds. And, if he’d been allowed to pick just one good thing to happen that night, he was certain of his choice.

By 8.57 he’d decided that perhaps this was actually for the best. He was getting bogged down here. Sure, it was a sweet gig – but it wasn’t doing his career any good – everyone knew that Bathory was little more than a nursery for thick rich kids. He had graduated top of his class from Edinburgh. He could do so much better somewhere else.

By 8.58, Bill had made the decision to hand in his notice that very night. He and Mags had a new life to build together. What better time to start it than right now? Mags would surely go on to postgraduate study; he’d simply follow her. London? Oxford? Paris? They could go anywhere they wanted. He’d send the email tonight. While Mags was sleeping in his bed . . .

By 8.59, the rest of his life was mapped out ahead of him. He and Mags had already known each other for three years and had enjoyed hours together in that time. Their relationship could skip straight past the dating and wondering and figuring out – they could go straight to knowing this was forever.

By 9.04, Bill was so full of plans that he had to stop himself from shouting them into the night. He was excited. He was energised. He hadn’t felt like this for so long . . .

But by 9.11, his euphoria was clouding over with concern. Where was Mags? Was she okay?

By 9.17, he was convinced she’d had an accident.

By 9.18, he was convinced she was dead.

So at 9.21, he headed back towards the main house, wondering if she’d lost track of time in the social whirl.

But at 9.26, he got his answer.

When he saw Mags getting into the back of a taxi.

With Laurence Taylor.

Without knowing why, nor caring who heard, he shouted out to her.

‘Mags!’

At 9.27, the name rang across the oval like a gunshot. Mags automatically turned to discover its source. They locked eyes for a moment. And that’s when Bill knew.

Mags didn’t love him.

Because at 9.28, she got in the cab anyway.

Bill watched the car drive away down Bathory’s long driveway. He’d never had any time for florid descriptions of the devastation of love gone wrong, but that was because he’d never experienced it. And, it transpired, they were all true. The earth opened beneath him. The sky fell down. His heart sank into his stomach. She didn’t want him. Hell – if that look was anything to go by, she didn’t even like him. He returned to the gazebo, pulled the cork from the bottle of champagne and proceeded over the next hour to drink it, sporadically returning to the bar to wash it down with several shots, each return visit getting a little blurrier.

On his first return trip, maybe he saw Diana running towards the house?

On his second he might have seen J.D. helping a drunken Lilah back to the dorms?

On his third – he didn’t have a clue.

And by the time he decided it might be a good idea to wobble back towards his own flat, Bill wasn’t entirely sure what he saw or thought about anything whatsoever.

But he knew what he heard.

It was the unmistakable scream of someone who had seen something they never should have seen.

And with it came the unintelligible but undeniable sense that this graduation day was going to stick in Bill Scattergood’s mind forever.





Tillie

2025

OMG!

I know I’m not supposed to say that. My little Noah tells me I’m ‘tragic’ and he just turned fifteen, so he knows all about these things.

But . . . OMG!

I can’t believe it’s here! People have literally no idea how much organisation goes into a reunion. There’s invitations, catering, floral arrangements, Botox . . . It’s like having a full-time job! In fact, it has been my full-time job!

But it’s nearly 4.30pm and everything seems to be in order. I thought it would be nice to start with drinks and canapés, Pimm’s and bruschetta, classy but classic and – thank you, Holy Jesus – the weather has held. There is no better place than Bathory College lawn on a sunny day and it’s going to be just wonderful seeing all these old faces again! Although some don’t look that old – Rob Collins has barely aged a day according to his Chatter profiles. Men get to do that, though, don’t they? Boys mature. Girls age. Although it’s possible to give nature a helping hand, of course. Just look at Lilah Douglas’s Insta. I’m sure she’s had work.

