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An entire world of sin lived in her eyes, a whole universe of pleasure in her body. Her pale lips spoke silently and unmovingly of excesses unknown, her skin glistened with a vibrancy that set his very soul on fire.

As he watched her, watching him, through a forest of glittering, baubled humanity he could feel her sensuality as though it were lazily curling itself around the heated core of his lust. It was as though he was being sucked in by her wild immorality, consumed by a stormy sea of intemperance. Her limpid eyes swam with the promise of unimaginable carnality, her exquisite mouth curved with a smile of untold depravity and wantonness.

Suddenly he was afraid. Memories started to dig into the chaos of his mind. Images of the past ballooned grotesquely before his eyes; the terror, the screams, the pain, the nightmare of endless violence ripped through him.

‘Darling, are you feeling all right?’

He turned, as though in a trance, to see the aging and concerned face of the woman who adored him. Thirty years his senior, she could so easily have been his mother. He wished she were his mother, that she would rescue him from the fear that now blighted him. Dear God, if only she would rescue him, for his real mother never had.

‘You’re awfully pale, darling. Is something the matter?’

He loved her voice. He loved her kindness and selflessness. He cherished her.

‘Everyone’s talking about you,’ she giggled.

He hated her. She didn’t understand, would never understand. All she saw was an eighteen-year-old boy, a plaything, a stud, an ornament for her fleshy arm. He needed to be loved, not worshipped for his beauty, nor adored for the prowess of his young body. He needed her kindness to extend a hand of compassion; instead it bought him with riches beyond his comprehension. She had housed him, fed him, groomed him and educated him. She had shown him a world he might never have known, a world that glittered, a world so far from the pain. For that he would always be grateful.

Together they moved through the party. He smiled at her girlishness though inside he was repulsed. He laughed at her coquettishness while his heart contracted with pity. He was here to impress her friends, to instill in them a jealousy that would reassert her status in their society. Her self-doubt, her fear of growing old and her pathetic loss of worth, touched him. All she had now was a tremulous hand on a dead husband’s past glories – and him. She could no longer stand alone in this cocoon of sybaritic strangers, not even her wealth could save her. He was her only hope, without him she would fall; she would descend into the abyss of ignominy and nonentity she so dreaded.

He felt the clutch of her need as though her hands were encasing his heart. He knew the stifling desperation of her fear as though she breathed with his lungs. Yet he felt a tenderness for her that surpassed all else.

Her bejewelled fingers slipped from his as someone led her away. He was alone, and the eyes of the she-devil still watched him. An arcane shiver of memory juddered through him once again, but the pull of her gaze was too strong and he found himself turning. Then, as his eyes came to rest on her, it was as though every fibre of his being was melting in shock. Her glorious white gold hair glistened and sparkled like the blurred light of a halo. It was as though she were looking right through him, into the very depths of his heart. He felt the touch of her empathy as though it were healing fingers reaching out for his pain. She knew, she understood, and her earlier look had been meant to show him. He felt himself start to sway at the staggering realization of what was happening. She had come in the guise of a demon, letting him see in her eyes, her lips, her skin the reflection of his torment, and now, as though she were an angel from God, she was showing him his salvation.

He waited as she moved towards him, every part of his body responding to the divine illusion of her sensuousness. Her perfume reached him, an ephemeral fragrance, that made him lightheaded, almost drunk, and her hand slipped between their bodies, lovingly stroking his genitals.

She took his hand, leading him beneath the chandeliers to the wide, sweeping staircase. At the top she turned and, like a celestial being, surveyed the sinful world of plenty below. He watched her, unexpurgated love pounding through every pulse. His desire was excruciating, his fear sublime.

The bathroom was made for a Roman goddess. Marble and gold and onyx. As she turned from the door the light fell upon her; she was an ethereal vision of Elysian radiance. He wanted to fall to his knees in reverence, but it was she who dropped to her knees, then to her back until she was lying before him.

‘I am yours,’ she whispered. ‘Do as you will.’

He took her, and the extremity of pleasure transcended everything. He had prayed that one day God would send someone to save him, and now He had.

Three weeks passed by. Each day saw the coming together of their bodies and the enmeshing of their minds. He knew nothing about her beyond the majesty of her beauty and the sublime sorcery of her body. She controlled him, consumed him, fornicated with him and revered him, until at last he knew he could do it. At last he could confess the atrocities, and she, as God’s own messenger, would absolve him.

She listened, her youthful head bent in concentration as he spoke. It was a long story, as painful in the hearing as it was in the telling. Not until he had finished, had expunged his soul of every torment and abomination of his short life, did she look up. And it was in that instant, as her eyes moved to his, that he discovered she was not his salvation at all; she was his damnation.
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‘WHAT! YOU’VE GOT to be joking!’ Corrie cried, swinging round from the fire and brandishing the toasting fork with its smouldering slice of toast.

‘I don’t see why. In fact I think it’s a bloody good idea, don’t you Edwina?’ Paula said, turning to Corrie’s mother for support.

Edwina’s pale brown eyes were swimming in mirth, her cheeks rosy red from the fire.

‘If you agree with her …’ Corrie warned.

‘Why don’t you just give it a shot?’ Paula said, wincing as she tried to make herself more comfortable. ‘I mean, what have you got to lose? Not your virginity, that’s for sure.’

Corrie eyed her dangerously and Edwina laughed out loud. All three of them were very well aware that Corrie had lost her virginity to Paula’s husband, Dave. Of course Paula and Dave hadn’t been married then, but they had been seeing each other. And in a way it was Paula’s fault, for if she hadn’t started giving Dave the run around then he and Corrie might never have got it together. As it was, in an attempt to make Paula jealous Dave had switched his interest to Corrie. Paula had insisted that she couldn’t care less, so Corrie, who was twenty-one at the time, and simply dying to be rid of the virginity that was threatening to become a permanent fixture, had set about seducing their old school-friend, who was by now the local car mechanic. It hadn’t been a particularly memorable occasion, both of them had been too drunk to remember much about it, but Corrie did recall not feeling too good about herself after, particularly when Dave took it upon himself to tell Paula what had happened. Wasn’t it just like a man to go and confess? If he’d kept it to himself Paula might never have known, but he didn’t, and Corrie and Paula, who had been as close as, if not closer than sisters all their lives, hadn’t spoken for three months. Now, five years later, they all, including Edwina, laughed about it.

