
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Coco Pinchard Box Set

    

    




      
        Robert Bryndza

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Team Bryndza Books]
          [image: Team Bryndza Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Foreword

        

      

      
        
          
            The Not So Secret Emails of Coco Pinchard

          

          
            
              December 2008

            

            
              January 2009

            

            
              February

            

            
              March

            

            
              April

            

            
              May

            

            
              June

            

            
              July

            

            
              August

            

            
              September

            

          

        

        
          
            Coco Pinchard’s Big Fat Tipsy Wedding

          

          
            
              November 2010

            

            
              December

            

            
              January 2011

            

            
              February

            

            
              March

            

            
              April

            

            
              May

            

            
              June

            

            
              July

            

            
              August

            

          

        

        
          
            Coco Pinchard, The Consequences of Love and Sex

          

          
            
              January 2012

            

            
              February

            

            
              March

            

            
              April

            

            
              May

            

            
              June

            

            
              July

            

            
              November

            

            
              Acknowledgments

            

          

        

        
          
            A Very Coco Christmas

          

          
            
              December 1985

            

            
              Saturday 21st December

            

            
              Sunday 22nd December

            

            
              Monday 23rd December

            

            
              Tuesday 24th December – Christmas Eve

            

            
              Wednesday 25th December - Christmas Day

            

            
              Acknowledgments

            

          

        

        
          
            Coco Pinchard’s Must-Have Toy Story

          

          
            
              December 1992

            

            
              Monday 14th December

            

            
              Tuesday 15th December

            

            
              Wednesday 16th December

            

            
              Thursday 17th December

            

            
              Friday 18th December

            

            
              Saturday 19th December

            

            
              Sunday 20th December

            

            
              Monday 21st December

            

            
              Tuesday 22nd December

            

            
              Wednesday 23rd December

            

            
              Thursday 24th December (Christmas Eve)

            

            
              Friday 25th December (Christmas Day)

            

            
              Acknowledgments

            

          

        

      

      
        
          A note from Robert

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Also by Robert Bryndza

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for picking up my Coco Pinchard romantic comedy Box Set, and popping it into your virtual shopping basket.

      You may know me as the writer of the Erika Foster crime thriller series, so if you’ve stumbled upon this box set hoping for a dark, gritty murder mystery, then you’ll be in for a surprise. There are a lot of laughs in these five volumes, and a great deal of drama, but fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on the type of book you like reading, there are no murders. Although, I'm sure Coco Pinchard would dearly love to strangle her mother-in-law, Ethel, and get away with it!

      I’m often asked why I chose to write romantic comedies, and now I’ve turned to the darker side of fiction, I’m asked why I chose to write crime thrillers. They are both genres I love to read. I started out writing romantic comedies, because I love comedy. I love to laugh. Growing up, I was and still am a huge fan of Victoria Wood, French and Saunders and Sue Townsend's Adrian Mole books. The ability to see the funny side of a situation has helped me through many tough times in my life. Comedy is a great healer. To make people laugh is one of the most difficult and rewarding things you can do. 

      I love a good laugh as much as a good scare, and I feel lucky that I’m able to write in both genres.

      The first book in this box set, The Not So Secret Emails of Coco Pinchard, was my debut novel, and it was self-published with little fanfare in 2012. I’m grateful to those first early readers and book bloggers who took a chance on an unknown author and picked up a copy. They read and talked about my books to their friends and family, and urged me to write more. Word of mouth is the most powerful form of advertising, and for that I will always be grateful. Thank you.

      I hope you enjoy reading Coco Pinchard’s adventures, as much as I enjoyed writing them. There are plenty more books to come, more laughs and more murder, and I hope you stay with me for the ride!

      

        

      Rob Bryndza

      Nitra, Slovakia, 2018 
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        For Ján, whose help, encouragement, and sheer brilliance made this book possible.
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        Thursday 25th December 20.01

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Dear Chris,

      Merry Christmas? Mine isn’t. The in-laws arrived last night. Meryl and Tony cycled down to London from Milton Keynes on their new tandem. They had to sit in the airing cupboard with the heating up for a good hour, thawing out. Rather cancels out their boast that they are carbon neutral! Rosencrantz picked up his nan, Ethel, from her nursing home, and she began with the usual, “This might be my last Christmas,” before inviting herself for Christmas next year, and Easter, and Mother’s Day…

      Daniel was working late (the curtain didn’t come down on his pantomime till eleven), so to inject a little Christmas cheer into the house, Rosencrantz, Ethel, Meryl and myself decorated the tree in the living room. Tony spent an age piling logs and newspaper in the fireplace, which at the touch of a match sprung into a roaring, crackling fire.

      He excused himself when the decorating became competitive. We were divided into two camps style-wise. Ethel and Meryl favoured an all-silver display of baubles, whereas I wanted my usual array of multi-coloured baubles, tinsel, and the cross-eyed cotton-wool-bearded Father Christmas Rosencrantz made from bog rolls as a child. It was an exhausting series of compromises with no one wanting to spark a row so early. They are here for a week. I wish I had the guts to say, “Back off, bitches!” However, I didn’t, so we decorated one side of the tree silver and the other multi-coloured, with an agreement it would be rotated daily.

      Rosencrantz sensibly joined Tony outside in the garden and helped him oil the tandem.

      Christmas Day seemed to begin with promise. I had been worried about having to cook lunch, but I had a surprising saviour in the shape of our new Sky+ box and HD television. If it were not for them, I would have had much more criticism over my choice to serve individual Bird’s Eye turkey dinners.

      Thankfully, the hubbub surrounding the sixty-two-inch flat screen, and its surround sound speakers, drowned out the ping of the microwave.

      Ethel was further diverted when Rosencrantz told her we had bought the box and TV using the advance for my novel, Chasing Diana Spencer. She couldn’t believe I had been paid for “that rubbish”. Still, it all covered up, quite nicely, the fact that I can’t cook.

      My presents were as follows:

       

      1. Marlboro Lights. I don’t know which is sadder – the fact that my son bought me four hundred fags for Christmas, or the fact I asked for them.

       

      2. A pair of SPANX, which are giant stomach-flattening, arse-reducing, thigh-squashing mega knickers. I got quite excited. I’ve heard great things about them from Mr Gok Wan. Then Ethel explained where she’d acquired my present – from a friend at her nursing home whose overweight daughter had just died in a car crash. “She don’t need ‘em now,” she’d said.

       

      3. Three pairs of thick black tights and a can of wasp killer, taped together as a set. “They’re for your varicose veins,” explained Meryl in a stage whisper over the airborne wrapping paper. I presume she meant the tights.

       

      4. An iPhone. I will come back to this in a minute.

       

      5. Your gift. The Complete Sopranos Box Set was wonderful, thank you. I told Rosencrantz I would now be able to join in with all the people raving on about how gritty and dark it is.

      “Mother, we’ve like moved on,” he said, rolling his eyes. “The Sopranos is so like 2007…”

       

      6. Chanel No. 5 from Marika. I still can’t reach Marika to wish her a Merry Christmas. Can you? Phone lines must be down. Slovakia is in the grip of a massive blizzard.

       

      Meryl and Tony gave Rosencrantz The Dangerous Book For Boys. Which is lazy gift-giving, if you ask me. It’s point-of-sale in almost every supermarket thus required no effort on their part. Ethel took one look at it and said, “’E’s nineteen years old! It’s not trees ‘e’s gonna be going up,” before handing over her gift, a Durex Vibrations Fun Pack. Meryl looked horrified. “Well, ‘e’s a good looking gay lad!” said Ethel. “My present will keep ‘im safer than your present!”

      She had a point.

      Tony blushed violently and said he’d fetch more Buck’s Fizz.

       

      I gave everyone signed copies of Chasing Diana Spencer, since they’ve been too tight to actually buy it. M + T put on a good show of over-excitement. Ethel just dropped hers in her handbag without a glance at what I’d written inside. She was more interested in the book M + T had bought her, the number-one bestseller Window Box Winemaking.

      “Did you know, ‘er and Coco ‘ave the same lit-ral agent?” said Ethel, pointing to the overly grand cover picture of its author, Regina Battenberg.

      “Ooh, we love Regina Battenberg,” said Meryl.

      “She was a scream on Jonathan Ross last week,” said Tony. “Really gave him a run for his money.”

      “Have you met her, Coco?” asked Meryl, in an awed tone.

      I said we had been in the same branch of Waterstones for our book signings.

      “’Er queue must have been out the door, compared to yours,” said Ethel, with a glint in her eye.

      Rosencrantz, seeing the first festive row brewing, suggested we wake up his dad.

      It amazes me that all Daniel needs to do is lumber downstairs mid-afternoon in his dressing gown and he is greeted with such excitement.

      “Mum, Sis, Tone,” he said, handing them little presents from his dressing gown pockets. Meryl and Ethel were squealing as if they were at the stage door after a David Essex concert. Daniel hadn’t even brushed his teeth.

      He gave me a kiss and pulled a little box wrapped in white ribbon out of his pocket. It was that certain shade of green which made me think Tiffany! We’ve met in Regent Street twice to look at the Christmas lights, and each time he has guided us towards Bond Street, and let me linger outside Tiffany, raving about a necklace. I whipped open the ribbon. The box fell apart, and nestling inside was… an iPhone.

      “A phone?” I said, with forced gaiety.

      “This isn’t any phone,” said Daniel. “You can use it to email and listen to music, can’t you son?” He grinned, pulling an identical box out of his other dressing gown pocket.

      “No way!” shouted Rosencrantz. “NO FUCKING WAY!”

      “We don’t like toilet language,” said Tony, shielding Meryl as Rosencrantz jigged across the living room, narrowly avoiding the Christmas tree — which had been turned to its silver side for Christmas Day.

      “You’ll both need your phones to keep in contact with me!” Daniel exclaimed, grinning.

      “Why do we need to keep in contact with you?” I asked.

      “Well,” he said, “I’ve just signed a contract, making me the new musical director of the Whistle Up The Wind North American Tour 2009!”

      Rosencrantz stopped jigging. They all looked at my frozen smile.

      “What?” I said.

      “Whistle Up The Wind,” said Daniel. “It’s a new musical.”

      “Don’t you mean Whistle DOWN The Wind?” said Rosencrantz.

      “No,” said Daniel. “Whistle Up The Wind. It’s sort of an unofficial sequel. Nothing to do with Lloyd-Webber,” he added. “I start rehearsals in a couple of weeks…”

      They all looked between his joy and my disbelief.

      “This is my dream job!” he said impatiently. “Launching a new musical… An American tour too. It’s eighty grand!”

      At the mention of money, everyone became animated. Ethel tottered forward and clasped his face saying, “Oh my clever boy. If yer dad weren’t dead, ‘e’d be so proud.” Grabbing her Bucks Fizz, she made a toast to “Absent friends… and lots of dosh.” They all clinked glasses and I left the room. Daniel followed me into the kitchen.

      “Do you like your iPhone?” he asked.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Come on Cokes, don’t start,” he said. “It’s Christmas Day.”

      “You choose to tell me, out of the blue, in front of everyone?”

      “It was an exciting announcement!” he gestured with his arm. His dressing gown flopped open. He had nothing on underneath.

      “What timing Little Danny has!” he grinned, raising his eyebrows and looking proudly at his tackle.

      “Oh, put it away!” I said getting even madder. “You were too scared to tell me, weren’t you? Until you had the protection afforded by having your mother and Meryl here.”

      “I need to be successful too,” he hissed, doing up his dressing gown. “You spent all this year writing your book.”

      “Why did I have to find out like this?” I said.

      “You’d have tried to persuade me against it!” He was surging into a full-on rage now.”You think I want to conduct the music for pantomimes every Christmas for the next twenty years?”

      “It’s great money, Daniel, and you’re good at it.”

      He kicked the pantry door and stalked around the kitchen with a red face.

      “Ok,” I said. “Tell me about it. Do you think it’s a good script?”

      He hesitated.

      “You haven’t even read it, have you?”

      “It’s eighty grand! I don’t need to read it,” he said. “Decision made.”

      “Really? Wasn’t Metal Mickey: The Musical meant to be fifty grand?”

      “Here we go,” he said.

      “Rentaghost: The Musical also went bust, owing you thousands,” I said, becoming shrill. “And when The Lady Boys Of Bognor Regis went into administration I had to get another job to pay off the band’s parking fines!”

      “It was you who offered to lend them the Volvo, Coco!” he shouted. “Their instruments wouldn’t fit on the bus!”

      “Daniel,” I said. “I would love you to work on a successful musical, but sadly, you sign awful contracts and make awful decisions, usually ones which exclude me!”

      At that point, Meryl came into the kitchen.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” she said, “but Mum has just sat on the remote control and now everything is in Spanish.”

      Daniel glared at me and followed her out. I was expecting him to come back in and resume our discussion, but after ten minutes I found him sat on the sofa with Ethel.

      “'Ere Coco,” she said. 'Warm up some dinner for my clever boy, it’s nearly time for the Queen’s speech.”

      Daniel refused to make eye contact.

      “I need to talk to Daniel,” I said pointedly.

      “Danny is watching the Queen,” said Ethel.

      I stalked over to the Christmas tree and turned it round to the coloured side.

      “You know where the microwave is,” I said.

      I grabbed my Christmas fags, went out into the garden, and smoked on the steps by the shed. They should warn you, I thought as I looked out over the London skyline, that if you marry young there is a high chance your loved one might turn into a complete and utter prat.

      When it got dark and I’d developed a rattling in my chest, I came back in. The Christmas film had just finished and Meryl pretended everything was fine by insisting we all play a game she’d brought called Rapidough. It’s like charades, but your team has to guess what you are making out of modelling clay.

      Meryl divided us into two teams. It was me, Tony and Rosencrantz versus her, Ethel and Daniel.

      After several glasses of Drambuie, it was neck and neck…

      I just needed to get my team to correctly guess what I was about to make and we would secure victory.

      Meryl (the score mistress) offered me the cards and I picked one with the phrase ‘cock and bull story’. Ethel took one look at my face and I saw her murmur to Daniel, “She’s gonna lose.”

      I gave her a defiant smile.

      Meryl flipped over the egg timer and Rosencrantz began to film on his new iPhone. (I had insisted on playback after some cheating from Ethel.) Feeling the pressure to win, I made the first thing that came into my head: a rather large bull, and running out of modelling clay, a rather tiny penis…

      The room went quiet. They all looked at the penis. Then looked at Daniel. Then looked at me.

      “So this is my payback?” glared Daniel. “Embarrassing me!”

      “No! That’s not yours!” I said. “I mean…”

      “'Now tha’s crude Coco,” said Ethel. (This is the woman who every year takes out her teeth, sticks them up the turkey’s arse, and makes it talk.)

      Meryl stared in horror as the tiny appendage began to wilt by the warmth of the open fire. Why did I fashion it erect? My son was there! She thumped it flat with the copy of Chasing Diana Spencer she was resting the scorecard on. Tony crossed his legs protectively and Rosencrantz, being Rosencrantz, continued to film it all.

      If it ends up on YouTube, he’s dead.

       

      I’m now hiding upstairs in bed with the bottle of Drambuie. They’ve all moved to the music room. Daniel is thumping out ‘Good King Wenceslas’ on the Steinway piano and the rest of them are singing along. I keep hearing Meryl’s shrill voice saying, “Where is Coco? We need someone to sing the descant.”

      Six more days to go.

      Miss you!

      Coco x

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 26th December 23.33

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I’m sorry you are having such a terrible time with your family. Why do we do it every year? I suppose the threat of your parents disinheriting you is kind of a reason. Marika loves to go back to Slovakia because it’s her real home. What’s my reason? I’ve never got on with my in-laws and relations with Daniel are at an all-time low… You know what it is? I’m a cheap venue. I’m the only one with enough room for everyone. I should charge them! How much is your family paying for the villa?

      When I came down this morning, Meryl was cooking bacon on the George Foreman grill Tony gave her yesterday, and Ethel was drinking the drained-off fat from a tea cup. The Christmas tree had been rotated to the silver side, even though technically it is the coloured side today. I’ve turned it back. It’s war.

      Daniel had already left for his first Boxing Day show at 10am. After lunch of sausages on the George Foreman grill, we took the Tube down to Richmond and saw the matinee. I must give him credit, he’s done a brilliant job with the music, but the script is very far from the traditional Snow White. In this version, Postman Pat lives with a red Power Ranger next door to the seven dwarves.

      We went backstage afterwards and met a girl called Sophie who played Snow White. She made us all tea, and berated Daniel for his four sugars, which was a tad overfamiliar for my liking. She looks the type who might wake up with seven men in her bed.

      We made some small talk. I ignored Daniel. He ignored me. Rosencrantz quizzed him, asking him if there was a homosexual subtext to Postman Pat living with the red Power Ranger. He’s studying Queer Theatre next term at his drama school and has been encouraged to investigate gay undercurrents in popular culture.

      Daniel was at a loss, until Ethel saved him by saying, “Don’t be a prat Rosencrantz, everyone knows Postman Pat is married.”

      On the way home in the car, Meryl said it had spoilt the magic, seeing behind the scenes. I reminded her it wasn’t really that magical on stage, especially when Dame Dolly Mixture sung ‘It’s Raining Men’ with too much hairy cleavage on show and the Power Ranger bouncing around in his Lycra.

      At bedtime relations between Daniel and me were still frosty. I kept getting flashbacks of Snow White stirring his four sugars lasciviously. I tried to initiate make-up sex but the bloody Horlicks Meryl insisted on making him kicked in, and he fell asleep when his head hit the pillow.

      We haven’t done it since they lit the Advent crown on Blue Peter (nineteenth December). I know our sex life is less vigorous now but we usually seem to make up for it around the festive arguing.

      I can’t sleep so I’m just out on the landing trying to get my iPhone to synchronise with my computer. I’m not having any luck. Meryl and Tony, however, have been synchronising for the last twenty minutes. It’s not very vocal, but the headboard is loud. I’d wondered why Tony declined his usual Horlicks.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 27th December 09.44

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Dear Rosencrantz,

      No. I won’t bring you up a bacon sandwich in bed. I’m not your slave, and I don’t know how to switch on the George Formby grill.

      P.S. If you’re coming downstairs, could you bring my reading glasses? They are on my bedside table. The papers have just arrived. I want to see if Chasing Diana Spencer made the Top 10.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 27th December 18.04

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Window Box Winemaking has stayed at number 1 in The Times non-fiction charts for the sixth consecutive week. Regina Battenberg is on the cover of the Saturday Review with Oz Clarke. In the picture, they are on her balcony in Croydon, enjoying a glass of her Croydon Beaujolais. Regina is wearing a tiara — who does she think she is?

      I had prayed that Chasing Diana Spencer would hit the Top 10, but no, nothing. However, my agent Dorian texted to say that I have just broken the WH Smith Fiction Top 100 — at number 100. Meryl and Rosencrantz offered to come along and see it on the shelf.

      We walked round to the little WH Smith at Marylebone Station but their book chart only went up to number 50. Then Rosencrantz was contacted via Facebook via his iPhone to meet up with friends, so Meryl asked if I fancied riding the tandem to the branch in Holborn.

      After overcoming the thought that people might see us as a couple of mad lesbians, I loved being the passenger. Meryl expertly steered us across London, shooting down alleyways, across parks and through little quaint streets I’d never seen before.

      Meryl made me pose for a photo next to a small pile of Chasing Diana Spencer, and even distracted a sales assistant whilst I swapped them with a load of Ruth Rendell mysteries on the ‘recommended read’ shelf. Then she took me to Starbucks.

      “This coffee isn’t exactly all celebratory, Coco,” she said, eyeing me over the top of her Frappuccino, before arranging her features into a smile, which always makes her look a bit like Margaret Thatcher. “You should let Daniel go and do this Windy Whistle show.”

      “Whistle UP The Wind,” I said.

      “You know he has issues about being breadwinner,” she said. “And the house.”

      “This. Again,” I groaned.

      “Your parents left you a very nice house, Coco. He can never compete, he could never get you that himself. You know, I looked up a house like yours on the Internet. A million pounds it was selling for!”

      “It’s our house,” I said. “It’s always been our house.”

      “All I’m saying is it must always be a knock to his… manhood.” I didn’t like her knowing use of the word “manhood”. I wanted to tell her that the tiny penis on Christmas Day did NOT represent Daniel, but it felt awkward. Meryl and myself are not exactly Sex And The City girls.

      “Look, it was never about me not letting him do this job,” I said. “He should do a job he loves. He just makes bad business decisions.”

      Meryl excused herself and went to the loo. A minute later my phone went. It was Daniel.

      “I’ve just heard you made the WH Smith chart,” he said. “Congratulations!”

      “Thank you,” I said suspiciously. “So we’re talking now?”

      “Course we are,” he said. “Look Cokes. You know that feeling you have about getting in the charts? That’s the feeling I get at the thought of launching Whistle Up The Wind.”

      There was a silence.

      “And, Tony just texted me,” he added. “He looked up the production company on Companies House. They’ve posted profits for the past six years. It’s kosher.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Do the job, but promise you’ll involve me next time?”

      “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said. “I love you Cokes! You’re the best.”

      I got off the phone as Meryl came back. She was a bit too surprised to hear Daniel called. She’d probably phoned him from the loo. I wouldn’t be surprised either if Ethel hadn’t been up on the roof of Starbucks, feeding dialogue down to Meryl via an earpiece. I think they all played me like a fiddle.

      Marika is incommunicado in Slovakia. She forgot to pack her phone charger. You know how I found this out? She used the last bar of her battery to text Rosencrantz, asking him to change her Facebook status to ‘Snowed in, and forgot to pack my phone charger.’

      It makes me think I should join Facebook. What else am I missing?

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 28th December 10.14

        TO: feedback@apple.com/uk

      

      

      Dear Apple,

      My son and I were each given one of your iPhones for Christmas, and I just have a technical query about the touch screen interface. I couldn’t find the answer to my particular question on your website.

      Does it matter if the screen has been sprayed with Windolene? My sister-in-law has a real thing about greasy finger marks on shiny surfaces and cleaned both of our phones when she did my patio window. They seem to be working fine, but please advise.

      Coco Pinchard

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 28th December 13.04

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      The Christmas tree is currently set to coloured baubles, though it seems to change when I’m not looking. I spent the morning in the kitchen with Meryl, perched on one of the breakfast stools, smoking and watching her bake. She always insists on showing me how to make bread, even though I look far from interested.

      The Sunday Times Rich List came out today. Meryl is beside herself that your father, Sir Richard, is 497th.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were friends with royalty?” squealed Meryl.

      I explained that your father isn’t royalty, but was knighted for services to catering in 1999 after patenting a super-strong paper serviette. Meryl said if they had known, she and Tony would have had you on the top table at her fortieth birthday ‘do’.

      She asked why Daniel and I haven’t had any other friends round for mince pies.

      “After twenty years of marriage you must have some joint friends?”

      I said we didn’t, really.

      “You poor thing. It’s Daniel, isn’t it?” said Meryl. “He can be rather self-absorbed in his music. I’m glad I have Tony… I’m very fortunate in that respect.”

      She gave me a look of such pity that I excused myself and went into the living room. I had to have a good look at Tony to remind myself how fortunate I am.

      Relief washed over me. His flies were undone, his Christmas tie was decorated with dried egg yolk and gravy, and he was reading a well-thumbed issue of Undertakers and Funeral Directors Digest. He takes his job as an undertaker very seriously, as does Meryl. I’d already had it thrust in my face several times to see the ‘Mortician’s Tip’ Meryl wrote in with, advising mixing a little baking powder in with foundation to prevent the latter clotting when it hits the embalming fluid.

      Ethel was sat beside Tony, watching the Food Channel. I turned and saw Regina Battenberg, looking rather rough in high definition, plugging Window Box Winemaking. The wine critic, Jilly Goolden, was tasting her Croydon Beaujolais.

      “Looks like pisswater,” said Ethel, through a mouthful of Quality Street.

      Jilly put it more eloquently as reminding her of “Pick ’n’ mix in a bottle.”

      “Why isn’t that publisher, or that useless agent of yours, getting you on the box?” said Tony. “This Battenberg woman doesn’t need to sell any more books.”

      He had a point, so I went and phoned Dorian. I got his assistant, Emma, who said he was too busy to take my call.

      “He’s in a crisis meeting,” she said breathlessly.

      “Why?” I said.

      'We’re worried about Regina’s wine being likened to pick ’n’ mix. It’s a sensitive time, what with Woolworth’s going bankrupt.”

      I heard Dorian yelling in the background and she put the phone down.

      I’m up in my office again. The only place I can call my own. I want my house back, especially the kitchen, even if all I use the gas hob for is lighting fags.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 30th December 17.09

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Meryl has surged through the house and cleaned it from top to bottom. She had a row with Daniel after hanging a Magic Tree air freshener in the piano, the only place she couldn’t get to with the crevice tool on the hoover.

      Daniel’s contract has come through for Whistle Up The Wind. It’s touring some large venues in North America, but rehearsing above a supermarket in Peckham. This hasn’t allayed my fears.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 31st December 16.47

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      After lunch M + T went back to Milton Keynes on the tandem, and I took Ethel home. They all said thanks for a wonderful time. Did we have the same Christmas?

      There is a patch of carpet worn away under the tree. I should have put my foot down on Christmas Eve and had only coloured decorations.
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        Thursday 1st January 00.15

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Fireworks from the London Eye are bursting above my head, filling the garden with reds, yellows and blues, but I am on my own. I don’t know where Daniel is. He promised he would be home by eleven.

      Happy New Year x

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 1st January 00.31

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Thank you for the video you emailed of the cork erupting from a bottle of Champagne in slow motion. Very arty but an old-fashioned phone call would have been nice. Have you heard from Dad?

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 1st January 00.38

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      That picture you just emailed of you dancing on a podium. Is that your father with you? Why is your father with you? What’s he doing dancing on a podium?

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 1st January 00.52

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I was so pleased to hear from you. I wish I’d come to your party in Bratislava. Thank you for the pic of the stripper you sent. He’s gorgeous.

      However, your text read, “I bought the stripper poisoned and cold!” I’ve been racking my brains, then realised it must be your predictive text. Did you mean to write “I bought the stripper Smirnoff and Coke”?

      Maybe it’s the baby oil on your fingers… ;-)

      Daniel stood me up.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 1st January 12.04

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Daniel turned up last night at the NYE party Rosencrantz was attending at the KOKO club in Camden. Rosencrantz was not impressed. His father had brought with him the Wicked Queen, Snow White, Dame Dolly Mixture and a couple of Dwarves – all in costume.

      What was he thinking? Daniel is trying to squirm his way out of it, saying the punch at their after-show party was spiked and he got carried away. I am furious with him for standing me up. Rosencrantz is equally furious. Daniel was thrown out of KOKO after leaping off a podium and attempting to crowd surf the VIP area…

      I received a phone call from Dorian. I have three book signings lined up and an interview on the seventh for the London FM Breakfast Show. It gets a million listeners!

      I came off the phone excited, went up to the bedroom, and told Daniel very loudly all about it. He is in bed hung-over and throwing up in a bucket.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 2nd January 11.35

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I drove Daniel to work. On the way he asked if we could pick up Sophie (Snow White) from hospital! She spent yesterday in a ward at University College London Hospital with suspected alcohol poisoning. Which is ironic, as it was the Wicked Queen who was buying her Apple Martinis all evening.

      Sophie was stood waiting outside Goodge Street Station in her Snow White costume, her lips tinged black from where they’d pumped her stomach. She seemed in a mood with Daniel and barely said thanks when I dropped them off in Richmond. Maybe it’s good he is going to be off working with a more professional bunch on Whistle Up The Wind.

      Afterwards I drove to Stansted Airport and picked up Marika. She looked so thin. She’s lost nearly a stone.

      The village where her mum lives has no running water. When the blizzard hit on Boxing Day, the bucket froze in the well. They had to break the ice on the deep end of the swimming pool and the chlorine gave them the runs.

      When the road gritters made it through, Marika and her sister went to Bratislava for NYE. She went a bit wild and slept with a stripper in the corridor of the Best Western Hotel! They couldn’t get into her room; his baby oil ended up everywhere, and neither of them could get purchase on the door handle.

      I took her straight home. She has to mark two hundred and fifty of her pupils’ GCSE science projects before term starts Monday.

      She looked depressed when we pulled up outside her flat in Dulwich.

      “Hello London, goodbye fun,” she said.

      I have missed Marika, and you.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 3rd January 15.01

        TO: dorianreid@reidandwright.biz

      

      

      Dear Dorian,

      I have been to two book signings today and both have been a disaster. I know January is a dead time for retail so I thought I might have been placed in a prominent area of the bookshop.

      This morning in Bromley, I was put right at the back, in the Business section, where two people asked me if I was the old blonde woman, Margaret Mountford, from ‘The Apprentice’. This afternoon I trudged out to High Barnet where I was put in the Royal Interest section and a woman asked me if I was David Starkey!

      I know I have short blonde hair, and I was wearing my glasses, but it’s no excuse. When I’m in Oxford Street on Tuesday, could you please make sure they know who I am, and that I’m sat far away from the Art section? Being mistaken for Andy Warhol would send me over the edge.

       

      Coco

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 4th January 11.34

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      The drear of January has begun. I took down the Christmas tree and put it behind the shed. Its needles had all fallen off, leaving just a brown skeleton. I put it down to decoration-related stress. Daniel is working, Rosencrantz is out doing God knows what and Marika is still marking GCSE coursework.

      I got bored and I did something I thought I would never do. I Googled myself.

      My good reviews from The Independent, The Times and Marie Claire came up, but first on the list, and in a bigger font, was an Amazon reader review I’d never seen before:

       

      ★ 1.0 out of 5 stars

      This author should check her history books December 14, 2008

      By Daphne Regis

      This review is from: Chasing Diana Spencer (Paperback Edition)

      I am a huge fan of the Monarchy of the Great British (I never miss Her Highness the Duchess Fergie-Ferguson on Oprah). However, I think in this book, Chasing Diana Spencer, the author Coco Pilchard has her facts wrong. She has Camilla Parker-Bowles and Prince Charles announcing their engagement in 1981? It was Lady Diana Spencer who married Prince Charles in 1981, NOT Camilla.

      This author should check her history books! I recommend Andrew Morton’s Diana: Her True Story. It’s all in there.

       

      One star! Did Daphne from Ohio not realise that my book is a comedy, a work of satire? A re-imagining of history, of what would have happened if Camilla and Charles had been allowed to get it on. And Coco PILCHARD?

      This is the first thing people find when they Google my name.

      I also see that my ranking on Amazon UK is scraping into the top fifty thousand at number 45,870. Worse still, further investigation has me at number 400,034 on Amazon.com.

      There’s also Amazon Spain, Amazon France, Amazon Germany… Amazon China.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 5th January 11.14

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Having bought two copies of my own book, I have gone up to 21,984 on Amazon UK… but down to 500,034 on Amazon.com

      Do you know any French, Spanish, or German people? What about anyone from China?

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 5th January 16.33

        TO: mrli@crouchingtigertakeaway.co.uk

      

      

      Dear Mr. Li,

      Hello, it’s Coco Pinchard (I usually order Kung Pao Chicken with Crispy Seaweed). For many years, you have always asked, on completion of my order, if there is anything else you can do for me. I can now say, “Yes there is!”

      Would you be able — please — to look up my book Chasing Diana Spencer on amazon.cn (Amazon China) and tell me if it has a good ranking and/or if it has good reader reviews? I would be most grateful.

      Coco Pinchard

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 5th January 17.01

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Just had this email from Dorian:

       

      ATTACHMENT

      TO: cocopinchard27@gmail.com

      FROM: dorianreid@reidandwright.biz

      I have just returned from an exhausting day of meetings to find twelve messages from you. I assumed something catastrophic had happened but my assistant said all these queries were about your ranking on Amazon.

      Coco. I am your literary agent. Not your PA.

      Amazon buys from your publisher and sells your book independently. None of us, least of all me, has any influence over your position on its chart.

      At your request, I have spent considerable time on new branding for your book signings and I am happy to allay your fears that you do not look like Margaret Mountford, David Starkey or Andy Warhol.

      As for how Amazon calculates rankings, it says on its website:

      'For competitive reasons, Amazon.com generally does not publish this information to the public.'

      Now, unless you have a concrete book proposal, and/or a new manuscript, please don’t waste my time.

      Dorian

       

      That Dorian can be so vicious with his words, and his fonts. I didn’t say I thought I looked like David Starkey, Margaret Mountford or Andy Warhol. I said I was mistaken for two of them.

      Mr Li got back to me, and said that my book is ranked number 5,015,001 on Amazon.cn.

      He said I should view this as a proud achievement from a population of one billion. He sent over some Kung Pao Chicken, on the house.

      It says something if the only person giving you constructive feedback on your career is the owner of your local Chinese takeaway.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 5th January 15.00

        TO: danielpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Your poster on the fridge says tonight you have no evening show, so do you fancy a nice takeaway? I feel I should thank Mr Li.

      Rosencrantz is off to the National Theatre with some of his drama school lot.

      We will have the house to ourselves.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 5th January 22.11

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I just had a row with Daniel. I pointed out that he has some grey chest hair mixed in with the black. Which incidentally looks very sexy on him, but he flipped out and said I made him feel old. He’s shut himself in our bathroom doing God knows what in the mirror, probably plucking.

      I have eaten both our Chinese takeaways and I’m still hungry.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 6th January 20.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I came back early from my book signing in Oxford Street. It was cancelled due to staff paper cuts. Three of them fell foul to a rather sharp pile of Margaret Drabbles, and due to Health and Safety, they couldn’t continue working.

      When I got home, I went upstairs to get changed and there was Daniel in bed with Sophie aka Snow White. They were naked. Her thin legs were wrapped around his back. Nothing was left to the imagination.

      Their red grimacing faces turned to me in shock. I ran downstairs and locked myself in the pantry. I couldn’t breathe. After about five minutes, there was a knock on the door. I opened it and there was Daniel, standing there dressed.

      “Coco, I can explain.”

      “How?” I shouted, incredulous.

      “She only came for a singing lesson… I’ve been stupid.”

      I grabbed a bag of flour to throw at him but it bent back in my hand and covered me instead.

      “I’m going to go,” he said quietly and left.

      I stayed in there for ages, the dough forming on my cheeks. Then I heard a knock at the door. I thought he had come back, but it was Marika. She had brought me a copy of Amazon For Dummies.

      I told her why I was covered in flour.

      “Piča! Kurva!” she shrieked, and then hugged me tight. She always swears in Slovak when it’s something really bad.

      She poured us whisky and we went upstairs. Sophie’s youthful imprint was still spread-eagled on our bed. Like a dirty angel in the snow. Marika stripped the sheets and put everything in bin liners. I found some Valium that Meryl had left after Christmas and we split one in front of the telly. Sliding Doors was on BBC1 and Sky 3. It must mean something. I wish I could be the Gwyneth Paltrow who didn’t come home and didn’t find her husband in bed with another woman.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 7th January 11.04

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Rosencrantz hammering on the bathroom door woke me up this morning. My face was stuck to the bath mat. The last thing I could remember was sitting on the toilet, swigging brandy.

      “I’ve been knocking for like a couple of minutes,” he said looking at me wobbling on my feet. “There’s a car like waiting downstairs to take you to some radio interview.”

      “London FM!” I trilled, bolting past him.

      As I got to the top of the stairs, he popped his head out of the door.

      “Mum, why is there like brandy by the toilet?”

      ”Um, Kim and Aggie say it’s great for getting lime-scale off the bowl,” I said.

      He narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

      “Look, I’ll talk to you later,” I yelled, running a wet wipe over my face and throwing on a long coat.

      Daniel obviously hasn’t said a word to him. Surely, the one who has the affair should break the news?

      I didn’t have any time to think about it as I ran down to the car. The driver wasn’t pleased at having just twenty minutes to get me to the studio in North London and we made it with only seconds to spare.

      A harassed producer met me at the door.

      “Have I got time for a coffee?” I said. I was still a little drunk and could feel flour in my hair.

      “Sorry, no,” she said. “You’re late. Vanessa has already had to extend the weather and talk about Scotland.”

      She ushered me into the brightly lit studio as I heard myself being introduced by the relieved looking host, Vanessa Pigeon.

      “And talking of windswept weather on the Orkney Isles,” she said, “our next guest has just blown into the studio.”

      The interview seemed to go well. Vanessa said she loved Chasing Diana Spencer and that the rumour is I could be a potential contender for the Anne and Michael Brannigan Book Club on Channel Five!

      On the outside, I was witty and engaging, if a little hyperactive. I hope that you couldn’t tell I’d just found my husband in bed with another woman?

      A place on the A & M Book Club would be an incredible ray of sunshine.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 8th January 12.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I’ve just had this email from Rosencrantz:

       

      ATTACHMENT

      FROM: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      TO: cocopinchard27@gmail.com

       

      Hi Mum, I like love you. Dad like phoned me. He said you found him “courting” Snow White! I said, “Don’t u mean like fucking?” and he told me off for like bad language.

      Apart from the betrayal, she can’t even like act. How can he even like her, like?

      I’ve de-friended her on Facebook. I’m on your side.

      He’s staying with Nan. He like turned up at her nursing home. She wasn’t too pleased to see him. She’s charging him twenty-five quid a night. Harsh.

      Love, Rosencrantz x

      P.S. Heard you on the radio. You were like way mad!

       

      I’m worried about the habit he’s got into of using ‘like.’ It has crept in since Christmas. I thought when he went to drama school they would batter all accents and colloquialisms out of him.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 8th January 15.36

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I wish you had been able to hear my interview as I need your opinion on it. Marika told me it made her laugh, like when I am, “drunk and on a roll”. As with Rosencrantz’s 'mad' comment, I feel unsure.

      Dorian has asked me to come in and see him tomorrow morning. It must be about the Anne and Michael Brannigan Book Club. He only wants to meet if money is coming his way. Inclusion in the club can guarantee a best seller.

      Instead of coming here, do you want to meet for a coffee in Soho?

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 9th January 23.31

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Dorian didn’t say much for the first ten minutes I was in his office. He has a dark, wide, imposing desk. We sat with acres of space between us, just the Apple symbol on his iMac glowing menacingly. He let me babble on before holding his hand up. I stopped and grinned stupidly whilst he adjusted his rimless glasses.

      “Coco,” he said, “do you have a drug or alcohol addiction problem?”

      “What?” I said, surprised.

      “Do you have a drug or alcohol addiction problem?” he repeated, louder and slower.

      “No,” I said. “Obviously that’s what an addict would say, but I really mean it!” I tried to joke.

      “I’m serious, Coco,” he said. “You seem, erratic. Last week you were convinced you were Andy Warhol.”

      “No,” I said. “I didn’t want people to mistake me for him. There’s a big difference.”

      “Your radio interview?” He raised his eyebrows.

      “It went well,” I said, trying to sound light.

      “Did it?” He fixed me with a stony gaze. “Why did you feel you had to slander Anne Brannigan?”

      “What?”

      “You made a crude joke alleging that the TV presenter Anne Brannigan of the Anne and Michael Book Club is an alcoholic.”

      “There must be some mistake,” I said.

      Dorian picked up a computer print-out. “I have a transcript, provided by Anne Brannigan’s people, and I quote, ‘Anne loves a drink, slip her a case of vino collapso and she’ll put anybody in her book club.’ End quote.”

      “Oh lord. I didn’t mean it like that,” I said. “You’ve taken it out of context. I was just trying to be funny. Vanessa Pigeon laughed.”

      A cold feeling began to rush through me.

      “Well, Vanessa Pigeon doesn’t work for the people at the Anne and Michael Book Club,” he said. “They didn’t see the funny side, and until yesterday they were seriously considering Chasing Diana Spencer for the shortlist.”

      “They were?”

      “Coco, I’m afraid…”

      “It was a silly joke,” I interrupted. “Like, Jordan’s got big tits! Everyone knows about Jordan’s tits and loads of comedians joke about Anne Brannigan and her wine…”

      “Coco,” said Dorian.

      “You remember last year’s final? She dropped a Barbara Taylor Bradford on Martin Amis’ foot,” I said, continuing my gabble. “And it wasn’t because she was drinking Vimto.”

      Dorian held up his hand.

      “This has gone to the top of your publishers at the House Of Randoms. I’ve had senior executives on the phone. Dismayed they have an author who is not supporting the Anne and Michael Book Club.”

      “I do support them.” I began to cry. “It’s just everything is falling down around me.”

      “Coco,” he said, passing me a tissue awkwardly. “Regina Battenberg is also my client. I cannot risk her position in the Anne and Michael Brannigan Book Club. For that reason, I am terminating our agreement.”

      I sat there, stunned.

      “You will hear from your publisher too,” he said. “Sales of Chasing Diana Spencer have been very slow, and they’re now taking van loads of returns. They’re going to recall the rest. They need to distance themselves from your comments.”

      “Recall them?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Then they’ll be pulped.”

      He pressed a buzzer on his desk and had his assistant show me out.

      I stumbled into Old Compton Street in tears and truly felt like throwing myself in front of a car, but the only thing on the road was one of those bicycle rickshaw things.

      I heard a whistle and Chris came bounding up, all tanned and happy.

      “OMG!” he said seeing my tears. “You’re in the club! I mean, the book club?”

      “No,” I said, and told him everything.

      “Oh my godfathers,” he said, hailing a cab. “We need better surroundings than Café Nero.”

      We zoomed through Soho as he fumbled for some tissues. There was copious snot and chest heaving. I couldn’t stop.

      “It’s fifty quid if she’s sick,” said the driver, eyeing me in his rear view mirror.

      We pulled up at a non-descript doorway.

      “This is Cathedral Private Members’ Club,” said Chris, pulling out a gold laminated card. “I’ve been on their waiting list for an age. It’s discreet.”

      Even in a state, I was impressed by Cathedral. A small lift spirited us down into the bowels of Soho and, with a ping, we were in a stunning bar. It actually looks like a mini-cathedral, hewn out of London’s filthy subsoil and decorated, floor to ceiling, in marble. Below the beautiful domed ceiling, and where the altar should be, was a long bar.

      We sat in a sleek wooden confession box (with the top half cut off) and Chris ordered Martinis from a passing cardinal.

      “Screw them,” he said. “Anne and Michael wield such power, and in my opinion — not wisely. Your book should be top of their bloody list.”

      “If I’d have just chilled out during that interview,” I said. “Am I crazy?”

      “No. You are one of the best writers I have ever had the pleasure to read,” smiled Chris. “You just have terrible luck. This and Daniel, you don’t deserve… I expected more from him.”

      “I’m so pleased to see you,” I said.

      Chris didn’t look like the holiday had relaxed him.

      “It was purgatory,” he said dramatically. “My mother still won’t entertain the fact I don’t like women.”

      “You’re forty-three,” I said. His face dropped.

      “I meant, you’re forty-three,” I said making my voice go up at the end. “How can she not know by now?”

      “She’s in denial. I’m the son and heir to the napkin fortune,” he said. “She invited all these awful Pandoras, Domenicas and Indias over on Boxing Day, who I am sure would have got me hard as a rock if I were interested. All with lovely hair and well bred, like show dogs. Mother trotted them round the terrace but I was far keener on one of the waiters… She flew into a rage and made me sit with my sisters’ children for the rest of Boxing Day lunch.”

      The drinks arrived. We took a long pull on them.

      There was a ping of the lift, and I saw Regina Battenberg emerge flanked by a tall, handsome young man. She was wearing a long kaftan, character turban and was carrying her mangy dog, Pippin. She looked much like you would expect Norma Desmond to look, if she ran an animal shelter.