I don’t think I’m that different. I mean, I’ve put on a few pounds, sure, but four children and your forties will do that to a girl, won’t it? I’ve tried everything – Weight Watchers, Joe Wicks, Paleo, 5:2, only eating white foods, only eating green foods, only eating no foods – how do other women do it? I bought this dress a size down as an incentive – Henry nearly had a pink fit when he saw it on the credit-card bill! – but it was worth it. In our yearbook, I was voted Most Likely to Enter the (Adult) Film Industry. You don’t want to let a reputation like that slide.

And I’m sure he’s going to notice me . . .

I head to the bar. I’ve earned a proper drink.

‘Champers, thanks,’ I say to the barman. ‘Or prosecco if we’re saving it.’

‘So long as it fizzes, eh?’ he says with a wink. He’s ever so buff and really rather attractive. Even with the tattoos. ‘But, if I may, a classy lady such as yourself deserves only the best.’

He reaches for a bottle on ice and pours me a glass of champagne.

‘Madam,’ he offers.

I give him a coquettish smile. I’m spoken for. But he’s terribly handsome in that way that certain service industry professionals can be. He can consider himself booked for the Harvest Hoedown.

‘Tillie?’ comes a gentle voice behind me. ‘It’s so good to see you.’

I turn round and, after a moment to let the years catch up, nearly drop my bruschetta.

‘Laurence Taylor!’ I gasp. It would feel weird to use only one name now when he’s became such a star with both. It would be like calling Roald Dahl ‘Roald’. Or Taylor Swift ‘Taylor’. Or Boris Johnson ‘Boris’ – although he actually quite likes Bojo. ‘I can’t believe you came!’

‘Wouldn’t miss it,’ he says with that lovely smile he always had. ‘And thanks for organising a room at such short notice. That was really kind. I’m sorry if I’m early or late or on the wrong day . . . I’ve been on tour and I have no idea what time zone my body’s in.’

‘Don’t be silly – it’s wonderful to see you,’ I tell him, and accept a kiss. I just kissed Laurence Taylor! Laurence has definitely matured. His hair is silver, his stubble is designer. The music biz has certainly improved his wardrobe, mind. The poor lad always looked like his mum had bought his clothes too big, hoping he’d grow into them. But not now. His clothes used to wear him. Now he definitely wears them.

‘You too,’ he says kindly. ‘You’ve done a wonderful job here. How have you been?’

I look into his eyes. I can’t tell you if they’ve changed – the Laurence we all knew was a shy little thing, bless him, couldn’t ever look at girl in the eye. And, not to brag about it, but I was something of a bombshell back then. Prettiest girl at Bathory, many thought – did you hear that, Ms Douglas? And I was a bit of a tinker. They used to call me ‘the GP’ because everyone had been! Although I never went there with Laurence – he would have been terrified, poor lamb. And he was always mooning after . . . her. No idea what he saw in her. No idea what anyone sees in her, to be frank.

‘I’m good – busy, busy, busy,’ I tell him. ‘Running a household with four boys has been no picnic, I can tell you! Someone’s always needing something – cab fare, new shoes, legal representation – and of course my Henry is away so much with his parliamentary duties and constituency clinics and trips to the tanning salon that it falls to me to run the whole show – don’t know if I’m coming or going really.’

I’m aware that I’m babbling, but people don’t understand. Whenever someone asks what I do for work, I try to explain the demands of being a housewife. Running a successful home is like four full-time jobs – and that’s before all my charity work. I know some look down on it. But let’s hear what they have to say when they sleep on my ironed sateen bedsheets with my twice-baked cheese soufflé and famous beef bourguignon in their bellies.

‘That sounds like a very full life,’ says Laurence, and I think he means it. ‘It’s good to hear you’re so happy, Tillie.’

I go to tell him that I am. But it doesn’t quite come out.

‘And what about you, Mr Famous Musician Now!’ I say instead. ‘You’re a phenomenon! You’ve travelled the world! You’ve topped the charts! You’ve been on Radio Two!’