‘All you have to do,’ Paula said, settling her plate on the mound of her heavily pregnant belly and sinking her teeth into a succulent slice of toast, ‘is answer an ad. No one’s asking you to put one in yourself. Well, you couldn’t really could you? I mean, if they were to ring here Edwina might get arrested for pimping.’

From where she was sitting on the floor Corrie looked up at her mother, who, still laughing, was easing herself out of the chair to empty more coal onto the fire. While her back was turned Corrie and Paula exchanged glances. Paula winked and Corrie smiled.

‘Mind you,’ Paula said, yawning as the warmth of the small sitting room enveloped her, ‘perhaps your own ad is a better idea. That way you can specify your requirements. To begin with, a nice big willie …’ she broke off as Corrie threw a cushion at her. ‘What’s the matter with that?’ she said, her pretty blue eyes rounded with seriousness. ‘I can assure you it’s an essential …’

‘You’re an outrage,’ Corrie laughed. ‘And big willie, small willie or no willie at all, I don’t want a man.’

‘Huh!’ Paula snorted.

‘Then tell us what you do want, sweetheart,’ Edwina said. She was still standing in front of the fire, her back turned to the room, but Corrie could see her flushed, though tired face reflected in the mirror in front of her.

‘Nothing,’ she answered, perhaps a touch too brightly. ‘I don’t want anything. I’m quite happy here in Amberside with you and …’

‘Pppht!’ Paula interjected. ‘Pull the other one. We all know how you can’t wait to get away from this …’ she stopped suddenly as Corrie shot her a warning look, and her face instantly burned with misery.

Smiling, Edwina turned round and surveilled the two of them. So different in appearance, so different in ambition, yet so alike in character. They were devoted to each other. Devoted too, to her.

Her eyes rested on Paula. Everything about Paula, with the exception of her pregnant belly, was small. Her elfin face with those lovely mischievous blue eyes rarely failed to make Edwina smile. And the fluffy white blonde curls that bobbed around her face were almost the same now as they had been when she was a child. Though her beauty now, as a young woman, owed as much to her internal contentment as it did to her angelic features. It was a contentment, Edwina knew, Corrie was far from feeling.

‘The world is out there waiting for Corrie,’ Edwina said, ‘if only she would go to meet it.’

‘The world, at least for me,’ Corrie answered, ‘is right here in Amberside.’

Edwina cocked a disbelieving eyebrow. ‘Living in a little cottage, in a little village, running a little dress shop? Some might be satisfied with that, but it’s not enough for you.’

‘Says who? And if this is your way of trying to get me to advertise for a man to change my life, then forget it. I don’t want to meet a man that way. In fact I don’t know that I want to meet a man at all.’ Her head turned sharply at a loud clattering sound outside. ‘What on earth was that?’

‘If you think it’s Mr Right coming down the square on his white charger on this cold winter night, you might be in for a disappointment,’ Paula said, as Corrie walked to the window.

‘It’s next-door’s bin, blown over in the wind,’ Corrie said, letting the curtain drop back into place. ‘Now enough about finding me a man. Tell us about the baby.’

‘What, how I’m going to squeeze that great big head out of my tiny little bits? It’s giving me nightmares. Let’s change the subject. Are you going to join the aerobics class they’re starting up down at the village hall on Tuesdays? Should be good for a laugh if nothing else, Di Robinson’s running it and you know what she’s like once she gets into a leotard. It’s only two pounds to get in. Say you will, Corrie ’cos I couldn’t bear to go alone with all those geriatric women, but I’ll need to do something when the baby comes to get back in shape.’

‘Oh, God,’ Corrie groaned, ‘do I have to? The very idea of bouncing around that draughty old hall with the likes of Mrs Willis while that backstabbing old cow Linda Morris inspects the current size of my thighs …’

Edwina and Paula exchanged looks.

‘All right, I know what you’re thinking,’ Corrie said. ‘And yes, I could do with losing some weight.’

‘Oh, here we go again,’ Paula sighed. ‘Just which bit of your anatomy are you running a hate campaign for now?’

‘How about all of it?’

‘There’s not an ounce of spare flesh on you.’

‘What! Look at me! I mean you could hardly call me svelte, could you?’

‘Not a word that comes instantly to mind, no,’ Paula agreed. ‘You’re more …’

‘If you say voluptuous I’ll see to it that that baby starts squeezing through the small bits right now.’

Paula looked to Edwina for help. ‘What do you say to the girl?’

‘I’ve tried,’ Edwina said. ‘Corrie, sweetheart, you’re just a big build. But you’re tall enough to carry it off. If you were any slimmer you’d be skinny, lanky. You wouldn’t look nearly so good as you do.’

‘I don’t suppose, as my mother, you might be just a touch biased?’ Corrie replied. ‘I’m fat.’

‘Full-figured,’ Paula corrected. ‘And you should let Harriet do your hair more often. She made a really good job of it for Kathy and Steve’s wedding and don’t deny it.’

‘Aunt Harriet is a miracle worker with everyone’s hair,’ Corrie retorted, ‘but I have to admit it did look good.’

She looked at her mother, from whom she had inherited her gleaming chestnut brown hair, and felt a sudden jolt of such painful anguish that her next words caught in her throat.

‘So, aerobics it is,’ Paula said, reading the situation perfectly. ‘We’ll go down to the hall and enroll as soon as I’m out of the hospital – which surely can’t be more than two weeks now.’

Laughing, Edwina said: ‘I don’t think you’ll be ready for aerobics quite that soon, Paula.’

‘No,’ Paula sighed, suddenly glum. ‘I suppose you’re right. No sex either. I’m mad for it, but Dave won’t. He says he’s afraid he’ll poke the baby’s eye out. And speaking of Dave, I guess his darts match’ll be over by now, so I’d better be getting home, you know how he can’t stand to be left with my mum and dad on his own. But he’ll have to manage when I’m in hospital. Thanks,’ she said, as Corrie took her hands and heaved her out of the squashy sofa. ‘Now, remember, I’m doing the veg for lunch tomorrow. I’ll clean it at home and bring it over here. All right? What time?’

‘I’ll put the chicken in about twelve,’ Corrie answered, ‘so come then. Then we can all go off down the pub for a drink.’