      “Look!” I hissed to Chris.

      “How did she get in?” he said. “I’ve been on the waiting list for three years.”

      I hid behind a fake Bible, but she saw me and came over.

      “Coco,” she said, pulling her pale leathery skin into a cold smile. “What a nice surprise.”

      We air-kissed. Her little boss-eyed mutt growled at me.

      “This is Ricardo,” she said, gesturing to the handsome man. “He’s a model. He’s just landed the new Armani campaign.”

      “Well, this is Chris,” I said, “and he’s, um… rich.”

      Chris glared at me.

      “A nice thing to be,” said Regina, shaking his hand. “What do you do?”

      “Um… I’m between jobs,” said Chris.

      “He’s just come back from Christmas on his parents’ private island,” I gushed, sounding horribly like Meryl. “It’s near Hawaii.”

      Chris looked at me and tried to change the subject.

      “It’s a relief to finally get a Cathedral membership, the hoops you have to jump through with the application.”

      “I didn’t have to worry about all that,” she laughed. “My friend Stephen recommended me… You know. Stephen Fry? We often meet here for a drink and a mutual Twitter.”

      We all laughed falsely.

      “One more thing, Coco,” she said. “I just spoke with Dorian.”

      “Really?” I said.

      “Yes. Bad luck and all that, but at this crucial time, we can’t have you throwing up balustrades in front of the Anne and Michael Book Club.”

      “Balustrades?” I said.

      The groomed young man whispered something into her ear.

      “Of course, I mean bollards… The things, you know that stop…”

      “I know what a bollard is,” I snapped.

      “Well, don’t be one then,” she said coldly. “Good afternoon.” And with that, they were gone.

      “What a bitch,” I said.

      “I know,” agreed Chris. “But what’s a bollard?”

      I told him.

      “Ooh. She is a bitch.”

      “Order more drinks,” I said.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 10th January 17.45

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I didn’t sleep. I have just got back from helping Marika out at a car boot sale in Crystal Palace; she thought fresh air would lift my depression. It didn’t. January is not a great time to be standing outside on a frozen football pitch.

      Marika’s stall was impressive. She has been watching a lot of Mary Queen Of Shops on BBC2. She had her clothes rails sorted into sizes and a two-man tent as a changing room. Crowds of people who wanted to try on her old Per Una underwear mobbed us. Some didn’t even bother to use the tent.

      On the way home, we stopped at a McDonalds and talked about my situation.

      “You write a new book and you find a new man,” said Marika, through a mouthful of French fries.

      “It’s not that black and white,” I said.

      “Why not? You live in London, with huge amounts of opportunity. You own a house, you have talent, and you are attractive… People make the mistake of thinking things are hard. Where is Daniel?”

      “Staying with Ethel. He hasn’t even contacted me.”

      “Doesn’t his pantomime finish tomorrow?”

      “Yes.”

      “We’re going to the after-show party,” she said. “You need to go in there and make him, her and everyone feel uncomfortable.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I said.

      “He brought another woman into your bed,” she said. “You need to get him where it hurts. Right now, he is taking you for a fool. He still sees this Snow White every day, and you do nothing?”

      I looked at my sad face reflected in the dark window.

      “Chuck him out properly,” she said. “His clothes. Dump them on the street.”

      “No.”

      “Yes,” she insisted. “He needs to know not to screw with you, or at least not to screw other women and expect to get away with it.”

      I was all psyched up to do it when Marika dropped me home. Then I opened Daniel’s side of the wardrobe and stared at his clothes.

      My face is still streaming with tears. How has my life ended up like this?

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 11th January 17.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Well, we went to the party.

      “You just have to be strong for ten minutes,” said Marika, as we pulled up behind the theatre. “Say your piece, and we go.”

      I’d managed to accommodate Daniel’s clothes, after folding them, in five bin liners. As she loaded the car Marika had pulled out the lily-of-the-valley-scented drawer liner I had placed in each bag, saying, “What are you, his dry cleaner?”

      We went in through the stage door and up to the green room. Daniel was sitting with some musicians and a couple of the Dwarves. Big chunks of scenery were being carted out. The room went very quiet when we entered and his mouth fell open.

      “Coco, Marika,” he said. “What a surprise, you look…”

      “She looks bloody amazing, considering. Because of you she hasn’t slept,” said Marika.

      “Did you have a nice Christmas, Marika?” said Daniel, attempting to change the subject.

      “Piss off,” she snarled, grabbing a can of lager from a bucket on the table.

      “Um…” he said, his eyes darting around. “Shall we go and talk?”

      I heard myself say, “Okay.”

      The plan had been to drop some witty line, slap him round the face, and then walk out, but it seemed ridiculous now we were here.

      Marika glared at me as I followed Daniel down a murky corridor and into his small dressing room. He closed the door.

      There was a picture stuck to the mirror of me, him and Rosencrantz taken last summer at Thorpe Park. We were grinning in those plastic rain ponchos after a ride on the Log Flume. The water had made them stick to our bodies, and next to Daniel and Rosencrantz I resembled a rather quirky frozen turkey.

      He went to say something, but the door flung open and Snow White burst into the room.

      “As promised, I’m not wearing any…”

      The colour drained from her pale face when she saw me. Her bottom lip began to tremble and she put a hand up to it before running out. Daniel looked past me anxiously.

      “What? What?” I shouted, shaking him. “You want to run after her? What about ME!”

      I shoved him out of the way. He followed down the corridor, shouting for me to come back. I carried on through the green room, taking Marika with me.

      He emerged from the stage door as I was throwing his clothes out of Marika’s car boot into the wet street.

      “To think I folded these!” I screamed at him.

      It wasn’t the most inspired parting shot, I thought, as I slammed the boot and got in the car.

      I looked back at him as we pulled away. He was trying to get his clothes out of the rain. I wanted to help him. Even after what he had done to me.

      “Coco,” said Marika, stopping the car by a bus shelter. “This is not a good situation. You have to be strong.” She wiped a tear from my cheek. “For years my mother turned a blind eye to my father’s cheating and it nearly destroyed her. You can’t stay with him.”

      I came home and stared at the ceiling in the spare room for hours.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 13th January 08.48

        TO: clivethenewsagent@gmail.com

      

      

      Please can you cancel BBC Music Magazine, BBC Proms Magazine, and Keyboard Companion.

      Thank you, Coco Pinchard

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 14th January 23.47

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Daniel has been round repeatedly. I ignored his knocking. On his fourth attempt, I opened the front door on the latch. He stood in the rain unshaven, looking annoyingly handsome.

      “Can I come in?” he said through the gap. I was about to say “no”, when Rosencrantz arrived home from college, and I had to open the door.

      “Hello,” said Daniel, following Rosencrantz into the hall.

      “Yeah, like, whatever,” muttered Rosencrantz fiddling with his iPhone

      “I’m still your father!” yelled Daniel. “And speak properly!”

      “Don’t you shout at Rosencrantz,” I said, stepping between them.

      “I think Dad needs his passport,” said Rosencrantz, looking up from texting. A flicker slid across Daniel’s face.

      “Is that what you’re here for?”

      “Well, that. And other things,” he said. “It’s not my fault. I need it for work!”

      I pushed him out, slammed the door, and locked it. Daniel stayed banging on the door for a few minutes, then it was quiet. The rain began to fall harder, pinging off the roof. Rosencrantz made coffee and lit me a cigarette.

      A couple of hours later the phone went. It was Ethel, moaning about Daniel sleeping on her floor on a lilo.

      “I know ‘e’s me son an’ all that but ‘e’s so noisy, tossing and turning,” she said. “Surely you can make it up? ‘E needs that passport.”

      “Ethel,” I said. “Daniel brought another woman into our bed and I saw them at it.”

      There was a pause whilst she covered the phone, and I heard her muffled voice shout at Daniel, “You never told me that’s what yer did!”

      Then the receiver began to clatter as she tried to put it down, still shouting. In all the years I’ve known her, she’s never managed to replace her phone back on the hook in less than a minute.

      I am going to eat a Peppermint Aero and go to bed.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 15th January 11.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Daniel came round. I caved in and let Rosencrantz poke his passport through the letterbox. He only has ten days to get his visa. I stayed upstairs in bed. I just want to sleep. Thanks for your messages.

      C x

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 18th January 16.45

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Ethel came walking into the spare room this morning and plonked down a cup of tea on the bedside table.

      “’Ere, get this down yer,” she said, leaning on the bedpost to catch her breath.

      “How did you get in?” I asked, pulling the covers up to my chin.

      “Yer son. ‘E’s worried about you,” she said. “And yer neighbours are going to wonder why you’ve got your curtains shut in the afternoon. People talk.”

      “It’s not the 1950s, Ethel,” I snapped.

      “If it were 1950, you and Daniel would still be man and wife,” she said. “If I’d ‘ave chucked out my Wilf whenever ‘e gave some woman the glad eye, I’d never’ve got any shelves put up.”

      I looked at her.

      “‘Ere love, ‘ave some tea,” she said pushing it up under my nose. I took a gulp and choked.

      “It’s got whisky in it,” she said. “Perk yer up.”

      She crossed the hall and began to run a bath.

      “Danny’s comin’ over and I want you two to talk,” she shouted, clanking around in the bathroom.

      “Just leave me alone,” I said, sinking below the covers.

      Ethel came back in, wiping bath foam off her arm, and perched on the end of the bed.

      “’E’s gutted for what ‘e did,” she said. “’E’s been in tears in the residents’ lounge all week. One of the women told ‘im to shut up during Emmerdale. Why throw away twenty years in ’aste?”

      I agreed to have a bath and get dressed.

      When Ethel had gone downstairs, I looked at myself naked in the mirror. I think I may have lost some weight, but I’m no Snow White. That girl had such smooth, taut skin. That has gone from me and I will never get it back.

      When I came downstairs, Ethel was leaving on the arm of Rosencrantz.

      “We’re going to Soho for a coffee and a look at all the poofs,” she said, straightening her hat.

      Rosencrantz gave me a hug, saying, “You know, I think heterosexual men are like stupid, as a race. I hope he like knows what he’s throwing away.”

      “Come on, stop talking shite,” said Ethel and pulled him out of the door.

      When they’d gone, I perched on a stool at the breakfast bar, waited for Daniel and began to think. If this turns out to be an apology, a sincere apology, maybe it could work if he wants to try again. I thought I could make him sleep in the spare room for a few months… Maybe I haven’t lost everything.

      When I opened the door, he looked so good. He pecked me on the cheek, handed me a bunch of roses and we went through to the kitchen. I got this warm feeling and realised this maybe was just a horrid blip and somehow our relationship might gain strength from it.

      However, he told me he’d not been happy for a long time. That we got married too young and he wants to separate. I sat there with my mouth open.

      “Coco,” he said. “I’m giving ‘us’ a gift if you will. We can move on to pastures new. You’ll thank me one day.”

      “What?” I cried, feeling my face getting redder. “A gift? I’ll give you a gift,” and I hurled the coffee pot at him.

      He ducked and it burst down the kitchen wall.

      “That could’ve killed me!” he shrieked.

      “You’re only here because you’re scared of Ethel,” I shouted. “You just want an easy life with her for a few days until you skip off on your crappy tour.”

      “Crappy tour?” gasped Daniel.

      “Yeah! Crappy tour!” I screamed. “I’ve had your fucking mother telling me how upset you are, that you want to talk, and all she’s done is make it easier for you to dump me!”

      I started to beat him over the head with the roses.

      “Don’t be rude about Mum!” he shouted. “I’m going upstairs to get my stuff.”

      “You’re not!” I said, pushing him.

      He pushed me back and I crashed into the table. With strength I didn’t know I had, I dragged him by his hair down the hall. Opening the front door with my free hand, I shoved him out, slamming it behind him.

      The letterbox opened.

      “You pulled some of my hair out,” he protested, shocked.

      “Well, I don’t want it!” I said, pulling the little wisp of black and grey hair from between my fingers and shoving it through the letterbox.

      I came up to the spare room and stared at the ceiling. After a while, my rage subsided and it sunk in. I’m going to be alone.

      I heard the door go and Ethel and Rosencrantz chattering, which subsided when they walked into the kitchen.

      Rosencrantz came up but I pretended to be asleep.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 19th January 10.07

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Hi love, I just woke up and I see you’ve gone. I hope you don’t mind me emailing. I would rather write this than have to tell you.

      Your father and I are separating. I am so sorry. He’s coming to get some of his stuff tonight. I’m going over to Chris’s whilst he is here.

      We both still love you so much. Please don’t take sides.

      Mum xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 20th January 11.38

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Daniel took the blender! He has moved to a Travelodge in Peckham to rehearse Whistle Up The Wind. What does he need a blender for in a Travelodge?

      Rosencrantz is furious. He is halfway through Katie Price’s juicing diet. He wants to fit into some twenty-seven-inch-waist jeans he has seen in American Apparel.

      Ethel evicted Daniel from her room at the Rainbow Nursing Home now that he is an “impending divorcee”. She says she might die of shame.

      If only.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 23rd January 13.34

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I am not ignoring you. I switched my phone off and made a nest in the spare room to watch The Sopranos.

      Marika just came round in her lunch hour. Rosencrantz had been updating her via Facebook. He asked her to make my favourite cauliflower cheese, which she brought with her.

      “This is not constructive,” said Marika, surveying the sweet wrappers and mess in the spare room.

      “It is,” I said. “It’s taken my mind off things.”

      She picked up The Sopranos box set. “Where are you up to?”

      “The fourth series,” I said.

      “You’ve got till Monday. Then we need to get you back out there. Me and Chris are arranging something.”

      Where are you taking me? She wouldn’t say. I refuse to go to an over-forties disco.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 24th January 11.33

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Chris came over and watched some Sopranos. He admitted he was rather thrilled by Tony Soprano. I am too. He’s so greasy and corpulent. It must be the power thing. Are we all that predictable?

      I decided I might try to move back into my bedroom. Chris helped me cart the duvet and TV through, but I found an earring by the bed, which wasn’t one of mine.

      Chris, with his expert eye, identified it as from the Coleen Rooney range in Argos. It brought back images of Daniel and Snow White in a state of ecstasy. He flushed it down the toilet.

      I’m staying in the spare room for now.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 25th January 20.08

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      AAGH! I was just watching the final episode of The Sopranos with Rosencrantz when the screen went blank. He’s ferreting around the back of the television to try to see what went wrong. I have to know how it ends. Don’t tell me!

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 25th January 21.34

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Why didn’t you tell me that’s how The Sopranos ends? After forty minutes spent faffing around with Scart plugs, I pressed ‘play’ on the remote control, and the screen jumped to life with the credits rolling. I’d sat on the pause button. That’s how it ends, with the screen going black.

      I put in so many hours with that box set, and like everything now, I feel cheated.

      Rosencrantz thought it was “like genius”.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 26th January 10.30

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Daniel flies to Chicago at lunchtime. He phoned Rosencrantz this morning to say goodbye. Apparently, Whistle, as he is now calling it, is going to be a huge hit. He invited Rosencrantz to see him off at the airport but he declined. We are still without a blender and Rosencrantz hasn’t made it to a twenty-seven-inch waist. I told him to get the jeans in a perfectly enviable size thirty. However, he said that thirty in indie boy terms is obese.

      Marika says you are both taking me out tonight and “no” is not an option.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 27th January 10.43

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      If you do have to get drunk after your classes, please remember this is my home too. When I opened the front door to collect the milk this morning, I found a half-eaten kebab on the doorstep.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 27th January 17.18

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Rosencrantz just came home from classes grinning at me. It was my kebab. He found me on the doorstep at one this morning, clinging to the boot scraper for dear life and shouting, “The world is spinning!” I am mortified. Did we really get kebabs?

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 27th January 18.43

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Ah yes, we were doing Drambuie shots in the Shadow Lounge… I remember. The barman made a big show of blowing dust off the bottle, saying “older people” only ever ask for Drambuie.

      I sincerely hope none of Rosencrantz’s friends were there. I remember you and Marika going up on stage to help judge the amateur male stripper contest and me dancing, no, grinding against the winner…

      The only thing I should be grinding at my age is pepper.

      Was fun though. Made me forget for a bit.

      xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 28th January 09.07

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I’ve just had an email from your drama school with this term’s reading list. Thirty-two books? That’s going to be over £300! Do you really need them all? The Complete Works of Shakespeare (£49.99) has never been touched and ditto all of Stanislavski’s scribbling’s (£19.99 apiece). All I ever see you read is Heat Magazine.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 28th January 11.22

        TO: danielpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Dear Daniel,

      Please can you put some money into our current account? The joint account is empty. I need to buy Rosencrantz’s books.

      Coco

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 28th January 15.01

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      This just in from Daniel:

       

      ATTACHMENT

      FROM danielpinchard@gmail.com

      TO: cocopinchard27@gmail.com

      Coco,

      I have just deposited £100 into the joint account. That is all I can spare now. I haven’t had my first Whistle cheque through yet. Why are we still paying the council tax and water yearly? The direct debit cleaned nearly four grand out of our joint account. That’s half what I earned over Christmas, and you’re asking for more. I’ve also had to pay yours and Rosencrantz’s phone bills. His is £87 for the month! I have had a word with him about it.

      Why didn’t you tell me about your book? I am very sorry for you. Despite everything that has happened, I think Chasing Diana Spencer is a brilliant piece of writing.

      As the iPhone was your Christmas present I will pay the remainder of its contract, but you really do need to find your own money solution.

      Yours,

      Daniel

       

      My own money solution! Cheeky bastard, he’s the one who left me!

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 29th January 14.55

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Have just been round to Chris’s and raided his library. He had everything on Rosencrantz’s list apart from the play Shopping and Fucking. He’s boycotted it from his shelves after the writer Mark Ravenhill once pushed in front of him and bought the last packet of cheese and onion crisps during an interval at the National Theatre.

      Chris has Chasing Diana Spencer displayed in a cabinet, on a cushion.

      Do you have Shopping and Fucking? If not I will look online.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 30th January 15.32

        TO: complaints@westlondonbooks.co.uk

      

      

      Dear West London Books,

      I wish to complain. This morning I logged into your website to buy a copy of Shopping and Fucking by Mark Ravenhill but I was logged out for using “improper search terms”. I then phoned your help desk. I was told my language was disgusting and your agent terminated the call. Do your agents read? I wasn’t just mouthing off for the sake of it. Shopping and Fucking is a published play! I’ve just been to my local charity shop where they had THREE copies on their shelves. The cashier told me that she and her friends had recently read it for their over-eighties book club, and it had generated quite a lively discussion. That’s what books are all about! I look forward to reading Shopping and Fucking and I believe, as with all good writing, it will enrich and educate me.

      Coco Pinchard (Ex-customer)

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 31st January 10.56

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Last night I read Shopping and F**king and I wish I had never picked it up. I had to have half a bottle of wine and take three Nurofen. Those poor kids all named after Take That getting involved with drugs and prostitution! One is your age. You know you can always ask me if you need extra money for shopping. I’d rather you did that than the other things.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 31st January 12.22

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I have just had my severance package from Dorian.

      He included a letter from my publisher saying that because of “poor sales” in a “tough market” they have withdrawn Chasing Diana Spencer and will not be printing a paperback. They have allowed the rights to revert to me, but it means I don’t get the last instalment of my advance. This has blown a huge hole in my budget. (I now have to rely on asking Daniel for even more money.)

      The most horrifying thing is that the 3,000 remaining hardback copies of Chasing Diana Spencer are due to be pulped next week by a company called TBS Returns (probably stands for To Be Shredded).

      They have included an email address for them in case I want to keep any copies.

      Marika is here with a box of Chardonnay. You want to come over, get terribly drunk, and celebrate the end of a terrible month? I think I’ve reached rock bottom.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 31st January 23.56

        TO: enquiries@tbsreturns.co.uk

      

      

      
        
        A Pulping Poem by Coco Pinchard

      

      

      
        
        Oh, ye great soaring warehouse in Essex!

        Open your hallowed doors, and let me see your lights

        I will wear my bestest tights

        For tis soon in the month of Feb-yur-ee

        My book will travel to thee

        Great TBS returns!

        Where no book never burns

        But with such a double negative

        Is pulped, and gulped

        In frenzied recycling activity

        That ain’t no nativity.

        Nothing is born; no star is followed, when a manuscript is man-u-ripped!

        Three thousand copies I do have withdrawn

        Three thousand copies maketh Coco so forlorn.

        If I could have but a tenth of these for myself

        To fit on my Ikea bookshelf

        A happy cow I’ll be

        Moooooooooooo.

        Ms Coco Pinchard (author, poet, and don’t she know it!)
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        Sunday 1st February 12.33

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Something’s wrong. The house is shaking!

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 1st February 12.37

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Well, can you turn down the volume on Star Trek: Voyager? I thought we were having an earthquake when the Enterprise hit warp speed. Why did you let me sleep until nearly one?

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 1st February 13.47

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Did you get home okay? Chris says he woke up in his front garden an hour ago. It’s all coming back now. The huge amounts we drank. Rosencrantz coming down twice to tell us to keep the noise down. My head feels like it’s full of mice in spiky golf shoes.

      And my poem… I have just had this email:

       

      ATTACHMENT

      FROM: iain.anderson@TBSreturns.co.uk

      TO: cocopinchard27@gmail.com

      Dear Ms. Pinchard,

      We never normally enter into correspondence with authors or readers. Much of it is abusive due to the unfortunate nature of our work. However, your poem of late last night greatly touched our morning staff. In one instance, it made Terry who drives the forklift shed a tear. We adored its irony.

      So, on this occasion we will grant your request to “Open our hallowed doors”, and tour our facility for the pulping of your book Chasing Diana Spencer. I have sent the three hundred copies you requested and waived the P & P. Do keep writing, out of all tragedy comes hope.

      I have booked your visit for 10.30am next Saturday 7th. Due to limited number of hard hats available, we can only grant you one guest.

      Yours faithfully,

      Iain Anderson (Head Book Pulper) TBS Returns

       

      I am cringing. Why didn’t you stop me from sending that poem! It’s awful, awful, awful. I went “moooo” at the end of it.

      Where am I going to put three hundred copies?

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 2nd February 17.56

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      The newspaper didn’t arrive this morning. I phoned Clive the newsagent and he said the bill was not paid for January. Luckily, there was nearly a tenner in change down the back of the sofa. I cleared the bill and bought The Independent. They have announced the shortlist for the Anne and Michael Book Club.

      Anne and Michael Brannigan were on page seven, clinking wine glasses with Regina Battenberg. Window Box Winemaking is top of their list. Anne Brannigan was looking a little twitchy and drinking orange juice…

      I have decided to go on Saturday to TBS Returns and get closure. I’ve never had closure before, but the way everyone bangs on about it these days, it may be my salvation. Once it has happened, I can move on. Every day I replay my literary downfall in my head. Do you want to come along? Marika has a hot date on Saturday with an even hotter Greek guy.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 2nd February 19.04

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      A humiliating call from Daniel this morning. The pompous bastard informed me he was willing to put an “allowance” of £300 per month into my current account. He then hung up saying he was in the middle of a Whistle sound check.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 3rd February 17.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Parcelforce woke me at midday with three hundred copies of Chasing Diana Spencer. They are piled up against the wall in the living room. I am pretending they are modern art. The white spines look quite good with the black writing.

      Thank you for the offer to put me on your school’s list of supply teachers, but I am going to try to weather the storm. I couldn’t go back to being an English teacher, not after telling everyone when I left that I was going to be a writer.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 6th February 16.30

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      What a wasted, depressing week. I just sat on the stairs this morning crying. I thought I had turned a corner. I don’t know if I can go tomorrow but Chris is insisting.

      P.S. Enjoy your date tomorrow.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 7th February 18.00

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I was looking for my car keys this morning when the doorbell went. Chris was grinning on the doorstep in a smart suit. Parked by the old red telephone box sparkled his mother’s Bentley.

      A distinguished looking driver got out and opened the door.

      “I thought we’d go in style,” said Chris.

      “How will your mum get to Harrods?” I said, grabbing my bag.

      “I told her about the Tube,” he said. “She’s going to try it with her friend India; they’re very excited.”

      The car barely made a sound as it slid across London. As I predicted in the poem, TBS Returns was a huge warehouse, but it lacked hallowed doors. It had those plastic strips flapping in the breeze. Once we slid through the gates, we were searched, briefed about the fire exits, and asked to sign a confidentiality agreement.

      “Just remember,” said Chris as we descended in the lift, “you’re not a bad writer. One day you’ll be bigger than Regina Battenberg.”

      “No thanks,” I said. “She’s packing a lot under that Kaftan.”

      As the lift opened, we took in the enormity of the warehouse. Books were piled floor to ceiling and forklift trucks buzzed about.

      We were also confronted by the sheer damn sexiness of Iain Anderson, “Head Book Pulper”. I had imagined some fusty old git and I blushed when he held out his hand to greet us.

      “Coco Pinchard!” his voice echoed confidently. “The writer and poet.” I guffawed like a slapper on a hen night and went red. He put his hand on the small of my back and ushered us into a nearby cherry picker. Chris hopped in after and he closed the gate.

      Our bodies were packed close as we rose up over the warehouse. With his full lips, dark stubble and muscular lean body, Chris and I locked eyes in agreement. Iain was hot.

      “You just made it,” said Iain, as the cherry picker slowed its climb. “Chasing Diana Spencer is next.”

      He pointed to a forklift carrying a wooden pallet stacked high with my book and moving towards the pulping machine.

      I went to say something profound but the forklift swerved and dumped them in one go. As they hit the spinning blades, the hardback covers squealed and cracked. I felt tears coming and, for some reason, buried my head in Iain’s chest. It was firm and muscled and he smelt so wonderful.

      I realised what I was doing and pulled away, but a big string of snot hung between my nose and his shirt pocket.

      “Oh God!” I said, mortified. Chris’s eyebrows shot up and he fumbled for a tissue.

      There is nowhere to run in a cherry picker, and it was a long minute before all the snot was accounted for.

      “We often forget how tough it is to be a writer,” said Iain, as we descended back to earth. I wasn’t sure if he was changing the subject or being polite about the silvery trail of snot now drying on his shirt.

      “A lot of the staff read your book this week. It’s great,” he said. “In fact, we reviewed it in our internal magazine, Pulped Fiction.”

      “Thank you,” I said, as he helped us out.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t have more time to talk to you, but I’ve got to go. Best of luck,” he said.

      And that was it, over so quickly. On the way home in the car, Chris asked if I had had the anticipated closure.

      “No, but I now have a nice cringeworthy memory to add to my woes.”

      “I know,” said Chris. “If he’d have been a minger it would’ve been much less embarrassing.”

      “It’s made me realise that if I ever go on the pull again, I’m limited to the over forties. Your youth, it goes.”

      “Try being me,” said Chris. “In gay years I’m virtually a pensioner.”

      When I got home, Iain had emailed me the book review. I have attached it.

       

      Chasing Diana Spencer By Coco Pinchard Published by House Of Randoms. £19.99

      A sublime piece of comic fiction from first-time writer Coco Pinchard. Set in 1981 in a parallel reality, Prince Charles is to announce his engagement to Camilla Parker-Bowles. With a week to go before the official announcement, the Queen is visited by the ghost of Queen Elizabeth I, who informs her that a grave error has occurred in the order of the Universe.

      If she wants to save the monarchy, and the future of humanity, Prince Charles must marry a young woman called Diana Spencer, working as a ski instructor in a sleepy corner of France. The Queen is forced to don a disguise and undertake an epic journey to find Diana before it’s all too late. Full of comedy, drama, and delightful plot twists, this novel must be read before the scheduled shred. ★★★★★

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 8th February 13.30

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Are you around for some Sunday lunch? Rosencrantz is in love, Marika is in love. I am not. Are you? You know I always wish you happiness but please don’t tell me you’ve fallen in love since yesterday. I need a fellow ying for their loved-up yang.

      Marika had a wonderful dinner with her Greek guy, Aristotle. He was chivalrous, made her laugh and the lingering kiss he gave her whilst pressed up against the gas meter was so good she has lost the will to smoke.

      “His pheromones have flooded my body, and taken away the cravings,” she said as I lit up a fag, my fifteenth of the morning.

      Rosencrantz met a guy during a flashmob this morning at King’s Cross Station, organised via Facebook. Three hundred strangers congregated at precisely 11.09 and all performed the Macarena. Post flashmob, when they were being herded out of the ticket hall by the police, Rosencrantz got chatting to Clive, a handsome older guy wearing Prada sunglasses.

      “I’m like in love,” he said. “The writing’s on the wall.”

      I presume he meant his Facebook wall.

      Doesn’t anyone meet in the pub anymore?

      I’ve made Yorkshire puddings (from a packet).

      xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 9th February 10.00

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      At seven this morning I shuffled past my computer on the landing when it started to trill like a 1950s phone. There was a popping noise and Meryl appeared, sat in her front room with her palm tree wallpaper in the background. Her mouth was moving but there was no sound.

      In my bleary state, I realised it was the new Skype account Rosencrantz downloaded to talk to the Prada sunglasses guy, Clive. I clicked on the speakers and Meryl came booming through at full blast, saying, “Coco! It’s cock-crow, and you’re still in your nightie?”

      I said I was recovering from a boozy lunch with Rosencrantz, Marika and Chris where we all talked about men.

      “What’s Rosencrantz talking about men for?”

      “Because he’s gay,” I said. “You remember? He told us all over the PA system at your fortieth birthday party.”

      “Yes,” said Meryl shuddering. “But, are you sure he’s gay. He’d make some girl very happy.”

      “Look,” I said. “I am not going to debate my son’s sexuality with you. Again. The penny should have dropped years ago when you made him all those evening gowns for his Barbie dolls. Now. What can I do for you?”

      “I was seeing if you wanted to come for Easter?”

      “When is Easter?” I asked.

      “When is Easter?” parroted Tony, popping up behind Meryl. “You Labour voters. I bet you could tell me when Ramadan is but not Good Friday.”

      “Tony, I’m talking,” said Meryl, pushing him away. “Coco, Easter falls on April the tenth. Mum’s coming. Daniel will be in the States, Whistle Up The Wind is doing very well… It’ll be your first Easter alone.”

      Meryl blinked and let it hang there. I was too tired to think of an excuse, so I agreed.

      “Super, I’ll send you a notelet to confirm. Must dash.”

      With that there was another popping sound and the screen went blank.

      What are you doing for Easter? Could you manufacture a fake relative who could die, and invite me to the funeral? I must try to get out of it. I must also get Rosencrantz to switch the computer off when he is finished. This Skype thing is too close for comfort. Last night, I was unwittingly introduced to Clive as I walked past in a towel.

      “Ooh. Isn’t Mum a curvy goddess?” he crooned.

      I couldn’t tell if it was meant as a compliment. He still had on his Prada sunglasses, indoors, at night. Their first proper date is tomorrow evening.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 11th February 23.18

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Thank you for your message. Why can’t you lie like other teenagers? I don’t need to know that the date is going well and you are going back to Clive’s “for coffee”.

      Chris is here. He just showed me the text you sent him; “Will the sunglasses come off along with the underwear?”

      Could you please not send things like that to Chris? It puts him in a position of knowing too much and then he feels he has to tell me.

      I went for tea and corned beef sandwiches with your nan today, she sends you her love. There is a new resident in her home, Mrs Burbridge, who is jostling to be top dog. Last night she led a coup in the residents’ lounge, which resulted in Eastenders not being shown. I told her to tell Mrs Braun, the manager, but I was met with a torrent of expletives culminating in, “I ain’t a grass!”

      She is plotting to bring down Mrs Burbridge.

      “I control what is on the box round ‘ere,” she said, her eyes flashing.

      I told her not to make trouble, but she said whatever she does, it won’t be traced back to her. If I was Mrs Burbridge, I would be scared. I saw Ethel surreptitiously slide the key off the tin of corned beef and into her handbag.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 12th February 15.47

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Rosencrantz has ended it with Clive. They went on a second date yesterday to the Chamber of Horrors at Madame Tussauds. It was very dark, and for health and safety reasons a member of staff ordered him to remove his Prada sunglasses. Apparently, Clive has rather overdone it on the eye surgery. It looks like two peeled eggs are straining to evacuate his head. Rosencrantz screamed in terror and ran into the arms of a Dracula waxwork.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 14th February 13.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      You got six Valentine cards? I got a gas bill. Marika has had nothing from Aristotle, even though on their last date she let him take her up the Oxo Tower.

      Presents from Clive keep arriving for Rosencrantz. They were supposed to be going for a luxury Valentine’s journey on The London Eye… The eye-rony!

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 14th February 17.07

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      At four thirty, after champagne, handmade Belgian chocolates and a Tiffany Silver Spork had been delivered, Clive knocked on the door.

      “Don’t answer it,” said Rosencrantz, leaping into the airing cupboard and closing the door.

      Clive banged again and looked through the letterbox. I ran into the living room but he followed and saw me through the window. I pretended to be surprised to see him, and went to open the door.

      “What can I do to win his heart?” begged Clive.

      “You should find someone who wants to settle down,” I said, as nicely as I could.

      Clive pulled off his sunglasses and shouted, “Does he know how rich I am? He’ll want for nothing!”

      Despite being forewarned, I still took a sharp intake of breath. I don’t know how his eyes were managing to stay in his head.

      “Um… money isn’t everything,” I said weakly.

      “If you believe that then you’re a fool!” he spat. “I know you’re in there Rosencrantz,” he shouted. “I could make you a star!”

      We stood there, awkwardly, as Rosencrantz remained in the airing cupboard.

      “Fine!” he said, and turning on his loafers, he hailed a cab.

      Rosencrantz quickly forgot about Clive. In fact, within three quarters of an hour, he had arranged a date via Facebook with a boy from his Elizabethan dance class. I couldn’t forget the look of desperation on Clive’s face. Will he ever find someone? Will I?

      Please don’t cancel your date. I am okay. Aristotle came through and is taking Marika on a romantic horse-drawn carriage ride through Hyde Park. I’m just going to have a bath and go to bed early with the Belgian chocolates. I’m going to mash them up in a bowl, and eat the lot with the Silver Spork.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 15th February 11.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      No, I didn’t have the best evening. I was getting ready for bed when Daniel phoned. I thought it was going to be a nice build bridges/Valentine’s call, but all he wanted to know was if Ethel’s spare teeth were in the filing cabinet. She had rung him in a panic. Her set has vanished from the glass beside her bed. Yesterday, Ethel stole Mrs Burbidge’s wig and threw it in the tea urn, where it melted onto the filament. She thinks the missing teeth are retaliation.

      The sum of my Valentine’s evening was spent sterilising her spare set. I am taking them over in a minute; they have steak Diane for lunch, and the nursing home use the cheapest cuts of meat.

      You want to come over later? Marika wants to tell us about her amazing night with Aristotle. She is also on at me to join up to Facebook. Which is where she found him. She thinks it would do me good to meet new people.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 16th February 17.00

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I am just fiddling with my new Facebook profile. What does it mean if someone pokes me? I just had an old school friend do just that. A guy called Rhydian. He was my first boyfriend. He dumped me because I threw sand at him. I was six at the time.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 17th February 04.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Do you remember a woman called Regan Turnbull? We taught with her when we were both at St. Duke’s comprehensive. She has the most awful picture of me in one of her Facebook albums. Taken the night we got drunk in 1998 after the OFSTED inspection. Bad angle, bad haircut, bad diet. I look fifty – I was only thirty!

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 17th February 04.12

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Sorry! Go back to sleep. I completely lost track of the time. I will message her and ask her to take the picture off. Rhydian’s poke was platonic. He is married.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 17th February 21.00

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I now have one hundred Facebook friends. Just keeping up with all of them is exhausting. You click through their photos and profiles and you are confronted with another person you had consigned to your past.

      One of them is a woman who heads an influential policy group at Chatham House, campaigning against beheadings in Saudi Arabia. The last time I saw her, we were five and I tried to steal her Cindy Doll. She ended up with the body and me with the head.

      Rosencrantz had to prise my hands off the mouse this evening when dinner was ready.

      “You haven’t like washed today, Mum,” he said.

      No response from Regan Turnbull. I keep looking at that awful picture. She never asked if she could put it out there for the entire world to see!

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 18th February 16.30

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Sorry I missed your calls. I turned on the computer at nine this morning, then I looked up and it was three o’clock!

      Two hundred and eleven friends and counting. I chatted to Rhydian today. He bought me a virtual cactus, which I must remember to virtually water. I bought him some virtual chocolate.

      We worked out our porn names. Mine is Bambi Turner for which he sent me a super poke, and his is Kenton Fluffbag. I threw a sheep at him. He is so nice to chat to. He has a daughter the same age as Rosencrantz.

      Bad news re Regan Turnbull. On further inspection, she hasn’t posted on her wall or updated her status in months.

      I phoned the number listed on her profile and her husband answered. He told me she ran off with another man last summer, and hasn’t been heard of since. She met the man on Facebook.

      I asked him if he knew her account password to remove the photo but he said, “If I did, this affair would’ve been nipped in the bud.” Poor man.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 18th February 17.03

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I have now looked at the photo of me so many times that it’s coming up as the first result when you Google Coco Pinchard!

      Daphne from Ohio is now in second place.

      To top it all, the cactus from Rhydian has died. I forgot to virtually water it. Am gutted.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 18th February 21.47

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Had my first tiff with Rhydian. My status is set to, “Coco is currently annoyed with Rhydian”.

      The reason; he bought me a virtual goldfish, to make up for the loss of my virtual cactus. What with mounting friend requests and my search for Regan, I just don’t have time for pets.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 19th February 08.04

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I haven’t slept. Rhydian said the virtual goldfish would be low maintenance, but it was ill in the night.

      I also found Sophie Snow White’s profile. It is set to private so I can’t view her. I don’t want to friend request her.

      A horrible thought… What if she is still seeing Daniel?

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 19th February 09.15

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I found a way around it. I set up a fake account as Karen Pritchard and friended Snow White.

      There are many pictures in her photo album, mostly taken in nightclubs holding on to different men with her pink-stained tongue poking out. None of Daniel, thank God.

      I am going to engage her in some online chat, and pump her for information.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 19th February 10.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I hope you don’t mind, but I used a photo of you on my fake profile. I was talking to Snow White as Karen and she wanted to know what I looked like. The only pictures I had on the hard drive were of you or Goldie Hawn, and even she’s not that gullible.

      Snow White is in a relationship with a guy who works as a DJ in Manchester. She said that she was seeing an “older guy” but he was “crap in bed”.

      I am quite offended… Daniel is/was actually rather good. Am I terribly inexperienced? Should I get out there more? However, where is “out there” these days?

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 19th February 11.46

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I have just written something on Snow White’s Wall that I am not proud of.

      I wrote SLAG.

      As well as Daniel, she was sleeping with Prince Charming from the Pantomime!

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 19th February 11.56

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Oops. No I didn’t. I wrote SALG. Snow White thinks it’s a “cool word” and she has started up a new Facebook group called “The SALGS”.

      Just she and I are members so far.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 19th February 12.30

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I blew my cover and told Sophie what I thought of her. She sent one word back: FREAK.

      She also ordered me to leave The SALGS which now has 124 members, including Chris!

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 19th February 19.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Thank you for leaving the SALGS, I appreciate your loyalty.

      I just experienced an intervention when Marika came up the stairs with Rosencrantz. I hadn’t noticed the door go. She took me into the bathroom and showed me my reflection in the mirror.

      I was shocked. I looked ancient and unwashed with huge dark circles under my eyes.

      Rosencrantz has changed the passwords on my accounts and deactivated me. He has taken on my virtual goldfish.

      They led me downstairs, poured wine, and made me eat. I thought I would be so mad with them but I felt calm. I’m not in a good place, but the Internet is a far worse place for me to be right now.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 20th February 16.33

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Thank you for last night. A good sleep has put things in perspective.

      Ethel just phoned to see how I am doing. Apparently, she came over in the week but I didn’t see or hear her.

      She said if her Wilf were still alive, he too would have been addicted to the Internet.

      “What with all that free porn, it would’ve made life easier for ‘im,” she said. “In later years ‘is back was so bad ‘e couldn’t reach the top-shelf magazines.”

      I told Ethel I wasn’t looking at that kind of thing and put the phone down.

      I have just had a text from Rhydian asking if I fancied a drink this evening. He says he misses me on Facebook. Should I go? It’s only a drink and our Facebook relationship was platonic. Might be nice to get out… I’ve just sat on the stairs all morning, smoking.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 20th February 20.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Why aren’t you answering your phone? I need you to save me from Rhydian. Foolishly, I came out on a date with him. He is a total nut job. His wife left him last Friday. He joined Facebook to find a new partner. What’s more, his daughter Lizzie is here too (and equally nuts). He thought meeting her would be a good way to integrate me into the family. He said he never should have dumped me when we were six. I am hiding in the toilets.

      What am I doing?

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 20th February 21.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Where are you? It’s packed in here. We just had food, which is difficult when people are dragging their oversized handbags over your head as they pass. Lizzie told the story of her mother’s betrayal. Last week she came home from school early to find her sitting on the gardener’s face. The only reply I could think of was, “You’re so lucky to have a big garden.”

      Come and get me, please!

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 20th February 22.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      No. I am in All Bar One, not The Slug And Lettuce. The windows are all steamed up so I can’t see out. We are at the back. I can barely stand. I have had too much wine. Lizzie just cornered me when Rhydian was in the loo saying, “I knew he’d find me a new mother on Facebook. You were the best out of all the others we looked at.”

      What if she didn’t run off with the gardener? What if they killed her?

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 21st February 11.19

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I thought I told you it was the All Bar One in Covent Garden, sorry hun. On the upside, at least you now know where all the other All Bar Ones are in Central London? ;-)

      I finally got away at midnight, lying that I had forgotten to take the anti-rejection drugs for my heart transplant.

      “You must get them,” said Lizzie, “and come back for us!”

      Rhydian walked me outside to the pavement. We stopped by the window awkwardly. Then I heard a squeaking sound. Lizzie was at the window and was looking through a smiley face she had drawn in the condensation. She gave her dad the thumbs up and he leant in for a kiss. My stomach contracted in a panic. I pushed him away and threw up spectacularly over the bonnet of a parked Mercedes. Their faces fell in disgust.

      Rhydian produced a tissue, saying, “Well, this has been, um, lovely.”

      Lizzy’s face, still at the window, was now boiling with tears. I just ran for it and didn’t stop until I reached Leicester Square. Maybe my vomit saved me. I haven’t heard from him.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 24th February 16.18

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Hi love, tried to ring but you’re not answering. You must be in mime class. I know they are very strict about you not speaking. Your nan has been taken to Casualty after a nasty fall. I don’t know much else. I am on my way to the hospital. The key is under the wheelie bin. If you’re hungry, I’m afraid all we’ve got is Wagon Wheels…

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 24th February 21.33

        TO: danielpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Answer your phone! I have left you three messages. Your mum has had to have an emergency hip replacement at The Aldgate East Hospital in Whitechapel. The surgeon says it went well. I was with her when she came round from the anaesthetic. She had a fight with Mrs Burbridge at the nursing home over who was going to call the bingo balls. It got physical and Ethel fell/was pushed off the stage. I asked her if she reported it to the manager, but she is still going on about not being a grass.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 25th February 15.04

        TO: danielpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I took your mum some nicotine patches this morning; she said that she would prefer them to grapes. When I got there, she was very pale and in a lot more pain than yesterday. The nurses don’t seem bothered. They were all huddled round a computer playing The NHS Sims, looking after virtual patients.