‘You’re very kind,’ he says with genuine modesty. ‘But I’ve never been a phenomenon. And I’m certainly not now – best I can hope for is to support the real success stories, thus the globe-trotting on someone else’s coattails. But I don’t mind, it’s a good life. And there’s no place for a middle-aged former boy bander in today’s charts.’

‘Oh, what rot!’ I scoff, because lying’s not a sin when you’re being kind. ‘I see you’re playing the Pavilion Theatre in Easthampton later in the year? I’ll have to come along.’

‘It’s not quite Wembley Stadium,’ he gently laughs. ‘It’s one of those naff nostalgia things. But a gig’s a gig . . . and you must come as my guest. Let me roll out the red carpet for you – crappy green room, stale sandwiches, warm white wine, the works.’

I squeal and give him a hug. I’ll be needing a new dress for that too.

‘Well, that’s a lovely response,’ he laughs again. ‘And bring your husband, of course . . . Harry, was it?’

‘Henry,’ I correct him. ‘And I doubt he’ll come. These days, if it doesn’t involve a ball and some beers, it’s not for him – absolute philistine that one!’

I laugh, but something scratches inside. It’s true – Henry has no interest in anything without balls or beer. And I don’t offer either.

‘Well, here’s my publicist’s number,’ he says, handing me a card. ‘I don’t have a phone, but she’ll make sure you get decent seats. The Pavilion’s a shocker for restricted view . . .’

He trails off as someone catches his eye over my shoulder. I turn to see who’s arrived.

It’s Diana Douglas.

I never use foul language – it upsets the Lord.

But she looks like a total fudging slig.

Laurence is looking at Diana too. Laurence spent three years looking at Diana. Everyone knew Laurence was in love with Diana. Even Diana must have known Laurence was in love with Diana.

‘Diana, hi!’ I find myself singing as she approaches us.

‘Hi,’ she says quietly, smiling her great soppy smile at Laurence. ‘It’s so good to see you.’

I can hear Laurence breathing unevenly next to me. He must have had more women than I’ve had progressive dinner parties – girls like these musical types, don’t they? – but one look at his daft face and it’s clear for anyone to see:

Laurence is still in love with Diana.

‘It’s great to see you too,’ he replies. ‘You look . . . well.’

‘Ah – cheating with a bit of a holiday tan. I’m just back from a spa break. You look’ – Diana hesitates – ‘really . . . well.’

There is a pause as the tension crackles between them. I bet Diana’s loving this. The slig.

‘So . . . Laurence,’ she says eventually in her silly mimsy way. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce me to your . . . friend? Or partner? Or wife – I’m so sorry I don’t know . . .’

‘Oh, no, erm,’ Laurence blathers as I try not to reach out and throttle her. ‘The years might have been kind to you, Di – but you might want to get your eyes checked! You know who this is!’

Diana peers at me again with her vapid smile. She shakes her head.

‘I’m so sorry. It must be my age, although I always was terrible with faces,’ Diana laughs, pretending to be embarrassed. ‘Help an old lady out . . .’

Laurence – who looks genuinely embarrassed – starts floundering again, so I decide to help him.

‘It’s Tillie,’ I say darkly, raising an eyebrow. ‘Formerly Huntingdon, now Johnson. I’m married. Four kids. Very happy. Lovely to see you, Diana.’

There is poison dripping from my words, not that she notices. But the drama she makes of her response – no wonder she failed as an actress.

‘Oh my days . . . Tillie!’ she cries with total insincerity. ‘Of course it’s you! I’m so sorry! I’m such an idiot! It’s wonderful to see you!’

She takes me into an over-scented hug, and I kiss her stiffly on the cheek. I’d rather slap it.

‘Mum?’ says a skinny, doe-eyed twenty-something who could only be Diana spawn. ‘I finally parked the car. I won’t stay long. Dad’s
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THEY GRADVATED
25 YEARS AGO. . .

BUT REVENGE
NEVER GETS OLD.
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