‘Right you are.’ Paula turned to Edwina. ‘Sleep well,’ she said, kissing her cheek, ‘see you in the morning.’

As Corrie walked Paula out to the hall she closed the sitting-room door behind her.

‘Sorry,’ Paula said, before Corrie could speak. ‘I just didn’t think.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Corrie assured her. ‘She knows only too well how badly I want to get out and do something with my life. I just wish I bloody well didn’t.’

‘Well you do, and trying to deny it is only making it worse. But I didn’t mean to bring it up in front of Edwina.’

‘It would make life so much easier if I could only meet someone and be happy the way you are.’

Paula shook her head. ‘It wouldn’t work. It’s not enough for you here, and you know it. It never will be.’

‘It’ll have to be,’ Corrie said, then smiled at the concern in Paula’s eyes. It was a smile that all but transformed her otherwise homely face; a face that wasn’t beautiful, but could be made so much more striking if Corrie only made the effort.

‘What, darts on a Saturday night, roast chicken on Sundays and aerobics on Tuesdays?’ Paula said. ‘I don’t think you’re up to all that excitement, Corrie.’ Her expression became serious. ‘You will meet someone, though, I know you will. And he’ll be really special, you see if I’m not right. And you’ll have the career too. It’ll all work out for you in the end.’

Shaking her head, Corrie said, ‘if I could do a deal with God I’d live the rest of my life with my frustrations, if only He’d …’

Paula took Corrie’s hand and squeezed it. ‘I know,’ she whispered, looking up into Corrie’s face.

Corrie remained at the door, watching Paula battle her way through the wet and windy night until she reached the end of the street and turned into her parents’ garden gate, the last house before the village square.

When Corrie returned to the sitting room Edwina was sitting on the sofa. The soft light shining through the fringes of the lamp, which stood behind the comfy fireside chair, cast an amber circle across the worn patterned carpet at her feet and over the cluttered bookshelves behind her. There was an odd flicker of a shadow as the wind howled outside and blew a draft around the curtains, and as it whistled down the chimney the fire, in its small cast-iron hearth, shifted and resettled.

‘Come and sit here,’ Edwina said, patting the cushion beside her.

Corrie looked up in surprise, then seeing the expression on her mother’s face she gave a short smile.

‘I know what’s on your mind, sweetheart,’ Edwina said. ‘So come along, let’s talk.’

Corrie shook her head. She had never hidden anything from Edwina, there had never been any reason to since theirs was a very special relationship, making them as much friends as they were mother and daughter, but Corrie didn’t want to have this conversation. They’d had it many times before and it served no purpose. No matter how frustrated, confused and, yes, different to those she had grown up with, Corrie felt inside, nothing in the world would persuade her to leave her mother; to go away from the little Suffolk village of Amberside to find the life she almost constantly dreamed of. And that, she knew, was what her mother was about to do. And she in turn would fob Edwina off with her usual excuse that if she were to take herself and her ambitions out into the world she would be sure to end up making a fool of herself, trying to be something she wasn’t.

Tonight she didn’t feel like going through the charade, and neither, she guessed, did Edwina. But Edwina’s concern tore at her heart, for in truth they both knew that the way Corrie felt about herself really had nothing at all to do with the reason she wouldn’t leave this grey little village with its infernally dull routine and colourless people.

Taking the hand her mother held out Corrie stooped to kiss the once beautiful face, now bloated and pale. The eyes, a young woman’s eyes, might have lost their sparkle now, but not the tenderness Corrie had known all her twenty-six years.

‘You look tired,’ she said.

Edwina squeezed Corrie’s hand. In her heart she longed to tell her daughter to go, to stop wasting her young years on a dying mother, who might yet live to see fifty. By then Corrie would be past thirty. But she knew that nothing she said or did would persuade Corrie to leave her. They were devoted to each other, and how Edwina despised the illness that was ruining both their lives.

For a while they talked about Paula, missing her sparkle now she’d gone. Then, sensing that her mother was once again going to try broaching the subject of her illness, of how Corrie mustn’t take it upon herself and get on with her own life, Corrie went to the cramped kitchen at the back of the cottage to make a hot drink before bed.

She filled a saucepan with milk, wiped down the draining board, then set out their two mugs. Too soon there would be only one mug to lay out, and she didn’t know if she could bear it. It was five years now since Edwina had first discovered she had cancer. Five terrible years during which the tumour had been removed from her breast and they had thought she was cured. That had given them a two year reprieve. Two years during which Edwina had seemed younger and more vivacious than ever. They had made so many plans. But now there was a secondary cancer. The one that in five days, five months, maybe five years from now, would finally claim her.

As she moved about the kitchen Corrie found herself reflecting, as she had so often in these past few years, on how much easier life would be, not only on her, but on Edwina too, were she only able to settle down to wanting the same things as Paula. A husband, a baby, a part-time job in the local Spar and a life as safe and secure as it was predictable. She knew how happy it would make Edwina to see her married, to know that when she died Corrie wouldn’t be all alone. But life was never that straightforward and though Corrie had a very real fondness for some of the boys, now men, she had been to school with, she couldn’t begin to imagine being married to any one of them. Not even Bob, the only real boyfriend she’d had, who was now married to Maureen Dennis, and with whom she had thought herself in love before he’d two-timed her with Maureen, had even come close to quenching this damnable, burning desire for a life that she hardly dared to imagine. For a while though she had thought Bob her saviour, that at last she had met someone who could stifle her restlessness. And she would have married him, had he asked her, had he not met Maureen and got her pregnant.

There were no regrets now though, for she knew, had things been different with Edwina, that she would consider Maureen Dennis to have done her a favour. A man who had grown up in Amberside, whose idea of fun was darts on a Saturday night and an occasional visit to Ipswich when they were playing at home, just wasn’t for her. No more than a life spent running her mother’s dress shop in the village square, and the odd knees up at the bingo hall was the life for her. She had taken now to living her life in her dreams, letting them run away with her until she found herself living the fast, glamorous and demanding life of a career woman, like those she read about in magazines. Almost any career would do, but to be able to work in television, to rush about the country – the world – filming dramas or documentaries or even news, well that would be the ultimate. Occasionally she would envisage her leisure hours too, what few she would have given the demands of her career, spent like the sons and daughters of the families who lived in the grand houses in the nearby countryside, who came on summer weekends to throw parties while their parents were away on holiday. All last summer she had watched them from the window of the dress shop, pressing buttons into the wrong button holes as she dressed a mannequin, and more often than not she had found herself smiling through tears of frustration at the fun they all seemed to be having as they sped through the village in their open-topped cars, music blaring and hair flying in the wind. She had no idea what any of their names were, the people in the big houses had very little to do with the village, except an occasional visit to the pub or a rushed trip to the grocer’s. None of them ever came into the dress shop. They’d probably never even noticed it the displays were so dull and styles so sober compared to the glittering designer creations they wore. She imagined them returning to London on Sunday evenings to resume their jet-set existence by night, and pursue their high-powered, demanding jobs by day; how she longed to go with them, to be one of them.