      I phoned Mrs Braun at the Rainbow Nursing home, and she says Ethel will no longer be welcome as a resident when she is discharged from hospital. I asked why. Mrs Braun says when she tried to break up the fight Ethel, called her a “potato-faced Kraut”. I said she has called me far worse, but Mrs Braun said that they have a zero-tolerance racism policy.

      I then phoned Meryl. She had to bellow above the noise of her food mixer as she’s knee deep in royal icing, making a four-tier wedding cake, and can’t visit before the weekend. Tony can’t either. He has a backlog of coffins due to a local outbreak of Legionnaires’ disease.

      I told her that your mother will be homeless when she gets out of hospital, but she said she had to go, and put the phone down. We need to sort this out.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 26th February 15.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Chris came with me to the Rainbow Nursing home. Ethel’s room had been emptied. Three drab suitcases and a hatbox sat waiting in reception. There was no note or message. The teenager on the desk informed us that Mrs Braun had gone to visit her sister in Berlin.

      Mrs Burbridge hasn’t been evicted. We saw her through the window of the residents’ lounge surrounded by pensioners. There was laughter and music playing loudly and the sun was glinting off her smooth, bald head.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 27th February 21.34

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Rosencrantz came along to Whitechapel for evening visiting. I was shocked how Ethel’s condition had deteriorated. They have moved her into a stinking ward full of old women moaning in the gloom. The lone nurse on duty was engrossed in a book about alternative medicine.

      When we reached Ethel’s bed, she was waxy and delirious. We tried to give her some water but her body tensed up and she began to shake. I shouted for the nurse, and seeing Ethel, she pressed an alarm. Within seconds, a team of doctors sped in and swished the curtains around her bed. We were asked to wait outside in the corridor. After a long hour, a consultant came and told us Ethel had had a cardiac arrest. They managed to revive her but she is unconscious and on a ventilator. I had to play twenty questions but he finally admitted that it might be the MRSA superbug, brought on by her wound not healing.

      “So nothing to do with that filthy ward?” I said.

      The consultant said Ethel was being moved to intensive care and then he had to go.

      Meryl and Tony are coming down early tomorrow morning and Daniel is on standby for a flight home.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 28th February 03.30

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I can hear music coming from your room, can’t you sleep either? You fancy a hot chocolate?

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 28th February 10.06

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I phoned the hospital at 7am. Ethel is still unconscious, but stable. At 8.30am, Meryl and Tony were on the doorstep in cycling gear with windswept hair. They had biked down in the freezing rain.

      They were acting with forced gaiety. Meryl was barely through the door when the bicycle clips came off, the rubber gloves went on, and she was cleaning my oven. Tony pulled a brick out of his bum bag saying he’d brought it to drop into my cistern to save water. As he disappeared up the stairs, I lit a cigarette and watched Meryl.

      “You okay?” I said.

      “Yes, thank you,” she said, scrubbing furiously. “Just a little saddle sore but apart from that…”

      She burst into tears. I went over and gave her a hug.

      “What will I do if…?” she sobbed.

      Tony came downstairs. I signalled him to come and hug her but he went very red saying, “Ah, I’ll just um…” before scuttling into the garden.

      I poured us each a large brandy, and for the first time ever, she’s not cooking or cleaning. We’re sat watching an episode of Sex And The City. I think it’s cheered her up a bit, although she’s had to keep asking me what a lot of things mean.

      Daniel lands at nine tonight.
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        Sunday 1st March 09.45

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Daniel knocked on the door at 10pm. He was surprised I hadn’t picked him up from Heathrow. He had a tan, a small ponytail and was sporting some woven cloth bracelets around his wrist. Everything about him screamed mid-life crisis, including the faux American accent. I managed to be civil for about fifteen minutes, until he thanked me for saving him some cold fish fingers under “ah-loo-min-um” foil.

      “You’re a Londoner, Daniel, from Catford.”

      “But in America I can be whaddever I want,” he said.

      “Can you stop being a dickhead then?” I snapped.

      He slept downstairs on the sofa. Meryl tried to instigate a big jolly cooked breakfast with Daniel this morning. I stayed upstairs with a couple of Pop-Tarts and Rosencrantz stomped off to college with a cold “hello” and a Fruit Corner.

      M + T have gone on ahead to Whitechapel on the tandem. Daniel and I are waiting for a taxi. I feel like I am trapped in an Ingmar Bergman film. I’m looking out into the grey drizzle whilst Daniel plays mournfully on the piano downstairs.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 2nd March 16.30

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Nothing has changed. They have put even more machines around your nan’s bed so now only two of us can be in her room at a time. I’m sharing shifts with Tony and your Dad is going in with Meryl. It doesn’t look promising.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 3rd March 19.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I held Daniel’s hand on the way home in the taxi tonight. The latest news from the consultant is bad. He doubts Ethel will ever wake up; she was starved of oxygen for twelve minutes.

      They have placed electrodes on her temples but there was little sign of brain activity, not even when we put on her favourite, The Jerry Springer Show. The hospital has started talking about the “option” to switch off her ventilator.

      Rosencrantz has just come home from classes and lit up one of my cigarettes. I didn’t say anything. Ethel would be proud, her saying has always been “Cigarettes maketh the man”.

      Meryl is mopping the kitchen floor. Again. Tony is outside in the gloom oiling the tandem and Daniel is playing some dark dramatic Rachmaninoff on the piano.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 4th March 23.56

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Thank you for the lilies that you both sent. Ethel would have loved them, but flowers aren’t allowed in Intensive Care.

      When we got back from the hospital tonight, we opened some wine and all sat in living room looking at old photos of Ethel. She was scowling in most of them, even the ones from her own wedding. The only picture we found of her looking happy was taken in 1949, when she won a ballroom dancing competition at the Catford Working Men’s Club. She looked like a different person, young, beaming in a slim elegant gown next to Daniel’s dad. I asked them why she never smiled.

      Meryl told us Ethel had had all her teeth out in the fifties and that the false ones she was given were too big.

      “Why didn’t she get smaller ones?” asked Rosencrantz.

      “Couldn’t afford to,” said Daniel. “Then when Dad died and left her with two small kids and no money, life was hard. I suppose she got used to not smiling.”

      The hospital had been pushing us all day to make a decision about turning off Ethel’s life support. After more tests, it is almost certain that she will never wake up. We opened more wine and it felt like a horrible version of jury duty, discussing the pros and cons of keeping Ethel alive. In the end it came down to the fact that she told us on many occasions, “If I’m a vegetable, switch me orf, don’t faff, and don’t waste the ‘lectric bill dithering.”

      A cloud descended over the room as we realised we had made the decision.

      Meryl, Tony, and Rosencrantz drifted off up to bed; Daniel and I were left alone. One lamp was glowing and the fire was beginning to die down. The rain rattled on the roof. He leant over and topped up my wine glass.

      “Could I get some warder?” he said.

      “Oh Daniel, drop the accent,” I sighed. “You sound like a bad Cliff Richard impersonator.”

      I went into the kitchen, and when I came back with a glass of water, he was crying. He took a long drink and wiped his eyes.

      “I thought Mum would live to see her fourscore and ten.”

      I put my arm around him.

      “You want to know why I did it? Why I cheated on you?”

      “We don’t need to do this now,” I said.

      “I don’t want to end up like my mother. Bitter, miserable and never achieving anything,” he said.

      I asked him how shagging a twenty year old would help him achieve something.

      “She needed me.”

      “I didn’t need you?” I said, hurt.

      “Yeah, I’ve gone and you’re fine.”

      “I am not!”

      “Mum said you’ve been living the life of Riley, out on the tiles with Chris and Marika, enjoying this house, which I could never have bought you, no matter how hard I toiled.”

      I went to protest, but I realised Ethel wouldn’t be able to defend herself ever again. Damn, I thought. Even on her deathbed she’s getting one up on me.

      “I’m just… nothing,” Daniel said, and began to sob.

      I sat beside him.

      “Do you know how proud I am of you?” I said. I stroked his hair and held him close. “I need you so much.”

      He pulled away, looked into my eyes, and kissed me. It was like a switch being flipped in my stomach, flooding me with heat. Before I knew it, we were racing up the stairs, tugging off our clothes and having the most passionate sex in years. Afterwards I lay in his arms on the bare mattress of our old bed. He traced his finger slowly down my stomach.

      “Coco,” he said, staring into my eyes.

      “Yes,” I said breathlessly, his finger tracing lower.

      “I want you to do something for me.”

      “Yes?” I whispered, closing my eyes.

      “Would you switch off my mother’s life support machine?”

      I pushed his hand away, got up, and scrambled for my clothes.

      “What?” he said. “Meryl says she can’t, she won’t let Tony and I couldn’t… Please?”

      I struggled into my jeans. “Why did you have to ask me now?”

      “Well,” he said, tapping his watch as if we were late for the theatre.

      I pulled on an old t-shirt. He lit a cigarette and passed it to me.

      “Please,” he said. “I would do it for you. Please.”

      I couldn’t say no to his pleading face. I said I had to go and came back to the spare room. I cannot sleep. What have I done?

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 5th March 14.30

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      We got to Whitechapel at eight this morning. There is nothing more depressing than a shabby Victorian-era hospital on a cold grey day.

      When we arrived at Intensive Care and saw Ethel, I knew that we were making the right decision. She was dressed in a fresh gown. A nurse had just finished bathing her. He was a nice chap but he had very bony fingers. Ethel hates bony fingers, they give her the creeps.

      The fluorescent light fizzed and the rhythmic sound of the ventilator sucked air in and out of her lungs. Her fringe had been combed off her forehead, which she would have hated, and without her teeth, her scowl was sunken and diminished.

      “I think we should all like say something, before we do this,” said Rosencrantz.

      We took it in turns. Rosencrantz went first and told her he loved her. He said that he would endeavour to sleep with Rupert Everett, like he promised her he would.

      “I always thought you would live like long enough for me to like tell you all about it,” he said.

      There were raised eyebrows from everyone. Tony went next, and promised her coffin would be of the best quality.

      “We’ve got a marvellous selection in at the moment, cherry, maple, oak, all with lovely brass features. Goodbye.”

      Meryl went next. She was crying so much she could barely speak, so she just kissed Ethel on the cheek. Then it was my turn.

      “Ethel,” I said, “goodbye. I know we have had our differences but I hate that this has happened to you… and in case you can hear, they asked me to press the switch. I didn’t volunteer.”

      I took her comb and combed her fringe back over her forehead, just how she always wore it.

      Daniel went last, and if I’m honest, he did go on a bit, giving a long lament that she will never get to see him realise his full potential. I half expected Ethel to open one eye and croak, “Pull yerself together, yer big girl’s blouse.”

      The consultant was getting twitchy, as this had gone on for some time. He gave me a nod, and I walked over to switch off the life support. I was confronted by a confusing array of plugs. The hospital hadn’t said exactly what I had to do, and I didn’t feel like I could ask. I took a deep breath and pressed a switch. A pedestal fan by the bed sprang to life and swirled all Ethel’s get well cards off the bedside cabinet. The second switch turned on the television and the opening credits of This Morning boomed out.

      “Excuse me,” said Meryl to the consultant, as if she were lost in Sainsbury’s, “could you direct my sister-in-law to the correct switch?”

      I felt an inappropriate laugh rise up in my chest, which burst out. They all exchanged scandalised glances.

      Apologising, I took a deep breath and pressed the correct switch. The ventilator filled her lungs one last time and slowly wheezed to a stop.

      “Her chest is still rising!” cried Rosencrantz.

      “This is sometimes normal,” said the consultant kindly. “Many patients do carry on breathing for a few minutes.”

      “So right now she’s like dying?” said Rosencrantz.

      We all looked at Ethel. She had a serene scowl on her face. Meryl gave a deep sob so Tony and me took her out, and Rosencrantz and Daniel followed. We had no interest in seeing what little colour Ethel had left drain from her face.

      We went down to the cafeteria, ordered coffee, and sat staring into space. I don’t know how long we had been there when the consultant appeared at our table.

      “It seems Mrs Pinchard is breathing unaided, and with a stronger pulse,” he said. “Now, this is an awkward crucial time, it could go either way, but she has shown stronger life signs in the last hour. Much stronger than we’d expected.”

      We are still at the hospital. Ethel has now been breathing unaided for four hours. Meryl is in on the phone trying to get in touch with the Steakhouse we had booked for a memorial lunch. Tony had put down a deposit of fifty pounds. He is pacing up and down saying, “I know this is an emotional time, but fifty pounds is fifty pounds.”

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 6th March 11.09

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Ethel has now been breathing by herself for twenty-four hours. The thought of arranging a funeral had been bad enough, but now we are trying to prepare for what Ethel will be like if she wakes up. She could have serious brain damage.

      When we got back last night, I went outside with Daniel to share a cigarette. We both squeezed onto the shed step at the end of the garden and looked out across London. It was clear and we could see for miles. Daniel pulled me into his coat.

      “I’d like to try again,” he said, exhaling smoke into the glowing sky. “I love you, and the thought of losing you like I nearly did Mum is just awful.”

      “You’re going away,” I said.

      “Not forever,” he said looking into my eyes. “I want to make it right. I’m sorry. I love you.”

      He kissed me. We slept together again, properly, in our bed. Why is high emotion such an aphrodisiac?

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 6th March 17.33

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Marika can be so blunt sometimes. She phoned this morning to say my emails have become very “Mills and Boon”. She said she is deeply sorry about Ethel, but that I am sleepwalking back to Daniel, who is exploiting the situation to make himself feel better, and win me back. I hung up on her.

      Ethel, it seems, is tougher than we thought. At 3pm, she opened her eyes and told Meryl that she looked like she was retaining water, “Gallons of it.” At 3.15pm, the doctors ran tests to check for brain damage. She could not remember the Prime Minister’s name, but she did know who the current landlady is in Coronation Street. They are calling it an unprecedented recovery.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 7th March 10.14

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I thought you would be supportive of my decision. What about when you and Marika have gone back to people who, in your case, were blatantly not right for you?

      Gus, the married banker? He dumped you three times and you had to pretend you were reading the gas meter when his wife caught you in their downstairs cupboard. And Marika wasted two years with John the PE teacher who destroyed her confidence and had her at his beck and call.

      Despite this, I always supported you. This is my marriage of twenty years. Family is family, you love them unconditionally.

      Now I have to go. That dickhead Tony has started a row about something with Rosencrantz.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 7th March 12.05

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Wherever you went, you can come home. Meryl and Tony have gone.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 7th March 12.12

        TO: meryl.watson@yahoo.com

      

      

      In your haste to depart, you left your Carmen rollers.

      Coco

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 7th March 13.23

        TO: meryl.watson@yahoo.com

      

      

      Rosencrantz, where are you? Meryl and Tony have gone. I am sorry Tony got so nasty with you, the arrogant greasy bastard. They both vanished upstairs after you stormed out. An hour later, Meryl knocked on the living room door and they came in, all packed and dressed in cycling gear.

      “I think we’re going to leave,” said Meryl frostily and they walked out with their Lycra shorts whistling, slamming the front door.

      They’ll be back; we’re a free place to stay when they come to London.

      Do you think you will be home soon? Dad wants to play us some songs from Whistle Up The Wind. It’s ages since we all sat round the piano together.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 7th March 15.01

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Oh God! Oh God! Oh shit! I have just sent the email slagging off Meryl I was meant to send you to Meryl by mistake! Damn this email invention. In the olden days (pre-1994), if you mistakenly addressed mail you had so many ways of backing out at the last minute: not writing the envelope, not licking the stamp, not going to the postbox. Where are you?

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 7th March 15.54

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      This just arrived from your aunt. She thinks Tony won the argument.

       

      ATTACHMENT

      FROM: meryl.watson@yahoo.com

      TO: cocopinchard27@gmail.com

      Coco,

      You sent me an email by mistake. Was it destined for Rosencrantz maybe? Not wanting to pry, I have deleted it unread. However, my eyes could not help but pick out the word “bastard”. Why are you sending this to your son? Surely as a “writer” you could afford to put your point across more elegantly?

      We made it back on the tandem in two hours, fourteen minutes and twelve seconds. We did have the wind in our backs, and Tony is always a better cyclist after winning an argument.

      I will be popping down to see Mum in the week. Don’t worry. I won’t be staying. I will get the train.

      Meryl

      P.S. Re the Carmen rollers, I can think of several places you could put them. You take that big house for granted! Nevertheless, if they are really in your way, send them on and I will reimburse you for the postage.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 7th March 16.30

        TO: meryl.watson@yahoo.com

      

      

      Dear Meryl,

      I’m pleased to hear you made it back on the tandem in record time. Has Tony calmed down after his row with Rosencrantz? It was a very trivial argument, don’t you think? I dug out one of my Harry Potter novels and looked up the house system at Hogwarts School Of Witchcraft and Wizardry. The Houses are Gryffindor, Ravenclaw, Hufflepuff, and Slytherin, not Silvikrin as Tony insisted.

      Rosencrantz was right. Silvikrin is a brand of hair shampoo designed to nourish, condition and pump up volume. Maybe whilst you are waiting for me to send your Carmen rollers you could try it. It could help you achieve the volume your hair lacks.

      Keep me posted with what you find out about nursing homes. I hope that what Mrs Braun said about getting the local authority to blacklist Ethel was just in the heat of the moment.

      Coco

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 9th March 10.43

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Who is this “friend” you are staying with? You’ll be back tomorrow to say goodbye to Dad, won’t you? I’m arranging a trip out to see him when his show is in Los Angeles at Easter. Would like to come?

      I have always asked you not to take sides. Please can you respect that now? Your Dad loves you very much. I’m not trying to play happy families, and I have not forgotten what has happened. It just wouldn’t hurt to spend some time together, the three of us. Fancy joining us for a walk around Regent’s Park later?

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 11th March 23.44

        TO: danielpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      How was the flight? I miss you already. The last few days were so idyllic, just talking and spending time together. Your mum was moved out of intensive care today, earlier than they had thought, and begins physiotherapy next week. So far, it’s just me coming to Los Angeles for Easter.

      Chris and Marika are ignoring me, so is your son.

      Love Coco xxxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 12th March 18.01

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Who did you bring home last night? In future, it would be nice to be introduced, and it would be polite to be asked before you have overnight guests. I heard your bed going like the clappers. For my own peace of mind I am going to assume you, and whoever, were jumping up and down on it to the music you were playing. I know you have your iPhone on, so please reply when you get this call/email.

      Mum

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 12th March 20.13

        TO: danielpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I have just spoken to Rosencrantz. He would like to come to Los Angeles at Easter and he wants to bring his new boyfriend. I asked him why I haven’t been introduced. He said they haven’t reached the parental introductions stage. I said it seemed serious as they are at the jumping up and down on beds stage. The chap is called Christian, and it seems he is a man of means. He is willing to pay his own airfare.

      I think it’s all happening rather fast. I have demanded I be introduced to him on Saturday night.

      Coco x

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 12th March 23.13

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Is five days too quick to get into a serious relationship?

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 12th March 23.17

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I am not talking about Daniel and me. I was talking about Rosencrantz. Now I know your real opinion on us getting back together…

      Also, how much longer is Marika going to keep ignoring me? I am not stupid, I know what I am doing. Daniel has apologised. We are taking it slowly, but we are most definitely back together.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 13th March 14.02

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I am sorry. You were right. You were so right.

       

      ATTACHMENT

      FROM: danielpinchard@gmail.com

      TO: cocopinchard27@gmail.com

      Dear Coco,

      I was awake all night after we came off the phone. I’m sorry. I can’t do this. You need too much from me, but I need to get out there and achieve things, and I can’t do it with you. Next to you, I am nothing. You are an incredible, generous, vibrant, amazing woman and you will always be my best friend. I am sorry.

      We can make this quick and painless. I have found a link to an online divorce site: www.zippydivorces.com. It will be cheaper than going through normal solicitors and arguing over how to separate everything.

      Daniel

       

      He’s telling me in an email? And separating everything? How could I be so stupid! Oh and now I’m “vibrant”! What the fuck does that mean?

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 13th March 15.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Spoke to Daniel. He didn’t answer his phone until the tenth attempt. He was shocked at how angry I was, he had expected some tearful heap. He tried to convince me that the online divorce option was the best. I told him I am not separating anything.

      “Well, you have to,” he said, with harshness in his voice. “Otherwise, I’ll cut you off. How much money do you have? A couple of hundred?”

      He wants half the house. I asked him what has changed. He said it was him and not me. The emotion of nearly losing Ethel made him “rash and vulnerable”.

      Marika came straight over from work.

      “You were right,” I said.

      “I was starting to hope I was wrong,” she said, and gave me a long hug. I refuse to crumple. What a bastard he is, and how stupid I am.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 14th March 21.56

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I met Rosencrantz’s new boyfriend today. I wasn’t going to but I refuse to let Daniel disrupt my life further. I was very impressed with Christian. Tall, blond, gorgeous and charismatic, he was dressed top to toe in theatrical high fashion, sort of Vivienne Westwood meets Elizabethan fop. He is studying at the London College of Fashion. He’s only twenty but his back story is impressive; son of government diplomats, spent his childhood travelling, speaks fluent Mandarin, has volunteered for the Red Cross and last Christmas he raised £7,000 hiking up Kilimanjaro for charity. He is so mature, and so wise for his years.

      After he had gone Rosencrantz told me off for talking so much.

      “I didn’t need to hear about you and Dad in so much … detail.”

      “You’ve hardly said ‘like’ all evening,” I said, surprised.

      Rosencrantz told me that Christian fines him fifty pence every time he drops a random ‘like’ into a sentence. I had wondered why Christian was clutching a limited edition Vivienne Westwood piggy bank. Why didn’t I think of that?

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 15th March 15.45

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Meryl rang today, the row wasn’t mentioned. She gave me Ethel’s new phone number/email address in hospital! She has had a “communications module” installed next to her bed by a company called Bedside Entertainments Ltd. She can now watch television and communicate with the outside world. I asked her if it was expensive.

      “Not with the NHS,” said Meryl. “The greatest gift this country has given us is universal healthcare for all!”

      She was sympathetic about Daniel, but commented how difficult it will be dividing things up.

      “I would hate to lose half my Wedgwood, let alone half my house,” she said.

      Afterwards I thought, why do I have to lose half?

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 16th March 13.43

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Had coffee with Chris in Regent’s Park for what he called a “Divorce Summit”. We sat on the tables by the lake in the early spring sun. He said he had looked up three bedroom houses similar to mine in Marylebone. One sold last week for over a million pounds. My granddad bought it in 1929 for £600! I’m not pretending I’m naive to think what it’s worth but it’s always been just our house, and the thought of selling it… Well, I did cry over my chocolate muffin. Chris has offered, as an early Christmas present, the services of his solicitor.

      “You can’t let Daniel get away with zippydivorces.com,” he said. “What with that and Meryl on his side, they’ll take you to the cleaners.”

      He has booked me in tomorrow to see Mr Spencer, the Cheshire family’s solicitor.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 17th March 13.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I had an uplifting meeting with the dapper Mr Spencer in Chelsea. I was just getting over how I sank ankle deep into the decadent Axminster carpet in his waiting room, when he took me into his office. Is that chandelier real? And the paintings, I am sure I saw a Picasso. Even his laptop had a mahogany trim. I was only in there for twenty minutes but his soothing, clipped tones made me feel so safe and confident.

      He has outlined a plan of action and explained my rights. How much is he costing?

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 18th March 18.09

        TO: danielpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Daniel,

      Yesterday I met with a solicitor. This is what is happening. As you are the unfaithful deserter, I keep the house. I am also requesting a one-off settlement of thirty thousand pounds.

      Unless you arrange for collection, your personal belongings will be packed and shipped to Meryl. Your Steinway piano will be placed in storage and you will be sent the bill. I am sure you think this unreasonable, but in the eyes of the law, it is entirely reasonable. My solicitor told me that, if I wanted to, I could pursue you for monthly spousal support for, well, ever.

      Let me know the fax number for your hotel. My solicitor needs to send you some paperwork.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 18th March 22.16

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Just had a phone call from Daniel. I could hear him sweating across the Atlantic. He asked how I could afford a divorce lawyer from Chelsea.

      “You’re gonna clean me out,” he said, sounding panicky.

      He says if I sell the Steinway for £15,000, I can keep the money. He will pay the other £15,000. I said I would talk to my solicitor and put the phone down.

      He’s a cheeky bastard. I took out a loan to pay for that bloody piano.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 19th March 19.12

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I went to visit Ethel today in hospital. She was surrounded by elderly patients, perched on the end of her bed, and dotted around in wheelchairs. They were crowded round the little screen provided by Bedside Entertainments Ltd. As I reached the bed, an episode of Murder She Wrote was finishing, so the patients excused themselves. Ethel didn’t introduce me, even though she was on first name terms with them all.

      “I’ve spoke to Danny,” she said when I’d sat down. “Divorce,” she mouthed, shaking her head. “I couldn’t tell anyone on the ward. The shame would finish me orf!”

      We sat and looked at each other for a minute.

      “Why do you want to take all his money, Coco? You’ve got your house, that must be worth a few bob?”

      I reminded her that Daniel wanted the divorce.

      “It’s up to wives to tell their ‘usbands what they want,” she snapped. “Yer too soft!”

      She pursed her lips and we stared each other out again. An old woman shuffled past in a nightie covered in pictures of cats.

      “'Ere Dora,” shouted Ethel. “This is me daughter-in-law. The one ‘oo switched orf me life support.”

      Dora looked scandalised.

      “She was on a ventilator at the time!” I said, seeing the other patients start to prick up their ears. “And it wasn’t my decision.”

      Dora didn’t look convinced. Ethel then told me that when I’d “pulled the plug” she’d had an out-of-body experience. Looking down from above she had seen us all around her bed. (My roots needed touching up, apparently.) With her back pressed against the polystyrene ceiling tiles, God had told her to get down, as she still had work to do.

      “And ‘e was right,” she said, lowering her voice. “I need to save yer marriage.”

      She leant over and fumbled around in her locker, pulling out an Ann Summers lingerie catalogue. She pushed it across the bedcovers.

      “This is your solution?” I asked. “Crotchless knickers?”

      “Well, there’s more flattering stuff for women yer age.”

      A nurse, who came to check Ethel’s chart, interrupted us.

      “Did Mrs Pinchard tell you how well she’s doing?” she said. “She can get outside for a cigarette.”

      “Nurse Carol ‘ere got me the Zimmer frame with the ashtray welded on it,” said Ethel proudly. “She’s like a second daughter.”

      I’d had enough by now and got up to go. Ethel grabbed my arm.

      “Please don’t do it,” she whispered. “There’s a lot to be said for a sexless marriage, I’d recommend it, just please don’t divorce.”

      I almost felt sorry for her, as she is always boasting about her son’s big house with its en-suite bathroom. Daniel grew up with an outside toilet.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 20th March 13.47

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Daniel has hired himself a solicitor. A guy called Derek Jacobs. The name sounded familiar and then I realised why. Derek Jacobs was the Pantomime Dame in Snow White! He used to practice law before he had a mid-life crisis and went off to drama school.

      Christian has been staying here for most of the week. I did have the rule of no overnight guests but he is so easy to have around. He now lights me a cigarette whenever I come home. Also Rosencrantz is so happy. They spend lots of time cuddling on the sofa in front of old black and white films. Christian has the Powell and Pressburger box set. We all watched A Matter Of Life And Death last night, as the rain tink-tonked on the roof.

      This morning Christian was up before all of us. I came down for breakfast to find him sat at the kitchen table with a sewing machine and bundles of fabric. He is making costumes for Rosencrantz’s first year project, a short play. Christian seems like a keeper.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 21st March 14.00

        TO: danielpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      This email isn’t divorce related. As per every year, I am reminding you that tomorrow is Mother’s Day. It is no longer my job to buy a card and forge your signature.

      Rosencrantz went to see Ethel yesterday; he said she had crowds of old folks around her bed watching television. It seems a near death experience has made her more sociable.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 23rd March 10.34

        TO: meryl.watson@yahoo.com, danielpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Daniel and Meryl,

      I have just received an invoice from Bedside Entertainments Ltd. It’s not an NHS service. It is a premium rate service and Ethel put my name down for billing! She has been charging the other patients to watch television. I thought it was odd she was being so sociable, but now I know why. Rosencrantz said her water jug was full to the brim with fifty pence pieces. She had told him it was for charity.

      I’ve scanned in a copy of the bill. How can Bedside Entertainments justify their call tariffs, and charging £4.99 to watch Carry On Up The Khyber? Ridiculous. The TV/phone module has been removed until the bill is settled.

      
        
          [image: bill]
        

      

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 24th March 08.40

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I hadn’t heard a peep from Meryl or Daniel about this bill, so I went to Whitechapel in a rage. Ethel looked quite shocked.

      “Where’s the jug?” I said, searching her bedside locker.

      “They’ve confiscated it,” she said, rearranging her nightgown. “I was going to give it to charity.”

      I asked her which charity.

      “Um… The Little Spastics,” she said vaguely. “It was all a mix up with the bill.”

      At the back of her locker, I found her savings book. When I opened it there was only £2,000 left. £18,000 had been transferred out.

      “Where’s your money gone?” I said.

      She looked away.

      “Ethel!”

      She told me she had given it to Daniel to buy his piano.

      “So you’ve lent him money to buy his piano?”

      “He said you were selling it, against his will.”

      I told her that he had suggested selling it and that it’s worth only fifteen grand.

      “What about the other three grand?” said Ethel, sharply.

      I looked at her.

      “The little bastard!” she said.

      I came home to a message from Mr Spencer. Daniel’s pantomime dame/solicitor has agreed the divorce paperwork, giving me the house, and a lump sum payment of £30,000, based on the difference of what the piano sells for. He is expecting me to get £15,000 for it. However, his stupid solicitor/pantomime dame failed to specify in the paperwork how much I actually have to sell it for.

      I have been thinking about how I can pay you back for Mr Spencer’s services. You have always talked about having a piano in your library. How about I sell it to you for, say, 1p? You get a lovely old piano and Daniel has to cough up £29,999.99p! It will teach him a lesson, and the best thing is — it’s legal.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 25th March 15.44

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I officially filed for divorce today. Chris has invited us over tonight for drinks around his new piano to celebrate. He has given me a shiny penny mounted in a tiny frame. Under it he has written: Here’s to the future.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 26th March 09.02

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Daniel received the paperwork from Mr Spencer, which included the invoice for the 1p piano! He rang up screaming, “Divorce won’t come quick enough, you bitch!” before slamming down the phone.

      Then I went to visit Ethel. She’s not happy with Daniel either. She phoned him after I left the other day, and “Put the fear of God up ‘im.” He wired the money back to her within the hour.

      “I didn’t think you had it in you,” she said.

      There was a hint of admiration in her voice. She said it might have lasted if I had been a cow from day one.

      “I was a cow to my Wilf, and we ‘ad an ‘appy marriage — until he got himself squashed by a bus.”

      Due to an administrative error, her phone bill has been paid by the NHS trust. A copy of the bill was mixed up with her medical notes and they thought Bedside Entertainments was a new kind of rehabilitation therapy. The jug of money was confiscated by Nurse Carol and donated to charity.

      “Guess ‘oo the fat bitch give it to?” said Ethel, lowering her voice. “Miss Tiggywinkle’s bloody Hedgehog Hospital. What are those prickly little bastards gonna do with it?”

      At that point, Nurse Carol came up to take her blood pressure and Ethel said, “’Ello love! It’s me favourite nurse!”

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 28th March 10.47

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I was woken at seven this morning by a phone call from the hospital. They said to come and collect your nan, as she had been discharged! When I arrived an hour later, she was sat in the reception in her big fur coat with a scowl.

      She has been declared fit enough to be an outpatient and was thus a “bed blocker”. She has to go for rehabilitation three times a week for the next couple of months. She can’t manage the stairs to the loo, so she is in the living room on a camp bed with one of my lovely never-been-used Jamie Oliver pans. I know I never cook but it hurts me to think of the first, or second thing that pan will contain.

      Are you home tonight? She’s looking forward to seeing you.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 28th March 12.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I came out of the bathroom naked this morning as the computer was ringing and Meryl and Tony appeared via Skype.

      “Tony, look away!” ordered Meryl from the screen.

      I screamed and ran into the bedroom. When I came back in a dressing gown, I could hear Meryl yelling at Tony to go and have a cold shower.

      I sat down and tried to compose myself.

      “Coco,” she said. “Do you always walk around naked?”

      “Only when I’m alone,” I said, vowing to tell Rosencrantz to switch off the computer when he is finished.

      “Large bosoms always put Tony at sixes and sevens,” she said, as if it were my fault he saw.

      “You got my messages then?” I said, trying to change the subject.

      “Yes,” she said. “The hospital did phone me this morning but I said you were the closest kin, for her outpatient appointments.”

      “What about nursing homes? Both Ethel and I would rather she is in a nice home.”

      Meryl then told me that Mrs Braun has gone ahead and written to the local authority, effectively blacklisting Ethel in the London area.

      “I can’t be a full-time carer,” I said. “I need to start thinking about working again.”

      “Oh Coco!” she said. “If you were an Indian you wouldn’t think twice about caring for family.”

      “Well, um,” I said, momentarily thrown off.

      “Look,” she said, flashing her Margaret Thatcher smile. “You need to acclimatise yourself to the day, and put your bra on. Let’s just agree what I have said on principle and we can talk more. It’s just short term; that’s what family does, well, at least whilst you still are family.”

      With that, the screen went blank.

      I will find Ethel a home if it kills me. Otherwise, I will kill her.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 28th March 16.45

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      The cheapest private nursing home is seven hundred pounds a week!

      “I’m not forking out that,” said Ethel.

      “Me either,” I agreed.

      She then waved a copy of Rosencrantz’s The Stage newspaper, with an article about a new council-funded nursing home for retired theatricals. I am going to write a suitably dramatic email and hope it will land her a place.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 29th March 09.00

        TO: msjeanie@williamshakespeareresthome.co.uk

      

      

      Dear Miss Jeanie Lavelle,

      I have just seen your article in this week’s edition of The Stage. Your nursing home for retired theatrical artistes looks marvellous. I am seeking suitable accommodation for my mother-in-law, Mrs Ethel Pinchard.

      Ethel doesn’t have an Equity card, or any TV/theatre/film/radio experience but I think she would fit in well in the world of elderly show biz. She is very outgoing, opinionated, and prone to over-excitement. As far as her theatrical pedigree is concerned, she was a formidable player on the Catford Karaoke circuit in the late nineties, often winning first prize singing ‘I’m a Pink Toothbrush, You’re a Blue Toothbrush’. She was recently forced to leave her nursing home of five years when it collapsed due to subsidence, losing many of her beloved possessions, and her local authority medical records.

      With best wishes,

      Coco Pinchard

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 29th March 14.48

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I didn’t know you had given Christian a key! Nan was dozing in the living room, when he let himself in the front door. He woke her up as he was stuffing your iPod and some CDs into his bag. She thought he was an intruder and whacked him over the head with a Jamie Oliver milk pan full of wee.

      He’s lying down wrapped in a sheepskin rug. His suit is dry clean only, and, being a fashion expert, he has refused all of your father’s clothes. The living room is a no-go area so your nan is draped across a beanbag in the music room. She is kicking off because the portable TV in there doesn’t have Sky. Could you come home please?

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 30th March 12.03

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      There are further ructions between my new house guests. Christian offered to do some Reiki healing on Ethel’s new hip, as an apology. Halfway through, lying face down on the sofa, she broke wind so violently that Christian, who has a hyper-sensitive sense of smell, was taken ill. He is still retching in the bathroom. Rosencrantz is furious.

      Ethel is still laughing and I must admit I had to struggle to keep a straight face. She keeps saying, “It was a ripper, I’ll give him that.”

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 30th March 13.45

        TO: clivethenewsagent@gmail.com

      

      

      Please can I put in an order for The Socialist Worker newspaper. My mother-in-law appears to be staying here now.

      Also could I stop my order for Nuts, Loaded, and Zoo. Rosencrantz came out over a year ago and I never got round to cancelling them.

      Thanks,

      Coco Pinchard

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 31st March 10.00

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Dear Rosencrantz,

      I know you are under pressure with your play starting on Friday but it doesn’t mean that you can be disrespectful to your nan. Ignoring her this morning was rude. She adores you.

      I am going to ask the doctor about her noxious emissions when I take her for physiotherapy this week. Luckily, it’s sunny and warm outside, so I’ve put her on a chair in the garden. Christian needs the kitchen to finish your costumes.

      Mum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            April

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday 1st April 11.01

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Ethel just came into the kitchen with an article from The Daily Mail. Apparently, scientists have engineered a silent crisp, which makes no noise when eaten.

      “It’ll be a boon,” she said excitedly.

      She asked me to hot foot it to the Tesco Metro on Baker Street and get some for Rosencrantz, as his noisy mouth-manipulation of crisps drives her mad.

      I pointed out that today is April Fool’s day, and that it’s probably a joke article but she refused to believe me saying, “The Daily Mail don’t lie!”

      Then I had a phone call. A strangulated Margaret Thatcher-style voice came on the line. She congratulated me on reaching the top of the waiting list for a local allotment, with three sacks of manure as a welcome gift.

      “Ha ha, Rosencrantz,” I said. “You won’t April Fool me with that stupid voice.” There was silence. Then the voice said it was no joke, that her name was Agatha Balfour, and she was calling from the Augustine and Redhill Allotment Association.

      “You and your husband put your name down for a local Allotment in 1991,” she said. “You’ve just reached the top of the list.”

      I babbled around, apologising and said that I couldn’t even keep a virtual cactus alive on Facebook. She advised me to take it. Allotments are like gold dust and she has been bribed by all and sundry to jiggle the list.

      “Just this morning I turned down tickets to see Leonard Cohen at the O2,” she said. “And I do love Leonard…”

      I asked how much it was.

      “Fifteen pounds.”

      “Is that per week?”

      “No, Mrs Pinchard, per year.” She went on to say that it has unparalleled views of London and a well-equipped shed with furniture. I had a vision of writing in the shed and gazing out at the view. I said I would take it, and apologised for thinking she was an April Fool.

      “Not to worry Mrs Pinchard,” she said. “My son is the same, I’ve spent the morning pulling cling film from all my lavatory pans,” then she rang off.

      She must have a big house.

      Ethel snorted when she heard.

      “You? Gardening? Them poor earth worms.”

      You and Marika can come and help dig in your wellies and I can start writing again. I need to do something apart from drive Ethel to and from the hospital.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 2nd April 13.44

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      This afternoon, I took Ethel to see a room in The William Shakespeare Rest Home. The manager, Miss Jeanie Lavelle, had replied enthusiastically, saying a space for Ethel had come available. The far from Shakespearean home is in a yellowing Victorian terrace, on a dirty street in Penge.

      Miss Jeanie, as she asked us to call her, is what you would term a frustrated actress. At the back end of her fifties, heavily made up, dressed in a mini skirt and a tight flowery top with a plunging neckline, which looked as if it was slowly regurgitating her enormous crinkled bosom.

      She greeted us like old friends and led us down a hallway, filled with the smell of old school dinners and disinfectant. We passed pictures of Miss Jeanie showing her acting achievements; posters for long forgotten plays and several stills of her in television shows Prime Suspect, Cracker, and Silent Witness. In all she was pictured on the mortuary slab.

      ““Guess what my casting type is?” she said.

      “Old floozy?” said Ethel, giving her the once over.

      There was an awkward pause, and Miss Jeanie showed us through to the “dayroom”.

      Six elderly actors and actresses were sat in a dingy lounge in high-backed chairs staring listlessly at a television. A film with Oliver Reed and Vanessa Redgrave was playing. If I remember correctly, the film is called The Devils and has been banned since the 1970s due to its story of sex-crazed nuns in seventeenth-century France. Daniel took me to a special BFI screening of it at the Barbican a few years back; for the art, of course, nothing to do with the huge amount of nudity.

      “The residents are enjoying one of my performances,” said Miss Jeanie, “I played sex-crazed nun number four.”

      Most of the residents were snoring. An elderly gent called out for a commode.

      “Ooh! We’re just in time!” said Miss Jeanie, ignoring him.

      She turned up the volume as a scene began, with nuns ripping off their habits and engaging in an orgy around a statue of Christ. A shiny-faced ginger-haired nun (and you could see she had been an authentic ginger) romped past the camera.

      “There! That’s me!” cried Miss Jeanie grabbing the remote and rewinding. Her pendulous bosoms swung backwards slowly then leapt back to life.

      “Oliver Reed was wonderful,” she said.

      “Have you got Sky?” asked Ethel, disgusted.

      “No, but we have a lovely big box of videocassettes which you would be free to rummage around in,” she said, as if Ethel were five. “Let’s go and see your new home!”

      “They’re all bloody out of it,” hissed Ethel as we went up in a lift.

      The free bed was in a shared room. Miss Jeanie barged into without knocking. A sad-looking old lady was sat in a wheelchair. Miss Jeanie seemed annoyed to find her there, and pushed her out into the corridor.

      “There, now you can see,” she said, closing the door.

      It was a squash for the three of us between the single beds and it stunk of urine. A small window overlooked a square of concrete, which had once been the garden.

      “I would need you to write me a cheque today, for six months in advance,” said Miss Jeanie hopefully. “There is a queue of people wanting the room.”

      Ethel’s face crumpled. I couldn’t leave her there.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 3rd April 10.31

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I came down this morning to find the kitchen awash with shoes and material. Christian and Rosencrantz are frantically finishing the costumes for Rosencrantz’s play, which opens tonight.

      As I put the kettle on, I noticed Christian sticking a Swastika onto a jacket with his hot glue gun. I realised that with everything that has been going on, I know nothing about this play.

      I asked if Ethel would enjoy it, as she wants to come along too.

      “Course!” said Rosencrantz. “It’s all about stuff in the Second World War.”

      I left them to it. After the shock of seeing Miss Jeanie’s wotsit on television, Ethel will enjoy a wartime story. Do you want to come? Marika has parents evening.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 3rd April 23.36

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Just back from Rosencrantz’s play. I say play, it was called Anne Frank: Reloaded. What a shocker. Rosencrantz played Anne Frank! For a story set during World War II, there were an awful lot of disco tracks. Ethel looked very confused. She had been looking forward to singing along to ‘Roll Out The Barrel’. I watched most of it through my fingers.

      It was fairly faithful to historical fact until the wall behind the wardrobe slid open, a huge disco-ball descended from the ceiling and lots of male Nazis burst out with their tops off. Then Anne and the rest of the Franks escaped in a giant glittery roller skate, made from a shopping trolley, which rolled into Berlin and squashed Hitler.

      I had made a big thing about wanting to come backstage and say hello afterwards. It hadn’t entered my mind that the play might be awful. We waded through the throng in the student bar and found Rosencrantz amongst some fawning luvvies. Everyone was telling him what an amazing piece of theatre it was, and most vocal in his praise was the drama school principal, Artemis Wise. He was red in the face and obviously pissed.

      When he saw me, he slammed down his Campari shouting, “It’s Mum! What did you think, Mum? Don’t keep mum, Mum!”

      I didn’t know what to say. I said it was a spectacle.

      “You mean specta-cu-lar,” he laughed, flashing the bits of crisps in his fillings. “Your son is going to be a huge star!”

      Christian saw my face and I gave him an awkward smile. Artemis leant forward to ruffle Rosencrantz’s hair, but slipped off his bar stool. The students rushed to help him up, and I used the diversion to leave. Luckily, I had the excuse of taking Ethel home. She’d had a bit of a turn. I think being pinged in the eye by a G-string emblazoned with a Swastika did it. The last time she saw Rosencrantz act was in 1986 when he was a chick in Mother Goose. All he did then was pop out of a papier-mâché egg and do a little dance.

      We drove home. Chris had stayed on to chat to the actors (mainly the ones in the G-strings). I made Ethel a cup of Bovril to steady her nerves, and then Rosencrantz and Christian came home to pick up some wine for their first-night party.

      “What did you think, Mum?” he said excitedly. “I wrote the script.”

      I asked him why he had picked such a controversial subject. He said I had inspired him to reimagine historical events with Chasing Diana Spencer.

      “I’ve read your mum’s book,” said Ethel putting ice on her eye. “She told a good story… I’ve not seen such a load of crap since the BBC put Eldorado on… And that Chris, ‘e won’t need to buy a dirty mag for at least a fortnight!”

      “It wasn’t that bad,” I said, seeing Rosencrantz’s face drop.

      “Oh,” he said. “Not that bad?”

      There was a horrible pause. I looked at Christian for help but he looked away. I thought, should I treat him as an adult and tell him the truth? On the other hand, lie and tell him it was wonderful? I decided to be honest.

      “You were very good in it,” I said, “but I thought it was, well… cheap, sensationalism.”

      Rosencrantz’s eyes filled up.

      “Well, we’ve sold out!” he said. “I bet you couldn’t do that!”

      He straightened his Anne Frank wig and stormed out. Christian followed, stopping to hug me and saying, “I told him that the G-strings were too much, but he wouldn’t listen.”

      “You need to nip this acting lark in the bud before he ends up in the gutter,” said Ethel. “Stripper Nazis! If you’d walloped ‘im once in a while, I’d never ‘ave ‘ad to sit through two hours of stripper Nazis.”

      I went into the garden for a cigarette. I wish Daniel were here. Being a parent is a two-man job.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 4th April 21.00

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Did you stay at Christian’s? I feel very upset about last night. I decided to tell you the truth because I want to respect you as a fellow artist, but I should have worded it differently. It’s partly my fault. I came along in the same frame of mind as I used to with your primary school nativity plays.

      I thought there was some very strong dialogue and I am proud of you. And remember, it’s the first thing you have written. If I think back to the first thing I ever wrote, it wasn’t nearly as good as Anne Frank: Reloaded.

      Now, this next bit is from your nan, it’s all her words, typed herself with one finger. She missed Britain’s Got Talent to write this.

      all right boy,

      If bein close to death nots never taught me nothing its that you dont get a second chance, I dont want to spend any more time fallen out with you. When I was a lass I didn’t have half the things you have. At your age I had to go out and wok. If Id ave told my old mum I wanted to be an actress she would ave walloped me and sent me down the clap clinic. I’m sorry I ad a go at you. I was just shocked my little Rosencrantz could be in such a blue play. But i has to realise the world as changed and you were only doing whats the fashion these days, to be a bit blue. if you do another play. You should watch Dads Army, they never said nothing rude and still had us rolling in the isles.

      Your granddad wasnt a looker like you. He could ave eaten an apple through a picket fence, but I loved the old git. did you know when he died wed had a row that morning? he stormed out, and that afternoon a bus squashed him. Id give anything to ave made up with im before he died. Come home, look both ways when you cross the road, and I will give you a big hug.

      Yer Nan xx

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 4th April 22.33

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Rosencrantz came home after his show with a big bunch of flowers for me, and some pork scratchings for Ethel. They had a standing ovation for the performance tonight, led by the principal. He is thrilled with the play. A member of the Arts Council is coming to see it and they are hoping for an increase in funding for the school.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 5th April 15.46

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Christian was making us pancakes this morning when Ethel clacked in on her walking frame with a copy of The Mail On Sunday between her teeth. She showed us a small article tucked away on page thirty-seven called ‘Wicked Whispers’, where they dish dirt on people in the public eye. It read:

      Rumour has it that despite a million pound Arts Council cash injection, North London-based drama school, The Dramatic Movement Conservatoire, is in financial trouble. However, help could be at hand from the student body, in particular the muscled torso of theatrically named Rosencrantz Pinchard, writer and star of Anne Frank: Reloaded. Sir Ian McKellen and Graham Norton, both financial donors in the past, are said to be attending tonight’s performance with pockets bulging.

      At Wicked Whispers, we wonder where Rosencrantz did his Second World War research. Maybe from his mother, the author Coco Pinchard? Her debut novel, Chasing Diana Spencer, went down like a V2 bomb!

      Ethel was the only one who laughed at the V2 bomb reference. Rosencrantz gave me a hug and Christian put a lot of Grand Marnier on my pancakes.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 6th April 15.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Ian McKellen and Graham Norton didn’t show up. Apparently, the principal went very pale when he saw the empty seats. I asked Rosencrantz how the school could be having financial difficulties. There are three hundred students all paying eight grand per year.

      Since The Daily Mail mentioned Anne Frank: Reloaded, Ethel has changed her opinion, calling it “a masterpiece” and “better than Cats”. I reminded her she has never seen Cats.

      “Well, I saw Elaine Paige sing ‘Memory’ for a girl in a wheelchair on Cilla Black’s Surprise Surprise,” she huffed. “I got the gist.”

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 8th April 22.44

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      At eight this morning a journalist called Eva Castle knocked on the door. She said she was from The Daily Mail. She said she had nothing to do with the ‘Wicked Whispers’ piece the other day and that she wants to do a nice fun piece on up and coming faces, and having a mother and son angle would be a great story.

      We chatted for twenty minutes, then she asked if she could come back later with a photographer for a proper interview. Good job because at 8am my face was hardly up and coming.

      I spent all day thinking about what to wear and what to say. Rosencrantz rushed home from classes at six, but Eva Castle hasn’t come back or phoned. I hope she hasn’t been run over. The junction at the end of the road is very dicey.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 9th April 10.09

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I wish Eva Castle had been run over.

      On page seventeen of The Daily Mail, there is a big article about Rosencrantz’s drama school. It seems the principal, Artemis Wise, has embezzled five hundred thousand pounds! There is a sidepiece about how star pupil Rosencrantz Pinchard tried to save the school with his own self-penned play, and how he has risen above hardship despite his “broken home”.

      The broken home part is expanded on in another section, devoted to my literary downfall. There are quotes from Regina Battenberg who says I am “unpredictable”. And Dorian, who says he had to let me go because I am a “loose cannon”. Anne Brannigan was “unavailable for comment”, stupid cow. They have used an awful picture, taken yesterday morning of me, eyes half-closed in my dressing gown with a cigarette. Someone must have been loitering in the bushes with a zoom lens when Eva Castle and I were talking.

      Rosencrantz was turned away this morning. The Dramatic Movement Conservatoire has closed a day early for Easter due to “an internal investigation”. Artemis Wise has gone missing.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 9th April 15.56

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Yes, it was me. I was set up. Chris has been here answering the phone. People I haven’t spoken to in years have been ringing saying they recognise me. This is offensive, considering the picture. Even Regan Turnbull rang! She gets The Daily Mail in Spain. One positive thing is that she has taken the awful picture of me off her Facebook profile.

      Rosencrantz just asked where I’ve put his suitcase. I forgot he and Christian are off to see Daniel tomorrow in Los Angeles. Meryl also phoned to arrange the collection of Ethel for Easter. Tony hates driving into London, so has asked if we can meet at Junction 23 of the M25 for the handover. She didn’t mention the article; she only gets The Daily Mail for the Sudoku, which she does whilst her egg boils in the morning.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 10th April 21.24

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I dropped off Rosencrantz and Christian this morning at Heathrow. When they were queuing up for check-in, a group of pensioners in front started to whisper and nudge and a little wizened old man came shuffling over.

      “Yes, it was me in The Daily Mail,” I said irritably.

      However, he pulled a copy of Chasing Diana Spencer out of his coat and asked me to sign it. I blushed and apologised, scrawling my name, but my happiness was short-lived. When he tottered back to the group, I heard him say, “See, I told you it wasn’t Margaret from The Apprentice.”

      I must get rid of these glasses, it happens every time I forget to put on makeup.

      “Enjoy yourself with Dad,” I said, as I gave Rosencrantz a goodbye hug.

      “We’re just going for the free accommodation!” said Rosencrantz cheekily. He kissed me and skipped off to security.

      “I’ll look after him,” promised Christian and he hugged me goodbye.

      I drove home then came straight out again with Ethel. She didn’t want to go. It is, apparently, more fun at my house. At Meryl’s, there is no Sky but there are strict bedtimes and meals have to be eaten at the table. Her face went white when Tony pulled up at the motorway services. He had brought the hearse. He said Meryl hadn’t come with him, as the only way they can legally carry a third passenger in a hearse is if they are lying in the coffin. Ethel was relieved. She has been put in the coffin on previous journeys, and even with the lid off it’s not comfortable.

      The house feels so empty. I cannot believe I am saying this, but I think I miss Ethel, just a little bit. I’m watching a repeat of The Apprentice. I look nothing like Margaret Mountford. It must be the glasses.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 10th April 23.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I came out of the shower to a missed call. A literary agent called Angie Langford from the BMX Literary Agency had left a message. She saw The Daily Mail article, which prompted her to read Chasing Diana Spencer. She would like to meet after Easter for a chat about representation! I just Googled the agency; they are HUGE. They don’t call today Good Friday for nothing.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 12th April 10.47

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Happy Easter love. I am pleased you are having a nice time with Dad, and that LA is hot. I think you needed a bit of time together after all that’s happened.

      I haven’t done much since you left. Chris and Marika came over for a pizza last night and we watched Britain’s Got Talent. We had quite a heated debate about one of the contestants, Susan Boyle. Marika believes that Simon Cowell, Piers Morgan and Amanda Holden must have known that she could sing beforehand, but Chris said they all looked genuinely shocked.

      I was inclined to agree with him. I remember watching Amanda Holden in Cutting It, and acting was never her strong point.

      I have a meeting with a literary agent on Tuesday!

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 14th April 12.43

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I went to the BMX Literary Agency this morning. Angie Langford has an office with an amazing view over Shaftesbury Avenue. The Palace Theatre dominates the window behind her desk, so when Angie was sat in her chair, the big white stiletto for Priscilla Queen Of The Desert looked like it was balancing on top of her head. She is very short, very tough and dresses head to toe in designer suits.

      The first thing she did was offer me a cigarette. When I took one and lit up, she looked delighted. She said that she only works with smokers, and she cannot be friends with non-smokers either.

      “What’s your brand?” she said.

      I told her Marlboro Lights. This seemed to delight her even more as her brand is Marlboro Red.

      “That’s good, you won’t be nicking my fags when we’re at award ceremonies. What’s your emergency brand?”

      “I’m sorry?” I said.

      “What do you buy when you’re skint?”

      “Raffles, Richmond, occasionally a John Player Special.”

      “Good,” she said. “We can help each other out then. There’s nothing worse than no spare change and no bloody fags.”

      I think I passed her test. She sat back and put her feet on the desk. She was wearing the tiniest pair of Jimmy Choos. Then we spoke about Chasing Diana Spencer.

      “I loved it,” she said. “Genius. Ignore those bastards at the Anne and Michael Book Club. She is an alcoholic.”

      I said I was shocked to hear this.

      “They had to scrape her off the floor with a fucking snow shovel at the end of last year’s Costa Coffee Book Awards … and it wasn’t cos she was drinking Costa coffee.”

      I asked why everyone was so protective over her.

      “Anne and Michael are the Mafia of the book world,” she said. “No popular fiction or non-fiction becomes a best seller without his or her say so. You’re lucky all you lost is a book deal…”

      I had visions of Anne and Michael Brannigan creeping into my house with a torch and putting a book about horses in my bed.

      “So,” she said. “You got another book in you?”

      I said I had, and I opened a folder I had brought full of ideas.

      “Put it away,” said Angie. “Let’s have a glass of champagne to celebrate. You can deliver me an outline in three weeks… I’ll tout it around and get us a nice fat advance.”

      As the cork popped, I felt shocked. Should it be that easy? I have an agent! I must get cracking on the new proposal.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 17th April 17.45

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Thank you for your postcard. I was amazed you put pen to paper, how retro! Your nan didn’t have a fun Easter. Tony slipped a disc helping her up the stairs on Good Friday, and was laid out on a plank for the rest of the week. This meant she was stranded upstairs.

      They had a funeral on Easter Monday and with all the staff on holiday, Meryl had to take over embalming the body, as well as basting the turkey for lunch, which apparently tasted horrible.

      Meryl only stayed for ten minutes, she and Ethel were sick of each other, and she’d left Tony on his plank with only a bowl of soup with a long straw to keep him going. She has offered to pay for the hire of a stair lift for Ethel whilst she stays here.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 21st April 12.43

        TO: admin@stairlifts2heaven.co.uk

      

      

      Dear Stair Lifts 2 Heaven,

      I am furious! Furious! FURIOUS! Firstly, why do you have no helpline? Aren’t the majority of your customers elderly? How many old biddies are online? I had an engineer appraise my staircase on Monday, who promised to try to get me a cancellation appointment, which he duly did for 10am today.

      I had to take my mother-in-law (for whom the stair lift is intended) to her rehabilitation so I let your engineer in, trusting him to complete the work. I said, “We’re off now, the kitchen is through there. Help yourself.” Meaning he could make himself a cup of tea, if he wanted.

      I came home to find, not a stair lift up to the second floor, but a stair lift installed from a door in the kitchen, which leads six steps down to the cellar. Your engineer had left, no card, no note.

      Did he leave his brain at home? Does he regularly install stair lifts for elderly serial killers who need an easy access option to their victims in the basement?

      I would like your assurances this will be dealt with urgently, and corrected TODAY!!!

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 22nd April 15.46

        TO: Pc.damian.scudders@met.police.uk

      

      

      Dear PC Scudders,

      Just to inform you that further to your visit this morning, I can confirm the new stair lift has been installed and the incorrectly installed stair lift has been removed.

      If you need further proof that a vulnerable old lady is not being kept in the cellar, you can come over today at your convenience and see my mother-in-law quite merrily riding up and down on said stair lift, whilst listening to her grandson’s iPod.

      I also have a written apology from the engineer at Stairlifts2heaven, who initially contacted you.

      Yours truly,

      Coco Pinchard

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 23rd April 16.19

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I have writer’s block. I am trying not to worry about it. Well, it’s not so much writer’s block, but I have been doing everything I can to avoid getting down to business and writing this book proposal. The house is spotless, the washing basket is empty. I even had a bash at baking. As Ethel was chucking away her piece of flapjack, she asked if I was okay. I told her I was blocked and couldn’t do anything. She disappeared and came back with a laxative sachet.

      “’Ere love,” she said. “Mix that with a cup of water and you’ll be doing something every fifteen minutes.”

      I told her I was blocked creatively.

      “What a load of rubbish!” she said, plonking me down with paper, pen and a coffee. “The only blockage that ever stopped me from working was when I cleaned the bogs up the police station. All you need do is put one word in front of the other!”

      That was just after lunch. I am still staring at the empty paper.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 24th April 12.19

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I got my contract through this morning from the BMX Literary Agency, which has ramped up the pressure. Angie included a packet of Marlboro Lights in the envelope and I went out in to the garden and smoked a couple in a row. I can feel spring in the air. Everything is starting to burst into bud. Rosencrantz is back tomorrow. He has asked if Christian can move in! It looks as if things are getting serious. Should I say yes? I do love his company and he has transformed Rosencrantz from a morose teenager into a pleasant young man.

      Rosencrantz has bought you and Marika each a souvenir Cher fridge magnet, from Las Vegas. Did you know Cher is only nine years older than Ethel? I told her this at breakfast,

      “Yeah but she’s twenty-two years older than you,” said Ethel. “That makes us both old trouts who’ve aged badly.”

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 25th April 18.04

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Is your phone on? I have just tried to ring you. I am at the Pick Up Point by Terminal 2. Marika and Chris came over for a beauty evening and I have left them with Ethel. They are perming her hair. With her hair plastered to her head and all the hairgrips sticking up out of the curlers she looks a bit like Pinhead from Hellraiser.

      P.S. Christian can move in! We will discuss the house rules, looking forward to seeing you both. x

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 25th April 19.17

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Love, when you get this, can you call me? Chris just phoned, he says it’s showing on Teletext that your flight landed nearly an hour ago, is the baggage slow?

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 25th April 19.55

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I keep ringing you. It’s over two hours since your flight landed. Where are you? I am worried.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 25th April 20.57

        TO: danielpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Are you still in LA? I am at Heathrow. Rosencrantz didn’t get on the flight to London. I came into the arrivals hall to see Christian leaving with a very smart, severe-looking couple, whom I assume were his parents. They whisked him past and he just mouthed “Sorry.” I rushed after them, but they got into a waiting car and sped off.

      Virgin Atlantic is saying that Homeland Security at LAX Airport detained Rosencrantz. He was arrested for drug possession.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 25th April 22.47

        TO: meryl.watson@yahoo.com

      

      

      Dear Meryl,

      There is a problem with Rosencrantz getting home from America and I have to fly out to him tonight. Daniel has only just boarded a plane to his next city for Whistle Up The Wind, and won’t land for several hours. Could you take Ethel to yours tomorrow morning? Chris and Marika will be with her tonight. I am at Heathrow trying to buy shoes. I drove here in slippers.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 25th April 23.11

        TO: meryl.watson@yahoo.com

      

      

      Thank you so much, and thank you for the offer of 45,000 Nectar points. I am not sure they are quite the same as air miles and I’ve already booked my flight. Give my best to Tony.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 25th April 23.45

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I am on a plane. It’s a miracle I still had my passport in my handbag from our weekend away last year. It was a choice between a flight now, or wait three days. Ironically, I have been upgraded to First Class, as Economy was overbooked. I’m standing out in my old pink tracksuit and no makeup. I bought shoes from the only place still open. Well, I say place, it was a dodgy guy with a holdall full of jelly shoes.

      I’m trying to keep it together. Questions are whirring round my brain. Why did he have drugs? Did Christian know? Why Rosencrantz and not him? Where were the drugs? Did some dog sniff them out? It hardly bears thinking. I thought I knew my son. I have to go, we are taking off. I will keep in touch, and thank you again.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 26th April 01.15

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I have no idea about the weather or what LA looks like. I am still in LAX Airport. Getting through customs took two hours. It seems everyone has difficulty getting in, even the Americans. I got talking to a woman from LA. She told me not to joke with Homeland Security.

      “They’ve got the power to do anything,” she whispered. “My late husband, a joker, was cute with one of them and they did a full cavity search. And I mean full, they had him in there for half an hour.”

      “Oh dear,” I said.

      She asked if I was on vacation. I said I was meeting my son.

      “Me too, honey,” she said. “Maybe we can share a ride downtown?”

      Luckily, I was called to the desk before I could answer. I was electronically fingerprinted by an intimidating woman and asked why I wanted to enter the United States. I leaned forward, mindful of the queue behind, and whispered, “My son is in custody here. Rosencrantz Pinchard?”

      She leaned into a microphone and shouted, “Primary caregiver of drug suspect 4463 is here.”

      The woman behind took a step back. A tall, thin man in a grey uniform appeared and took me off into a dingy side room. When he closed the door, the background noise stopped, like a radio being switched off.

      I sat at a table. He clicked on a single lamp, and lit from below, his features seemed to elongate. Slowly he shuffled through some paperwork.

      He asked what I did for a living and, being nervous, I launched into the plot of my book. After a few minutes, he held up his hand.

      “Your son is being held until we charge him,” he intoned.

      He sounded a lot like one of those Speak and Spell computers Rosencrantz had as a child.

      “Can I see him?” I asked, feeling the tears begin to prick my eyes.

      “Ma’am,” he said. “We have a ninety-two hour turnaround. Please be patient.”

      He stamped my passport and opened a door opposite to the one I had come through. The noise from the arrivals hall broke the silence.

      “What do I do now?” I said as he spirited me out.

      “You wait,” he said, closing the door behind me.

      So, that is what I am doing. Waiting… It’s weird having no luggage, no hotel to go to, and no excitement about being away.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 26th April 03.50

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      It’s been nearly three hours and no one has been to see me. The crowds have thinned out to just the weirdos. In my pink tracksuit and jelly shoes, I am blending in.

      I tried to get back through to the border people but the shutters were down. I have wandered through to the Tom Bradley International Terminal. It’s colossal. The lights are dimmed and a sea of travellers is sleeping under blankets. I have curled up by the British Airways check in desk, which feels strangely comforting.

      The cash machine won’t take my card. A nice couple of British backpackers came to my rescue and swapped me $10 for the fiver I had in my purse. America really is the land of plenty; there were four different kinds of Snickers to choose from in the vending machine.

      I hope Rosencrantz isn’t scared. Knowing he is somewhere here and I cannot help him is killing me.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 26th April 13.48

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I felt drool down the side of my face and a hand shaking my shoulder. I opened my eyes and it was light. A young all-American girl in a business suit and trainers was stood over me carrying a briefcase and a pair of high heels.

      “Mrs Pine-chard?” she said.

      The busy Terminal came into focus. The travellers sleeping under blankets had gone and I was the only person left lying in full view of a queue by the BA desk. She held her hand out and introduced herself as Tammy Oppenheimer from a company called Bond-a-Bail.

      “Where’s my son?” I said, pulling a crumpled newspaper off me and shaking her hand.

      She said we should go somewhere private, and took me to a nearby coffee shop.

      “Now Mrs Pine-chard,” she said, unloading papers from her briefcase. “I’m here from a Bail Bond company. I can tell you that Rosencrantz was charged at four-thirty this morning.”

      “Charged?” I said. “With what?”

      Tammy shuffled her papers, “Charged with possessing a small amount of marijuana.”

      “Oh! Thank God for that,” I said. “I thought it might be heroin.”

      Tammy looked at me with disapproval, and explained that the State of California is very strict with all drug offences.

      “How strict?” I gulped, holding onto my coffee cup.

      She said that jail time is mandatory, but the good news was that Rosencrantz had been granted full bail. Until he goes to trial. I put my head in my hands.

      “How much is bail? “I said.

      She said it was sixty thousand dollars.

      “Sixty thousand dollars!” I shrilled. “That’s good news? That’s nearly forty thousand pounds!”

      “Have you heard of bail bonds?” said Tammy.

      I said I hadn’t. She explained that her company would post bail for us, in return for a ten percent deposit.

      “So in your case, six thousand dollars,” she said.

      I sipped my coffee and wiped away fresh tears. Then my phone went. It was Daniel saying he was in the Delta Airlines Terminal.

      “Good timing,” said Tammy. “We have to scoot. LA Men’s Jail is an hour away, and the freeway is hell at this time of day.”

      I found Daniel and we went down to the car park. He looked as bad as I did. His face got paler as I explained what had happened.

      “Can I say something?” he said. “Now don’t freak out, but wouldn’t it be… character building for him to spend some time, you know thinking about what he’s done?”

      “What?” I said. “Leave our son in with rapists and murderers! Who knows what will happen to him with his good skin and good looks. He’s our son!”

      “Where’s the money going to come from then?” he said. “I’ve got your solicitor breathing down my neck for thirty thousand pounds.”

      I said I would put it on my credit card, the one for emergencies. And if not, I would happily forfeit the money so that Rosencrantz’s life isn’t destroyed.

      We got into the back of Tammy’s huge four-wheel-drive Porsche, and screeched through the underground car park, emerging from the dank fluorescent lighting into blazing sunshine. My stomach lurched as she accelerated down a ramp and joined the freeway. Tammy seemed immune to the speed, zipping across four lanes and putting her foot down when we reached the outside lane next to a central reservation. We jolted forward and sped past the slower cars.

      “Car pool lane,” she said, as Daniel and I grabbed the armrest.

      Los Angeles stretched out into a haze of yellow smog. It rippled where it met the blue horizon, making me think of piss stains. In the distance, I could just make out the Hollywood Sign, but we were moving in the opposite direction toward a cluster of skyscrapers and even danker smog. I caught Tammy’s eye in her rear-view mirror.

      “You do know Rosencrantz is not a drug addict,” I said.

      “I don’t mean this to sound rude,” she said, “but in the eyes of the State of California he is a drug addict and the sooner he admits it, the better it is for his liberties.”

      My stomach leapt as Tammy took an exit. Within seconds, we were amongst the dusty slum boulevards. Endless dirty squat houses slid past, punctuated by the occasional 7-11 and fast food joints. A tram crossed our path.

      “He’s an idiot,” said Daniel. “Did you ever imagine we would be doing this?”

      We passed what could only be described as a mega church, a huge warehouse with a giant mural of Jesus holding his arms out, then hit the area known as Downtown. High rises slid up out of the road and we squeezed through them until we approached a wide silver building called Men’s Central Jail. Men’s jail, I thought. Rosencrantz is still a boy. I felt cold and sick with fear.

      We were waved through a checkpoint and pulled in to the car park. I went to get out but Tammy said it would be quicker if she went alone. She took a Visa card reader machine from her glove compartment and plugged it into the cigarette lighter.

      “This is the document for bail,” she said. I signed at the bottom. “And your credit card charge for six thousand dollars.”

      I handed it over, she swiped it, and handed it back.

      “Okay,” she said, applying red lipstick. “Let’s get Guildenstern.”

      “It’s Rosencrantz,” I said.

      “Sorry honey,” she said. “One character from William Shakespeare’s Hamlet is as good as the next,” and she skipped off with her high heels clacking on the shimmering tarmac.

      “Why did she have to say William Shakespeare’s Hamlet?” said Daniel. “As if we didn’t know who wrote it?”

      “Cos that’s the problem right now.”

      “I don’t like her,” he said.

      “You’re a cock,” I said, and got out of the car for a cigarette. Daniel stayed inside, sweating defiantly.

      After an hour, Tammy came out with Rosencrantz in tow. He looked pale, with greasy hair, wearing skinny jeans and a Cher T-shirt. He ran to me and I hugged him, checking he was intact. I wasn’t sure if it was him or me who stank. Daniel just glared through the window.

      We got in the car, and pulled away. We sat in silence for several miles. We took a different route, which led to the freeway along the beach. I opened the window and the sea air whipped away a little of my fear and I closed my eyes against the sun. I asked Rosencrantz if he had had a decent breakfast. He looked at me disdainfully. Then I asked him if he was a drug addict.

      “No!” he said.

      “But you are an idiot, are you not?” said Daniel.

      “Takes one to know one,” said Rosencrantz.

      “Okay. Time-out people,” said Tammy.

      She passed back a document, which told us Rosencrantz couldn’t leave the State of California until he gets a court date.

      “I wanna get you in to see a lawyer friend of mine, he’s the best,” said Tammy.

      “What time?” I said.

      “Honey, I haven’t got the appointment yet. I am just going to drop you… here.”

      The ocean stretched along one side of the road, with hotels, and restaurants the other. I asked Tammy what we should do.

      “Find a motel and sit tight. I have your cell. I will call you when I know more. Stay out of trouble.”

      I think she was talking to all of us. As she roared away, we stood awkwardly on the street corner. It was like we had been dropped into an episode of Banged Up Abroad. Only Rosencrantz was, thankfully, for the time being not banged up.

      “Right,” said Daniel. “I have to go.”

      “What? You’re just leaving us?” I said.

      He said he had to fly back to Cleveland because he was due on stage tonight.

      “Aren’t you more in front of the stage?” said Rosencrantz.

      Daniel took a step towards him.

      “In a hole, in fact,” said Rosencrantz, looking at him.

      Daniel stared back.

      “I think it’s called the orchestra pit,” I said, sliding myself between them. They continued to stare each other out as Daniel hailed a cab.

      “Find a motel, sort this out,” he said.

      With that, he jumped in the cab, and it sped off.

      We have made our way down to the beach. It turns out we are in Santa Monica. Rosencrantz recognised it from Baywatch. He has gone to get us ice cream. I am sitting in the sand, watching surfers in the clear blue water. I have no clue what to do next.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 26th April 21.08

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      We found a cheap motel. Santa Monica is rather posh, so we walked along the sand to Venice Beach. It’s rather like the Margate of California, only the weather is better, and instead of little flowerbeds full of busy lizzies, there are huge palm trees.

      Ironically, our motel is above a tattoo parlour which sells ‘medical marijuana’; I can hear the crowds walking and rollerblading along the prom below.

      We spent the afternoon on the beach and Rosencrantz told me what happened. It was Christian’s idea to buy some weed, when they were in Las Vegas. They only bought a small amount, enough for a few joints, which they smoked in a nightclub. Christian dropped one of their joints when he was dancing, and neither of them realised it had fallen into the turn-up of Rosencrantz’s jeans (what are the chances)? Three days later when security looked through the clothes in their suitcase at LAX Airport, the joint fell out. He burst into tears when he told me that Christian let him take the blame. Apparently, he just mouthed, “I have to go,” and carried on through security. I asked him why Christian would do that.

      “He’s desperate to work in America, in fashion,” said Rosencrantz. “If he has a criminal record he can’t get a work permit.”

      “What about you?” I said. “I thought you two were, well, I thought he was the one?”

      “Me too,” said Rosencrantz softly.

      “I was going to say yes, about Christian moving in with us.”

      “Don’t Mum,” said Rosencrantz. “I don’t want to talk about him anymore.”

      He is now lying on one of the twin beds in our poky motel room with his face to the wall. I feel betrayed too. I liked Christian almost as much as Rosencrantz did.

      Tammy phoned an hour ago. She has got us a meeting tomorrow morning with a lawyer at a firm called Gregory Kaplan Associates. I need to buy some clothes.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 27th April 12.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I woke up at five this morning in a cold sweat, and looked across at Rosencrantz sleeping. The thought of having to fly home without him filled me with an icy trickling dread. Not even the sweet smell of weed from the bong shop below could get me back to sleep, so I went down onto the beach and sat up against a palm tree with a fag. It was warm, and buzzing with joggers and dog walkers. I was enjoying the sun when I heard the woo-woo of a siren. I looked up and racing over the sand was a policeman on a quad bike. He pulled to a stop near me and I looked around to see who he was going to speak to. I was surprised when I realised it was me.

      “Morning, ma’am,” he said.

      “Hello,” I said puffing away.

      He just stared at me. “Are you aware you are in violation of code 4631 which prohibits smoking on State Beaches?”

      “Oh bugger, I mean sorry,” I said stubbing it out in the sand.

      “If you could watch your mouth please, ma’am,” he said. “Are you aware it’s also an offence under code 4521 to leave garbage on the beaches?”

      I apologised, scooped up the cigarette butt, and popped it back in the packet. I grinned at him hopefully, but he removed his helmet and got slowly off his bike. He fined me one hundred dollars! He also lectured me on the dangers of smoking and gave me a leaflet for a support group.

      I made sure I disposed of the leaflet properly, then went to a shop on the promenade and bought a cheap Teflon suit to wear at our meeting. It makes me look a bit like a Hillary Clinton impersonator.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 27th April 15.30

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      We just met with our lawyer, Gregory Kaplan. He is tanned, in his fifties and perfectly coiffed from head to toe in a suit so sharp it could have cut him. I presume we are low priority clients, as we didn’t meet in his office but in a long corridor he calls his “walkthrough”.

      We waited for an hour before he burst out of a door and we scuttled along beside him as he talked. He thinks he can get Rosencrantz off with an infraction, which is a fancy way of saying, I know I did it so you don’t need to give me a sentence because I have already learnt my lesson. We will also have to pay a fine and it’s recommended we donate to a drug rehabilitation charity.

      At the end of the corridor, he shook my hand saying, “Give me three days and I think I can get a court date.”

      The ninety-seconds we were with him cost $400.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 28th April 17.45

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      This afternoon we took the bus to Manhattan Beach, which was divine. The houses were all painted wood and shutters. The beach was teeming with surfers and their fashionably tousled girlfriends. We walked a long way in the surf, carrying our shoes. There was a van with the Paramount Pictures logo parked on the sand and a camera crew was filming a scene with some gorgeous young twenty-something actors playing a game of volleyball.

      “That’ll be you one day,” I said to Rosencrantz.

      “Yeah right,” he said. “Like they’re going to let me back into the country after this.”

      We spent the rest of the day in silence.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 29th April 14.46

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Gregory Kaplan’s secretary phoned this morning.

      “Coco Pinchard, can you please hold for Gregory Kaplan,” she said.

      I was in the middle of making sandcastles with Rosencrantz out of empty McDonald’s cartons, so I dusted off my hands and waited. Five minutes passed before he came on the line. He sounded like he was in a helicopter.

      “I got us into a court on Friday,” he said. “10am, it should be smooth sailing, honey. Judge Walsh is on the case and he leans well to the left. I can pretty much guarantee we’ll be home free.”

      “Brilliant,” I said. “Let’s hope he doesn’t lean too far and fall off his chair!”

      However, Gregory had already hung up. I came off the phone to see an elderly lady with a little dog giving Rosencrantz ten dollars for our collection of sandcastles.

      “It’s very Bladerunner,” she drawled. “And I love the Hillary Clinton impersonator, nice touch.”

      I realised she must have thought we were some kind of street entertainers. I told Rosencrantz to collect our things and we left.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 30th April 10.22

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I am freaking out. Gregory just called and shouted down the phone about why we hadn’t declared Rosencrantz’s “priors”. I hadn’t a clue what he was talking about, but it seems in his preparations for tomorrow’s case he found that Rosencrantz was arrested when he was fifteen for being drunk in Leicester Square.

      “Honey, you gotta be straight with me,” said Gregory. “Now we have drug and alcohol issues. You told me this kid was clean as a whistle.”

      “I thought he was… he is!” I said.

      “Well, find out!” he snarled. “You don’t fuck with this judge.”

      He slammed down the phone. I confronted Rosencrantz, lying on his bed clutching a photo of Christian. He told me that in 2005, he had been to watch Phantom of the Opera with a friend. Before hitting the West End, they had topped up their Coke cans from a bottle of Tia Maria in the sideboard. A policeman found them throwing up in Leicester Square and took them to Charing Cross Police Station, where they were cautioned.

      “Is there anything else I don’t know about?”

      Rosencrantz said there wasn’t. It’s hardly shocking stuff, two tipsy teenagers doing a Euan Blair whilst singing show tunes.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 30th April 18.56

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Another terrifying phone call from Gregory. I was on hold for ten minutes before he told me that the hearing has been put back a week.

      “It’s gonna be tough,” he said. “Your kid isn’t looking good now, with a prior.”

      I tried to explain that Phantom Of The Opera had been involved, as I know how the Americans love Lloyd-Webber, but he hung up. I called him back, but the line was busy. Then I tried to call Daniel. We have only forty dollars left and I haven’t paid for our motel room tonight.
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        Friday 1st May 03.37

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Daniel is trying to work out how to wire me money. I have to keep the credit card free for legal fees. For the time being, we have moved to a cheaper motel at fifteen dollars a night. It’s further back from the beach on a rundown boulevard. Yesterday afternoon we were watching an old cowboy film on TV when there was a power cut. Only the gunshots continued from the car park out front. No one died but the paramedics knocked on the door afterwards, looking for an ear.

      I was woken up at one and two by cars roaring up and down. At three I went outside with a cigarette in my mouth and walked slap bang into the tallest and most beautiful black drag queen I have ever seen.

      “Oh my lordy, honey,” she said in an accent from the Deep South. “Could I bum a light? And fire? There’s no smoke without fire,” she said, winking.

      I offered up one of my Marlboro Lights.

      “How’s business?” she said, exhaling.

      I said it wasn’t too brisk.

      “Nawt too breesk,” she said, imitating my accent. “I love the way you people talk. I’m Shaquille.”

      She offered a powerful hand with bright red nails.

      “Coco,” I said, shaking it.

      “Mmm, Coco,” she said. “I like that. Most British women I meet are Sue, Janet, or Marge. Is that what they call your drag queens over there?”

      I said I didn’t know and, for some reason, told her about the first time I met Daniel at university. How he gave me the nickname Coco when I won a bottle of Chanel No. 5 in a raffle.

      “Love at first sight?” asked Shaquille.

      “It was. We’re separated now.”

      We smoked in silence for a bit.

      “Can I ask you something, honey?” she said. “Why is a nice girl, named after a very nice perfume, staying here?”

      I told her, and began to cry.

      “Oh my! These tears are real!” she shrieked, hugging me against her padded bra. “I never seen real tears in years. In LA, you wave your acrylic nails in front of your face, and you try… But this! This is real, British, bad-dentistry tears!”

      “Everyone’s teeth here are really white and straight,” I agreed.

      “Even the whores,” she said, flashing her own perfect teeth.

      I didn’t know what to say to that so I offered her another cigarette.

      “Your son at school?”

      I told her Rosencrantz wants to be an actor.

      “I did too,” she said wistfully. “But don’t you worry. He gonna be just peachy with a momma like you.”

      A BMW came roaring into the car park and tooted its horn.

      “I gotta run,” she said, checking her huge beehive in a tiny mirror. “Thanks for the smokes, Cokes.”

      “That’s what my friends call me,” I said. We hugged.

      Then she was gone, running admirably down the stairs in six-inch heels and into the car. I never saw who was inside. The windows were blacked out.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 1st May 13.03

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      There was a knock on our door at nine this morning. I thought it would be the Mandarin cleaner turfing us out. She had been banging on doors and pulling drunks out since seven. When I opened the door, stood on the communal walkway, zipped up in his finest daywear, was Chris!

      I screamed and launched myself on him in a big hug. He glanced over my shoulder at an old guy in a cowboy hat sleeping in the next doorway.

      “I have a cab with the engine running, let’s get you out of here.”

      It took us about three seconds to pack. In the cab, Rosencrantz just stared out of the window bleakly, but I couldn’t contain myself.

      “How did you find us?” I said, hugging him again.

      He told me he had spoken to Tammy, from the bail bond company.

      “You’re both to stop worrying,” he said. “I think I have a way to get us all out of the country safely.”

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” I said. “I won’t forget this.”

      “I had air miles… and my life needs some excitement,” he said, embarrassed.

      I jabbered away, not taking much notice as our surroundings changed, until I saw the taxi approach the Chateau Marmont Hotel. It looked like a fairy-tale castle, or chateau; whiter than the whitest American teeth, with little turrets and arched windows.

      “No way,” said Rosencrantz. “This is like the coolest hotel in Hollywood!”

      “My mother had an old voucher she didn’t need,” said Chris.

      “My mother used to give me Green Shield stamps,” I said.

      “I see it as compensation. You’ve met my monster of a mother.”

      It was so wonderful to be in a clean room after days of smelly motels. Rosencrantz and I had a twin; Chris had booked himself the room next to ours, with an interconnecting door. He buzzed around, tipping the bellboy, who only really had my Teflon suit to bring up, and ordered us breakfast. Rosencrantz didn’t take much notice of our surroundings and just sat on the bed and clicked on the television.

      “You fancy going for a look round?” said Chris to Rosencrantz, handing him twenty dollars.

      “Um, like okay,” said Rosencrantz, and slunk out of the door.

      Chris poured us both vodka from the mini bar.

      “That was the most he has spoken in days,” I said. “He’s been listless. Well, you know from all my emails.”

      “I’ve got a plan,” he said

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 4th May 11.56

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Sorry hun. My phone battery died as I was writing my last email. It’s all over. We are in the Virgin Lounge at LAX waiting for our flight home. They have lent me a phone charger.

      This is what happened. As you know, Chris is Rosencrantz’s godfather. What you wouldn’t have known, along with me, is that every godchild in Chris’s family is left fifty thousand pounds in the godparent’s will. He explained that it’s Cheshire family policy, mainly to assist in tax avoidance. His father actively encourages Chris and his siblings to be godparents.

      “Not that I did it for that,” Chris added.

      He went on to say that he had looked into our lawyer, Gregory Kaplan, and that he is a big charity giver, especially when his clients need to get off drug charges, and all donations are put through Gregory Kaplan Associates. It’s legal, but it makes him look like he runs a highly philanthropic firm.

      “This is good for him because he is planning to run as a Senator next year,” finished Chris, sitting back triumphantly with his vodka.

      “I don’t get it,” I said.

      “Gregory Kaplan will be keen to make sure Rosencrantz’s case is steered toward a sympathetic judge,” said Chris, “when he hears that Rosencrantz is donating seventy-five thousand dollars to a drugs rehab charity.”

      “Seventy-five thousand dollars!”

      “Yes,” said Chris. “We tell Gregory that if he doesn’t get the hearing scheduled a.s.a.p, well, some other lawyer gets the case… And the donation.”

      He looked at my face.

      “Coco, this money goes to Rosencrantz, whatever. Instead of waiting until I die, why not put it to use now? If he gets sent to jail, it could destroy his life.”

      It didn’t take me long to agree. Chris picked up the phone and dialled Gregory Kaplan Associates. Within seconds, Gregory was on the phone and within seconds, he was gone.

      “What did he say?”

      “He said he’ll ‘make it happen’.”

      We had barely topped up our quivering vodkas when Gregory rang back. He had scheduled a hearing for nine on Monday morning.

      We spent the rest of Saturday and Sunday relaxing, as much as we could. The Chateau Marmont is very low key, old Hollywood/film noir. Lots of leather armchairs, wooden floors, and ceiling fans. We lay by the pool, drank cocktails, and ate some truly delicious food, but none of us slept soundly and it all went by with a feeling of dread. The court case could have technically gone either way.

      However, this morning we were barely in the courtroom for ten minutes. A stern but disinterested female judge heard the case and ordered that Rosencrantz pay $75,000 to the Winding Pathways Drug Treatment Center, $2,000 to the State of California and that he had to leave American soil by 6pm.

      We shook hands with Gregory on our way out; an entourage of assistants, mostly young women of attributes, surrounded his blindingly white smile, and he presented us with our bill for $5,000.

      I paid it and we got into a cab. I was glad to leave. It all felt very, very grubby. What about the poor kids who don’t have money?

      I am relieved, but I don’t know how to deal with Rosencrantz? Do I need to dole out some punishment? He looks like he has suffered enough. I was caught smoking weed when I was fifteen behind our shop by my dad. I was lucky enough just to be walloped with his slipper.

      We’re about to board. Cannot wait to be home. Looking forward to seeing you.

      Coco xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 5th May 02.14

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Just sorted through a pile of post and found my decree nisi.

      I am divorced.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 5th May 17.56

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I was asleep on the downstairs sofa, when the bell woke me. I staggered up and opened the front door. Meryl was standing there with Ethel.

      “Oh there you are, Coco,” she said, as if she’d been searching the doorstep for hours. “As you haven’t answered any of my messages, I thought I would bring Mohammed to the mountain. Not that you look like a mountain,” she added quickly.

      “Looks like she’s lost a bit of weight,” said Ethel, peering at me with a surprised look on her face.

      Meryl pushed past, clutching her driving gloves, with Ethel in tow. I was left to bring in her suitcase.

      I followed them into the living room where Meryl was poking around the wilted potted plants and Ethel was sitting on the sofa, trying to make the television work.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I told Christopher to come over every day and water,” said Meryl, yanking the head off a dead Amaryllis. “How was America?” she breezed, as if I’d been on holiday. “Daniel told me all about Rosencrantz, what a scamp!”

      “Why ‘int yer Sky box plugged in?” said Ethel, jabbing at the buttons with a dismayed face. “You’ve wiped everything!”