‘By the way,’ Edwina said, as she took the cup of hot chocolate Corrie was handing her. ‘I know you and Paula like to tease me, but you wouldn’t really consider advertising for a man, would you?’

Corrie who was stoking the fire, turned slowly to show her mother a look of mock surprise and confusion. ‘Well I was thinking of putting a note in Norman the newsagent’s window offering French lessons. Why, don’t you think I should?’

‘Not really, sweetheart, apart from anything else you can’t speak French.’

‘I don’t think one has actually to speak it,’ Corrie said, with more feigned innocence.

‘In Amberside that’s just what they would expect,’ Edwina laughed. ‘Now, turn on the TV, let’s spoil ourselves and snuggle up on the couch in front of the late night movie.’

‘Ooooh,’ Corrie thrilled, ‘just let me get my slippers on first.’
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WHEN PAULA’S BABY girl was born two weeks later Corrie and her mother took the bus into Ipswich. A few minutes after they arrived at the hospital with their gifts of flowers, champagne and baby paraphernalia Dave came bustling down the ward, having just returned from taking his parents home. Corrie and Edwina stood to one side and watched as he lifted the baby into his arms, gazing down at her with such awe and devotion that both women were very nearly moved to tears – until Corrie saw the expression on Paula’s face and they both burst out laughing.

Dave took their teasing in good spirit, but still, even when she started to whimper, wouldn’t be parted from his daughter.

‘She’s hungry, you idiot,’ Paula said.

Dave looked up at Corrie and Edwina with a grin so wide it looked painful. ‘Amazing isn’t it? She knows when she’s hungry.’

Paula’s face was a picture as reluctantly he handed the baby over. Then he proceeded to watch, mesmerized, as little Beth started to suckle.

‘She’s brilliant, isn’t she?’ Dave cried in triumph. ‘Look she can even …’

‘Dave! Shut up!’ Paula said. Then turning to Edwina and Corrie. ‘You should have seen him when I was giving birth. If it hadn’t been for the fact a head was on its way down, he’d have had his head up there. Got in everyone’s way, including his own. Then when it started getting really bad, what does he do? He starts cracking jokes! Tell them what you said to the midwife. Go on.’

Dave’s face was all innocence.

‘Well there’s me,’ Paula said, ‘holding onto his hand for grim death, screaming my head off, and feeling like I’m giving birth to a table, and he he can’t stand the pain. “God, you’ve got one hell of a squeeze,” he says to me. Then he turns to the midwife and says, “Do you think I’ll ever play the piano again?”, “Oh, I’m sure you will,” she tells him. “Funny,” he says, “I couldn’t before.” ’

Dave looked so stupidly pleased with himself, that despite the laughter Corrie was hard put not to show how moved she was at how deeply Paula and Dave loved each other. Her own mother and father had been that much in love and she wondered if Edwina was thinking of that now and remembering the times when they had looked down at their new-born baby the way Dave and Paula were looking at theirs.

The introspection was fleeting and with Paula teasing Dave so relentlessly while he sat there beaming with pride, Corrie couldn’t resist a few jibes of her own. She and Dave were always scoring points off each other, and today, with the heady combination of champagne and euphoria, they surpassed themselves. In the end they caused so much hilarity on the ward that they managed to attract quite a crowd around the bed.

Finally Edwina and Corrie made their farewells. When they got out onto the street Corrie was still animated, so much so that as they walked towards the bus stop and she chattered on to Edwina about the baby she ended up walking, smack! bang! into a lamp-post. She saw stars.

Edwina caught hold of her arm, but as dazed as Corrie was she could see her mother was trying very hard not to laugh.

‘Oh, my God! Was anyone looking?’ Corrie gasped. ‘Please, tell me no one saw.’

‘No one saw,’ Edwina assured her, laughing as a grinning news vendor quickly averted his eyes.

‘I shouldn’t be allowed out,’ Corrie wailed. ‘Something like this always happens to me. And ow, it bloody well hurts.’

‘Come on, I’ll treat you to a cup of tea somewhere,’ Edwina chuckled.

With no reason to rush home since Auntie Harriet was minding the shop, Corrie was about to agree, when she got a clear look at Edwina’s face – just these couple of hours away from the house had taken their toll. But Edwina wouldn’t hear of going home straight away.

‘It makes a nice change to be in the cut and thrust of a town,’ she said cheerfully, looking around her. ‘It’s been so long since I saw traffic and high buildings, and so many people.’ Suddenly she shrieked and her hands flew to her head as a gust of wind nearly took her from her feet. ‘My wig!’ she cried. ‘I nearly lost my wig!’

Laughing, Corrie straightened it, then lifted the scarf from Edwina’s neck to tie it around her head. Edwina often made sport of her wig, but other than the doctors Corrie was the only person alive to have seen Edwina without it.

‘What a pair we are,’ Corrie laughed as she tied the scarf under Edwina’s chin. ‘Oh God, I don’t believe it!’ she cried, as a bus swerved dangerously close to them and splashed a puddle right up to their knees. ‘Well, that’s settled it anyway, straight home now. We can’t have you hanging about with wet feet, you’ll catch your death of cold.’

All the way home on the bus Corrie made Edwina laugh by bemoaning the fate that seemed intent on fashioning a life of pratfalls and faux pas for her, when she was doing her best to be so adult and sophisticated. ‘If ever I write my autobiography,’ she said, as they alighted from the bus in the village square, ‘I shall be compelled to call it “The Confessions of an Eternally Embarrassed Woman.” ’ And with that they both exploded into laughter as Corrie hit the button of her umbrella and it flew off the end of the stick.

Five minutes later they were in the dimly lit hallway of their cottage, taking off their coats.