      “Oh Coco,” said Meryl, “she’s been looking forward to Celebrity Wife Swap all week.”

      I asked why she’d brought Ethel back.

      “Now come on Coco, be fair,” said Meryl in a condescending tone. “We’ve all got to pull our weight.”

      I explained, as nicely as I could, that I am barely home myself, and I’ve already pulled my weight, looking after her for two months.

      “’Er?” said Ethel, looking up from the leads at the back of the television. “What am I? Chopped liver?”

      “Look,” said Meryl, grabbing Ethel and planting her back on the sofa. “She’s settled here.”

      “No,” I said, helping Ethel up. “She’s been settled at yours for two weeks.”

      “Exactly,” said Meryl, pushing Ethel back down. “Coco, you have a responsibility too. We’ve driven all this way.”

      “And an ‘ole series of Watercolour Challenge has gone down the tubes too,” said Ethel, jabbing the remote again.

      They both looked at me as if I had done something terrible.

      “GET OUT! GET OUT! GET OUT!” I shouted.

      Meryl’s mouth opened and closed, Ethel looked at me for a moment and then tried to get the batteries out of the remote. Rosencrantz stumbled in wearing his pyjamas and with his hair on end.

      “Is everything all right?” he said. “I like heard some fucking mad woman screaming.”

      “Could we watch the toilet language, thank you Rosencrantz,” said Meryl. “Come on,” she said, prising the remote out of Ethel’s grip. “I don’t think Coco’s very well.”

      “I’m fine!” I said, catching sight of my mad hair and knackered face in the mirror. “I just object to… I’m tired and, Meryl, if you were Indian, you wouldn’t object to caring for your own mother.”

      “I’ve never heard anything so silly,” said Meryl. “I think you need some rest.”

      She strode out of the door pulling along Ethel and the suitcase. I sat on the sofa as I heard the engine rev up and the hearse pull away.

      Rosencrantz sat down and asked if I was okay. I shrugged.

      “I just like played the answer-phone messages,” he said. “There were five from Auntie Meryl, and one from your new agent, Angie. She’s reminding you about some deadline tomorrow.”

      My book outline is due tomorrow and I had completely forgotten about it! The reason we have no television is that the electricity has been cut off. Daniel has stopped all our direct debits. Chris, ever the saviour, has come to the rescue again and offered me bed and motherboard. I am tapping away frantically on my laptop in his spare room.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 6th May 09.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Just home. Just sent outline to Angie. I am worried. I did rather pull it out of my arse at the last minute, well 4.15 this morning. Got sidetracked watching Battlestar Galactica with Chris, hence it ended up having a science fiction theme.

      Rosencrantz has paid the electricity bill from his own money and left me a lovely note saying how he wants to make me proud and he is turning over a new leaf.

      I’m off to bed. Love you.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 6th May 17.46

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Was up at 2pm woken by the doorbell, I had fallen asleep on the sofa in my coat and shoes. Outside was a horsey woman in her sixties wearing dungarees.

      “Ah, you’re ready,” she said. “Good girl. Come on.”

      I stared at her for a moment.

      “Come along,” she said. “I haven’t got all afternoon.”

      I followed her out shutting the door behind me. I am not sure why. Luckily, I twigged halfway down the road that this was the meeting I had arranged in April about having an allotment, and the woman must be Agatha Balfour of the Augustine and Redhill Allotment Association.

      Did you know that, hidden away from the bustle of London, there is a whole group of little allotments, just past the outer circle of Regent’s Park? Thirty long plots surrounded by tall trees and populated by a load of wild-haired old men digging in trousers held up by string. I couldn’t work out where they’d come from. I had never seen them before. The streets around here are full of tourists, businessmen, and alpha mothers power-pramming.

      As Agatha strode ahead up the hill, I struggled to keep up. My heels kept sinking in the soft earth. A few of the old men stopped gardening to stare at me in my floor-length fake cowhide coat, and a couple made mooing noises. I caught up with Agatha standing on the brow of the hill. The land sloped away, showing off a wonderful view over Regent’s Park, the lake, and metropolis beyond.

      “Wow,” I said out of breath.

      “Yes,” she said, “and your patch looks over it.”

      She indicated an overgrown strip of soil with a yellow shed at the end.

      “Right. Tea,” she said, bustling toward the shed, pulling a key out of her overalls, and inserting it in the lock.

      Inside it has been beautifully kept, with neat wooden shelves. In one corner were two fading deck chairs and a little table. On the workbench in front of the window sat an old paraffin stove and lots of clay flowerpots.

      “Now,” said Agatha, handing me a little kettle. “Water.” I looked for a tap but she rolled her eyes. “Water butt, outside.”

      Whilst I filled the kettle, I looked at the allotment next door. It was well tended with a smart shed, but the best feature was its scarecrow. A dressmaker’s mannequin was buried in the earth up to its knees. Stuck on its head was a black beehive wig and glued underneath was a cut-out of Amy Winehouse’s face.

      When I came back, Agatha had lit the stove and there was a warm smell of paraffin and used matches.

      “I like the scarecrow next door,” I said.

      Agatha produced milk and digestive biscuits out of her dungaree pockets.

      “Yes, terrifies the birds nicely,” she said.

      I said it really captured Amy Winehouse.

      “Who?” said Agatha.

      I explained who Amy Winehouse was. Agatha’s face clouded over.

      “That doesn’t sound very appropriate,” she snorted.

      “Well, you didn’t know who she was until just now,” I said. “It’s funny, ironic.”

      “Hmm,” she said.

      There was a pause. Agatha gulped her tea and took out some paperwork. It was a contract, which she asked me to sign.

      “I’m very glad this patch is going to someone younger,” she said. “Old Mr Bevan found it all too much in the end.”

      “Was he ill for long before he died?” I said.

      “No, it was all quite sudden,” she said. “He’d only just been saying to me, that morning, that he was trying to get on top of the weeds, and ironically, he did. Keeled over just beside the shed. You can still see that little flat patch where they found him, still clutching his hoe.”

      I looked through the window and saw where the long grass was bent round in a small body shape.

      “Right,” said Agatha. “That’s us done.” She gathered up the milk and biscuits, and handed me the key. “Happy gardening.”

      I only stayed for ten minutes after she had gone. I don’t have a clue about gardening and I was so jet-lagged that my mind began to play tricks. Amy Winehouse was being buffeted by the wind and she looked like she was eyeballing me, and the thought of Mr Bevan lying dead outside gave me the shivers. What will I do with an allotment?

      When I got home, I had a text from Angie at BMX. It just said;

      Pls cum 2 my office 4 meet tmrw @ 9am.

      I am looking back over my proposal. What was I thinking?

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 6th May 23.48

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I can’t sleep, it’s dark and a little cold, but my body is still on LA time and ready to eat a nice lunch. Marika came over tonight, she is very unhappy. She has just been turned down for a Key Worker Mortgage because she has never taken UK citizenship, even though she has paid fifteen years of income tax and national insurance here. She wants to buy her flat in Dulwich from her landlord, who is selling.

      “I’m going to have to bite the bullet and move further out,” she said with a shudder.

      I offered her a room here, but to get to Dulwich by 7.45am she would have to deal with the Tube/overland and a bus five days a week. It’s a shame, as I used to love it when she was our lodger.

      In other news… Rosencrantz went back to The Dramatic Movement Conservatoire today, and found that no one had really noticed his absence. Artemis Wise was picked up in Calais trying to board a ferry and is now in custody. There is a witch-hunt on as to who knew about his embezzlement. Rosencrantz quite innocently asked his singing teacher if she could give him an update on what he has missed (in class) but she got very flustered and dropped a metronome on her foot.

      Anyway, you are probably fast asleep. I should have taken some of those Melatonin pills you offered to get my body clock back on track.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 7th May 11.04

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      After only an hour of sleep, I had to get up for my meeting with Angie. When I arrived at her office, she was on the phone and motioned me to sit.

      “Listen,” she said. “You shouldn’t have signed the bloody contract if you knew he had commitments with the Cub Scouts!”

      She slammed the phone down.

      “Bad day?” I said.

      “What’s that phrase?” she said, leaning forward to light my cigarette. “Never work with children or animals? It should be never work with parents. One of my new authors, who’s seven, is writing a book on higher mathematics … Autistic as hell, but a nice kid, however the mother. Ugh… Anyway, we’re here to talk about your book proposal; Greg-O-Byte: Some Androids Are Different.”

      She looked at me and raised her eyebrows.

      I explained that it might be a little radical, especially as a children’s book.

      “I know you wanted literary fiction,” I said. “However, I thought it would be good if kids could read about being gay, under the euphemism of being a robot, not fitting in. My son is gay and I think, well, I am proud of my reaction to him telling me,” I gabbled. “I’m sorry if it’s not marketable.”

      “Not marketable? You’re kidding?” she said, her face lighting up. “It’s fucking brilliant. We love it. Fresh, funny, fucking great.”

      ”Really?” I said.

      Angie pressed a button on her desk,

      “Celia, tell Coco what you thought of her idea.”

      “Fucking brilliant,” came the voice through the intercom.

      “See,” said Angie.

      “But it’s a kid’s book?”

      “Kids is a great market to tap, all those little fuckers with pocket money and pester power. Do you know how much the Tooth Fairy pays these days?”

      I said I didn’t.

      “A fucking fiver for a tooth! That’s a paperback… David Walliams wrote The Boy In A Dress book which was a huge hit, and Geri Halliwell’s got her Eugenia Labia.”

      “It’s Lavender, Eugenia Lavender,” I said.

      “Yeah, they’ve made kids’ books cool again. I think Greg-O-Byte could be huge.”

      “Great,” I smiled, feeling relieved.

      Angie explained that they have had a meeting and they want to pitch it as a series of ten books!

      “Wow. I didn’t really intend to write a series.”

      “I know, fate innit,” she said. “I didn’t think I’d end up divorced with three kids and a bucket fanny, but there you go.”

      I laughed, despite my reservations. Angie then opened champagne and bombarded me with ideas for her pitch for Greg-O-Byte: Some Androids are Different. She wants to approach the major publishing houses over the next few days.

      Her enthusiasm was contagious, but not quite enough. On the train journey home, I just couldn’t feel excited.

      I don’t know if it is the exhaustion or too much champagne. I spent two years researching and writing Chasing Diana Spencer and it died on its arse. I knocked this idea out in a jet-lagged few hours and she is talking a series of books? I think I am simply being very ungrateful, am going to try to sleep. I have to write a treatment for the first three books for next week.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 10th May 12.43

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I finally slept a full night. Angie called yesterday morning. A publisher came back about the proposal, and as well as the outlines for the first three, has asked for a treatment of all ten books! I decided to come up to my allotment; there are fewer distractions… or so I thought.

      I had not noticed before that a large part of my patch is covered in an old moulding royal blue Axminster carpet. I stuck my fag in my mouth and lifted the corner. Underneath was compacted dry soil and scores of wood lice teaming over the woven backing. I recoiled with a yelp and my lit cigarette fell on the carpet.

      A handsome guy came out of the shed next door and watched me chasing my lit cigarette being blown across the carpet. He said, “Hello.” I retrieved my fag and, on closer inspection, saw he was very handsome, I guessed late thirties.

      “Got it!” I said going red, and he laughed. I hope with me.

      “It’s for the weeds,” he said.

      “What is?”

      “The carpet,” he said. “Keeps the weeds down.”

      “Ah,” I said, noticing Amy Winehouse had disappeared. “Where’s your scarecrow gone?”

      He said he’d had a letter from the Allotment Association saying it is a bad role model for the kids who come up here.

      “Oh,” I said. “Did you tell them she’s the first scarecrow to win five Grammy awards?”

      He laughed. I expected him to introduce himself, but he just started to dig. Maybe he knows I talked to Agatha Balfour about his scarecrow. I smiled and went into my shed, sat down and got the stove going. As it spluttered to life, I looked at him through the window. He had on baggy blue jeans and a tight black jumper. His tall athletic frame wore them very well.

      A mad thought popped into my head. I realised that if he turned round and asked me to sleep with him, I could do (not that he would). It was the first time I had thought about being legally single.

      I have forgotten about sex, new exciting sex, I mean. The sex with Daniel was always good, but I began to think about peeling this guy’s clothes off, and what he would look like. He looked like a guy who worked out and ate right, tight behind, muscular thighs, lovely pecs, and a square jaw…

      I didn’t know I had been staring at him for so long until the kettle started to scream loudly. He turned and saw me. I looked away and grabbed for the milk bottle, but I couldn’t get hold of it properly and I did one of those juggling acts before dropping it with a crash. I grinned stupidly at him and bent down to clear it up. By the time I’d finished, he had gone.

      It feels rather comfortable sitting here in a shed. I wonder how often Mr Bevan sat here. He probably never thought he would keel over by the water butt.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 17th May 10.47

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Sorry for my lack of contact but I had banned my iPhone from the writing proceedings. It was just too tempting to tap away. Especially as you two got so excited about the Handsome Man. (I still don’t know his name.) He has been here a few times, but all we’ve done is wave.

      My shed has been a great place to work. I brought up some cushions and throws and an oil lamp but it hasn’t endeared me to the Allotment Association. This morning an old man called Len banged on the door with his walking stick and shouted, “You gonna grow anything?”

      I said that I was planning a row of carrots but hadn’t had the time and resources yet to implement it. This didn’t go down well.

      “Talk English,” he barked. “You’ve bloody well sat up here for a week using it as an office. Read yer contract. We’ll take it off yer if you don’t turn over some soil in the next week!”

      The last part of his sentence was particularly loud which disturbed a dozen or so blackbirds and made the heads of a few old gits pop up above their fruit bushes.

      When he had gone, I took my contract out of the drawer. It states that I have to keep at least 75% of it for growing fruit and vegetables and weed the other 25%. Right now, I have 100% weeds.

      I gathered up my things and walked out in my heels and long coat, looking every inch the allotment abuser.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 20th May 14.56

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I went to Homebase with Chris to celebrate completion of the book treatments. I am planning to make my allotment shed a permanent writing space, and if I have to do a bit of gardening, so be it.

      I was happily queuing up at the till with four bags of manure, waiting for Chris to fetch some solar lights for his garden, when the people behind started to get fidgety. The woman at the checkout said, “Will your husband be much longer?”

      What should have been a silly mistaken comment hit me like a truck. I have no husband, I am a lonely middle-aged, single woman buying horse shit.

      A cold trickling sensation began inside my chest and I started to see stars. They multiplied and I heard myself say, “I’m going to faint…”

      My legs buckled under me and everything went black.

      When I woke up I was lying over my bags of manure and the checkout lady was spritzing me with a plant spray. Chris was kneeling beside me, clutching his cheek. She had slapped him round the face for being hysterical. I’d been unconscious for five minutes. They wanted to call an ambulance but I said I was fine, and left clutching my manure with Chris clutching his face.

      “I’m single,” I said.

      “And fabulous,” said Chris, but it came out as “thabulous.”

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 22nd May 13.37

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Has your bruising gone down? I wouldn’t sue the woman at Homebase. She looked very old school; in her day, you did slap someone round the face if they were hysterical. It’s just a pity she had to do it three times…

      I started on my allotment today. I borrowed a strimmer from Mr Cohen next door. He was very glad to oblige when I rang his bell but I heard Mrs Cohen moaning in the background, “Can’t she afford to buy one? She’s been in the papers lately.”

      Mr Cohen quickly shut the door, and came out to his shed.

      “We haven’t seen Daniel around much,” he said.

      “Yeah, um, we’re divorcing. I am on my own now,” I said awkwardly.

      “I’ve forgotten what that feels like,” he said wistfully. Mrs Cohen was watching us suspiciously from the living room window.

      Maybe being single won’t be all that bad. The Cohens used to be such a colourful, glamorous couple, but years of grating on each other seems to have worn them down to beige. Maybe Daniel and I were just on the cusp of beige, and fate intervened to save us from it? Maybe this is the next colourful chapter of my life?

      I thanked Mr Cohen for the strimmer, and walked up to the allotment. Len appeared, leaning on his stick.

      “That won’t get the weeds,” he said, tapping the strimmer. “It’ll just chop the ‘eads off. You need to dig ‘em out.”

      “This is just to make a start,” I said. “Do you know where the nearest power socket is?”

      “Yeah,” he laughed. “My lounge.”

      He pointed out that the strimmer was petrol powered. I blushed and pulled the starter. After twenty minutes, it roared into life.

      It took ages to raze the whole plot of weeds. Strimming is not as easy as it looks. When I switched off the motor, the silence twanged around. I hadn’t seen the handsome guy arrive. He waved and came over.

      “Hi, I’m Adam,” he said holding out a dark, wedding-ring-free hand. “I realise I’ve never introduced myself.”

      “Oh, didn’t you?” I said, feigning nonchalance, “I’m Coco.” I said, pulling off a glove and shaking his hand. “Sorry about the noise, but I’ve been threatened with eviction for not digging.”

      “I’ve put in an application for a Marilyn Manson scarecrow,” he said. “But I don’t think it’ll be approved.”

      I laughed a bit too hard, then scrambled for something to say.

      “I’m a writer,” I said. “That’s why I’ve been in the shed a lot staring at you, well not staring at you but facing your direction… you know. Thinking, stuff.”

      He asked what I wrote. As I started to tell him his phone rang.

      “Sorry, I have to take this,” he said.

      I stood there whilst he walked off to his shed. Several minutes went by and I began to feel stupid. He had seen me finish what I was doing, so we both knew I was waiting for him. I felt like a love-struck teenager. After a couple more minutes he was still chatting, so I waved at him, and shouted, “Um, got to go.” He nodded and turned back to his call.

      I slung the strimmer a little butchly over my shoulder and trudged back home.

      He is younger than me, and completely out of my league, yet I want to go back and talk to him again. What if he is gay? You fancy coming to help me dig tomorrow, and use your gaydar on Adam?

       

       

      
        
        Friday 22nd May 18.09

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I spent all day up at the allotment, but no Adam. Good job, as Chris and I got filthy digging up weeds and spreading manure. I stink of it.

      At lunchtime, Len came past and eyeballed Chris, who had brought some very fancy cloth deckchairs and a hamper of Waitrose goodies. He leaned in and took a deep inhale.

      “Lovely… ‘oss shit,” he said.

      Chris panicked and offered Len a slice of quiche.

      “’Oss shit!” said Len.

      “Excuse me?” said Chris.

      “’Osssss SHIT! Good fer yer lungs!” shouted Len, spraying Chris with spittle.

      Chris just looked at him. Len muttered under his breath something about yuppies and staggered off tapping his stick.

      “Who in God’s name was that?” he asked.

      “Len, the Don of the Allotment,” I said. “It’s teeming with old gits.”

      Then I realised how good this was. There didn’t appear to be any other women my age or, God forbid, younger. I could flirt with the lovely Adam unheeded.

      “You should be back out dating,” said Chris. “Play the field. When did you last have sex?”

      “February.”

      “February?” he shrieked, sounding scandalised. “You MUST have sex!”

      Is he right? Must I? I am only just psyching myself up to a bit of mild flirtation. Since the divorce papers arrived, I have started to glance at men I see in the street, but I get the same feeling about sex as I would about a bungee jump: I can’t imagine myself doing it.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 23rd May 08.34

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Just had a call from Daniel where he ticked me off for inappropriate behaviour towards his sister and mother. He said I had broken the vow he had made to Ethel that our home is her home, etc. He reminded me that the house is not being signed over until our decree absolute in three weeks so it is still half his house. I asked him why he didn’t say this before.

      He told me Ethel is coming to stay until Tuesday whilst Tony and Meryl “Get some R & R in Devon.”

      Meryl has obviously got to him. He was always more scared of her than me. They are arriving in four hours. So, lots of notice. Great…

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 23rd May 13.55

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Meryl and Ethel arrived on time in the hearse, which always draws a few looks. My outburst, and throwing them out, wasn’t mentioned. Meryl stuck to safe topics. The weather; “Clement.” The M1; “A carve-up.” And Susan Boyle; “Women in my church group can sing far better.”

      After twenty minutes of small talk, Meryl bade Ethel farewell and asked if I would walk her out to the hearse. She got in and rolled down the window with a stern look on her face. I thought, “Here it is, the talking to.” Instead, she said, “Coco, as you know, me and Tony are going away, alone… I wanted to see if I could borrow that television programme you have? Um…”

      I looked at her blankly. “Walking With Dinosaurs?”

      “No,” she said, going red and flustered. “You know the thing we watched, together, when Mum was poorly?”

      “Oh…You mean Sex And The City?”

      “Shhh. Yes. That. Could I borrow that?”

      “Sure, take the box set,” I said, and went and grabbed it. “I’ve put the one we watched inside, on the top,” I smiled, handing it through the hearse window.

      “Thank you!” she trilled, and drove off, her face a deep crimson.

      When I came back in Ethel had opened a bottle of Lambrusco Bianco and sent Rosencrantz off to the shop for a packet of my cigarettes. She offered me a glass, and for the second time in the space of an hour, Daniel’s in-laws surprised me.

      She raised her glass to toast me! She said that despite being posh, I had been a “fairly good” daughter-in-law and she hopes we keep in touch. We clinked and I went to make a little speech of thanks, but she launched into a tirade about Daniel.

      He is in a relationship.

      “She’s twenty-five,” said Ethel, sitting back and pursing her lips for effect. “She’s religious and she’s American!”

      “Oh,” I said.

      I was more surprised by how little I felt. Lots of things have happened lately, and I think I may be getting over Daniel.

      It seems now I am no longer with him, I have ceased to be her enemy. The glass of lukewarm wine seemed to be an entry into Ethel’s circle of slagging off. I joined in with the tirade, just a little bit, as I figured it would make the weekend go a bit easier. Daniel’s new girlfriend is called Kendal.

      “Why would you name your kid after a mint cake?” said Ethel, incredulous, “Americans!”

      When Rosencrantz returned with the fags, I let him hear all about it and went for a peaceful smoke.

      I keep thinking about Adam.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 24th May 19.43

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I was up early this morning and read the papers with coffee and several cigarettes in the garden. Ethel came clicking out on her frame about eleven saying, “What you doin’ out ‘ere?”

      “Relaxing.”

      “You’ve got a son in ‘ere in tears,” she said.

      I jumped up and followed her to find Rosencrantz huddled over a bowl of cereal, crying.

      “Don’t cry, boy,” said Ethel, rubbing his arm.

      “What’s wrong?” I said, putting my arm round him.

      “Just everything, everything’s gone,” he sobbed.

      Instinctively I looked around the room.

      “’E’s not talking about the bloody furniture,” said Ethel. “’E means ‘is life!”

      I didn’t know what to do, and looked on, helpless.

      “’Ere, let yer Nan spark up for yer,” said Ethel.

      She took a cigarette from a packet on the table and lit it, pressing it between his lips. He inhaled and exhaled.

      “Better?”

      Rosencrantz nodded.

      “I need a number two,” announced Ethel, indicating I should talk to him as she shuffled out.

      I sat down and we had a long chat. I have been so absorbed since we got back from America that I hadn’t thought, or hadn’t realized, he was going through things too. He’d appeared so resilient, slotting back into life.

      He still feels deeply betrayed by Christian, who seems to have vanished off the face of the earth. His phone number is not working and he has mysteriously left his course at the London School of Fashion.

      “And Dad hates me,” he added.

      “No, he doesn’t,” I said. “He’s just a …” I nearly said something I shouldn’t. “He’s just having a mid-life crisis.”

      “Well, he didn’t seem to want me around when we stayed with him… and that Kendal girl.”

      “He was with her then?” I said, sharply.

      “Yeah. Dad said we had to be careful around her, because she was from a very religious family and didn’t approve of gays… I didn’t want to tell you. I knew you would be upset.”

      I hugged him tight. He has been working to protect me, but all I have been doing lately is thinking about myself.

      I spent the rest of the day with him and Ethel, talking, and we all went for a walk in Regent’s Park and had ice cream by the boating lake. He’s still not right. It’s something I can’t put my finger on, still something he is not telling me.

      I never thought much about parental responsibility when I was with Daniel; we shared it very well, and it just seemed to happen. Suddenly being on my own with him is hard.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 26th May 14.47

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I took Ethel up to see the allotment this morning. I proudly showed her my clean, freshly dug-over soil.

      “Shame yours is just muck compared to all the others,” she said and went to put the kettle on.

      Adam came out of his shed, dressed in faded jeans and a tight white t-shirt. He looked great.

      “Morning,” he said. He began to water a row of sweetcorn.

      “Looking good,” I said. “I mean, your plants.”

      He smiled. His lips, I thought, are beautiful and full, and his teeth are so white… then I realised he had said something to me.

      “What?”

      “You’ve been digging,” he repeated, louder.

      “Yes, I’ve been digging…” I said.

      I didn’t know what else to say. I heard Ethel clear her throat and she was standing in the shed doorway with a box of PG Tips.

      “You want me to save the tea bags for yer eye bags?” she said, loudly, looking between Adam and me.

      “Adam, this is Ethel, my mother-in-law,” I said.

      As soon as it came out of my mouth, I saw him trying to work me out. Had he been thinking I was single?

      “Hello,” he said.

      “Yes, hello,” said Ethel, putting on her posh voice, “she’s div-horcing my son. The marriage dis-hintegrated. He’s taken up with an American girl half this one’s age.”

      I gave her a look, and we all stood in silence for a moment.

      “Well,” he said, “I have to get on. Nice to see you.”

      And with that, he shook his empty watering can and disappeared into his shed. I lit up a fag and said to Ethel that I didn’t want tea and that we should go. It seems every conversation I have with him is a public relations disaster.

      When we got home, Ethel looked fit to burst with her piece of fresh gossip. Rosencrantz had just come down from the shower and was rooting around in the fridge. She hoisted herself onto one of the breakfast stools and announced, “Yer Mum ‘as a new friend.”

      “Oh,” said Rosencrantz, from inside the fridge.

      When he stood up, he saw her gleeful face.

      “Oh, that kind of friend,” he said. “Cool.”

      “’E”s black yer know,” she said, looking for a reaction.

      “So?” shrugged Rosencrantz.

      “Yer mum and a black man? The ‘ole street’ll be talking.”

      “That’s enough, Ethel,” I said.

      Rosencrantz busied himself making toast.

      “Rosencrantz,” I said. “I’m not like your father, I’m not jumping into having a relationship. He, Adam, is a very handsome man I have talked to across my allotment a couple of times… Maybe it’s a flirtation, but so mild that it was pretty much imperceptible. That really is it.”

      “It’s cool,” said Rosencrantz, buttering his toast.

      “Yer dad’s with a yank, and yer mum with a black man!” said Ethel trying to stir. “At this rate you could go on Jerry Springer!”

      “Stop it!” I said angrily.

      I went upstairs, red in the face, and left Rosencrantz to lecture her about tolerance. What must he think of me, now he has been led to believe I have a boyfriend? After all the talks we had about Daniel copping off with some yank, I mean, American.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 27th May 10.45

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I wasn’t sad to see Meryl and Tony collect Ethel. After mining me for information about my life, and fixating on Adam, I’d had enough of her.

      They looked very rosy and relaxed when they arrived from their weekend away. In fact, Tony was so relaxed he was willing to break their “maximum two people in the hearse” rule, and let Ethel sit in the front between them. I nearly told him to bung her in the coffin and nail it shut.

      Meryl waited until Tony was outside putting Ethel’s case in before giving back the Sex And The City box set. She slid it across the table, wrapped in a Pashmina.

      “I’ll collect the scarf next time,” she said hastily, when I went to unwrap it.

      She didn’t say anything else about their weekend, but Ethel had told us all the gossip over dinner the previous night.

      Meryl and Tony have been trying for a baby! Meryl met the wife of a fertility expert in one of her cookery chat-rooms (as you do), and invited them over for dinner. One thing led to another and Meryl has been paying a fortune for hormone injections. He recommended they get away to relax and try to get pregnant.

      “I just ‘ope they don’t do what that Dave Beckham did,” said Ethel, “an’ name it after the place what they bonked in. Chagford Watson would be a very cruel name.”

      I never knew how much they wanted a child. Apparently, they have been trying to conceive for years. Meryl had always scoffed at the subject of children, saying they would play havoc with her carpets.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 29th May 15.43

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I’ve spent the last couple of days at the allotment with Rosencrantz and Marika. Rosencrantz is on his reading week and Marika had some free days because her students are on exam leave.

      I wish you would come too. I will keep Len away from you. We are planting raspberry canes and blackcurrant bushes.

      Rosencrantz left the allotment early tonight to begin a new job, working in a bar on the High Street. He keeps saying he needs to start paying his way. I have told him that he doesn’t need to and should concentrate on drama school, but he won’t listen. He is still not right and I don’t know what to do. Marika says I should give him time and space.

      Adam wasn’t at the allotments.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 31st May 17.33

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Adam showed up today as I was packing away. My obsession with wanting to see him has built up over the past few days, so when I opened my mouth to say hello, a barrage of thoughts came tumbling out.

      “My mother-in-law is my ex-mother-in-law because my husband cheated on me after Christmas.” I blurted. “It was me who left him. I’m divorced.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Okay.”

      There was a pause.

      “Do you smoke?” I asked, offering him a cigarette.

      “No,” he said. “My mother died of cancer.”

      “Mine too!” I said, a little over-enthusiastically. “I mean, mine too,” I repeated, in a more serious tone. “I need to stop, smoking that is.”

      “Well, there’s the pub. I’m off for a drink, that’s non-smoking,” he said.

      “Yes, it is,” I said.

      He grinned.

      Then, realising, I said, “I’d love to come to the pub.”

      You would think I had never spoken to a man before.

      I said I would lock up and dashed into the shed and scrabbled around for a teaspoon. I didn’t have a mirror. As far as I could see, I didn’t have any manure on my face.

      I straightened myself up and came back out, locking the door. A beautiful, pale young girl, who can’t have been more than late twenties, was standing with Adam. I stopped in my tracks. She was tall and dressed in that wonderfully tousled Boho style. Her long dark hair was fashionably messy. She held a small branch covered in light pink blossom.

      “Smell this,” she was saying, holding the blossom up to Adam’s nose, and leaning on his broad shoulder.

      “Mmmm,” he said, “cherry.” The “mmmm” sound he made was so deep, and expressed so much pleasure in him. The rumble of his voice went through my stomach, and made me tingle.

      “Where did you get this? I hope you haven’t been scrumping,” he scolded, playfully. He looked up and saw me. The girl followed his gaze and gave me a warm, perfect smile. The bitch.

      “Ah, Coco,” he said. “This is Holly, my…”

      “I just remembered. I have to get home to my cat,” I blurted out, feeling ugly and out of my depth. I hurried away up the hill waving and gurning.

      “Okay, maybe another time,” he called after me.

      I turned back and gave him another flapping wave, which was just as silly as the half-walk half-run I was doing.

      He has this calmness, which throws me. He’s so laid back and sexy and of course he is dating a hot model in her twenties… Of course he is. I’m a naive idiot. Like he is going to be single!

      And what about this fake cat I suddenly have to run home to? I must remember I have a fake cat if he asks me again. If he even speaks to me again. On the corner of Baker Street, my phone went, and it was Meryl.

      “I’ve got some super news,” she said breathlessly.

      I thought she would announce she is expecting twins through IVF called Torquay and Bude but she said, “Tony and I have put down a deposit on a sheltered housing unit for Mother. It’s in Catford!”

      “Sheltered housing?” I said.

      “Yes,” she trilled. “We’ve been looking at accommodation options. Obviously you said no, and Daniel has had to sacrifice his home… So we thought we would invest some of our hard-earned shekels. Mother won’t own it, but she can stay there for as long as she lives.”

      “Great,” I said. “But, I never said no, and Daniel hasn’t sacrificed his…”

      “We thought Mum should be back where she feels happy, in South London,” she said ignoring me. “I’ll keep you posted with the details, byeee.”

      I will be the closest one to Ethel again, the one who she phones if she can’t get the lid off something, or if she has a fall.

      Fuck.
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        Monday 1st June 10.19

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      After one phone call, the world seems golden. The publisher who is extremely interested in Greg-O-Byte: Some Androids Are Different wants to meet with Angie and me at Cathedral Members Club tomorrow morning! She loves the book treatments I’ve written. Angie says it is very important that I arrive half an hour early, so she can brief me on a few things.

      This time tomorrow I could be a children’s author with a publishing deal! Now what should I wear? I am just Googling pictures of JK Rowling for inspiration.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 2nd June 13.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Rosencrantz helped me pick out what to wear. I tried to emulate JK Rowling with a plain trouser suit. She always manages to combine looking stylish, intelligent, aloof, yet wise with a twinkle in her eye, which hints it could really be worth getting to know her.

      Try as I might, I found myself looking as far away from JK Rowling as I could; Margaret Mountford’s younger sister. I must have my hair cut. I haven’t done a thing with it since Daniel departed.

      I spent so long over what I should look like that I was very late. I emerged from the sauna-like conditions of the Northern Line with hair plastered to head, and when my iPhone had a signal, frantic messages from Angie came pinging through. It took an age to hail a black cab.

      When I reached Cathedral, she was smoking furiously outside the tiny entrance down to the bar.

      “Pinchard? What the fuck? I told you nine forty-five!” she said, grinding the stub of her cigarette into the pavement with the point of her tiny Louboutin.

      I apologised, she looked me up and down, and then dragged me by the arm into one of the lifts. She jabbed a finger on BAR and the doors closed.

      “I needed to talk to you,” said Angie carefully, her face tense.

      The lift began its descent.

      “I’m sorry. It was the Tube, then an age to wait for a…”

      “Quiet,” she said. “This is important. Your name is Kathy Trent, and I need you to not mention Chasing Diana Spencer. Ok?”

      “What?”

      The lift slowed to a ping. The doors opened into the bar. A friendly mid-twenties blonde sat waiting in a confession-box booth. She waved.

      “Please, just trust me,” pleaded Angie. “There’s no time.”

      She pulled her face into a smile and led us over to the blonde, who introduced herself as Louise Mulholland from Mulholland Avenue Press. I went along with Angie and introduced myself as Kathy…

      “Trent,” said Angie, sliding into the booth and throwing me a look.

      We ordered iced tea and got chatting.

      Louise was there to make an offer for a Greg-O-Byte novel, and four other Greg-O-Byte stories to form a series. Angie seemed to relax until a tall, overly-tanned man holding a huge cardboard cutout emerged from the back of the bar, where Cathedral has private dining rooms for its VIP members. The man clocked Angie, who was trying desperately not to be seen, and came over.

      It was Michael Brannigan.

      The life-size cardboard cutout tucked sideways under his arm was of Anne Brannigan, presumably promotional material for The Anne and Michael Brannigan Book Club.

      “Ange!” he drawled. “How’s tricks?”

      Louise sat up enthusiastically and introduced herself. Michael then turned his attention to me. I felt sweat prickle across my forehead and between my shoulder blades.

      “I know you,” he frowned.

      I could see it coming in slow motion. Angle’s mouth flapped soundlessly.

      “Coco. Pinchard,” he said angrily. The cutout of Anne Brannigan grinned maniacally.

      “No, this is Kathy,” said Louise, looking between us. “Kathy Trent, she’s written a wonderful MS.”

      “No. This woman is Coco Pinchard,” he announced, a little like the reveal in an episode of Poirot.

      Louise looked confused.

      “Is business that bad Ange?” said Michael.

      He shot me one last look and walked away.

      “Am I missing something here?” said Louise.

      I glared at Angie, who was still trying to think up a lie. The silence stretched on until I offered her my hand.

      “I’m sorry. I am Coco Pinchard,” I said.

      Why? Why did I reintroduce myself? Louise closed her laptop.

      “I need to see if I can catch Michael Brannigan,” she said coldly, and gathering up her things, she left.

      “Wait! Louise!” shouted Angie. “Coco I’ll… see you,” she said and ran off, just catching the lift carrying Louise and Michael.

      I was left to pay the bill.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 3rd June 18.36

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      What time is it? I have been in bed all day. I thought Angie would ring and then I thought I might ring Angie, but neither materialised. Either way, it’s all a mess, my career… my life. Yes, I would love to go over to Marika’s with you. Let’s do the train, and then we can both drink.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 3rd June 22.02

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I didn’t know you had the night off work, which is good, you should take a few more nights off. I would have made you something to heat up if I had known. I have been over to see Marika with Chris, I should be home soon. We just boarded the train back to Charing Cross. If you like, I could pick you up something to eat from the Tesco Metro on Baker Street?

      Mum xx

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 3rd June 22.36

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I think the Tesco will be closed by the time I get there. Our train ground to a halt half an hour ago. We are stuck on the tracks beside some disused office blocks and scaffolding. I have no clue why. Other trains seem to be scooting past us with no probs.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 3rd June 23.12

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      We are still on the train. It broke down just before New Cross, we think. There have been no announcements and the lights have gone out. I have been and banged on the door to the driver’s compartment, but no one is answering.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 4th June 00.00

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Love, we are stuck, the whole train seems to have powered down and the last train out of London has gone past, packed with people on its way south. We have tried to call National Rail Enquiries but it is ringing out. Is there anything on the news? Bomb scare, person under a train, wrong kind of leaves on the track, etc.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 4th June 00.40

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Chris has got us scared. He thinks the driver is dead. Why would we stop for so long? We have walked the length of the train and, spookily, there is no one else on board. It’s dark, and in the wind, the carriage is making creaking sounds. I drank too much wine at yours and there is no toilet on the train. I am eyeing a Burger King cup, which someone left behind on a seat. If we are stuck much longer, I might have to use it. Chris is going to phone his father, who plays golf with someone on the board of SouthWest Trains.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 4th June 01.12

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Sorry I didn’t let you know what is happening, but my phone is about to die. We are still in the same place. I have my key, so you can lock the front door. When we get to Charing Cross, we will have to find a taxi so I have no idea when I will be back.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 4th June 11.36

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      We spent the whole night on the train! Can you believe that nobody came to our rescue? We couldn’t prise the doors open and our phones died. What if there had been a fire? We moved into First Class, thinking the seats might be more comfortable but the only difference seemed to be that each seat had a little white napkin headrest.

      The sun came up at four, and, glinting off the office blocks, was surprisingly beautiful. I managed to hold on until almost 5am but then I cracked and had to use the Burger King cup. I made Chris move out of First Class and, concealing myself in the foot well between a set of four seats, went about the awkward task of peeing into the cup. Thankfully it was Burger King Tower Menu size. Mid-stream, the lights flickered on in the carriage, the train lurched forward and the bing bong automated announcement came to life saying that, “We will shortly be arriving at New Cross.” I screamed and had to hastily finish, as the platform came into view with several bleary-eyed commuters.

      We thought there might be a news crew from the national or, at the very least, regional news waiting to document our plight but everyone assumed we were two scruff bags that had caught the first train.

      When we pulled in at Charing Cross, I was furious. Chris went to find the station manager, but I thought of someone better to take out my anger on. I walked along Charing Cross road to Angle’s building.

      I barged past her assistant and into her office without knocking. Angie was sitting with her back to the door, staring out at the tourists teeming up Shaftesbury Avenue.

      “Coco,” she said, turning round. “Fucking hell, what happened to you?”

      She pulled a bottle of Glenmorangie out of a desk drawer, and poured us each a measure into cups from the water cooler. She caught me off guard.

      “I know. You hate me,” she said, pushing the cork back into the bottle.

      “You made me look ridiculous,” I said.

      “If you had turned up on time, I could have explained.”

      “Okay. Explain.”

      Angie sat down. She took a deep breath.

      “I can’t sell a book by Coco Pinchard. You are effectively blacklisted. Your old agent Dorian, your publishing house and Michael Brannigan have seen to that.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why did you take me on?”

      “I like a challenge. I thought I could get you a deal under a pen name.”

      “A pen name!” I spat.

      “And your reaction just proved how much you hate that idea,” she said lighting a cigarette. “But it may have worked. I have no doubt the Greg-O-Byte series would have been a huge hit. Eventually we could have said who they were really written by. You know how the press loves a comeback.”

      I drank my whisky.

      “So this is it?”

      “Coco. I cannot sell anything you write at the moment. Maybe I can do something with the rights to Chasing Diana Spencer, in a year or two. I hate to say this but you should find something else.”

      Angie pulled a business card out of her pocket and passed it across her desk.

      “My friend is the headmistress of a shit hot independent school in Kensington… Give her a call, they need an English teacher.”

      I walked home. I couldn’t face getting back on a train.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 5th June 14.46

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Chris’s father spoke to the director of SouthWest Trains. They launched an investigation into why we were stranded and found that the driver was at fault. Like me, he’d needed to pee, and thinking that the train was empty, halted by a thicket of trees and jumped out to relieve himself. However, he got lost in the dark and the trees, finally emerging in Grove Park this morning, suffering from shock after a night spent lost in the woods around Greater London.

      As an apology, the managing director has sent over to Chris several cases of vintage wine and a hamper of artisan breads and cheeses. Half of me is disgusted. If we were ordinary customers, we would have barely been refunded our tickets. The other half is really looking forward to some free wine and cheese, you fancy joining? How about a late night picnic up at my allotment? It’s very warm and the view over London is beautiful.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 6th June 11.11

        TO: agatha@augustine.redhillallotments.co.uk

      

      

      Dear Agatha,

      Last night I fear I sparked an incident, which I am sure will be relayed back to you. I wanted to pre-empt this by sending an email.

      Just after 1am this morning, I was at the allotment with a couple of friends and we encountered Len with several other gentlemen. My friend Christopher was bundled into a headlock after picking and eating a raspberry. Despite efforts to explain who we were, and that the raspberry was mine, Len would not let go and, in self-defence, was hit over the head with a clutch bag.

      As far as I know, I am allowed to utilise my allotment twenty-four hours a day, and I wasn’t aware you’d commissioned an elderly task force to protect the fruit crops at night. It’s lucky no one was killed.

      Yours faithfully,

      Coco Pinchard (Allotment 17)

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 8th June 11.33

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I don’t think Len will press charges for you handbagging him, but I received a stern email from Agatha Balfour, summoning me to attend a meeting of the Allotment Association on Friday.

      In other news, I went to see Mr Spencer this morning. Neither Daniel nor I have objected to wanting to divorce, so I will get my decree absolute and be officially single this time next week.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 9th June 08.33

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Meryl was on the phone asking what I would like for my birthday next week.

      “Goodness,” she said. “You’ll be fifty before you know it, doesn’t time fly?”

      I asked for a voucher and put the phone down. She knows I am only going to be forty-two.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 10th June 15.06

        TO: danielpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I know our legal representatives have advised us against communicating, but I am concerned about Rosencrantz. He has been behaving very oddly. He took me out for an early birthday lunch today, and it wasn’t just any old lunch; he took me to La Relais De Venise L’Entrecote, the incredible steak restaurant on Marylebone Lane. He pulled out my chair for me, he paid the bill, and when an old lady walked slap bang into the plate glass window of the restaurant, he didn’t, as I would expect him to, point and laugh but he ran to help. I am worried about this behaviour. Has he said anything to you?

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 11th June 10.14

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Do you want to go to Slovakia next week? Marika is on half term and she has invited us to stay at her mother’s house in the country. I did ask if it’s the same house where she was snowed in at Christmas, and had diarrhoea from drinking the swimming pool water. She said yes, but the weather is hitting thirty-eight degrees so the pool will be much more enjoyable. Can you come?

      She has invited Rosencrantz too, as he is on another reading week, but he has said he wants to stay and work at the bar.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 11th June 18.16

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I had my hair cut this morning. I went to the really posh place on the posh end of the high street, near the button shop. I saw the senior stylist. (In my experience the only time I have ever known a gay guy to revel in the title “senior”.) He gave me a completely different look, a cut that is wonderful but low maintenance and a warmer blonde colour, which does, as he promised, take years off me.

      I have also lost 7 lbs. Maybe it’s all the work at the allotment. I try not to buy into all this size rubbish, but I managed to get a beautiful green Per Una skirt from Marks, in a size twelve. I don’t know how it can have happened. I have been borderline fourteen/sixteen for years. A fifteen you might say.

      Chris can’t come to Slovakia. He has been ordered by his mother to attend his grandmother’s surprise ninety-seventh birthday. Which begs the question; isn’t Chris old enough to do what he wants? Moreover, isn’t a surprise party for a ninety-seven year old a bit risky?

      We are booked on a flight out on Saturday morning at five-thirty.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 12th June 22.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I decided to wear the new skirt with a tight black top for the Allotment Association meeting. I also attempted to recreate what the hairdresser did with my hair which kind of worked. I figured the Association members would all be in gardening gear, and it would give me a little status to look polished.

      Agatha has one of those lovely old mews houses by the park; four storeys, black railings and a brown plaque on the brickwork, announcing that in 1812 some anthropologist was born there.

      I arrived as the meeting was starting. There were twenty old gits squashed on sofas and dining chairs in Agatha’s knick-knack laden living room, and also Len and Adam! I hadn’t expected to see him. He is the secretary, and was sitting in on the meeting, taking notes. He mouthed “Hello”. He was dressed beautifully in dark jeans and a white jumper. The jeans were designer skinny and, on his muscly legs and with a Dolce & Gabbana silver belt, they looked great. His thin white jumper was ever so slightly see through. His dark muscles under the white were striking.

      Then the penny dropped. Adam is gay. He must be! He’s so good looking, clean and tidy. That girl up the allotment could have been his fag hag, and Allotment Association Secretary? Must be gay. I was lost in this revelation when I realised Agatha was talking to me.

      “Pardon?” I said.

      “It has come to our attention that you may be abusing your right to an allotment,” she said, looking over the top of her owl glasses. “Why were you in your shed at one in the morning last Saturday?”

      “She was boozing with ‘er poncy mates,” said Len, who was still dressed in his outdoor clothes. “I caught one of ‘em squatting down doing a piss on the path! Then she coshed me over me ‘ead with ‘er bag!”

      “I wasn’t the one with the bag,” I added quickly, as Adam was scribbling all this down.

      “Mrs Pinchard,” said Agatha screwing up her face. “Drunkenness, violence and public urination are a dreadful habit of the young in this country. You’re obviously not young, so, pray, what is your explanation?”

      I gulped and looked at Adam who was still writing.

      “I understand you are a writer, Mrs Pinchard,” said Agatha. There were several smirks amongst the association members. “How would you creatively describe this night-time jaunt?”

      I got to my feet, determined to give Adam something positive to write, and wipe their smirks away.

      “In my capacity as a writer,” I said, “I have just received a grant from the Arts Council.”

      Adam looked up. Agatha adjusted her glasses expectantly.

      “A performance grant,” I added, clueless of where this was going. “What you witnessed was a rehearsal for a piece of street theatre, called Fruit Picking.”

      “Fruit Picking?” echoed Agatha.

      I cursed myself. Why didn’t I just admit that we were all pissed?

      “Yes,” plunged on. “Fruit Picking In The Moonlight.”

      “And the Arts Council funded this, because…?”

      “Its focus on eating local produce, and that this is one of the finest kept group of allotments in London.”

      “What about the girl pissing?” said Len.

      “Well, I may have to cut that scene. Thank you for your feedback,” I said.

      Len snorted. There was a silence. Agatha’s old grandfather clock ticked and Adam’s pen made a scratching sound as he wrote. The old gits looked as if I was bindweed, something I know they all despise.

      Agatha looked around with a smirk on her face,

      “Well. You certainly are… theatrical. Tonight is an official oral warning, Mrs Pinchard. Of course, we are all excited to see this wonderful play. You will have to tell us when the premiere is… Now,” she said, “Alan wants to discuss potato blight.”

      I excused myself, feeling like a supreme idiot. Everyone ignored me, apart from Adam who gave me a wink. He gets me. He must be gay! As I left, I caught sight of his writing – beautiful, flowy and definitely gay.

      It was still warm when I got home, so I opened some wine and sat in the garden. I was on my third glass when the phone went.

      A voice said, “Hi, it’s Adam.”

      I sat up in my deckchair, surprised.

      “Sorry if this is a bit naughty,” he said, “I got your number from the contact sheet.”

      I asked if I had left something at Agatha’s. He said no. There was a silence.

      He cleared his throat and said, “If you’re free Monday, do you want to come and see La Cage Aux Folles? In the West End.”

      “You are gay. I knew I’d worked it out tonight,” I said. “It was the jeans that did it.”

      I poured some more wine. The line went quiet.

      “Er,” he said, “I’m not gay.”

      “You’re not?” I gulped. “So who was that girl, Holly?”

      “My daughter,” he said.

      “But you’re… and she’s…”

      “Yes, I’m black and she’s not.”

      He explained that his ex-wife is Irish and they’d had Holly when they were fifteen. I asked him why he didn’t say this.

      “Would you go into that much detail with someone you’d only just met? Besides, you didn’t give me the chance. You ran off to feed your cat,” he said. “What’s it called?”

      “My cat?” I said, scrabbling round for a name. “Um. Coco.”

      “You named your cat after yourself?”

      “No,” I said, cringing. “He’s Coco Pops, like the cereal, and I’m Coco Pinchard.”

      I could tell he thought I was barmy.

      “Right,” he said. “These tickets, for Monday…”

      “I’d love to go out on Monday,” I squeaked.

      “What time?”

      He said he would pick me up at seven. I suddenly remembered.

      “Monday? I can’t. I’m going to Slovakia for my birthday.”

      “Slovakia?” he said, confused.

      “Well, it used to be Czechoslovakia then it divided, so maybe that’s why you haven’t heard of it. It’s only been around for a few years.”

      “No, I’ve heard of it,” he said.

      There was another silence.

      “Well, maybe another time,” I said, now wanting to die.

      “Yeah, maybe.” He sounded like he really wanted to get off the phone. He wished me a good trip and hung up.

      I actually had to chew on the cushion. How utterly, utterly mortifying, and annoying. He is straight and he fancied me.

      I don’t even know who I am these days. All these lies, I keep digging myself deeper. So much of the time Daniel used to drive me mad, but I realise now how he grounded me. I miss coming home and having someone to talk to about all the craziness in my head. Now I am on my own it’s seeping out, into my life.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 14th June 12.33

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Can you do me a favour and check on Rosencrantz whilst I am away. He is working himself into the ground with classes and his job. Just give him a buzz and remind him to eat and sleep. Thank you.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 15th June 23.45

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      It’s official. I love Slovakia. Why did no one tell me about it? You hear about Poland and Croatia, but not Slovakia. We boarded our Ryanair flight in the grey at London Luton and, two hours later, we landed in tropical heat.

      Bratislava Airport is so people-friendly. We walked off the flight, through a tiny arrivals hall and out, no endless miles of corridors or park ‘n’ rides.

      Marika’s sister, Adrianna, was waiting for us and took us back in her Jeep. We zoomed along a quiet motorway framed by blue and purple mountains, past fields of corn and sunflowers – so many sunflowers. Adrianna put the roof down and drove fast. With the wind in our faces, I felt a weight lift from me. I don’t know why Marika ever left this place.

      Adrianna speaks English almost as well as Marika. She is just as beautiful as Marika, but with a mass of long, black curly hair.

      The village is very different from the barren hellhole I imagined last Christmas. It’s a row of seven little cottages, each with a lush garden full of fruit trees; plums, apricots, pears and grapes, all well on the way to ripeness. The surrounding fields are full of giant sunflowers swaying against the perfect blue sky. Across the road, shimmering in the heat, is a derelict old mill and a little stream.

      We turned into a long wide, driveway running down the side of the house. At the end was the garden with a swimming pool and a large outhouse where I could hear chickens squawking. A huge woman in her early sixties emerged from the doorway carrying a flapping hen by its feet, and placed it on a tree stump. She wore a voluminous flowery dress and had a short bob of tight black curly hair. I thought she was raising one of her huge arms in greeting, and then I noticed she was holding an axe, which she brought down on the hen. There was silence and she held up the headless bird, pulling out its feathers with her free hand.

      “Why does she have to do that now?” asked Marika, embarrassed. “She must have heard the car.”

      The woman was Marika’s mother. She wiped her hands and came towards us, grinning widely.

      “Moja Zlata!” she shouted and grasped Marika’s face and kissed her.

      “Maminko!” Marika shouted, grabbing her mother’s hands away from her face and hugging her. I noticed Marika’s arms didn’t quite make it all the way round.

      “This is my mother, Blazena,” said Marika.

      Blazena grinned and gave me a gut-busting hug.

      “Dobry Den,” I said.

      I had been practising the Slovak for hello in the car all the way. Blazena looked delighted and began jabbering away to Marika. Adrianna translated.

      “Mum says she is the only farmer’s wife for miles yet she gives birth to Marika, the vegetarian. She says she has saved Marika some acorns from last year’s harvest.”

      I laughed, but Marika was already giving it back to Blazena, something to do with killing the bird.

      Adrianna suggested we take the bags inside, as they could be here for a while. She took me to my room, which, like the rest of the cottage, is full of dark, carved wooden furniture and lots of lace. When I had unpacked, I went into the kitchen where Blazena was pouring shots of something called Slivovica, a plum brandy.

      We clinked and the three of them downed in one. I took a smaller sip and it instantly filled my chest with a smooth warmth. Blazena had gutted the chicken and was pounding out the meat with a mallet. Within minutes, she had wafer thin pieces of chicken, which she expertly dusted in breadcrumbs before dropping them in oil.

      “Those schnitzels, they’re so thin!” I said.

      “She always imagines my father’s face when she makes them,” said Marika.

      I laughed.

      “In England you have marriage guidance counsellors, in Slovakia we pound schnitzel,” grinned Adrianna.

      I thought I might have to try it.

      We sat by the pool for a lunch of schnitzel, salad, potatoes and beer which was just about the most delicious thing I have ever tasted, and then with the temperature threatening forty degrees, Marika said we should sleep.

      Three hammocks were hung in the shade by the pool, and after some persuading I agreed to give it a whirl. I didn’t think I’d be able to nod off, but once I had climbed in, and over the feeling of being like a suet pudding in a drawstring bag, I dropped off easily.

      We must have been tired because we slept for six hours. I woke up to the soft splash of Marika leaping into the pool. The sun had sunk down behind the cottage but, even in the burnt orange, it was still hot. Adrianna brought cold beer and we watched Marika swim.

      “Is she okay?” said Adrianna.

      “Yes, and no. Life in London seems to be getting harder and more expensive.”

      “I wish she’d come back,” said Adrianna, “but she has the city in her blood and coming back here would be…”

      “This place is wonderful.”

      “We have everything and nothing… Life is hard and you can’t live on a view,” said Adrianna.

      We stared out at the range of mountains, topped with snow and vanishing in the haze. Blazena came out with more beers and heaved herself into a hammock. She asked if I swam but I said I didn’t want to put on a swimming costume.

      “She thinks you are an attractive woman,” said Marika translating. “She says you need to believe you are beautiful.”

      “Oh,” I said blushing. “She’s only being polite.”

      “She’s not,” said Marika, treading water in the shallow end. “Mother doesn’t lie. She was the only one who told her sister she looked fat on her wedding day.”

      Blazena nodded.

      “She told her she looked like a pregnant pig,” translated Adrianna.

      I didn’t know what to say to that, and luckily a car pulled up in the driveway. It was Adrianna’s husband, Stevko. He is dark-skinned, works in construction, and has the body to show for it.

      “Famous author Coco Pinchard,” he said, jumping out of the car and kissing me on both cheeks.

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” I said, flushing red.

      “I’m not going to translate anything negative you say about yourself,” warned Marika.

      Stevko lit a barbecue and we sat drinking Slivovica as the sun went down. It didn’t take long for Marika to tell them that, as of tonight, I had become a single, forty-two-year-old woman.

      “We should make you a party,” said Stevko.

      They all jabbered in Slovak, then Marika said excitedly, “We’ll do it tomorrow night. They’re going to invite Zobor!”

      “Is that a man or a woman?”

      “A band,” said Marika. “They’re huge in Slovakia, the lead singer lives in one of the cottages two doors away. It’ll be a great party!”

      We stayed up chatting and planning. Just before midnight, Marika checked her watch and said something to Adrianna, who disappeared and came back with a big firework. She put it at the end of the pool, lit it, and ran back to us. Coloured jets began to fire up into the sky.

      “You’re officially single,” said Marika. “And it’s your birthday!”

      Blazena poured more Slivovica and we drank as fireworks shot into the black sky.

      “To happiness and the future,” said Marika and we clinked our Slivovica glasses.

      I told them the story of the past few months. They all agreed that Daniel is an idiot. Blazena marvelled at how restrained I had been when I found Daniel with Snow White. She told me that when she caught Marika’s father with another woman, she pushed him into the well, and sat on the lid for the whole night!

      We didn’t end up coming to bed until three. I can’t sleep. I have tried counting doilies. I reached one hundred and three, and was still wide-awake. So I am emailing you from the only place I can get a signal, the outside toilet. From my vantage point, I have the most stunning view across the mountains. The field of sunflowers is slowly swaying in the moonlight, which is both beautiful, and a bit scary.

      I so wish you were here with us, Chris.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 16th June 14.01

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I woke up an hour ago drenched in sweat. The room was stifling. Marika poked her head around the door and saw my red face.

      “Morning,” she said, and then her head disappeared.

      Minutes later she returned with Adrianna and Stevko, grinning. They yanked back the covers, lifted me up, and carried me out to the pool.

      I screamed but they swung me three times over the water and let go. I landed with a huge splash. It is a family tradition to throw people in the pool when it’s their birthday. Good job my birthday is in the summer.

      “It’s like a baptism,” said Marika over the cheering, “you’re a single woman!”

      When I got out, I went and looked in the mirror. I didn’t look very different. My hair was plastered to my head, I looked thinner, and was a little tanned. I grinned at myself and went to open my presents.

      They gave me a copy of Zobor’s latest CD. In their album sleeve photos, the band wears an awful lot of black leather and blacker eyeliner. They are going to boil if they wear this get up tonight, it’s forty-two degrees here.

      Rosencrantz got me an iPod Nano. Meryl and Tony gave me a £5 Debenhams gift voucher, which was from the two of them, plus Ethel and Daniel. I think Meryl had put his name in to soften the blow if Daniel didn’t send anything. And he didn’t.

      I am on my second glass of Slovak wine (excellent) and lying by the pool. Bliss. They are going shopping. I am staying here to work on my tan.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 16th June 17.30

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Thank you for the iPod Nano, but can you afford it, love? Are you at work now? I couldn’t answer before because I fell asleep in the sun. I am now bright red and look every inch the Brit abroad.

      I am lying indoors, slathered in natural yoghurt, which apparently should ease the pain. Speak to you later.

      A very red Mum x

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 17th June 05.30

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Wow. I have had the most wonderful night. Adrianna lent me a gorgeous long, floaty dress which covered my red sunburn.

      Marika and I were laying out the plates before the party when she commented on how great I looked.

      “We needed you to look your best for tonight,” she said.

      I asked her why. Marika stopped and smiled.

      “Look, I know you don’t like to be set up,” she said.

      “Set up?”

      “You see, already you’ve gone shrill.”

      “You mean, set up with a man?”

      Marika grinned again.

      “Who? Who else is coming tonight? Who are you setting me up with?” I said, following her into the kitchen.

      Marika picked up the Zobor CD and waved it under my nose.

      “The whole band?” I said. “Your sister’s been hospitable, but she doesn’t have to be that hospitable.”

      We heard the gate creak as the band arrived. They skipped in, all young and trendy, carrying boxes of beer.

      “He’s nice, isn’t he?” said Marika pointing at the youngest, who I recognised as Marek, the guitarist from the album sleeve.

      “You’re winding me up,” I said.

      “No. He loves older women,” said Marika. “He was dating the Slovakian equivalent of Cilla Black.”

      “Cilla Black,” I said, “is sixty!”

      “Sorry,” said Marika. “Bad translation, this woman is a lot younger than Cilla.”

      They were all making a beeline towards us and I began to panic. Marek looked only a few years older than Rosencrantz.

      “It won’t happen,” I said.

      “Go on.” She pushed me forward. I grabbed a shot of Slivovica and smiled.

      The band was a hunky bunch: Patrick the drummer, Julius the lead singer, Jozef the bassist and Marek a dreamy, dark young slip of a lad. We spent a long time in a big group, talking. Their English was very good. Then we ate great sizzling hunks of barbequed chicken and pork, sweetcorn and salad washed down with even more beer and Slivovica. Every time I looked at Marek, he would grin at me, showing his cute dimples. The more drunk I became, the less scared I felt about what I could see was happening.

      When it got dark, Marek took me by the hand and led me out of the driveway into the fields for a walk. We paddled through the cool stream, which led to a moonlit field. He stopped and turned to me. I went to say something but he put his soft lips on mine. He was very attentive, attentive to the point that the alcohol and his gorgeous body led me, Coco Pinchard, after only one day of singledom, into having rather wild and wonderful sex in the moonlight by the stream! His skin was just so ripe and firm. He had one of those lean hot bodies, creamy smooth skin, and beautiful caramel eyes.

      His English wasn’t as good as his bandmates. He kept saying, “You like the naughty, bad lady?” but he was so sexy that it didn’t matter.

      I figured that I wasn’t just another slutty groupie as I have never listened to their CD!

      I don’t know what time it was when we walked back. He invited me to the house the band was staying in, but I said no. I didn’t want to wake up sober with him in the daylight so we kissed one last time by the gate, and I came back.

      I am now just in bed. I had to write this down to prove it wasn’t all a dream. I feel like a beautiful, floaty goddess!

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 18th June 07.37

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Ow, ow, ow. Sunburn. Grass burn. Torn dress. Mud in hair. Hung-over. Feel like a slut.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 18th June 14.13

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Marika had a huge row with Blazena this morning when she walked in to Marika’s room, and found Patrick the drummer asleep beside her. Blazena is a staunch Catholic, and we all woke up to her roar of disapproval. Myself, Adrianna and Stevko came out into the kitchen rubbing our eyes as Marika was stood in a long t-shirt with Patrick scooting out of the front door in just his leather trousers.

      Adrianna translated as Blazena accused Marika of behaving like a “whore of Babylon” and ordered her to get married and have children. She said that Marika’s bedroom was like Sodom and Gomorrah and slapped her round the face. Marika retaliated and threw a pan of (thankfully cold) goulash over Blazena, and most of the kitchen.

      With a shout that could have wakened a sleeping bear, Blazena grabbed a rolling pin, chased Marika round the table and out of the front door. They reappeared through the window, Marika running across the field with Blazena in hot pursuit.

      “Do you want coffee?” asked Adrianna, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

      I asked if Marika would be okay.

      “Hopefully, but even though Mum is the size of an elephant, she can run just as fast as one.”

      They came back a couple of hours later, laughing, and dripping wet. They had been swimming in the nearby lake.

      I asked Marika how she had sorted it out.

      “I promised her I would go to confession,” she grinned. “The ultimate get-out clause for Catholics.”

      Part of me felt sorry for Marika, getting all this grief, but it had looked kind of fun being able to have it out. I remember dealings with my own mother were a minefield of sly digs and passive aggressive behaviour, whilst always pretending everything was wonderful.

      I am packing. We are going to have a look round the shops in Bratislava before our flight.

      Looking forward to seeing you.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 19th June 12.33

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Thank you for an amazing time. London feels so cold, grey and uptight compared to Slovakia. I came home to find my decree absolute. I am officially a “Miss”, the house is in my name, and I have money in the bank. It is a real sense of anticlimax.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 20th June 08.31

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Meryl just phoned, and I was telling her about your grandmother’s 97th party, and, how you did all the decorating. She wants you to help her pick out all the furniture for Ethel’s new flat. I am sorry. I tried to come up with an excuse that I had lost your phone number, but she is looking you up in the phone book, so expect a call.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 21st June 18.55

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I’m sorry, I won’t make it for dinner, but if you still want to come over Rosencrantz has made curry and he would love to see you. Chris and myself were roped into a trip to IKEA in Croydon to buy furniture for Ethel’s new flat.

      I never want to go IKEA again, well, not with Meryl and Ethel. They couldn’t agree on anything. Ethel doesn’t like “modern poncy stuff”. Which begged the question why we were in IKEA?

      The only redeeming feature of the day was that we bumped into Adam in the bathroom department.

      “Looks like you’ve been busy,” he said, indicating our trolleys piled high. I had almost forgotten about him since Slovakia. Meryl stepped forward.

      “Hello, I’m Meryl Watson, I’m Coco’s ex-sister-in-law. This is my mother, Ethel.”

      “Yes, hello. We have met,” said Ethel, going posh again.

      “This is Christopher Cheshire, he is helping us with our interior design options,” said Meryl, adding, “his father has a knighthood, you know.”

      “Hi,” said Chris, going red.

      I gave Meryl a look, and she trilled, “Come along, toilet plungers!” and shepherded them all away.

      “Sorry about that,” I said.

      He asked how Slovakia was. I said it was great. We nodded at each other.

      “Look,” I said. “About your phone call, about the gay stuff.”

      “Ahh,” he said, holding up his hands to his face, embarrassed. He looked so cute and, for a brief moment, I almost knew what he was thinking.

      “I’m just divorced,” I said. “You’re a lovely, handsome man with good dress sense, my maths was wrong. I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you. The invite to see a musical may have given you the gay idea.” He explained that his friend works for a box office company dealing with West End shows.

      “So you’re not a West End Wendy?”

      “No,” he said. “Well, saying that, I do have two tickets to go and see the Thriller musical on Friday. It’s a bit more butch.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      He gave me his email address.

      “You’d better get back to your group, they’re dying to know what’s happened.”

      I could just see Ethel’s head poking up above a display of toilet seats.

      “Happy shopping,” he said.

      “Oh, it’s not,” I grinned.

      When I joined the others, they were all smiling.

      “What a dish,” said Meryl.

      I told them I was going on a date.

      “She dun’t waste no time,” said Ethel. “Out on the tiles within a week of divorcing.”

      “And the rest,” said Chris, grinning.

      Adam turned and waved goodbye. God, he is gorgeous.

      “He looks just as good from the back,” said Meryl, surprising us.

      We are waiting in an endless queue with our seven trollies. We have a bed, two sofas, two easy chairs, a dining table with four chairs, two pouffes, three sets of shelves, three plants (yucca, palm and cactus), covers for chairs, sofas and pouffes, two wardrobes, one bed, two sets of drawers, a bedside table, four plates, four cups, cutlery for four, utensils, a draining board, tea towels, towels, bedding, coat hangers, a fruit bowl, a shower curtain, a bathmat, loo roll, toilet plunger and a loo brush.

      Poor Chris. Meryl ignored every one of his style suggestions and all he got for lunch was a 39p hot dog.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 22nd June 09.14

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I am composing an email to Adam. This is what I have:

       

      Dear Adam,

      Lovely to see you in IKEA. You gave me a nice surprise in the toilet department.

      Here is my address, for the date we talked about;

      Three Steeplejack Mews, Marylebone, London NW1 4RF

      Looking forward to it.

      Coco P. xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 22nd June 10.03

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Yes, you’re right. The toilet line is open for misinterpretation and the kisses are too familiar.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 22nd June 10.14

        TO: adam.rickard@gov.co.uk

      

      

      Hi Adam,

      It was lovely to run into you in IKEA.

      My son says Thriller: Live! is a great show, lots of dancing, pyrotechnic bombs going off, etc. I can’t wait!

      My address is:

      Three Steeplejack Mews, Marylebone, London NW1 4RF

      Coco P.

      PS I just noticed that your email address is a government one… Are you a secret agent? ;-)

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 24th June 10.33

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Nothing from Adam!

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 25th June 09.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Still nothing. Couldn’t sleep so was up at five. Have been checking my phone constantly. Rosencrantz was up at six, waiting for the post. He has been up early for the last few mornings. It arrived as he was leaving for classes; he grabbed it off the doormat and rifled through it before chucking it down. He won’t tell me what he is looking for.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 25th June 22.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Should I phone Adam? I have been constantly checking my email. Maybe he thought he didn’t have to reply. However, I asked him a question at the end, “Are you a secret agent?” What if he really is a secret agent?

      I know he can’t tell me if he is, but he could at least tell me that he can’t tell me, don’t you think? Moreover, if he can’t even say that he can’t say he is not a secret agent, he could at least confirm our date.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 25th June 22.34

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Sorry, I will shut up and go to bed.

      C x

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 26th June 09.10

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I came downstairs this morning to see a pale and wan Rosencrantz, still wearing his uniform from the bar, sat on the sofa watching the BBC News Channel.

      “Michael Jackson died last night,” he said.

      By the look of the newsreader, she had been up as long as Rosencrantz. As dreadful as the news was, my first thought was that my date tonight is at the Michael Jackson musical. What if they cancel it?

      As the screen counted down to the eight o’clock headlines, Rosencrantz turned with tears in his eyes and said, “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

      Now call me a heartless cow, but the histrionics seemed out of proportion. I can’t remember him ever listening to a Michael Jackson song.

      “How about some breakfast? Maybe a Pop-Tart?”

      “No!” snapped Rosencrantz, as if Pop-Tarts were the most inappropriate food for the occasion.

      “Have they said anything about his concerts at the O2? Or Thriller: Live?”

      “No,” he said, “and I can’t believe that all you can think about is your date.”

      I was about to protest when the phone went. It was Meryl. She too sounded upset saying, “Oh Coco, it’s all too much.”

      “So you’ve heard?” I said.

      “Heard what?”

      “Michael Jackson. Dead.”

      “No,” she said. “It’s not that. I’m still at Mum’s, trying to put her IKEA furniture together, it’s driven me out of my mind. Have you got a quarter-inch Allen key I could borrow?”

      I said I didn’t and she rung off.

      Whilst I was on the phone, Rosencrantz had gulped down a whole pot of coffee and was leaving the house with bloodshot eyes and a silver left hand. He had hacked the end off one of my long silver evening gloves. Not that I can see myself ever wearing them again, unless I am transported back to the eighties, but he could have asked.

      Could Adam be grief-stricken like Rosencrantz? Will he still want to go on a date? You can’t tell with people these days. I remember Ethel’s histrionics when Diana died, and she is a Republican.

      Would it seem insensitive to phone and check if the musical is on? If not, is your friend still in The Lion King? Could he wangle some back-up tickets?

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 26th June 09.33

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Are you okay? Your reaction to the death of Michael Jackson seems to be out of proportion to how it really affects your life. Is this because I am going on a date? Or are you working too much? You haven’t been yourself for ages. Please, let’s have a chat later.

      Mum x

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 27th June 11.36

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Are you still asleep? You’re not answering your phone. Marika is here and has heard all the gossip.

      Adam phoned after lunch on Friday. He is not a secret agent; he works in health and safety for the civil service. He only received my email on Friday morning. The civil service’s anti-terrorist screening software had intercepted it, because I had written the word “bomb” to describe the special effects in Thriller: Live!

      It just goes to show, the government is right. Terrorism affects society as a whole, even arranging a date.

      Thriller: Live! was going ahead so he suggested we met for a drink before.

      I was beyond nervous. We met half an hour before the show at the Gin Bar near Embankment tube station. I dressed in black to be safe, but instantly regretted it. Adam had his work suit on and was nervous too. I kept asking him questions when there was a silence, so it felt like I was interviewing him for a job.

      I did find out that he is also divorced. He married Holly’s mother when they were sixteen, but he found her in bed with another woman, so we do have something in common. It’s just a shame we spent what little time we had filling each other in on the baggage of our previous relationships.

      The theatre was manic when we arrived. Hysterical Michael Jackson fans with candles and pictures of the King Of Pop stood vigil outside, and several television crews were filming.

      The show was great, but it was three hours long. Then there were speeches and a minute’s silence at the end so when it finished it was very late. We only had five minutes to talk in the taxi on the way home.

      I stupidly set the conversation to small talk by asking him what he was up to tomorrow at work. Ugh! I also chickened out about inviting him in. When the taxi pulled up at my place, I thanked him, we said goodnight and he was gone.

      It feels like I am back to square one.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 28th June 12.30

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I just had a phone call from Daniel. He saw me on CNN News, outside the theatre going to watch Thriller: Live! and holding hands with a tall, handsome black guy.

      “Who is he?” Daniel demanded.

      I said it was none of his business.

      “I don’t like it!” he said petulantly. “Turning on my TV and seeing you cavorting with some hunk! It put me off my egg white omelette!”

      I said I wasn’t cavorting. I was walking into the theatre.

      “Anyway, you’ve got a girlfriend,” I added.

      “Not anymore,” he said.

      Apparently Kendal’s religious beliefs came between them; she is a Scientologist. He refused to be hooked up to an E-meter and be de-programmed, so she dumped him. I laughed.

      “What’s funny?”

      “Oh, the egg white omelette, the Scientologist girlfriend. You’re living the American dream.”

      “I miss… things,” he said. “I miss you.”

      “No, you don’t,” I said. “You’ve hit a bump in the road, and seen me moving on. You’re jealous.”

      He asked all about Adam – what he does and if I had slept with him. I told him where to stick his egg white omelette. It was quite a nice feeling, after I put the phone down.

      Rosencrantz is still on the sofa, still intercepting the post and not talking. I managed to get him to eat some noodles.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 30th June 10.18

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I had a horrible shock this morning. I was finishing my toast when there was a knock at the door. I opened it and there stood Christian! He was dressed in his emerald green suit. A tiny trilby with a mallard feather was perched on his head. His handsome face was set into an odd look of fear and pity.

      “You’ve got a nerve showing your face on my doorstep,” I said, only a set of Carmen rollers and a housecoat away from being a character in Coronation Street.

      “I haven’t come here to fight,” he said, raising a patronising hand. “I came to give you these.”

      He handed over three credit cards. I said cash would be better.

      “Do you know how much money we spent to get Rosencrantz home? Not to mention you broke his heart.”

      “I’m sorry, truly sorry, about all that happened,” he said, the mallard feather blowing in the breeze, “but I’m merely giving back what belongs to Rosencrantz.”

      He turned, picked his way down the path and out through the gate.

      I turned the cards over in my hand and there was Rosencrantz’s name, on all of them.

      “Why does Rosencrantz have so many credit cards?” I yelled as Christian climbed into a waiting taxi.

      “I am sorry, Coco,” he said.

      He closed the door and it drove away.

      I’m sitting staring at these cards and contemplating ransacking Rosencrantz’s bedroom, something I promised myself I would never do.
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        Wednesday 1st July 11.43

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Last night I waited up for Rosencrantz. When he came in from work, he was pale and drawn with huge bags under his eyes. He saw me sat at the kitchen table with the credit cards.

      “Tell me what’s going on,” I said.

      He flopped into a chair and started talking.

      Back in April, a couple of young trendy producers from the Carnegie Theatre in Edinburgh came and watched Anne Frank: Reloaded and offered Rosencrantz a slot for the play at the Edinburgh Festival in August.

      They said the show was “edgy” and “now” and with the press interest it attracted, it could be a big hit.

      Christian negotiated a deal with himself and Rosencrantz as co-producers. He also said he would design the show. Many successful careers have been launched at the Edinburgh Festival. The only problem was that they had to find five thousand pounds to book their slot at the Carnegie Theatre.

      Christian said he couldn’t ask his parents for any money as he had already maxed out his credit cards after using up his trust fund.

      Rosencrantz didn’t want to ask me, because of the money worries I had with the divorce at the time. So, he agreed to apply for a credit card.

      In the euphoria of accepting this “offer”, they didn’t think about all the other costs involved, and Rosencrantz ended up putting another ten thousand pounds on credit cards for accommodation, advertising and numerous other fees.

      Then America happened, and Christian vanished. Rosencrantz said he tried to keep everything going, but most of the other actors involved with the show were “Team Christian” and jumped ship when Christian did. Rosencrantz has been working flat out just to cover the minimum payments. He has been waiting for the post most mornings so he could intercept the credit card statements before I became suspicious.

      “It’s such a mess Mum,” he said, and laid his head on my shoulder and sobbed. I was relieved I finally knew.

      When he had stopped crying, I asked him to give me all the paperwork to look at. He came back with a bulging folder. I told him not to worry and get some sleep.

      This morning Rosencrantz looked like he had slept well for the first time in weeks.

      He asked what I was going to do. I told him I wasn’t sure yet, but when he gets home from classes he should quit his bar job. He hugged me and told me I was the best. When he’d gone I made a big pot of coffee, took a deep breath and opened the folder.

      The first receipt was for £7,500, to rent three four-bedroom flats in a building called Palace Apartments. At that price, I had to see them so I clicked on Google Street View. Palace Apartments are far from palatial, in fact they are far from anywhere. They are bedsits in a tiny terraced house in Leith, several miles from the centre of Edinburgh. I recognised it as the road Ewan McGregor runs down at the beginning of Trainspotting.

      I phoned the number on the invoice and an old Scottish lady called Mrs Dougal answered. I asked how each bedsit could sleep four people?

      “Och, they’ll all bunk doon together,” she chuckled. “Actors aren’t shy.”

      I apologised and explained I would have to cancel. She told me that Rosencrantz had paid in the knowledge the £7,500 wasn’t refundable.

      “How can you justify charging so much?” I said.

      “Leith is very cosmopolitan now,” she said. “The Royal Yacht Britannia is permanently moored here. It’s very reasonable.”

      She said I should log on to edfringe.com. I did and she was right, she is reasonable. A coffee shop on the Royal Mile is renting out its stock cupboard to the Cambridge Footlights for ten grand.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 2nd July 19.58

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Rosencrantz went to see Ethel last night in her new flat. He told her everything, and she gave him a thick ear!

      When he came home and told me, I phoned her up, furious.

      “Well, someone’s got to give ‘im a thick ear,” she said.

      “What exactly is a ‘thick ear’?”

      “Well, it was more a clip round the ear, a wallop…” she said.

      “You hit him!”

      “Is there a mark on ‘im?” she said.

      “No, not that I can see.”

      “I didn’t do it ‘ard… You think ‘e’d dare run up all that debt if you’d threatened ‘im once in a while with a thick ear, a clout or a wallop? I always say, ‘walloped kids are ‘appy kids’.”

      Can she be right? Rosencrantz did seem happier when he got home. Once the physical violence was over, Ethel had made him his favourite; salmon sandwiches with the crusts cut off and Angel Delight.

      After another day on the phone, I can’t get any of the money back. I have two days to pay off these credit cards before even more interest is added. The APR is 22%.

      Also, three missed calls today from Adam.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 4th July 13.15

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I didn’t sleep, so I came down to the allotment early, put the kettle on, and sat on my bench chain smoking. It was hot and sunny, which made me feel a little better. Around nine Adam came tramping up in the heat, the dust swirling around him. Tight white t-shirt and football shorts. Woof! I realised I hadn’t called him back.

      He came and stood by the bench and asked if I was ignoring him. I said I was sorry and that things had been manic. He sat down, and I told him what has been going on. To my horror, I began to cry.

      “I’m not turning on the tears!” I said, mortified.

      He put his arm round me. I put my head on his shoulder and we watched some crows pecking around in the dust. He smelt all fresh and showered.

      “I’m reading your book,” he said.

      He undid his rucksack and pulled out a copy of Chasing Diana Spencer.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I tried to. Three times,” he grinned.

      “Sorry, again,” I said wiping my eyes. “Where did you get it from? It’s out of print.”

      “The library,” he said.

      “What do you think about it?”

      “Could do with a lick of paint but it does have free parking.”

      “Not the library, my book.”

      He leaned towards me, his nose touching mine. “I’ll tell you, if you kiss me.”

      “No! Tell me first,” I said.

      “You’re interrupting our first kiss?” he smiled.

      “I’m an insecure creative, tell me!”

      He leant in and kissed me. He tasted delicious.

      “Sorry, I’ve been smoking,” I said weakly.

      “Shh, don’t spoil it,” he said and kissed me again.

      It’s funny how you just know how to kiss… I mean, if someone asked me to break down the process of kissing on a diagram I would have a hard job, but our mouths instinctively worked in unison, just enough tongue and tenderness. He even gave my lip a little bite, which was a thrill. He pulled away, giving me his dazzling grin.

      “Ten out of ten, and your book is brilliant.”

      He hugged me tight. We sat in silence for a moment.

      “So you’re stuck with this theatre?” he said.

      I told him we had nothing to put in it.

      “Well, what about turning Chasing Diana Spencer into a play? I saw The Woman In Black. It was incredible, and they did it with virtually nothing; a bare stage, and a few props. It was all about the story. If you’re going to lose fifteen grand,” he said, “you might as well take a risk and have a ball doing it.”

      We stayed chatting for a couple of hours. He is so much fun to be around. He asked me over to his place for dinner on Sunday night. What do you think? About the play idea? And him kissing me, of course.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 5th July 12.34

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Marika told me to phone Angie and make sure I know where I stand. If I want to go ahead with this play, I need her to formally release me from our contract.

      Angle’s response was a pleasant surprise.

      “Oh babe, that is thinking outside your box,” she said. “A Coco book I can’t sell, but a Coco play at the Edinburgh Festival could be lucrative. Hey! How about a Coco musical?”

      “A musical?”

      “God, yes!” she said. “Musicals make tons more money than plays. You know Jerry Springer: The Opera? I was stood round the piano in the Battersea Arts Centre bar when Richard Thomas was composing it. If I’d known how huge it would be, I’d have invested, but back then I just got pissed and screamed at him to play ‘Lady In Red’.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “Coco,” she said excitedly. “I’ll go in on the costs fifty percent, that’s seven and a half grand, in return for a fifty percent stake.”

      “But, I’ve never written a musical,” I said, taken aback.

      “Course you can,” she said. “I was looking again at your Greg-O-Byte proposal. It’s brilliant, and you did that in an evening.”

      We are having coffee tomorrow to talk about it. I came off the phone excited, then realised – I can’t write music.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 6th July 00.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Thank God for Chris. He has seen virtually every musical at least three times. I went over to his in a blind panic.

      “This is huge,” he said.

      “I know,” I said, pacing up and down. “And I can’t do it!”

      “What do you mean, you can’t do it?”

      “I can’t write music.”

      “You know you only have to write the book and lyrics,” said Chris.

      “Haven’t I already written the book?”

      Chris explained that the script of a musical is called ‘the book’.

      “You see. I don’t even know that,” I wailed.

      “I’m talking to a guy on gaydar at the moment who is in his last year at the Royal Academy.”

      “Don’t change the subject,” I said, helping myself to a glass of his expensive decanter whisky.

      “No,” said Chris. “I mean we could get him to write the music. He’s a student, he needs credits for his CV.”

      He logged onto MySpace, and played a song from this guy’s musical, called Jackie Stallone’s Psychic Arses. It was very good, and before I knew it, Chris was instant messaging him to come to the coffee meeting tomorrow with Angie. He poured me another whisky and cleared his throat awkwardly.

      “Coco,” he said, “would you let me be the director? I will do it for nothing. You can use my house to rehearse…You loved the British Airways Air Steward Charity Panto I directed, and they’re a bitchy lot to co-ordinate, what with all their layovers.” He looked at me pleadingly. “I need a career… I’m going mad with nothing.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Really?”

      “Yes, I would love to have you involved.”

      He hugged me, and then he reminded me I had a date with Adam at seven, and it was already six fifteen. I raced across Regent’s Park, wellies flapping, and into the Baker Street Tesco Metro. I grabbed a basket and was working my way through to the wine section when I ran into Adam. He was reading the back of a ready-prepared moussaka and had frozen lasagne in his basket.

      “Damn,” he grinned. “Busted. What would you prefer, Greek or Italian?”

      I said Italian. He then went on to ask what dessert I wanted, and before long we were food shopping together.

      When we reached the wine aisle, there was a middle-aged woman running a sampling promotion. She gave Adam a sample of Bordeaux then asked if his “lady friend” would like some.

      “Here you go, lady friend,” he winked.

      She looked at us both, and her look didn’t seem to judge that I was out of my league. When we got outside, we realised we had spent nearly an hour shopping, and our date had begun.

      We both stood there.

      “Look,” he said. “Do you just want to come back with me? Not that what you are wearing doesn’t look great, but I presumed you weren’t going to come to mine in wellies.”

      I looked down and laughed.

      “I’ve got a great outfit laid out on my bed,” I said.

      “The Wellington boots are actually doing it for me. You look like a girl who…”

      “Likes getting dirty,” I said. “I mean, muddy.” I blushed.

      “Come back to mine,” he said. “We’re having fun.”

      There was a real sparkle in the air. I said okay.

      He owns a little ground floor flat off Baker Street, a modern cosy Victorian conversion with scrubbed pine furniture and wood floors. There was no sign of another woman’s work, a recently departed ex, etc.

      He poured us some wine and I nosed round his living room whilst he put things away in the kitchen.

      He has acres of DVDs and books, a big cinema-style TV and some dark squashy sofas. The only visible alarm bell was a PlayStation with controllers and a stack of games.

      I realised I had drunk all my wine when he was beside me topping up my glass. He squatted down to put some music on. As he put his arm out to grab a CD from the shelf, his shoulder muscles strained against his white t-shirt. I instinctively reached out, slid my hand under the material, and onto his warm back. He turned to look at me with a lopsided grin. He stood and began kissing me deep and slow.

      I pulled off his t-shirt, he pulled off mine and expertly unhooked my bra. I slid my thumb under the waistband of his football shorts and pulled them down. Before I knew it, we were naked, our warm bodies pressing together. We sunk into the sofa and had sex, twice. I cannot remember the last time I did it twice. We drank wine and talked and Adam was starting to look like he could go a third round when I realised it was nearly midnight and I had the meeting to prepare for. We hadn’t eaten any of the food we chose and I said I had to go.

      As I was pulling on my clothes, he looked disappointed, and I felt a bit cheap. Should I have stayed?

      I slopped home in my dirty wellies replaying our dirty evening in my head.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 7th July 12.01

        TO: alangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      Chris has asked me to forward the minutes of this morning’s meeting to you. I am not sure he knows how to take proper minutes.

       

      MINUTES OF MEETING TUESDAY 7th JULY

       

      09:00 Christopher Cheshire, Coco Pinchard, Jason Schofield and Angie Langford met at the Café Nero in Old Compton Street. But there were no tables available. It’s full of poofs in their workout gear, either going to or from the gym. We decide to move to the BMX Literary Agency office.

      09:12 Angie Langford’s office (BMX Literary Agency). Proper introductions, I have never met Angie before. (Nice shoes.) None of us have met Jason Schofield our composer. He is twenty-one, handsome and plays a sample of Jackie Stallone’s Psychic Arses. He is hired. Yay!

      09:35 Angie Langford unveils the poster image she has mocked up for the show. We have to submit this to the Edinburgh Fringe office to make the festival programme deadline, which is 5pm today. Angie says she will call the Carnegie Theatre after 5pm and tell them that the show is no longer going to be Anne Frank: Reloaded but Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical.