‘Tell you what,’ Corrie said, shrugging her coat back on, ‘why don’t I pop back up to the square and get us a couple …’ Her words suddenly dried as she turned to look at her mother. ‘Mum!’ she cried. ‘Mum! What’s happening? Mum, are you all right?’

‘Yes,’ Edwina said faintly, hanging onto the stair rail. ‘Yes, just a bit dizzy, that’s all.’

Corrie looked at her watch. ‘Oh Mum! You should have taken your medication half an hour ago. Come on now, come and sit down, I’ll get it for you.’

She led Edwina into the sitting room, then raced upstairs to the bathroom. Her heart was pounding, her mind a vortex of terror. She stood over the wash basin, gripping the edge. She took several deep breaths, let them out slowly and waited. But when the fear finally left her, she was submerged in anger. A deep, violent rage that made her shake all over. That hideous disease! It was always there, waiting to spoil what little fun they had. Like a monstrous child it would never allow itself to be starved of attention. She looked down at the pills in her hands and had to fight the urge to scream. She wanted to hurl them at the window, smash the glass, destroy the bottles. Lash out and hurt … Hurt what? There was nothing she could hurt. Nothing she could do. For no reason a sudden image of Dave, holding little Beth in his arms, flashed through her mind, and she squeezed her eyes tightly, not wanting to face again the emotions it stirred in her. But she couldn’t deny it. She wanted her father now. She wanted him for herself because she felt so alone and helpless. She wanted him for Edwina because he was the only man Edwina had ever loved … They needed him now …

Stop it! she told herself vehemently. Just stop! And tearing herself from the encroaching arms of self-pity she ran back down the stairs with her mother’s pills.

It was later that evening, after Edwina had taken a nap, and Corrie had been to check on Auntie Hattie at the shop, that Edwina walked into the kitchen and found Corrie in the darkness staring out at the rain.

‘Sweetheart?’ she said softly.

Corrie turned around. For a while they simply looked at each other and Corrie’s heart twisted inside her. Her mother was so soft, so gentle, so ethereal. Then Edwina lifted her arms and Corrie went to her, laying her head on her shoulder.

‘There, there,’ Edwina soothed as Corrie’s tears flowed down her cheeks. ‘That’s it, let it all out now.’

‘Oh, Mum, it’s just so awful,’ Corrie choked. ‘It’s so unfair. You’re so young, and I love you so much.’

‘And I love you too.’

They held one another tightly for a long time, until Corrie said, ‘I can’t help it, Mum, but I keep thinking of Dave, you know, when he held the baby. I keep thinking of what it was like for you then – I mean, when I was born.’

‘Ah, yes,’ Edwina sighed, smiling as she stroked Corrie’s hair, ‘I thought you were thinking about your father at the time.’

‘Will you tell me about him?’ Corrie sniffed. ‘I mean, I know I’ve heard it before, but …’

‘Of course, sweetheart. Now come on, it’s chilly out here, let’s go and sit by the fire.’

Corrie nodded, and forcing a smile as she ripped a piece of kitchen towel from the roll, she said, ‘I’m behaving like a great big baby, aren’t I? Sorry.’

‘You’ll always be my baby,’ Edwina said, touching her cheek.

‘Oh, yuk!’ Corrie said, but laughing she pulled her mother back into her arms.

‘So,’ Edwina said, a few minutes later. ‘Would you like me to start with how we met?’

Corrie nodded.

‘That far back, mm? OK. Well, I was nineteen and working in one of the better dress shops in Brighton. I had a little bedsitter above it that the proprietress rented to me and a bicycle I rode around the town on my days off. I was always hoping, of course, that I would meet someone, make some friends, but I was too shy to go into the coffee bars alone. Then, would you know it, the shop door opened one day and Phillip walked into my life.’

‘You’ve missed out the bit about Great-Granny,’ Corrie protested.

‘So I have. Well, she had been into the shop the week before to buy a new frock, which had needed altering. Dreadful woman she was, frightened me half to death. Mrs Browne,’ Edwina said, affecting a deep resonant tone. ‘Mrs Cornelia Browne. Gosh, she was awful, over-bearing, sharp-tongued and turned out to have the kindest heart imaginable. Anyway, she had to return for her dress, and when she did, her grandson came with her.’ Edwina was watching Corrie’s face closely. Then smiling and knowing that this next was one of the bits Corrie had always loved to hear as a teenager, she said, ‘The bell over the door rang, I looked up and there he was. It was love at first sight.’

Grimacing, Corrie imitated the playing of a violin.

‘Of course neither of us admitted to it straight away,’ Edwina chuckled, ‘it took about a week for Phillip to pluck up the courage to tell me, and then of course I told him I felt the same way. After that we spent all our free time together, mostly in my bedsit, talking and listening to music. One of our favourite songs, as I recall, was “Dedicated to the One I love”, by the Mamas and Papas. It was the first record I ever bought. We used to sing it at the tops of our voices.’ She paused for a moment, smiling, then went on. ‘We had a lot of fun then, in those first few weeks, but, well, it was a difficult time too. You see he very much wanted to make love to me, and I wanted him to, but because I was still a virgin he wouldn’t.’

Corrie looked up. ‘You never told me that before.’

‘You weren’t twenty-six before.’

‘So did you? In the end?’

Edwina shook her head. ‘No. Not until we were married. But as you know, we married within three months of meeting each other. We went to see Cornelia first. Since I didn’t have a family and Phillip only had his grandmother … Well, he was very fond of the old lady and wanted her blessing. She was horrified. Left us in no doubt as to her opinion on the matter. A shop assistant as a wife for her precious university educated grandson! Unthinkable! But as soon as she’d had her say, a teasing light leapt to her eyes, and we married the following week.

‘We went to Spain for our honeymoon. I’d never been on a plane before, it was so exciting. We stayed in an awful hotel, building works going on all around us, but we didn’t really notice. Your father, Phillip, he was so gentle, he treated me …’ she laughed, ‘it was as though he thought I would break. He had quite a shock I can tell you when I, a virgin, started to get adventurous. I made him do things I don’t think he’d ever done before. But it was such fun finding out together. And once he realized he wasn’t in any danger of hurting me … Well, I’ll spare you the details – suffice it to say we were never long out of the bedroom.