      09:50 Coco Pinchard who has been a bit mute up until now rushes from the meeting.

      09:53 Meeting moves to ladies’ toilets. Coco Pinchard won’t come out of the lavatory cubicle, saying she does not “get” musical theatre, and says she was the only one in the audience who didn’t cry at the end of Blood Brothers.

      09:59 Coco Pinchard is coaxed out of toilet cubicle. Jason Schofield reminds Coco Pinchard that she needs only to write an hour-long musical, as this is the length of theatre shows at the Edinburgh Festival.

      10:02 Coco Pinchard rushes back into cubicle wailing that she can’t get her whole book across in an hour. Angie Langford lights cigarettes.

      10:03 Coco Pinchard calms down but Jason Schofield has a mild asthma attack.

      10:15 Meeting reconvenes in office. Jason Schofield by open window with his inhaler. Coco Pinchard will write a rough draft of Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical over the next few days. Jason Schofield will read the book. I, Christopher Cheshire, will put an advert in The Stage newspaper for actors and Angie Langford will draw up contracts and set up a limited company so her accountant can fiddle the tax easier.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 7th July 14.13

        TO: adam.rickard@gov.co.uk

      

      

      Hi, I just realised I don’t have a personal email address for you, just the one at your work in the health and safety department. Could I have your personal one?

      I had a wonderful time last night. I should have stayed, but I am new to all this and I really like you, and the last time I slept with anyone other than my ex-husband, in the same bed, was twenty years ago. When I mean sleep, I mean actually sleep, not that I have done anything else with anyone. Just so you know.

      It looks like this musical is going ahead. I have to start writing it today as my agent Angie and friend Chris have zoomed into action and made a lot happen. I am trying not to freak out.

      I would like to see you again.

      Coco x

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 8th July 21.34

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      The script is coming along very nicely. I spent the day up at the allotment, absorbed in writing. Adam knocked on my shed door just after five; he had come from work with pizza and wine. I had promised myself to take it slow but we ended up having a rerun of the other night, in my shed, under the table of old flower pots. At one point Agatha and Len walked past, and they must have heard one of the flowerpots fall and break. They stopped.

      I heard her say, “What’s that noise, Leonard?”

      Footsteps came closer, crunching on the dry grass outside the little window.

      “Look, she’s left a whole pizza out!” said Len hungrily.

      I heard him try the door handle.

      “Len!” hissed Agatha. “Come away!”

      All throughout this, Adam had put his hand over my mouth, and carried on… It felt rather thrilling.

      Afterwards he asked if I wanted to come back to his and chill out with a DVD but I had to keep writing. Now I’m really worried he thinks I am a slut.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 9th July 17.39

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      You’re going to see Nan tonight, aren’t you? Could you do me a favour and ask her if she is free tomorrow to help us to open and sort applications for Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical? The living room is full of envelopes.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 9th July 18.44

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      You can tell your Nan thank you, but minimum wage is £5.80 per hour, not £10 as she is claiming. On this occasion, though, I can go up to £7 per hour to reflect, as she puts it, her “life experience”.

      These are the roles we are casting for:

       

      Queen Elizabeth II, Queen of England, the Commonwealth, the High Seas etc. etc.

      Prince Phillip / Prince Charles (played by same actor with interchangeable prosthetic ears)

      Camilla Parker Bowles

      Lady Diana Spencer

      Hans Von Strudel (Queen Elizabeth’s hunky footman)

      Male Actor 1 To play various parts: servants, French, old and young

      Female Actor 1 To play various parts: servants, French, old and young

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 10th July 19.24

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      We have just received a couple of CVs from your old drama school principal, Artemis Wise, and his wife. They want to audition. He heard that the show is on in a 3pm slot, so he can appear in it without violating his court appointed terms. He is electronically tagged with a 7pm curfew until he is sentenced for embezzlement in the autumn. His CV is quite good, but apart from him being on bail, he is not right for Prince Charles, or his wife for Camilla Parker-Bowles. She is much more suited to Princess Anne, but I have had to cut Anne and her talking bulldog. I’ve also had to jettison some of the other minor royals. The Duke and Duchess of Kent have gone, along with Fergie, Andrew, Edward, and Sophie. As in real life, they don’t do enough to justify paying for them.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 14th July 10.00

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Just spent the most hectic week writing in the shed. Adam has been visiting at the end of most days with food and wine, and then…

      I keep telling myself I am a liberated working woman, who has to fit her sexual needs around her busy career, and if that means up against a gro-bag in a potting shed, so be it. Adam has invited me to a work “do” tomorrow evening, so that means something, doesn’t it? I am not just his allotment slag.

      I finished the first draft of the play this morning, and when I got home, Rosencrantz was in the kitchen scraping mould off the last piece of bread with his Mach 3 razor.

      “This is the only food in the house,” he said. Then he asked if he could audition for the play.

      I have been dreading this moment. His ego is as fragile as an eggshell. What if he auditions and we have to say no to him?

      He looked up at me with his gorgeous brown eyes. He was wearing his flat cap and jumper with holes in. Clutching his bread crust, he looked like a sort of Oliver Twist (albeit one who has an iPhone and access to a fridge which makes ice).

      “Yes, of course,” I heard myself say before I gave him a twenty and bundled him out of the door to get some decent food.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 15th July 22.44

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Adam phoned at lunchtime to confirm he would pick me up at seven for the “Summer Ball”. He had said, “work do” the other day, not formal ball! I didn’t have time to have our first argument, so I said it was great and I would see him at seven.

      I had meetings with Angie and Jason all afternoon about the auditions tomorrow, and I didn’t get away until four thirty. I raced over to Oxford Street where I had ordered Rosencrantz to meet me for an emergency shopping session.

      I have spent most of the last two years in jeans so I asked Rosencrantz what’s acceptable formal summer evening wear for women now. He showed me a picture from Heat Magazine of Nicole Richie, elegant in a white maxi dress and gladiator sandals. I was wary of white, especially maxi white, but he insisted I would look great. We hit Top Shop and he found as close a match as he could.

      However, in a white maxi dress and brown gladiator sandals, I looked like Charlton Heston in Ben-Hur. All I needed was a shield and spear. I think my tantrum was more to do with tiredness and lack of food but I stormed out of Top Shop, refusing the other things he had picked out.

      We tramped around Oxford Street for a little longer but it was packed and sweltering. Mindful of the time, we called it a day and came home.

      I ended up in my faithful old outfit. The one I used to wear for summonses to see the Headmaster or parents’ evenings. A close-fitting black skirt, a flower print top that showed some cleavage and knee length black boots.

      I had toyed with the green skirt but I’d already worn it three times with Adam. I still hadn’t had anything to eat, but I decided not to and keep my stomach looking flat until we sat down for dinner.

      The doorbell went just before seven, as I was drying my hair. Rosencrantz came upstairs,

      “There’s like a dude at the door, asking for you?” he said.

      “Did you let him in?”

      “No. I said I would check with you.”

      “Well, did you ask his name?”

      “Yeah. It’s Mr Rickard.”

      “That’s Adam, you idiot!” I said. “Go and let him in!”

      “But he’s like fit!” said Rosencrantz.

      “No need to sound so shocked.”

      “You’re dating him?” said Rosencrantz.

      “Yes. Look, I haven’t got time to do this, and he is standing out on the doorstep.”

      We rushed downstairs and I let him in. He was dressed in a black suit, no tie and a white shirt with a couple of buttons undone to show some chest; handsome as anything. I introduced him to Rosencrantz and Adam was very relaxed and sweet.

      As we left for the taxi, Rosencrantz whispered in my ear, “Fucking hell Mum, like way to go.”

      “That’s enough from you,” I hissed back. “Watch your mouth. And do the washing up.”

      We were dropped near the London Eye and we walked along the Thames Embankment holding hands.

      “I want you,” Adam growled in my ear.

      My stomach unfortunately growled back louder.

      The Summer Ball was held in a boat on the river, artfully draped with flowers and paper lanterns. Twinkly music drifted towards us. The tide was out, so the boat was grounded on the shingle riverbed.

      With it being a health and safety department Summer Ball, you might have thought this was ideal, no water to fall into. But no. The gangplank was now at a very steep forty-five degree angle so the ladies were being asked to take off their heels, in case they slipped. I showed the man on the door that my boots only had a slight heel but I was still ordered to take them off.

      Adam looked mortified. I unzipped my boots but they wouldn’t budge. My feet had swollen in the heat. After much tugging, a queue had started to form behind us. Eventually I had no choice but to hold onto the rail with my legs in the air whilst Adam pulled. It wasn’t my finest hour.

      The flowers and lanterns continued inside, but there were no tables.

      “Where do we eat?” I asked Adam.

      “Oh,” he said, grabbing some champagne from a passing waiter, “it’s just drinks, I thought we could eat later.”

      “Great,” I said, as my stomach growled its protest.

      We weren’t permitted out on deck, of course, due to health and safety regulations, so we were all shut in the boat. It was sweltering. Adam took me to meet his work colleagues, introducing me as “Coco”. Not “my girlfriend” or “my date” or even “my friend”. He made me sound like some avant-garde uni-named performance artist. I was on my fourth glass of champagne when we made it round the boat to Adam’s boss, Serena. Up until now, his colleagues had been a bunch of humourless men and territorial women, but Serena, a mature blonde, had a twinkle in her eye.

      “You must think we’re the ultimate health and safety cliché!” she said, looking at everyone sweating in the heat. “If I had it my way we’d be out on deck with our feet in the water.”

      She asked how long Adam and I had known each other.

      “Oh not long,” I blurted. “He was wary about letting me into his pants. He said they might contain nuts!”

      Serena’s eyebrows shot up into her hairline as she smiled blankly and excused herself. Adam’s face clouded over and he released my hand.

      “What?” he hissed. “You’re talking about my balls to my boss?”

      “It was a joke,” I said. “A health and safety themed joke… obviously off the mark but I should get something for making the effort. They’re a tough crowd!”

      “You’re pissed, aren’t you?” he frowned.

      I had never seen him look angry before.

      At that moment the tide began to rush in and the boat started to rock. Inside was getting hotter and the mixture of no food, no sleep, and too much champagne weren’t helping. I suddenly realised I was about to throw up.

      “I’ve got to get some fresh air,” I gulped to Adam, whose indignant mouth was flapping like a beached carp.

      He followed me out. To my horror, as I reached the exit, I began to heave. Everyone in the shoe queue stepped back in alarm as I gave a very good rendition of a cat trying to bring up a hairball. I gave an almighty retch and threw up all over the gangplank. I turned to Adam, who looked disgusted.

      I felt so ashamed and ran past the shoe queue. I didn’t stop running until I reached Waterloo Station and found a taxi. When I got in, I had a long cold shower. I thought being with Adam was too good to last.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 16th July 20.35

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Thank you for being nice, but I am a screw-up. I shouldn’t have run away. There was no time to think about last night. I was up at six for auditions. Jason, our composer, had to be in college, so Chris hired his old music master from school to play the piano. Clive must be a similar age to Ethel. He was limping and unshaven in a long, ragged winter coat.

      “Will you be okay to play?” I said, as he eased himself gingerly onto the piano stool.

      “Yes, dear lady,” he said. “Doctor Theatre will work its magic.”

      We took our seats behind a long table and the first actor came in. He was awful, but Clive seemed to come alive. As he thumped out a number from Les Misérables, I noticed a white tag on his wrist, and a blue gown protruding out from under his long coat.

      “Has he come from hospital?” I whispered to Chris.

      “Yes,” he whispered back. “But don’t say anything. He is very proud, and has fallen on hard times. I was glad I could help.”

      The morning whipped past as actors came and went. Some were great. Lots were awful.

      In a break, I told them about Adam. They said not to worry, and that they had all, at one time or another, thrown up over a lover without being dumped. Clive went one better and said that in 1964 he had thrown up on Princess Margaret’s muff at Ronnie Scott’s. He said she was a great sport and refused his offer of dry cleaning money…

      After lunch, it was Rosencrantz’s audition. I don’t know who was more nervous, him or me. I was going to wait outside, but the only things I had seen him do were school nativity plays, and a disco dancing Anne Frank, so I stayed.

      “What a handsome lad,” said Angie, when he came in.

      He blushed, calmed himself and did the most beautiful speech from Henry V where King Henry is on the battlefield addressing his troops. He was so magnetic. We all gulped back tears when he’d finished.

      His song – ‘Hey Big Spender’ – was a little less impressive, but it showed off his voice, and they decided to cast him! I have just broken the news to Rosencrantz and he is so happy, which makes all of this recent slog seem worthwhile.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 17th July 19.44

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I won’t be home again until late. I am working on lyrics with Jason for Queen Elizabeth’s opening number. We need to find seven words to rhyme with Regina, but we are so tired, we can only think of one. The pressure is on as we start Monday.

      Please eat well. I have bought some food. Angie has also given us a load of Tamiflu; she got some on the quiet from her doctor, should we get swine flu. It is all in the news about it being a pandemic but I just think its media scare-mongering. Remember the SARS scare? I spent a fortune on white face masks for you, your father and me and it came to nothing.

      Mum x

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 18th July 18.44

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      How are you love? Looking forward to a long summer holiday? I heard a school in Chiswick has had to close early, due to a swine flu outbreak.

      I finally found time to phone Adam and say sorry, leaving a message on his voicemail. He has just replied via text;

      OK THX COME OVER TOMORROW NITE WE CAN TALK.

      It’s over. I know it, but would it be that bad? I haven’t had time to think the past few days. I just want to sleep… Let’s meet up soon.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 18th July 19.02

        TO: adam.rickard@gov.co.uk

      

      

      Great. Will see you tomorrow. I am just going home for a bit of anal.

       

       

       

      Saturday 18th July 19.04

      TO: adam.rickard@gov.co.uk

      That was the auto correct! Not me! My email meant to read “I am just going home for a bit of a nap!”

      I am tired, I am not, and I never have…

      Anyway. Looking forward to seeing you tomorrow.

      Coco

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 19th July 22.34

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I made an effort to tidy myself up and I bought wine and some very expensive cheese. I went round to Adam’s with an apology prepared, but there was no answer. I rang the bell several times but he stood me up!

      I went to the allotment, but he wasn’t there either. I saw his plants were drying out. I didn’t water them.

      I sat on my bench, ate all the cheese, and drank the whole bottle of wine until it got dark. Len loped past behind, tapping his stick. I sank down on the bench.

      He stopped at the back of my shed and I overheard a heated conversation he was having with another old guy. They were arguing over who would look after a large cutting Len had nicked from a grapevine at Hampton Court Palace.

      “I’ve ‘ad it down me trousers all day,” whispered Len.

      The other old guy agreed to keep it in his biscuit tin until the fuss died down.

      I stayed and smoked in the shadows until they moved away. When I got home I watched the news. At the end of London Tonight, they ran a piece on the oldest grapevine in England, at Hampton Court Palace. Someone had managed to give a steward the slip in the Grape House and steal a cutting. The steward said that the culprit must have had to be quick and quiet to outsmart them.

      Quick and quiet? Len! The string holding his trousers up whistles when he walks.

      Nothing from Adam, he must have deliberately stood me up.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 20th July 18.12

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      It was first day of rehearsals today and I am amazed at what we have achieved in two weeks. Chris had emptied his living room, apart from Daniel’s old piano, and it is now our rehearsal room. There is a big square of masking tape marked out for the size of the stage.

      A stern young New Zealander called Byron, who introduced herself as the stage manager, greeted me at the door. Her mousy waist-length hair was pulled back into a ponytail and she had on a ZZ Top t-shirt. She handed over a name tag, with my name spelt as “Cocoa”.

      Jason was warming up on the piano, Chris and Angie were huddled in the corner over the script, and the actors were milling about making tea. Part of me wanted to run. It was all so scary.

      “Here she is,” said Chris, swooping over with a hug.

      Byron brought Angie a cup of coffee.

      “No, no, no love,” she said. “I drink it white.”

      “Do I look like a char lady?” Bryon snapped, grabbing it back and slopping coffee over Angie’s Jimmy Choos. A lesser man/woman would have apologised, but she stalked off to the kitchen.

      “She’s a bit fierce,” I said.

      “But she’s fucking good,” said Angie, dabbing her shoes with a hanky. “Done all the West End shows.”

      Then Rosencrantz arrived. We had walked over together, but he wanted to wait outside for a couple of minutes so he could arrive without his mother. He said it would be better for his street cred. The actors all greeted him like a long-lost friend. Byron stomped back with Angle’s coffee then clapped her hands.

      “Can you lis-ten,” she said. “Our writer would just like to say a few words.”

      I looked blank.

      “Where is Coco Pinchard, the writer?” She saw me, and beckoned me over. “Chaup chaup. You’re first on the call sheet for today… You did look at the call sheet I emailed?”

      “Um. No,” I said going red.

      “Why naught?”

      “I don’t know,” I said and sheepishly went and stood by the piano.

      “Hi everyone,” I said. The actors all looked at me expectantly as if I had so many answers. “I’m Coco the writer, not Cocoa the hot drink,” I said pointing to my name tag.

      The actors laughed hysterically as if it were the funniest thing they had ever heard.

      “I know we have a great team and hopefully a hit on our hands.” I went to say something else but Byron stood up and started everyone clapping.

      “Graaayt, now for a few housekeeping issues. Rehearsals start at tin every day, so you need to be here by quarter to tin to warm up chit and hev tea. Anyone here late will be fined five pounds for every fuff-teen minutes.”

      “That’s not fair,” I said to Chris, a bit loudly.

      Byron’s nostrils flared.

      “Is there a prawblem?”

      “No,” I said sheepishly.

      “Then, please don’t interrupt during housekeeping.”

      We spent the rest of the morning playing icebreaker games. I hadn’t played hide and seek for years, and after initial protests, we all were rather carried away. Angie, being the most competitive, got stuck inside Chris’s sofa bed, and after lots of fruitless pulling Byron had to cut her free with a band saw.

      After lunch, it was the decisive moment when we sat down, read the script, and sang through the songs. Thank God, it read well. Everyone laughed and cried in all the right places, and before I knew it, Byron was barking at us to put the chairs and tables back. She even yelled at Chris for leaving a teacup on his own windowsill in his own living room.

      Rosencrantz and I walked home full of joy, gossiping about the cast. I didn’t realise it would be so much fun.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 21st July 19.28

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Have you heard from Marika? I keep trying her Blackberry, but all I get is pips.

      Nothing either from Adam but then, that’s his loss.

      You did a great job directing today. I know, thanks to Byron, you didn’t get to say much but you had gravitas and filled us all with confidence. You should lose the beret though. xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 21st July 21.27

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Marika has swine flu, well has had swine flu. Her school in Dulwich closed early for the summer holidays because of it, and she has been delirious. Not with happiness, but with a high fever. Her Blackberry died and she couldn’t find the charger so she had no numbers for anyone. She contacted the swine flu call centre and a teenager diagnosed her over the phone, and asked her if she had a swine flu buddy. She said that, no, she didn’t. They told her to ask a neighbour to collect her some Tamiflu, which he did, poking it up through the banister on a stick.

      She is better now but I am riddled with guilt. I have a load of Tamiflu here, and we should have taken more notice. I should have been her swine flu buddy. I went over to Dulwich and made her a big pot of soup, the only thing I can really cook, and have lent her The Sopranos box set.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 22nd July 15.56

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      It seems swine flu panic has kicked off amongst the middle classes, now that Wimbledon has finished. Meryl just caught me on Skype.

      “I just had to phone you,” she trilled. “Look! We’re having a swine flu party tonight!” On cue, Tony lumbered past with an inflatable pig and several balloons. “That’s Tony,” she said, in case I’d forgotten. “He’s putting things up.”

      “Aren’t they warning people not to have these parties?” I said.

      “We all want to get it as quick as possible,” she said. “Before the strain mutates.”

      “Before it’s resistant to antibiotics?”

      “No, before too many of the wrong sort get it,” she said. “By the time it’s passed through the Enoch Powell Estate over the way, who knows what the virus will be like.”

      I tried to warn her about the symptoms but Tony, carrying a big tray of glasses, distracted her.

      “I told you! We’re all drinking from the same glass,” she said. “Now put those back in the sideboard!”

      I took the opportunity to shout “goodbye” and disconnect.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 22nd July 09.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Morning hun, did I give that guy Marek from Slovakia my email address? I just received this:

       

      ATTACHMENT

      TO cocopinchard27@gmail.com

      FROM marekfzobor@azet.sk

      Hello Coco,

      You like the naughty, bad lady? You remember? I am Marek, the boy that you had one night in Slovakia with on your birthday.

      I had a great evening with your love and examination of your body, which still has tip top condition after 42 year.

      I am dreaming many nights of you lying naked on the agricultural land, recalling my tongue over your body.

      My band Zobor is making a concert tonight at the Hammersmith Apollo. Want to participate? We could make a grab to bite something to eat then and then go back to my hotel for some warm intercourse.

      I live in Travel Lodge Hammersmith. It have very good transport links. Use the telephone if you wish to speak with me.

      Marek Z.

       

      I will have to reply to him later, but I have to go to rehearsals. You feeling better?

      Coco x

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 22nd July 09.43

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Jason has asked to see a different version of the last scene in Act One. It is up in my allotment shed amongst paperwork. I am dashing up there now. I will be at rehearsals ASAP.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 22nd July 23.54

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      When I arrived at the rehearsal, Chris was waiting for me in the hall.

      “I’m sorry, there was nothing I could do,” he said.

      I went into the living room and sat behind his old piano was Daniel, playing one of the numbers for the actors.

      Byron launched herself out of her chair and came over hissing, “You’re late, agin!”

      “Why is my ex-husband here?” I hissed back.

      Byron said that she’d had to advertise for an emergency pianist via Gumtree. Jason has gone to hospital about his hand. He injured it the other day during another competitive warm-up game of hide and seek. She then fined me five pounds.

      I asked Chris why we couldn’t have hired his friend Clive, but he has apparently had a relapse, and is in hospital being detoxed.

      “I’m sorry, Cokes,” he said. “We’re up against it with time, and at the moment I just need someone who can play… Byron found him, I had to say ok.”

      At that moment, Byron called a tea break, and I went over to Daniel.

      “Hello,” he said smugly.

      His ponytail was longer and he was even more tanned.

      “Why aren’t you in America?”

      “I’m in London for meetings about a Whistle Up The Wind West End transfer.”

      “So why are you darkening my door?”

      “I Googled your musical, saw the advert and thought, what a fun way to spend a free day and play my old piano. Plus you’re paying me a hundred quid to be here.”

      Byron came over with a scowl for me, and cup of tea for him.

      “We are? I mean, yes we are,” I said. “So stop wasting time and familiarise yourself with the second act.”

      And I stomped off to look at a box of tiaras, which had just been delivered.

      As the day wore on, I got used to him being there. I had forgotten how good he is, and if I’m honest, he gave the score something. I couldn’t put my finger on it but it seemed to have a little more heart and soul.

      We finished at six and I invited him home for some Chinese. We both seemed to be in competition to see who could be nicer. No one mentioned the elephant in the room i.e. his torrid affair, desertion, and our bitter divorce. Halfway through his crispy seaweed, Rosencrantz slammed down his chopsticks.

      “You guys are freaking me out,” he said. “I’m finishing mine upstairs.”

      He went off and I poured Daniel some more wine. He leant over and stroked my cheek,

      “My Coco,” he said.

      I looked into his eyes. He went to kiss me, but the sound of his phone cut through the moment. I picked it up off the coffee table to pass it over. As I did, I saw the display, which read “SOPHIE SNOW WHITE”.

      I started to laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” he said.

      I held up his phone.

      “You always manage to make me forget what a complete bastard you are.”

      His mouth opened and closed.

      “I swear on my mother’s life, I ended it,” he said.

      I chucked the phone at him. Then mine started to ring.

      “Okay, Miss Goody Two Shoes,” he said. “Who’s phoning you? Maybe this is your bit on the side?”

      Daniel made a grab for it and answered. It was Marek. I had forgotten to get back to his email.

      Daniel held it out to me,

      “Some guy says he wants to lick your vinegar…”

      I took it, mortified. I said thank you for the invitation (to the gig) but that I couldn’t make it. When I hung up Daniel was smirking.

      “Not so innocent,” he said. “Two men on the go, one a child by the sound of him.”

      This escalated into a huge fight. Many accusations were thrown, plus a pot plant from me. It stopped when Rosencrantz came down the stairs in his pyjamas.

      “Shut up!” he screamed. “Parents… you are divorced. Deal with it. My sleep shouldn’t be disturbed because deep down you actually want to be together in your screwed-up little world…”

      We looked at each other in shock. We apologised and Rosencrantz stood over us whilst we cleared up the exploded yucca plant. I then went up to bed and Daniel slept on the sofa.

      Is Rosencrantz right? He’s not. I am sure of it.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 24th July 18.07

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      It was another eventful day. I seem to have so many. When I got up for rehearsals, Daniel had left a note wishing me luck with the show and that he’d gone to see Meryl and Tony before heading back for the next leg of Whistle.

      I then bumped into Agatha at the allotment after rehearsal. She told me Adam had been rushed to hospital on Sunday. His daughter Holly found him, collapsed at home. He had contracted swine flu and, mixed with his asthma, it was serious. He seems too strapping and sexy to suffer from asthma. He was probably lying on the floor whilst I was outside cursing him!

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 24th July 10.47

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I went to visit Adam in hospital. He was sitting up and looking good even through illness. He does have the most wonderful pectorals. I wanted to rub Vicks into them. I think the nurses had the same idea. I have never seen nurses so attentive.

      Question: If all patients were good looking would the NHS be more or less efficient?

      I was surprised how upset I was, and relieved to see him. It was apparently touch and go. I apologised for the Summer Ball, which now seems like an age ago. He smiled weakly and said he was pleased to see me. I only stayed a little while, as he was tired. He squeezed my hand tight and asked me to visit again. I promised I would come tomorrow.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 25th July 18.01

        TO: adamrickard@bedsideentertainments.co.uk

      

      

      Hi you,

      Thought I would send a message via Bedside Entertainments. However, be careful, they charge an arm and a leg.

      We had our first run through of the show tonight. It was a shambles, a bit like a load of contestants on The Generation Game trying to perform a play they have only just seen, only it wasn’t funny. I blame Byron; she had banned them from holding scripts. The piano playing was rather off too. Jason has damaged a ligament in his hand but he is soldiering on with ice packs in between numbers.

      We are doing a preview show next Friday above a pub in Camden. Do you think you will be well enough to see it? My friend Marika is coming and she would love to meet you; she has only recently recovered from swine flu.

      Coco x

      P.S. You want me to bring you any Vicks? ;-)

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 26th July 21.30

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      It seems that when I visit Adam, the nurses love to come and interrupt. Tonight he had his blood pressure taken three times. The nurse lingered on his bicep for longer than I thought was necessary.

      I didn’t know if I should say anything but it’s still not established if I am his girlfriend. Do I have a claim on him? He let me put Vicks on his chest. It got quite intense as I slowly rubbed it in, he grabbed my hand and looked at me longingly. Then the bloody ward sister came in and ordered me out, even though it was five to, and visiting is until eight.

      “We go by my watch,” she said, her eyes flashing.

      She watched over me as I gathered up my things. I felt scared to even give him a peck on the cheek.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 27th July 11.15

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Adam was discharged at seven this morning. I went over to his flat to see him before rehearsal. I just missed his daughter Holly, who had brought him home. I made us a coffee and he asked if I would come over tomorrow night and meet her properly.

      I hesitated, which didn’t go down well. I told him that I have a million things going on, and that maybe it’s a bit fast. This went down even worse. He said as my girlfriend I should meet his daughter.

      “I didn’t know I was your girlfriend!” I said.

      “I invited you to the Summer Ball!” he said, looking stung.

      “Where you referred to me as ‘Coco’!”

      The atmosphere became rather frosty. I plumped up his cushions, and said I had to go to rehearsal.

      Why is this all happening at once? Two months ago I had no relationship and acres of time but now, everything is screaming for my attention. Byron fined me, again, for being late. I am down £30 and it’s my bloody show.

      I have to go back to Adam later. I said I would pick up a prescription for him.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 27th July 19.55

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      At lunchtime, I rushed to the chemist, then over to Adam’s with his antibiotics and got back to rehearsals a minute late. Byron fined me, again. Then I realised I had left my iPhone on Adam’s coffee table.

      I went back after rehearsals to be met with a furious look. You know what he did? He spent the afternoon reading through the sent emails on my iPhone. He wanted to know why I hadn’t told him about sleeping with Marek in Slovakia, or about Daniel staying the other night. He read everything I had written. About him, about my divorce. Everything.

      We had a nuclear row. He told me I wasn’t the woman he thought I was, and that I was “just like the rest”.

      I grabbed my phone and stormed out, shaking. Should I have told him about Marek? I know Adam had asked me on a date before Slovakia. Is that grounds for cheating these days?

      I clicked back through my messages and saw that I had indeed gone into detail about my night with Marek and that I had told Adam, and I quote “I haven’t slept with anyone since my husband”, when in fact I had.

      I cannot believe he went through my phone messages. He seemed so confident.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 28th July 15.15

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Nothing from Adam. I conducted an informal poll during today’s rehearsal. So far, everyone except Byron said they had looked, or would look, through the messages on a friend/loved one’s phone.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 28th July 23.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Rosencrantz has left his phone on the kitchen table and gone up to bed. I am not going to look.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 28th July 23.12

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Still not looking.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 28th July 23.51

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Okay! I couldn’t stop myself. I looked. It was empty apart from a text message, which said, “HI MUM. TOLD YOU YOU WOULD LOOK! LOVE R X”

      He heard my shriek and came downstairs.

      “You should give this guy Adam another chance,” he said when he took his phone back. “Maybe he’s only guilty of really liking you. More importantly, he’s like well fit.”

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 29th July 23.40

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Went up to water my allotment, but once again was sidetracked doing rewrites for the preview tomorrow. Agatha was roaming around, and collared me.

      “It seems once again you’re getting the cheapest office space in central London,” she said, lighting a roll-up and indicating my dead tomato plants. “To think poor Mr Bevan laid down his life on this allotment.”

      I said he’d had a heart attack hoeing.

      “Well, be that as it may, you are in breach of contract,” she said. “You are using this space for commercial purposes. I’ll need you to vacate by the end of the month.”

      I smiled and looked her in the eye. I asked her if Len had managed to plant his Hampton Court grapevine, or if it was still down his trousers. The colour drained from her face.

      “Oh, so you’re in on it too?” I crowed. “That’s rather serious, isn’t it? Thieving from royal property.”

      Agatha huffed and puffed, saying maybe she was being harsh and that all I need to do is “buck up” with my watering. “And if you need any manure,” she said, “I’m sure I can spare a sack.”

      Ha ha!

      Angie can’t come to the preview tomorrow; her child prodigy author has had a tantrum and is refusing to deliver his next manuscript. She has to drive up to Oxford and bribe him with an Xbox 360.

      I am willing to give Adam another go, but he has to ring me. Doesn’t he? Two wrongs don’t make a right, do they? I lied, but he invaded my privacy. Surely, we are quits…

      However, he should ring me. Shouldn’t he?

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 31st July 23.59

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      We got through the preview of the show. In the audience was myself, Chris, our friend Marika, and a baying pack of out-of-work actor friends of the cast, who whooped and cheered at every sentence. I wish my ex mother-in-law had been able to see it; she is always blunt and honest.

      Clive, who played piano at the auditions, came along. He looked even more disheveled than before. He said the show “has legs”. I agreed with him, but the legs are rather wobbly.

      Jason’s hand is much better. He has to go back to hospital for more steroid injections tomorrow, which should see him through August.

      Chris has taken Rosencrantz and the rest of the cast to Cathedral. Nothing good ever happens for me there, so I came back to continue working.

      I have sorted out the train tickets to get the cast up to Edinburgh on Monday. I have the Queen’s state robes on a thirty-degree wash, now I am off to bed.
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        Saturday 1st August 10.01

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I am a bag of nerves about travelling up to Scotland. I should have gone and got drunk with the others. Rosencrantz has been showing me photos on his iPhone from Cathedral. They all blagged their way up to the VIP “pulpit” and were posing with a look-a-like of the Pope. Rosencrantz has also been saying who “got off” with who. It is as follows:

      Clive and Byron (there is a forty-year age gap)

      Chris and Jason (Chris was seen popping a painkiller into Jason’s mouth, seductively, for his bad hand)

      Beryl and Hugo (weird, says Rosencrantz, as Beryl plays The Queen and Hugo plays both Prince Phillip and Prince Charles)

      Rosencrantz said he could have got off with Andy Lobster, the blond good-looking actor who plays Hans Von Strudel the Queen’s butler. Everyone is convinced he is “bi-curious”.

      The only person not to “get-off” with anyone was Spiffy Mc Cready, who plays Camilla Parker-Bowles. She, apparently, is asexual.

      What kind of business is my son going into? I should have made him take that job Ethel got him when he was seventeen, photographing criminals at the police station.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 2nd August 10.15

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      Jason has phoned me, very, very upset. He had to go back to hospital this morning. The ligament in his hand is more damaged than they thought and he has been advised not to play the piano for three months! He is pulling out of coming to Edinburgh. He is devastated, so am I.

      WHAT DO WE DO? We don’t even have a CD with the music on!

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 2nd August 10.40

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      Chris has suggested hiring Clive… He is barely out of rehab but I don’t think we have any other choice. Clive doesn’t have a mobile phone/email address or fixed abode, but according to Rosencrantz, he went back to Byron’s last night. I am going to drive up to Byron’s house in Walthamstow and talk to him. I only hope he is coherent. Byron is always going on about how she brews beer in her airing cupboard.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 2nd August 15.01

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      Chris and Rosencrantz came with me to Byron’s house in Walthamstow, “to protect me”. They can’t weigh more than eighteen stone between them, but the thought was nice.

      Byron has a room in a huge student house. When she answered the door, she was still in her dressing gown, and untouched by the hand of Clive. It seems Rosencrantz had got his gossip wrong.

      Clive only came back to Byron’s after confessing he didn’t have anywhere else to go. Beryl had crashed on Byron’s other sofa. She was sitting in a long Frankie Says Relax t-shirt, which looked odd with her Queen Elizabeth II wash and set. Byron was still in the same ZZ Top t-shirt; I have never seen her wear anything else.

      I asked Clive if he would consider coming to Edinburgh, and being the pianist for all twenty-six of our shows.

      “Something told me last night to lay off the sauce,” said Clive, with tears in his eyes. “I’d be honoured,” and he kissed my hand.

      I am still a little worried, he looks in a bad way, but at this late stage, we don’t know any other brilliant pianists who can come and work for us for a month, on non-equity rates and at twelve hours’ notice.

      I went upstairs to use the bathroom, and on my way out Beryl was waiting for me on the landing.

      “Coco,” she said with a low voice. “Can you tell me something, honestly? Do you think I can act?”

      “Um… yes, you’re very good,” I said.

      “You hesitated,” she said.

      “Well, you threw me? I hired you on the basis that you could act.”

      “It’s Hugo,” she whispered, with tears in her eyes. “He had a small part in the comedy film, The Naked Gun.”

      I looked blank.

      “Jeanette Charles,” she said, “was also in The Naked Gun, she played Queen Elizabeth II, you know when Leslie Neilson has to save the Queen… She’s the most famous Queen-a-like.”

      “Oh yes,” I said, remembering.

      “Hugo says if this musical transfers to London, you will replace me with Jeanette Charles.”

      I assured Beryl that she is fabulous and perfect and will be my Queen whenever, wherever. I realised how horrible actors can be. Hugo is very jealous of Beryl. On a selfish note, however, it was a good endorsement of her faith in the project.

      We bade farewell and took Clive with us. After we dropped off Chris, Clive asked if we could talk, alone in the car. Rosencrantz excused himself, and went indoors.

      “Coco,” he said holding my hand. “You might just have saved my life and know I will do you proud. I will champion your show day and night. I will lie down in the mud so your shoes remain spotless. I am your devoted servant.”

      He hugged me. He was skin and bone.

      “You only need to play the piano, but thank you,” I said.

      When we got in, I ran him a deep bath and gave him a pair of Daniel’s old pyjamas. I put his clothes through on a hot cycle. The only things in his pockets were a scruffy little address book and his tin of tobacco.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 2nd August 19.30

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      We all slept in late, then Rosencrantz made a huge brunch of eggs, bacon, beans, and toast. Late afternoon I took Clive up to see the allotment and we watered everything. It shouldn’t need doing for a couple of days. I left you some gin and tonic in the shed.

      The ground was rather bumpy, and Clive is very frail. He had to put his arm through mine for support.

      “Oh Coco, this is wonderful,” he said. “I always wanted a little piece of England to call my own.”

      He then knelt beside me and recited from Shakespeare, “‘This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England.’ Richard the Second.”

      He took my hand and kissed it.

      Someone cleared his throat. We turned and it was Adam. He was tapping his empty watering can on the ground. Clive let go of my hand and held his out to Adam.

      “Good evening, I’m Clive Richardson. How are you acquainted with this marvellous woman?”

      “Adam Rickard,” he said, shaking Clive’s hand and eyeing him suspiciously. “So you’re off tomorrow, Coco?”

      I said we were leaving at 6am. There was an awkward pause. Clive made for the shed, but wobbled so I grabbed his arm again. Adam looked at me petulantly.

      “Well, good luck. I have to go,” he said, and turned and walked away.

      “Affair of the heart?” asked Clive, as we watched Adam stamping along the rows and out onto the road.

      I merely nodded. I have no time to try to fathom the workings of his mind. I still have so much to do: pack, plan our route, plus the stuffed corgi hand puppets have finally arrived, and each one needs a squeaker sewn inside.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 3rd August 12.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I wish we were on the train with the rest of you. London to Edinburgh in four and a half hours would be bliss. Rosencrantz and I are tootling along quite well but I think we will be much later than the promised 3pm. I took a wrong turn at the last motorway junction and ended up coming back towards London. We only realised when we stopped for coffee and saw the same waitress. I should have twigged when we passed The Angel Of The North, twice…

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 3rd August 23.57

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      We finally arrived at ten this evening. I feel sick. I think it’s nerves, and all the shortbread we have scoffed since passing Hadrian’s Wall.

      Edinburgh was warm and buzzing with activity, even late at night. Banners for the Festival were being strung between lampposts. We passed the Royal Mile, which is the main high street in Edinburgh’s old town. It is cobbled and filled with gothic stone buildings, several churches, and quaint little shops selling whisky and thick jumpers. This will be the Festival nerve centre for the next month. Everyone will be out in all weathers; buskers, fire eaters and actors promoting their shows, giving out flyers and performing on stages dotted along the cobbles which stretch up to Edinburgh Castle sitting floodlit on the hill.

      When we found The Carnegie Theatre, we joined a queue of cars for the loading bay. I couldn’t wait to see where the show would be performed. I had this twinkly vision of a little theatre with polished wood and plush red seats. This was dashed quite quickly. The Carnegie Theatre is, in fact, a series of disused vaults in an old abandoned abattoir. We weren’t allowed in because the fire brigade had to pump out water before they can unstack the chairs.

      We unloaded our props on a small square marked out in the loading bay. A sign was taped above it, which read:

      CHAFING DIANA SPENDER: THE MUSICAL

      Three squares down, there was a huge fake plastic balcony, covered in fake plastic grape vines. Boxes of wine and cups were stacked up to the ceiling. I walked over and saw the sign, which read:

      REGINA BATTENBERG’S WINDOW BOX WINEMAKING LIVE!

      Rosencrantz noticed me standing with my mouth open and came over.

      “I wanted to tell you, but we thought it was best you didn’t know, whilst you were writing.”

      “What?”

      “We found out last week. Regina Battenberg is doing a chat show here.” He put his arm around me.

      “In the same theatre?”

      “Yup.”

      “In our theatre?”

      “She’s got the 7pm slot… Were we right not to tell you?”

      I suppose it made sense, but now I have a horrible, horrible feeling about being here, being compared and ridiculed. The pressure is even greater.

      A girl in a hard hat came over and told us to get moving as the cars were backing up. I didn’t have time to think and we unloaded the rest of the props and costumes.

      Palace Apartments were no better. Everyone was waiting on the pavement in the dark with their suitcases. As we got there, Mrs Dougal, the landlady, arrived to let us in. She was wearing a kilt and a headscarf and showed us where we have to feed in fifty pences for the electricity meter.

      Quite why the actors applauded this, I don’t know. They seem to applaud most banalities told by anyone with a little authority. When Mrs Dougal had gone, we chose our rooms. I am sharing with Chris, and Rosencrantz is with Clive. Palace Apartments was once a proud, elegant Victorian terraced house, but plasterboard partitions appear to have been thrown up with no regard for ambience. The bay window in the front room is chopped in half by a thin wall running along the middle, and where it doesn’t quite meet the glass, bog roll has been stuffed in the gap.

      However, the actors all seemed thrilled, having apparently stayed in far worse. Spiffy was telling everyone how she was concussed when the ceiling collapsed on her once during a tour of Arsenic And Old Lace with Lesley Joseph.

      “I still did the matinee,” she said proudly.

      Byron, to her credit, has been amazing. I went to see her in the little office she had set up in what looks like the old scullery.

      “You heard about Regina Battenberg?” she said.

      “Yes,” I said.

      My eyes began to well up and to my surprise, Byron hugged me. The ZZ Top t-shirt was kicking out a whiff, but I was grateful and hugged her back.

      “I may be a complit butch,” she said, looking me in the eye, “but I think thus is a fantistic show and I’m only a butch because I want it to be a big hit.”

      “Thanks Byron,” I said.

      She then showed me how she had hacked into the Wi-Fi signal in the pawnshop next door so we can look at our online ticket sales. We have sold nineteen tickets for the whole run. It doesn’t even equate to one ticket for each show, but it is a start.

      I know Regina Battenberg is going to wipe the floor with us.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 4th August 23.44

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      We did our dress rehearsal today. Our theatre, The Carnegie Main, is one of six venues in the old abattoir. It has three hundred seats. As we were arriving, the show on before us, One Man Titanic, was finishing its dress rehearsal. We had to help the actor out of his costume when one of his funnels got jammed in the doorframe.

      I asked Byron if he had been using a special aroma machine because it stunk of seawater, but apparently it’s from real seawater leaking in. The Leith is tidal and The Carnegie Main sits below the water table.

      We used up all the time we had for our technical rehearsal so we didn’t quite get to the end of the play, which was alarming. Chris had a crisis when he saw that the stage is triangular as opposed to the square shape we have been working with, so now the positioning of the actors is wrong.

      When we finished, Hugo had to be rushed to hospital. Byron had mistakenly bought model aeroplane glue instead of latex glue for his stick-on Prince Charles ears.

      “Ah, this is Edinburgh for you,” said Clive. “It’ll get better!”

      We have sold two tickets for the first show tomorrow.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 4th August 12.00

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      I have just been to The Carnegie Theatre box office and none of the journalists who received our press release are coming. We have only sold two tickets out of three hundred for today.

      The actors have been giving out flyers on the Royal Mile since eight. I made them do it in costume, to help with publicity. I thought Rosencrantz would attract the gay audience if he wore the speedos he has in the Cannes beach sequence. It’s very cold though. He went blue at ten thirty and he’s being cared for by a couple of Polish girls in a sandwich bar. They have wrapped him in catering foil.