‘Anyway, just a week after we came back from our honeymoon Cornelia died. It was a shock for us both, Phillip most of all, naturally. And an even bigger shock was the amount of money she had left to Phillip. With it we bought a tiny flat just off the King’s Road in London. It was the place to be then, in the late sixties, probably still is. Then, two months after we moved in I discovered I was pregnant. I was horrified. Phillip was delighted. By then he had a job in a City bank and was earning quite good money, so we could afford a family, he insisted. And once I realized how happy he was I was happy too. And eight months later the proudest moment of his life occurred when the midwife handed him his baby daughter.’

Corrie pulled a face.

‘Ten days later Phillip collected us, you and me, from the hospital, and to my amazement, when we got back to the flat there was a For Sale notice outside. “Yes,” Phillip said, “we’re moving. We’re going to buy a palace for our princess!” ’

Corrie moved forward and took her mother’s hands as swallowing hard Edwina looked down at the handkerchief she was wringing in her lap.

‘It’s all right, you don’t have to go on,’ Corrie said gently.

Edwina shook her head. ‘As you know,’ she continued, ‘we never did get the “palace”. One evening, while returning home from work, Phillip stepped out in front of a car and was killed instantly. You were three months old.’

Corrie looked at her mother, desperately regretting having forced her back into the past. Over twenty-four years Edwina’s pain and loss were still very much with her.

‘Phillip’s lawyer took over from there,’ Edwina said, huskily. ‘He sold the flat – I couldn’t live there without him, the memories, you know …’

Yes, Corrie knew. The only memory her mother had now was one photograph of the wedding, a photograph which sat beside Edwina’s bed, and from which Corrie knew she resembled her father much more than she did her mother.

‘So we, you and I, came here to Amberside,’ Edwina said, ‘and though I have been happy here, I often wonder whether, for your sake, it might not have been better had we stayed in London.’

‘I’ve been happy here too,’ Corrie assured her.

‘But you’re not now, sweetheart. And I want to see you happy, as happy and as in love as your father and I were.’

Later that night, after Edwina had gone to bed, Corrie called up Kevin Foreman, the local butcher’s son. Kevin had been keen on her since they were in school, and though he didn’t exactly make her heart pound with desire she had always quite liked him. She had been out on dates with him before, he really could be quite good company sometimes, and now, perhaps, if she worked on it, she could more than like him.

‘Got anything special you want to do?’ he asked, when she told him why she was calling.

Corrie thought for a moment, trying not to be irritated that she always had to make the decisions. Oh, to be swept off into the night; to be wined and dined, danced and adored, seduced into the arms of untold passions and pleasures. ‘How about the cinema?’ she suggested, remembering the South Bank show she’d seen the week before on the Hollywood film director, Cristos Bennati. She and Paula were avid followers of showbiz gossip and Corrie wouldn’t mind having a closer look at the woman Bennati was supposed to be having an affair with. ‘We can go to see that new film with Angelique Warne in,’ she said.

‘Just so as long as it’s not slushy.’

‘It’s a Bennati film,’ Corrie said tightly.

‘Oh, what the guy who made Stranger? That was a good movie. Yeah, let’s go see his new one then. I’ll pick you up around six thirty tomorrow night.’

Corrie was momentarily impressed that Kevin had heard of Bennati, but then felt she was doing him a disservice since Bennati’s name and reputation were as well known as Scorcese’s or Coppola’s.

The following evening, as Kevin drove them into town in his father’s Volvo, Corrie kept stealing quick glances at him from the corner of her eye. She was both surprised, and impressed, that he appeared to have made a special effort to look good for her. She hadn’t seen that leather jacket before, it padded out his meagre shoulders rather cleverly, she thought. And those baggy trousers disguised his skinny legs well. At six foot three he towered over Corrie, which was one of the things she liked best about him, since at five foot nine she was taller than most of the boys she had been to school with. Shame Kevin wasn’t better looking, though tonight his thin, normally pallid face, seemed to have a little more colour than usual and he’d obviously splashed his dimpled chin liberally with Eau Savage before leaving home. Smiling to herself Corrie wondered how long he had stood in front of the mirror combing the immaculate tawny hair he was so proud of, before pronouncing himself ‘ready for the kill.’

For her part Corrie had made a bit of an effort too, having coiled her abundant hair, which she normally wore loose, into a French plait, and circled her eyes with a khol pencil. A few dabs of powder were concealing the freckles on her nose, but the lipstick she’d wiped off before leaving, she’d never been too fond of the stuff, perhaps she just didn’t buy the right colours. Her navy, knee-length shorts and thick tights were sensible, but quite trendy too, she thought, though she already regretted not wearing a sweater over her burgundy and navy striped shirt since it was ‘bloody freezing,’ as she remarked to Kevin when they were getting out of the car.

‘Yeah, real brass monkey weather,’ he said, pocketing the car keys and walking round the car to join her. She looked up at him, waited a moment or two for something a little more erudite, perhaps even a compliment, but as neither was forthcoming, she flashed him a quick smile, pulled her scarf up around her ears, and they walked off towards the cinema. Kevin was chuntering on about some hilarious occurrence down at the abattoir earlier in the week, to which Corrie faked rapt attention while allowing her mind to wander. The mislaying of a pig’s intestines didn’t do much for her sense of romance, and though she hadn’t decided exactly what was going to happen between her and Kevin once the film was over she didn’t want her hopes of something amorous being destroyed by his butcher talk. A self-generated tingle of anticipation suddenly warmed her, and she gave his arm a squeeze.

‘Popcorn?’ he said, after he’d paid for the tickets and hesitated over taking Corrie’s money.

Corrie shrugged. ‘Why not?’

He bought her a giant-sized carton, himself a choc-ice, then they settled down to watch the film.

Almost from the start Corrie’s concentration was poor. She’d seen Angelique Warne in a couple of films before this one, and had always thought that everyone made too much of her. But seeing her tonight, up there on the screen in glorious Technicolor, all Corrie could think of was how wonderful it must be to look like her, to have a lover like Cristos Bennati, and live in a Bel Air mansion – which was where she presumed Angelique Warne lived. What it must be like to be so successful, so adored by the public and have a man like Cristos Bennati too, Corrie was thinking to herself, when Kevin slipped an arm around her, and began nuzzling her ear. She put her head back, closed her eyes and pretended that it was Bennati, or de Niro, or Redford, sitting beside her. After a while she became so lost in her fantasy that she gave a severe start when Kevin suddenly took out his handkerchief and trumpeted into it.

Corrie turned away, rolling her eyes, but grinning all the same at the crude return to reality. Then, stuffing his handkerchief back in his pocket Kevin put his arm around her again and made to take up where he’d left off. Corrie sat straighter in her seat and whispered for him to watch the film.

On the way home, having overcome his fit of pique at being rebuffed, Kevin became surprisingly articulate with a sudden rush of compliments. Didn’t she know that she, Corrie, was sexier even than Angelique Warne? ‘Her tits are so small it’d be like feeling up yourself,’ he said. ‘Your figure could knock spots off hers, do you know that?’

‘Yes, but it’s such a bore having to fight off so many men all the time,’ Corrie complained, running a finger over her eyebrows and pouting her lips. Inside she was laughing. She knew only too well what Kevin was leading up to – and this was his way of putting her in the mood.

After a while he fell silent and when Corrie glanced at him and saw his glum face she felt instantly contrite. He’d guessed she wasn’t taken in by his compliments and was now hurt and embarrassed that she was teasing him. She was sorry and wanted in some way to make amends. What she’d like even more was to fall for him, to discover that he was all she wanted in a man – in life.

A few minutes later he stopped the Volvo in the same secluded spot they always stopped at after their visits to the cinema, and then began their ritual necking and fumbling.

Despite the cold it was a clear night, and catching a glimpse of Kevin’s face Corrie found herself hoping that the moonlight wasn’t as cruel on her as it was on poor Kevin’s ghostly pallor. But his next comment, as predictable as all the others so far, told her it wasn’t her face he was looking at.

‘You got the most fantastic tits, Corrie, do you know that?’ he said, wrestling the D cup of her reinforced cross-your-heart up over her left breast. Not for her a lacy scrap of nothing, she was far too well endowed for such fripperies.

Corrie let him fondle her a while, idly wondering whether she should replace some of the spring stock in the shop with more winter stuff since it had turned so cold again, when she surprised herself by giving a moan of genuine pleasure as Kevin lowered his mouth to her nipple. Try to concentrate, she chided herself. It wasn’t difficult, not now, since the sensations Kevin was evoking were so pleasurable that she found herself freeing her other breast herself. And, as Kevin’s hand closed over it, she felt the unmistakable warmth of lust starting to surge through her.

‘Oh, Corrie,’ he groaned savagely, his voice muffled somewhere in her cleavage. ‘Corrie, they’re so fantastic. They’re so big and soft, and … Shit! Just looking at them I could come. Let me take my cock out,’ he said, pressing her hand to his groin. ‘Just for a few minutes.’

Corrie could feel his erection straining beneath his trousers and pushed her hand hard against it.

Kevin choked. ‘Fuck me!’ he cried. ‘Let me take it out, Corrie. Please!’ He was already fumbling with his zip. ‘Oh Corrie, your tits, your great big tits. A man could … Ooooh!’ he groaned, as he pulled his penis free. Quickly he caught Corrie’s hand, and as she wrapped her fingers around it he seemed to go wild. ‘Oh yes,’ he groaned, moving his hand back and forth over hers. ‘Yes, yes, yes. Squeeze it, Corrie, go on, squeeze it hard. Wank me. Oh yes.’ He let her hand go, scooped up her breasts and pushed his tongue deep into her mouth. ‘Let me put it in you,’ he begged. ‘Just a little way. Just for a minute.’

He asked every time if he could put it in her, and every time Corrie said no. But now, not giving herself any time to think, she said, ‘Have you got any condoms?’

Kevin pulled away from her and stared at her in disbelief. ‘Do you mean …?’ he gasped. ‘Are you saying …?’ And then he started to tremble. ‘Oh, shit, Corrie, I don’t believe it. Yes, I got plenty of johnnies. They’re here.’ He lifted his hips to delve into his back pocket then swore violently as he squashed his penis against the steering wheel.

Corrie sucked in her cheeks so he wouldn’t see her laughing. She still wasn’t too sure she really wanted to do this, but … what the hell? It had been so long since she’d had sex and maybe this would form a bond between her and Kevin. After all, that was the whole point of tonight, wasn’t it?

‘Shall we get in the back?’ he said, struggling with the wrapping on his condoms.

‘I think we’d better.’

They both stepped out into the biting night air. A low mist drifted across the countryside and the wind whined gently through the nearby wood.

‘God, it’s fucking freezing out here,’ Kevin shivered, pushing his trousers down to his knees. He pulled open the back door, plonked his bare bottom on the seat then proceeded to roll on his condom, his teeth chattering.

Grimacing, Corrie slid into the back seat, and watched as Kevin swung his legs into the car and slammed the door. ‘Take your knickers off then,’ he said.

For a moment or two Corrie simply stared at him, then shrugging she started to unfasten her shorts.

‘No! No!’

‘What’s the matter?’ Corrie looked at him, bewildered.

‘I want to pull your knickers down myself,’ he said, hardly able to speak his breath was so laboured. ‘Let me pull them down.’

Corrie parted her hands, as if to say, be my guest, then she raised her hips as he started to tug.

It was a farce. His thumb got twisted up in the elastic of her knickers, he slipped off the seat and cracked his knee on the floor, then he couldn’t get up because his trousers were restricting his movements. Corrie’s arm was jammed painfully against the door, and she really didn’t know whether she wanted to laugh or cry.

Eventually he managed to get himself back on the seat, and to her surprise she saw that his erection had lost none of its ardour. By now she was wearing only her raincoat and blouse, which were both open, and her bra which was clamped tightly over the top of her breasts.

‘Lie down,’ he said, raising himself up to make room for her.

Corrie wriggled beneath him, holding her raincoat together as she spread her legs either side of him.

‘That’s it,’ he said, somehow twisting himself onto his knees between her legs. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Well, I guess so,’ Corrie mumbled.

He leaned forward, resting his hands either side of her head. Then he lowered his hips and started to stab about.

‘That’s my navel,’ Corrie told him.

‘I know it’s your bloody navel,’ he said tightly, ‘you’ll have to move up a bit.’

‘I can’t. There’s no room.’

‘Oh God! Well, I’ll just have to open the door.’

‘Are you mad? It’s freezing out there.’

‘Well I can’t get it in like this, can I?’ he barked, and reaching behind him he threw open the door.

Surely this was happening to someone else, it couldn’t be her lying here on the back seat of a Volvo, gales of icy air blowing around her most intimate places, with a man whose trousers were at half mast and whose technique regarding foreplay …

‘Oooph!’ she grunted, as Kevin collapsed onto her.

‘Sorry,’ he mumbled.

Suddenly Corrie could feel herself blinking on hysteria. This was just too absurd to be true. But even more absurd were Kevin’s legs, now jutting out of the door, his trousers dangling about his ankles. Come to that her own didn’t look too dignified, one hooked up over the front seat, the other jammed up against the back. Then suddenly everything went black as Kevin moved himself forward. His chest was covering her face and as he shoved his hand between their bodies she tried to gulp for air.

‘You’ll have to put it in for me,’ he muttered.

‘I can’t breathe,’ Corrie cried.

‘What? Oh, sorry,’ he said, lifting himself up on his arms.

With more fumbling, twisting of hips and plenty of swearing, Corrie eventually managed to guide him into her. ‘Phaaaw! In he goes,’ he virtually sang, as he reached full penetration. Then he started lunging in and out of her. ‘Oh this is good! This is gooood!’

Corrie looked up at him, then turned away quickly as he gave a particularly vigorous thrust and bashed his head against the window. But, after a while, they managed to get a rhythm going, and with Kevin huffing and puffing away on top of her, despite the fact that she was freezing, Corrie started to throw herself into it, making all the noises she had heard Angelique Warne make in the film.

‘Baby, you’re something else,’ Kevin cried, holding himself up on one hand while with the other he lifted up his shirt and jumper. ‘I gotta feel your tits up against me,’ he said, lowering himself onto her. Then, ‘Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah!’ And he started to pump away again, grunting and groaning and rubbing his chest over hers. Then to Corrie’s alarm he started to squeal and writhe so madly that she thought some animal had come out of the night and was attacking his bum.

‘I’m gonna come! I’m gonna come!’ he wheezed, then swearing viciously through his teeth, he gave a series of rapid jerks and fell panting on top of her.

It was a good five minutes before he managed to regain his breath, during which Corrie all but suffocated. At last he rolled off her and sat awkwardly across her legs. Then followed the nasty business of disposing of the condom, which, pinned to the seat as she was, Corrie was compelled to watch.

They drove home in virtual silence. Corrie wasn’t at all sure how she felt. Stunned, that was for sure, and probably appalled. However, she could hardly wait to tell Paula. Paula would just roar with laughter, which Corrie felt apt to do herself right now. But in truth, for a while there, when the rhythm was good, it hadn’t been so bad. And in a bed it would surely be better. Perhaps they should give it a go.

When they arrived back at the village Kevin pulled up outside the cottage, but didn’t, Corrie noticed immediately, turn off the engine. ‘It was a great night,’ he said, turning to look at her. ‘We’ll have to do it again some time.’

‘Would you like to come in for a coffee?’ Corrie offered.

‘No. Better not. Not with your mum being ill, like.’

‘It’s not catching.’

He made a noise that sounded vaguely like a laugh. ‘Well, give us a ring if you fancy a repeat performance,’ he said. ‘Next time I’ll bring the van. A joke,’ he added when he saw Corrie’s face.

For some reason his tongue felt revoltingly dry when he put it in her mouth this time, and Corrie pulled away.

‘I don’t suppose you’d let us have another feel of those tits before you go in, would you?’ he said, making a grab for them.

‘I don’t think so,’ Corrie said, pulling her coat together and opening the door.

‘Suit yourself,’ he shrugged as she got out. Then he called after her. ‘Don’t forget, just give me a ring if you fancy doing it again. Any time.’

The door slammed on his last word, and before Corrie even reached the gate he was reversing back up to the square.

Heaving a deep sigh she took out her key and inserted it in the lock. But instead of turning it, she let her head fall forward against the door. ‘What a fool,’ she murmured to herself. ‘What a bloody fool I am.’

‘Yes, I think I would agree with that,’ her mother said, some ten minutes later when Corrie told her what had happened. Edwina had already retired for the night, and Corrie was sitting on the bed, hugging her knees to her chest. ‘What in heaven’s name got into you?’ Edwina went on. ‘It’ll be all over the village by tomorrow night. I didn’t bring you up to behave like that, my girl, and … No, you come back here, I haven’t finished with you yet. Corrie! Come back here now!’

Corrie turned around and looked at her mother.

‘I hope you took precautions,’ Edwina snapped.

Corrie winced at the image of Kevin grinning as he draped his used condom over a bush. ‘Yes, we took precautions,’ she sighed. Then, ‘Oh Mum, I only told you because I thought it would make you laugh. Now you’re having a go at me. But you won’t make me feel any worse than I already do I can promise you that.’ She shuddered. ‘God, he’s so gross. “In he goes,”’ she mimicked.

A light flickered deep in Edwina’s eyes, and Corrie started to grin.

‘I’m not laughing,’ Edwina said, the bubble in her voice belying her words.

‘Yes you are.’

Edwina was biting her lips. ‘I’m really very angry with you, young lady.’

‘Love you, Mum.’

‘Don’t try getting around me that way.’ She slapped her hand against the bed. ‘Kevin Foreman! Of all the uncouth … He’s not the boy for you, and you know it. So what on earth were you trying to prove?’

Corrie simply looked at her.

‘Yes, well I guess I know the answer to that,’ Edwina sighed. ‘Oh Corrie! What about your self-respect? How could you have demeaned yourself like that?’

‘You already said, you know the answer to that,’ Corrie said tightly.

‘Don’t take that attitude with me,’ Edwina said. ‘You behaved like a common little slut …’

‘All right, I did. But what am I supposed to do, stay here in this Godforsaken place all on my own, never having anyone to love or to love me …’

‘Doing what you did is no answer,’ Edwina interrupted. ‘And self-pity I won’t tolerate. I’ve told you a hundred times to get out there and find a life of your own. Do what you want to do …’

‘And leave you here to die on your own. How can I do that? And don’t you dare to call me a slut again, because it’s your fault. It’s all your fault. I’d have a life of my own if it weren’t for you. But I’m trapped. I’m stuck here with the likes of Kevin Foreman, and I was trying to make something of it. Trying to make a go of what little I do have. I wanted you to see me
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