      Hugo is making everyone depressed. He keeps repeating how his life as an actor is a joke. He had to sit in casualty until two this morning in huge prosthetic ears. Byron is mortified.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 4th August 17.12

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      The two paying customers in the audience were a nice couple from Lowestoft. I sat a couple of rows behind them with Chris. They were very polite afterwards, and said they would “spread the word”. I am tempted to follow them and cut the brake cables on their car. It was a disaster. We had forgotten lines, people falling over, and Spiffy had a wardrobe malfunction with a jammed chinstrap, so Camilla Parker-Bowles was still wearing her riding hat when she was in the bath with Prince Charles.

      The cast is meeting for an urgent rehearsal in the living room of Palace Apartments. There was barely room for the actors, so Clive offered to take me out for afternoon tea.

      We went to The Elephant House tearoom, where JK Rowling allegedly scribbled the first Harry Potter novel on napkins, sheltering from the cruel Edinburgh wind. She must have cleaned them out. The little napkin I got with my scone could hardly fit a limerick.

      During his second scone, Clive very politely brought up the subject of money. I was mortified that, in all the chaos, he hadn’t been paid. As I fished in my bag for his envelope of cash, he asked me if I knew of a reasonable tailor. His ragged clothes are not much against the Scottish weather. I said he could get a lovely suit for under fifty quid from George at ASDA.

      “Let’s tally ho then!” he said, excitedly.

      ASDA is a little way outside Edinburgh and as we drove, the sky seemed to get greyer, which made me more despondent. Clive’s mood also dropped when he realised that George at ASDA was not an in-house tailor.

      I heard him mutter, “Stiff upper lip, Richardson,” to himself as he selected a decent off-the-peg suit, and a lovely warm coat.

      As we reached the checkout, my phone went off with a message from Byron. We have only sold one ticket for our show tomorrow. I turned to the chewing gum rack and tried not to cry.

      “Come on, dear girl,” said Clive, handing me a napkin. “Now is the time for guts and guile.”

      On our way back I drove slowly past The Carnegie Theatre. Outside was a huge queue for Regina Battenberg’s show.

      “I’ve never given much cop to British wine,” said Clive loyally. “Only good for sterilising wounds.”

      When we returned, Chris said the rehearsal had been a success. They were all tucking in to take away and singing show tunes at the tops of their voices. I came upstairs to lie on my camp bed. I don’t know if I can take a month of this. It’s a bit like I am on a school trip… I am thinking about Adam again.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 5th August 16.30

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      No audience at all today. We did sell the one ticket, but the person turned up late and the theatre refuses to admit latecomers. It’s a shame because it was much better, everything worked well, and the actors were far less nervous.

      Hugo and Beryl were very unhappy in the bar afterwards. They told Byron, who told Chris, who told me, that we should have observed the theatre tradition that if the actors outnumber the audience then they don’t “go on”. I am worried there will be a cast revolt. Right now getting seven people to buy tickets seems like a tall order.

      After a stiff drink, I went to the box office and spoke to a camp young chap in huge Jarvis Cocker-style glasses.

      “Why didn’t you paper the house, darling?” he drawled.

      I looked at him, confused.

      “Paper the house,” he repeated.

      He saw my confusion.

      “Darling. Paper means free tickets, house means theatre. The Carnegie gives you a hundred tickets per show per first three previews, helps with the word of mouth.”

      I asked if everyone was papering.

      “Oh yes, everyone’s houses are thoroughly papered.”

      “What about the Regina Battenberg chat show?”

      “Heavily papered,” he said knowingly.

      Byron offered to resign when I told her. She started beating her breast and saying she had “lost face” and “brought shame on her profession”.

      I poured her a drink and said she wasn’t going anywhere. Without her this will all fall apart. She’s the only one who can get the actors up to give out leaflets in the morning.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 7th August 06.00

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Regina Battenberg was on ITV’s This Morning yesterday morning, doing promo for her chat show. What with the exposure to millions of viewers and the fact she gives her audience free booze, I can never compete.

      No one is buying our tickets, and the few that have done seem to only have bought one to get out of the rain. Yesterday we had a smattering of old people with their wet coats slowly giving off steam.

      I miss seeing you, my house, and pootling around the allotment. I need space! Sharing a box room with Chris is fine but he has been having nightmares about the show and keeps shouting out in his sleep. He woke me up at five so I came for a walk up to Calton Hill. I am sitting smoking on a beautiful monument. It is based on the Parthenon in Athens. A row of huge pillars sits on a marble base. It has no real purpose, and it is quite extraordinary to see it shrouded in mist, on a hill in Scotland.

      Below me, Edinburgh is twinkling in the dawn. Today is a big day – we have a reviewer in from Scotsgay magazine. Byron is getting everyone up at seven to be on the Royal Mile by eight. I know the actors, especially the older ones, aren’t going to like it.

      “We don’t operate before ten,” they keep saying. I have now had to bribe them with proper cigarettes. They all smoke roll-ups.

      Have you seen Adam at the allotment? If so, how was he looking? Did he ask about me? When are you coming to visit?

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 7th August 18.40

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      Ten in the audience today, which halted a cast revolt. Scotsgay sent a teenage Royalist. He was horrified with just about everything in the show. He found Charles and Camilla’s singing sex scene crude, and he hated how Lady Diana Spencer is played as a rather dim Sloane Ranger. He said we were committing treason. Well, he didn’t say it to me; he spent twenty minutes talking to Rosencrantz who told me. Scotsgay goes to press tomorrow.

      Regina Battenberg’s chat show sold out today. Her special guests were Keith and Orville.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 8th August 15.30

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      Just an update on figures:

      Reviews: None, we are not in the new edition of Scotsgay and no one at their office is taking my calls.

      Audience members: Eight.

      Hours it has rained today so far: Twelve.

      Chris woke me up at three-thirty this morning shouting, “I’ve cursed the play!”

      Morale is very low. We all got soaked this morning, and the heating is off in the flat. No one has any fifty pence pieces. As of now, we haven’t sold ANY tickets for tomorrow.

      The only good thing is that I have managed to avoid Regina Battenberg, which is easy; she wouldn’t be seen dead in Leith. She is staying in the penthouse at The Scotsman Hotel.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 9th August 17.00

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Today plumbed new depths for the show. When four people turned up to watch, Beryl and Hugo refused to go on stage. No amount of cigarettes could get them to change their minds. Spiffy accused Beryl and Hugo of being unprofessional, and soon a week’s worth of pent-up emotions was released.

      I had to go on stage and announce, over the arguing backstage, that the performance was cancelled. The audience, consisting of two elderly couples, left, but then reappeared two minutes later to demand a refund. The Carnegie told them they hadn’t authorised the cancellation, so we were liable.

      I have never felt so depressed as when I was rummaging around in my handbag to give them their money back. The backstage argument then spilled out onto the stage as Queen Elizabeth slapped Camilla Parker-Bowles across the face. Prince Charles stepped in and tried to separate them. Clive, who was watching in horror, began to improvise some dramatic music. For a moment, one of the pensioners looked unsure about his refund, but his wife snatched the money out of my hand and pulled him away.

      It was then that I walked out. I took a back road away from the hordes of tourists on the Royal Mile and made my way through the winding streets, smoking furiously. Then my phone went. It was Angie saying she had landed at Edinburgh Airport. The Carnegie Theatre management has called an emergency meeting to discuss “ongoing audience attendance issues”. There was yelling and shouting in the background. I asked what was going on.

      “There’s photographers all over the airport,” said Angie. “Kate Moss is flying in.”

      “Is she coming to the Festival?”

      “Look,” said Angie pausing. “You’ll probably hear anyway, she’s here to do Regina Battenberg’s chat show. It’s attracted huge media attention. Kate Moss rarely speaks, let alone does interviews.”

      We are waiting to go into The Carnegie Theatre Manager’s office. Angie is muttering to herself and Chris is in tears, saying that everything he touches is doomed to fail.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 9th August 18.04

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      The Carnegie Theatre Managers are Inga and Orla Shaw, identical twin sisters in their early twenties, and they hate us. They had wanted Anne Frank: Reloaded and through Angie’s underhand dealings, we foisted Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical onto them. Now it was payback. They were dressed very Hoxton cool in matching blue Victorian lace dresses with a high frill collar and space age reading glasses. I could see they were trying to be cool, but they looked a bit like the twins from The Shining off to see something at the IMAX.

      Angie was feisty, but we had no trump card to play. On Tuesday, they want to move us to another of their venues called The Carnegie Fun Bags. Which are two tiny inflatable cubes in a car park at the top of the Royal Mile. It has twelve seats.

      We are doing a swap with a show called Twitterati, something to do with tweeting on Twitter, and video screens. It has become huge and people are clamouring to see it.

      Angie asked them what would happen if we refused. They said we would be liable for the first 40% of gross ticket losses.

      We agreed and left. I cried, Chris cried, Angie had a tear in her eye, but it could have been smoke. I think I am going to get the show settled in the new venue and come home. I now have to go and tell the cast.

      On our way out, we saw Kate Moss arriving for her interview with Regina Battenberg. There were so many flash bulbs that I feared for epileptics.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 9th August 20.24

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Chris has done what he always does when things go tits up and booked himself a suite in a hotel. I have come too, to get away, and keep an eye on him. Angie has flown back to London. She didn’t say much; we are both going to lose a lot of money and I think she is finally about to cut me loose.

      How is the cast? I have put a bag of fifty pences on top of the meter, plus cash for a take-away on the table in the hall of Palace Apartments. The one I feel worse for is Beryl. I had no clue she had a casting director coming on Tuesday who is interested in her for a part in a film. The show will look awful on a four-foot-square inflatable stage.

      If you want to get out, there is a bed here.

      Mum x

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 9th August 23.33

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I called Daniel from the phone in my hotel room. I don’t know why. I suppose I just wanted to talk. He was always good to talk to. I told him all about the show, and I told him I missed him… which I don’t. I miss the idea of him.

      He admitted that Whistle Up The Wind is in trouble. Middle America hates it.

      Audiences come thinking it’s the sequel to Whistle Down The Wind and get confused/angry or bored. They just did a week in Springfield, Massachusetts and the huge venue was only a quarter full. They are all waiting for the phone call to say it’s closing.

      “I might need a place to live,” he said.

      I panicked and put the phone down. I could see where this was going, and in my vulnerable state of mind, I might end up asking him to come back. It rang a few times, but I ignored it and turned off the light.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 10th August 14.45

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I was woken by the phone next to my bed, shrieking in the darkness. Fearing it was Daniel, I let it ring out. Then my iPhone began to trill. It was Rosencrantz.

      “Mum, it’s me. Wake up,” he said excitedly. “Tell the concierge I’m your son, and that he should let me up to your room.”

      “What?” I said, looking at my watch. “It’s two in the morning!”

      “I’ve just seen the front page of tomorrow’s, well today’s, Sun,” gabbled Rosencrantz. “You’re not going to believe this. On the front page, there’s a picture of Kate Moss, and she’s holding our poster, the poster for Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical!”

      The concierge came on the line and asked if I knew who this excited young man was. I said I did, and to let him come up. By the time Rosencrantz arrived, I had made some tea. He handed me the newspaper.

      The picture was a close-up of Kate Moss sitting outside a pub on the Royal Mile with Regina Battenberg. Kate was laughing at something Regina was saying and in her hand was our poster.

      The Sun headline read:

      “KATE HELPS REGINA GET OUT OF HER BOX.”

      My iPhone rang again, it was Angie.

      “Have you seen this?” she said. “I just spoke to the pap who sold the picture. He says that Kate wasn’t really looking at the poster, she used it to fix the wobbly table outside the pub.”

      “Oh,” I said disappointed. “So she didn’t want to see the show?”

      “Course not. She folded it up and shoved it under the table leg. But in the picture she looks like she’s planning to see it!”

      Angie hung up.

      “Talk about luck,” said Rosencrantz. “Remember that book Skinny Bitch? It sold a packet after Victoria Beckham was pictured holding it.”

      “What are we getting excited about?” I said. “The fact we’re the reason Regina Battenberg’s lager doesn’t get spilt?”

      “This is how the noughties work,” shrugged Rosencrantz. “It’s not about getting things on merit or hard work, it’s all about opportunity and branding.”

      I said I was going back to sleep, that this was all ridiculous, and I wasn’t about to get worked up about our poster being used to fix a wonky table leg.

      An excited Chris woke me at ten o’clock the next morning.

      “Why didn’t you wake me up? Byron just phoned,” he said. “We’ve sold a hundred tickets for today’s show. The box office has only been open an hour!”

      My mouth fell open. By the time I got dressed and down to the Royal Mile, today’s show only had thirty seats left.

      The difference in the cast is incredible. All the fighting has been forgotten; they are brimming with excitement at the prospect of a full house. Just before 2pm, the show sold out!

      We are about to go in, Chris and I are going to have to sit with Byron at her technical table as there are no spare seats!

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 14th August 16.02

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      It has been an amazing few days. After Kate Moss was pictured holding our poster, on the front page of The Sun, Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical became THE must-see show at the Festival. By 1pm on Tuesday, we had sold out every ticket for the rest of the run and there were requests for press tickets and interviews from every newspaper and magazine covering the Festival.

      Inga and Orla Shaw seemed to be the only ones who were not pleased. They said that due to an “unprecedented surge” in ticket sales, they were unable to move us to The Carnegie Fun Bags.

      “It’s due to the complexities of refunding,” said Inga, sour as ever.

      “We still think the show a little too mainstream for us,” said Orla.

      I reminded them they have an old biddy in a giant fake window box doing a chat show, but they stalked off, their matching Beatrix Potter dresses swishing in the breeze.

      Byron has stapled quotes from some of our reviews on our posters. These are my favourites:

       

      The Scotsman “The audience went wild! Toe tapping songs and a brilliant story, I laughed, I cried, I tried… to buy another ticket, but it’s sold out!” ★★★★★

       

      The Sun “Book before it sells out! It’s a hit! It’s The Sun what done it!” ★★★★★

       

      Scotsgay “We saw it first, before it became a diva of a show. We loved her then and we love her now. Tickets are like this seasons Fendi, a must-have!” ★★★★★

       

      Did you see The Independent today? They did an article about the show and it’s led to me being booked to go on BBC1’s Saturday Kitchen tomorrow. I am a last minute replacement for Anne Widdecombe, who has the flu. I am driving back down to London for a few days. Do you fancy a catch up?

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 15th August 16.00

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I’m glad you didn’t see Saturday Kitchen. However, they say no publicity is bad publicity…

      The gorgeous Chef Jean Christophe Novelli hosted it. I had to perch on a stool in the studio kitchen, whilst he cooked steak and kidney pie, and we talked about the Edinburgh Festival.

      I had stupidly left my iPhone on, and it rang during the live show. I tried to ignore it but he told me to answer. He then grabbed my phone and put it to his little radio mic.

      Ethel’s voice boomed into the studio.

      “’Ere Coco, that Anne Widdecombe is on the telly, I never knew ‘ow much she looked like you.”

      There was a pause and Jean Christophe told her she was live on BBC1.

      I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me, but Ethel continued chatting away.

      “Ooh! I’m on telly!” she said. “Oh yer gorgeous, you are, if I were forty year younger…”

      She went on to ask if Jean Christophe was single, and when he said “no”, she still tried to set me up with him.

      “Go on Jean Christophe, give Coco a kiss, you’ll make ‘er day!”

      He gathered me up in his arms and kissed me full on the lips, to the squeals of Ethel echoing through the studio.

      “Slip ‘er the tongue, Jean Christophe!” she shouted. “Not all ‘er eggs are past their sell-by date!”

      I could have killed her.

      After the show, the producers were thrilled at such a “hilarious” segment. Jean Christophe was very sweet, kissing my hand before his car took him off to meet his girlfriend at Claridges.

      He made me think of Adam. I wonder if he was watching and, if so, I hope he was a bit jealous.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 16th August 12.30

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I have been to see Ethel in her new flat. It’s in a nice little block, just off Catford High Street. There is a warden on the front door and a communal lounge, but apart from that, it’s self-contained. The IKEA furniture looks quite good. She still can’t get over the fact that it all belongs to her.

      “I’ve never ‘ad nothing I’ve owned before,” she said, stroking the sofa.

      I remember Daniel telling me that, growing up, even their toaster was rented from the Co-op.

      Jean Christophe Novelli gave me a signed cookbook for Ethel. She is still excited about having been on television. Everyone in the sheltered housing is talking about it. I met her new “best friend,” an Australian woman called Irene who reads palms. When Ethel cleared away our coffee cups, Irene offered to do a reading.

      “You’re going to meet a tall, dark handsome stranger,” she said, examining a crease in my palm.

      “She’s done that already,” shouted Ethel from the kitchen. “’E’s a beautiful dark man, but she buggered it up.”

      “Ah yes,” said Irene, looking closer. “Yes, love could be something which eludes you, but,” she said, leaning into a crease by my little finger, “I do see a companion… a cat. You’re going to get a lovely cat.”

      I asked her to tell me about my career.

      “I just see cats,” said Irene. “Maybe you’ll open a cattery?”

      “Tha’s a good idea Irene…” shouted Ethel from the kitchen. “This writing business will never make ‘er rich.”

      I want to be back in Edinburgh, I miss it all. The buzz on the Royal Mile. The roar of the crowd before our show begins.

      Marika is moving into my spare room. Her landlord has vanished; he hasn’t paid the mortgage on her flat for six months and it’s been repossessed. She thought she had until October, when her tenancy agreement ran out. I am about to go over with the car to collect her and all of her stuff.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 17th August 17.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Marika persuaded me to go to the allotment today. We finished moving her stuff late last night and after waking up late morning, she said we must go and enjoy the sunshine.

      I really didn’t want to see Adam, but Marika was putting on a brave face about losing her home so the least I could do was risk seeing him.

      I raided Marika’s suitcases for summery things to wear. I haven’t been on a proper shopping spree in ages, and I picked out a cool tracksuit. When we got to the allotment I began watering, Marika opened a deck chair, stripped down to a string bikini, and began to oil herself. You should have seen the old guys, ha! Not a lot of digging was done.

      After a late lunch, Marika was sunbathing and I came out of my shed to see a young woman, thirties, blonde with a thong riding high above her low cut jeans, bent over picking sweetcorn from Adam’s allotment.

      “Um, excuse me?” I said.

      She looked round and took off her shades.

      “What?” she said.

      I was about to tell her off, when Adam came out of his shed (shirtless, in denim shorts, woof) saying, “What’s wrong?”

      Then he saw me.

      “Coco, I thought you were in Scotland?”

      “I’m back for a few days… Who’s your friend?” I said.

      “I’m Tonya,” she said, with a hint of attitude. “Who are you? One of his mother’s friends?”

      Tonya looked like she knew exactly who I was. I thought Marika was asleep, but she came alive, leaping out of her deckchair saying, “You want a slap, you cheeky bitch?”

      Tonya folded her arms. “What did you call me?”

      “You know she’s too young to be his mother’s friend,” said Marika.

      “I wouldn’t know, I’ve never met his mother,” Tonya said, backtracking.

      “Just know. I’m watching you,” said Marika, putting her shades back on and sitting down.

      Adam looked at me with something in his eyes; I don’t know if it was longing or regret, or just that he was embarrassed. Tonya was now rather scared of Marika, and told him to hurry up.

      I went back to my watering. They gathered their sweetcorn up in a plastic bag, locked up, and walked down the path, disappearing in the dust. Tonya put her hand in the back pocket of his denim shorts and turned to look at me. I went into my shed for a cry. Marika followed and gave me a hug.

      “He’s moved on, already,” I blubbed. “He’s letting her eat his corn on the cob.”

      “She’s probably some old slapper off match.com,” said Marika.

      It didn’t make me feel any better.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 18th August 18.00

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      I had a meeting today with Angie. A representative from The Edinburgh Festival Awards phoned her; they are coming to see our show! Securing a nomination would be a very big deal. Jerry Springer: The Opera won numerous awards at the Edinburgh Festival in 2002, and then transferred to the West End. Don’t tell the cast though. Hugo only had his aunt in last week and he was over-acting.

      Nan phoned tonight, she is coming up to see the last show with Meryl and Tony. During the Festival, as you know, the hotel prices triple so Meryl is looking into hiring a static caravan, outside Glasgow.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 20th August 21.00

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      It is good to be back in Edinburgh. I have tried to forget about Adam and enjoy what is happening now. I have seen many weird and wonderful shows. One Man Titanic was rather good yesterday. I let Mike, who performs all of One Man Titanic, buy me a drink in the bar afterwards. He is my age, a little nervy, but handsome enough. He apologised that his iceberg wasn’t very big. He ran out of fifty pences for his electricity meter and half his ice cube trays defrosted. I was about to offer to drive him to ASDA and buy him some ice, but Rosencrantz dragged me away.

      “You can do much better,” he said.

      Can he detect my fear of singledom?

      Beryl and myself were invited on Lunch With The Hamiltons this afternoon. It’s another theatre chat show hosted by Neil and Christine Hamilton. They were both very nice. Christine looks much less scary than when she was heckling Martin Bell on that playing field. I think having a fringe has helped.

      I finally bumped into Regina Battenberg today, on the spiral staircase down to the bar. She was wearing a huge fur shawl and carrying her dog, Pippin.

      “Congratulations, darling!” Regina shrilled.

      I looked round, then realised she was talking to me.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “I’ve been meaning to pop over and see you!” she lied. “You must be so grateful to me, what with darling Kate Moss giving you all that fluke publicity.” She leaned in and tapped her nose. “Don’t tell anyone, but I gave her the poster!” She then hugged me. Pippin growled.

      “What a great idea, Pippin!” said Regina. “Pippin just said you should come and be a guest on my show today!”

      I looked at her, and then Pippin, and realised she was serious. She grinned enthusiastically.

      “How about it?”

      “Yes?” I said.

      “Super! I’ve been needing a replacement for Anne Widdecombe, the poor old girl has terrible flu!”

      My heart sank, and it sank low. I got Chris to come with me. We were shown to reserved seats in the front row. I had been told that Regina would signal for me when to go on.

      The lights dimmed and an announcement blared, “Please put your hands together for the one and only Regina… BATTENBERG!”

      A hysterical ripple of whooping ricocheted round the auditorium as the curtain swished back to show Regina sat with Pippin on the fake balcony, which was slowly sliding out of the wings towards centre stage.

      Regina was not the best host. The main guest was a veteran of the Second World War who had the terrifying experience of once meeting Adolf Hitler. What could have been an incredibly interesting interview was ruined by her banal questions, of which there were only three:

      Did Hitler have a dog?

      Do you think Hitler’s little moustache was a “stick on” one?

      Did you crap yourself?

      The rest of the time she talked about herself. Then I heard her ask me to join her on stage. Up close, the harsh lights glistened on her thick face powder, clinging to the tiny hairs on her lined face. Her black eyes were like bottomless pits, and her slash of red lipstick seemed to have a life of its own. She informed the auditorium that I was here for the final segment of the show called “How to make window box wine!” before directing me to stomp on some grapes in a plastic washing-up bowl.

      As her assistant was drying my feet, she pulled a dripping corn plaster out of the bowl.

      “I think you left something behind, cheesy feet,” she said, holding it up and gurning to the audience, who all collapsed into gales of laughter.

      “Can we have a big hand for Coco Pinchard! The only contestant to make cheese and wine!”

      Afterwards we went straight to the bar. I was furious at being set up, even more so at Chris for laughing the loudest.

      “I thought you were in on it too!” he said.

      If that bitch shows up for my show, she can piss off!

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 21st August 16.44

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      Regina Battenberg returned the favour and came to see my show. She got in, even though it was sold out. The theatre put out an extra chair for her, on the front row. She was also allowed to bring in Pippin!

      Hugo wasn’t happy. He is allergic to animal hair and he sneezed so hard that one of his false ears came off.

      I was annoyed, as we had a representative from The Edinburgh Fringe Awards in. Afterwards I went to the box office and asked why she was allowed to bring him in; she’s not blind, and Pippin is not a Guide Dog.

      “Miss Battenberg is exempt, due to the Britt Eckland clause in our health and safety policy,” said the boy in the Jarvis Cocker glasses.

      “What?” I said.

      “The Britt Eckland clause,” he repeated.

      Apparently Britt Eckland did a show at the Edinburgh Festival a couple of years back, and refused to go anywhere without her little dog. The local council caved in, and designed a “Britt Eckland clause” so that celebrity dogs can be exempt from health and safety legislation.

      “It’s paved the way for dog-carrying celebrities like Paris Hilton and our own Regina Battenberg to visit the Edinburgh Festival,” said the Jarvis Cocker boy excitedly.

      I don’t know what is more ridiculous – the clause, or the fact that Regina Battenberg is classed as a celebrity. She did approach me in the bar afterwards, to offer her congratulations. She was wearing a character turban with a (real) stuffed budgie on it, and said it was “fantabulous”, which isn’t even a word. She calls herself a writer?

      The man from The Edinburgh Fringe Awards seemed to love it too. When we came home, I bought Hugo some anti-histamine.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 23rd August 16.45

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      Man from Edinburgh Awards was in again. He laughed very hard. Ears stayed on (Hugo’s that is).

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 24th August 16.01

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      Awards people in again. This time there were three of them and they made a lot of notes. Beryl twigged who they were during her finale song, ‘I’m a Regina, I Don’t Sing In A Minor’.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 26th August 16.17

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      More awards people in. I watched them even more closely; they looked bored and didn’t laugh. They have now seen it four times. However, I see it most days, still laugh, and I wrote it. Is that sad?

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 27th August 12.10

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      The nominations have just been announced in The Scotsman.

      Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical has been nominated for three Edinburgh Festival Awards!

      Best Musical; Coco Pinchard & Jason Schofield, Best Newcomer; Beryl as Queen Elizabeth II, and Best Direction; Christopher Cheshire.

      I am utterly, utterly thrilled, most of all for Chris.

      “I could be a real professional theatre director,” he said, his eyes lighting up.

      The ceremony is on Saturday night in the ballroom at the Assembly Rooms.

      Do you want to stay with us when you come and see the show? Chris’s parents have just said they are coming. He was shocked. His mother rarely strays north of Harrods… She has already asked how the exchange rate is for Scottish pound notes.

      I am sad now it is all coming to an end. It’s been like one long party here these past weeks. Edinburgh never sleeps and we have seen more theatre than you can imagine. Plays run day and night. Have you seen Adam, or the terrible Tonya?

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 30th August 07.14

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I have walked up to Calton Hill, and I am looking out over Edinburgh in the morning mist. I haven’t really slept much because…

      WE WON!!!!

      WE WON ALL THREE AWARDS!!!

      I wished I had been a bit more sober during the ceremony. Byron had been in charge of buying drinks for us to have, before the taxis arrived to take us to the ceremony. I had given her a hundred quid for champagne, but because she is a stickler for budgets, she refused my money and spent only what was left in the kitty from our original £15,000 budget which was £3.09.

      In Leith, £3.09 buys six litres of White Lightning Cider, which rendered us all, apart from Clive, rather plastered. Everyone looked so elegant; even Byron finally shed the ZZ Top t-shirt and was persuaded into something more formal, namely A Hard Rock Café Dubai t-shirt with leather waistcoat.

      The Edinburgh Festival Awards were fun, terrifying, and rather competitive. Each show nominated had their own table, dotted around the ballroom.

      The Edinburgh Fringe Award itself is a piece of slate about the size of a large book, framed in wood, with the name of the winner in silver writing. I am afraid I did a bit of a Gwyneth Paltrow at the podium when I accepted on behalf of Jason and me.

      I looked around the room, at the actors, Chris, Byron, Angie, Regina Battenberg (who was typing on her Blackberry), all the hangers on and industry people, and my eyes came to rest on Rosencrantz. He was looking handsome as could be in his tuxedo, his face full of hope and pride.

      I thought, after all that has happened, he is the most important thing in my life, the one I am most proud of. He dreamed of putting on his own play, with Christian, yet when it was all taken away from him he conducted himself wonderfully. He has never moaned, even when we were wet and cold and I made him wear speedos on the Royal Mile. I said my award was for him.

      When I sat back down next to him, he had tears in his eyes,

      “You’re like wicked mum,” he said.

      He meant “wicked” in the cool sense, I think.

      Chris was also emotional and directed his speech to his parents.

      “Mother and Father, I now have a career. A profession, so you can’t marry me off. I have work to do!”

      He was gutted when I told him afterwards that it hadn’t been televised.

      Beryl was rather bewildered when she went up to accept her award.

      “Best newcomer? I’ve been doing this for thirty years… I was a Benny Hill girl.”

      Regina Battenberg was nominated in the solo show category, but lost out to One Man Titanic. I wished the ceremony had been televised, if only to see the look on her face when she lost! I was pleased for Mike though, his ice issues have continued to plague him.

      On Regina’s table were various producers, publicists, Pippin, and Dorian, my old agent! When Regina went off to hobnob, I sat beside him.

      “Coco!” he said grabbing Pippin, who was trying to eat the centrepiece on the table. “Well done. You know if you’d have come to me with the play idea, I’d have gone with it…”

      I gave him a thin smile. “Really? I thought I was a loose cannon?”

      “No, I was misquoted. I said ‘loose woman’,” he wormed. “You know, like the girls off that lunchtime show. They’re great!”

      “I’ve heard Regina is going to leave you,” I said. “Right now she’s discussing a media deal with BBC Worldwide.”

      Luckily, at that very moment, Regina was sat at a table engrossed in conversation with Alan Yentob, the former BBC television controller. Dorian went pale and began to sweat. On cue, Pippin peed down the front of his shirt!

      After the ceremony, Angie had to fly back to London so I went outside to have a cigarette with her before she left. I’d run out of Marlboro Lights, so asked if I could nick one.

      “See,” she said. “I told you I didn’t want you nicking my fags at award ceremonies… But I’ll let you off this once, you did great, babe.”

      “You did great, babe.”

      “I’ve done even better,” she said, hugging me. “We’ve got a meeting next week with the Trafalgar Studios. They want to talk about transferring us to the West End!”

      I was going to go home after the cigarette but hearing that spurred us all on to a pub crawl and then, at 2am, to CC Blooms, a gay bar in Leith.

      I don’t know how they are going to perform the last show today.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 31st August 13.41

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      I’m hiding in Byron’s little office, on her computer in Palace Apartments. The soundtrack to Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical is booming throughout the house. Byron made a recording of the last show. It sounds awesome. The actors are all singing along with themselves, packing, and cleaning so hopefully we will get our security deposit back from Mrs Dougal.

      I have so much to tell you! Everyone came to see the last show. Marika, Meryl, Tony, Ethel, and Chris’s parents.

      Clive swears by Doctor Theatre, and it worked for the actors. You would have never known half of them were throwing up just beforehand. The performance was perfect. There was no time to get sentimental afterwards and Byron collared me to help with the “git out” (get out). All the costumes and props had to be loaded into my car boot, and we had to leave the premises.

      As I was parking the car outside Palace Apartments, my phone bleeped with a text message. It was an unknown number, which said,

      “SUM1 SPECIAL IS HERE TO SEE YOU.”

      I wanted to text back but my bloody phone died and my charger was packed in the bottom of my suitcase under all the props in the car. I parked the car and then walked back into the city centre where I had promised to meet everyone in The Carnegie Theatre bar. My mind was racing. What if it is Adam? I tried to remember if I had deleted Adam’s number in a fit of rage, but I hadn’t. Also, wouldn’t he say that he was here and not talk about himself in the third person?

      When I arrived at the bar, I found Chris in the foyer showing his parents his Edinburgh Fringe Award.

      “Darling, it’s a piece of slate off a roof?” said his mother Edwina as her anorexic frame buckled under the weight. “Shouldn’t awards, well ones that matter, be golden?”

      “Now Edwina,” said his dad. “This is a real achievement for Christopher.”

      There was an awkward moment where they should have hugged, but he broke it by saying they had dinner reservations, and they left.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “At least they came.”

      And I took him into the bar.

      It was crowded, and as I looked around expectantly, there in the corner was Meryl, Tony, Ethel and… Daniel!

      I didn’t know what to do. Meryl waved, and called me over saying, “Oh Coco! We loved the show, aren’t you clever!”

      “You know, I saw the Queen Mother once,” boomed Tony, red in the face. “Well, I’m sure it was her, but she was in disguise. You know, once she took those hats off she could be anybody.”

      “Oh gawd,” said Ethel. “’E’s on about the Queen Mother again, why would she go to a car boot sale in Milton Keynes?”

      I looked at Daniel.

      “Hi Cokes,” he said, bashfully.

      “Ooh! Look ‘oo it is Coco,” said Ethel. “It’s Danny. Did ya get me text message?”

      “That was you?”

      “Yeah, look. I got me one of them Chinese telephones,” she said holding up a brand new iPhone. “I’m gonna get Rosencrantz to put me on Twitter.”

      “What are you doing here?” I said to Daniel.

      “’E’s got a surprise!” said Ethel. “Danny wants to say something,” and she dragged off Meryl and Tony.

      Daniel smiled. He was wearing a black suit and his long hair was greased and tied back with an elastic band.

      “Can I get you a G&T?” he said. “How about some dry roasted peanuts?”

      “You still haven’t told me why you are here? What’s the surprise?”

      “Your phone call, the other week, you wanted me back…” his face dropped, “didn’t you?”

      “No!” I said, incredulous. “No. I was low, and I’m sorry if I gave you that impression.”

      “So now the show is a success, you don’t want me?”

      “You’re telling me that YOU are the surprise? You really think that you being here is some kind of special treat for me!” I was becoming shrill. Daniel looked at his shoes.

      “Whistle Up The Wind has been cancelled.”

      “Leave me alone and go home,” I said.

      “Let’s try again,” he said, taking my hand. “Really try, forget all the silly stuff.”

      “Silly stuff?” I shouted.

      I grabbed his pint of lager and poured it over his head. Then, grabbing a bowl of dry roasted peanuts off the bar, I emptied it on top of his greasy wet hair.

      “That is silly stuff. Cheating and divorcing me is a whole other load of words!”

      Daniel stood there dripping, with clumps of dry roasted peanut dust congealing on his face.

      Ethel appeared holding out her new iPhone. “’Ere let me take a photo of you two!”

      She saw Daniel and her face dropped.

      “Ethel,” I said, “I will never get back together with your scumbag son.”

      I stalked off and found Marika. We went for a conference in the ladies loo.

      “What’s going on?” she said.

      “Oh, an unwelcome surprise guest.”

      “You mean Adam?”

      “No, Daniel has appeared.”

      “No. Adam was at the show,” said Marika. “You didn’t get my text?”

      “What? No. My phone is dead. Adam is here?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure it was him, he sat a few rows behind us. He waved to me.”

      I was trying to take this in when the toilet door opened, and in came Ethel.

      “Danny’s in the bog with Meryl’s travel wash,” she said. “I knew it was a long shot you taking him back, I just didn’t want ‘im in me spare room. Me ‘n’ Irene are using it for Tarot readings, we’re making a mint. Tha’s how I bought the Chinese telephone.”

      Then Rosencrantz came in.

      “Oh Rosencrantz, you were brilliant,” said Ethel ruffling his hair. “You’re like a young Rock Hudson.”

      I asked him if he had seen Adam. He said no. Then Ethel took Rosencrantz to the bar for a drink. I looked at Marika.

      “Are you sure it was Adam?”

      “I think so, yes.”

      “This is stupid,” I said. “I’ve just won an award and heard we could be transferring to London. I’m obsessing about two stupid men.”

      Then Ethel rushed back into the bathroom.

      “Are you two done?” she shouted. “Only my Danny’s knocking seven bells of shit out of some bloke!”

      We ran out. Daniel was rolling around on the carpet with another guy. Ethel was screaming,

      “Wallop ‘im son! Remember the boxing lessons yer father gave you!”

      I realised I knew the middle-aged guy. He was a reviewer from The London Evening Standard, called Al Malone. Daniel produced his own musical in 1988 called Do-Ray-Moi. It was a whimsical and rather crap tale of an obscure French piano teacher. It ended up being a load of French girls with hairy armpits dancing around Daniel as he bashed out discordant tunes on the piano, whilst I had busted my arse painting a huge mural of the Eiffel Tower.

      Al Malone had reviewed Do-Ray-Moi calling it “Woeful artistic hand relief”. Daniel always said if he ever saw Al Malone again, he would punch him.

      The fight came back onto its feet and Al seemed to get the upper hand, landing a blow to Daniel’s face. He staggered back into a fruit machine, his nose pouring with blood. Al hit him again, and again.

      “Leave ‘im alone, yer bastard!” shouted Ethel, scrabbling in her handbag. “I’m gonna film this on me new Chinese telephone, an’ give it to the pigs!”

      She didn’t get the chance because then, like a dream, in rushed Adam pulling Al away from Daniel. Al realised Adam was at least a head taller and backed off. Meryl and Ethel ran to Daniel.

      “Hi Coco,” said Adam.

      We looked at each other.

      “Your show was wonderful.”

      “I’ve really missed you,” I blurted. “And I’m sorry about not explaining, things, I wasn’t cheating, unfortunate timing, if that makes sense.”

      “Sorry I turned into… an obsessive girl,” he said.

      He pulled me into his chest for a hug.

      “Hang on,” I said pulling away. “What about Tonya?”

      “What about that old guy you’re dating?”

      “What?”

      “Him,” said Adam pointing across the room at Clive, who was playing darts with Byron.

      “You thought me and Clive were dating?”

      “Yeah, you were holding his arm, and he was wooing you when I saw you at the allotment.”

      “The ground was too bumpy for him,” I laughed. “He’s lovely, but no.”

      “Oh,” he said looking embarrassed. “I only went on a few dates with Tonya. Then I realised, you’re my girl. That’s why I’m here.” He grinned.

      Tony lumbered past, red in the face, saying, “Good job there, mate, breaking it up. You just pipped me to the post, I was about to intervene myself.”

      We looked over at Daniel. Meryl was gobbing on a hanky and cleaning the blood off his nose. Ethel was pulling chunks of pineapple and cheese off a cocktail stick to make a splint. Adam put his arms round me,

      “Can we try again?”

      I nodded. He leant in and we kissed. It was a real knee-buckling kiss.

      Meryl came back and told us she had put Daniel in a taxi back to his Bed and Breakfast. Chris, Rosencrantz and Marika joined us.

      “Where’s your father, Chris?” asked Meryl. “I did so want to meet Sir and Lady Cheshire.”

      “She brought one of your napkins to sign,” said Tony.

      Meryl flushed red but still let Chris take it with him, to be signed later. Ethel looked around at everyone and bit her lip.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t keep it in any longer. Meryl’s up the duff!”

      Meryl gave Ethel a look, then smiled at Tony,

      “We were going to wait for my twelve weeks but yes, I am pregnant.”

      “Meryl,” I said, “congratulations.”

      We all hugged and Meryl began to well up,

      “I’m going to be someone’s mummy,” she sniffed. “We’re so happy.” Tony hugged her close.

      “’Ere,” said Ethel. “Tell ‘em what Irene said.”

      Meryl shot Ethel a look, “No, they don’t want to hear that, thank you.”

      “No!” said Ethel. “It’s spooky. It’s about when they, you know, did the business.”

      Meryl went red but Ethel carried on.

      “Meryl and Tone ‘ad a bonk, you know, made the baby, after their Rotary Club Dinner on the twenty-sixth of June. The same night Michael Jackson died.”

      Ethel looked around for effect.

      “Irene is very psychic, and she says that their baby IS the reincarnation of the King Of Pop, Michael Jackson.”

      No one knew what to say. Adam and Rosencrantz raised their eyebrows, and I saw Chris and Marika turn away and smile. Ethel raised her glass.

      “To the reincarnation of the King Of Pop!”

      I felt so sorry for Meryl, who once again had to experience Ethel stealing her thunder.

      We stayed talking in the bar until late. I let Marika have my bed at Palace Apartments. Adam had booked us a room at The Scotsman Hotel.

      We finally made it back to the hotel at four-thirty in the morning. He led me up to a beautiful room with a view over the city, slowly waking up in the first light. On the pillow of a four-poster bed sat a small green box, which made me think, Tiffany! I opened it, and nestling on the little satin cushion was a beautiful silver necklace.

      “Is this real Tiffany?” I said.

      “No rubbish,” he said, holding up the box.

      “I’ve wanted one of these since…”

      “Christmas?”

      “Yes. How did you know?”

      “Well, I did read all of your emails,” he said, with a grin.

      He gently took it out of the box and secured it around my neck.

      “But I didn’t get you anything.”

      “I know how you can make it up to me,” he said, as we sunk back into the soft cover of the four-poster bed.
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        Tuesday 1st September 10.01

        TO: angielangford@thebmxagency.biz

      

      

      Hi love, just a quickie, I will be back in London next weekend. Daniel begged, again, to let him stay, but I said no. He can move in with Ethel until he finds his own place. However, he has exacted his petty revenge. The iPhone, which he gave me for Christmas, is still in his name, and he is now demanding it back to use for himself. His got crushed in the fight and he says he cannot afford to buy a new one. I have to organise a replacement phone and a new number, so I will be offline for a week or so.

      If you need to pick up those copies of Chasing Diana Spencer for the producers at the Trafalgar Studios, Rosencrantz will be around all week, as will Marika and Clive. He is going to be staying for a while so he can get himself together. He deserves it far more than Daniel does.

      I had better go. Adam is waiting in the car and I have to put this phone through the door of Daniel’s Bed and Breakfast.

      We are going to drive down to London over the next week, stopping off along the way. Adam has booked some lovely hotels. I have never seen the Lake District or Yorkshire, and we might even go and have a look at Dublin!

      See you soon to conquer the West End!

      Lots of love, Coco
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      To everyone who loved the first book, thank you for all your wonderful letters, emails and tweets - this is for you.
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        Sunday 14th November 21.56

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

        

      
        Dear Chris,

      

      

      Today was the day. Rosencrantz left home. Of course, my only son flying the nest happened at the worst time. I’m a week over the deadline to finish my new novel, The Duchess Of York: Secret Agent. So I spent most of the day holed up in my little office, having to watch him lug boxes past the door aided by his father and Adam.

      He kept popping in to show me things he’d unearthed whilst packing, including his first teddy bear, a Christening present from Meryl and Tony. How has Rosencrantz grown up so quickly? It was like yesterday I remember the Vicar asking him what he wanted to name the teddy.

      “How about something from your Sunday School class,” he said, sipping his tea by the buffet table. “Noah? Jacob? Job?”

      The guests watched on, charmed by my cute little boy dressed in a miniature black suit and furrowing his tiny eyebrows deep in thought.

      “I’m going to call her… Bitch!” he squeaked, causing the Vicar to choke into his cup. “Meet my new teddy bear Bitch! Bitch, bitch, bitchy, bitch, BITCH!”

      Several guests froze with their fruitcake mid-air, and a lady in a big hat gasped in horror.

      “He just loves the word ‘Bitch’,” I said grinning awkwardly. “Of course, he doesn’t know what it means. I’ve been reading that Jackie Collins novel, The Bitch.”

      “Not as a bedtime story to him, I hope?” said the Vicar irritably, mopping tea off his cassock. Suffice it to say Rosencrantz never went back to Sunday school…

      I looked fondly at Bitch, now a bit threadbare and faded, sat beside my computer screen; she came with us on every family holiday and was even admitted to hospital with Rosencrantz when he had his appendix removed.

      Just then, the phone on my desk rang. I wiped away a tear and picked it up. It was Angie.

      “All right love? You finished the bloody book yet?” she said, exhaling cigarette smoke down the line.

      “I’m trying to finish but you keep ringing me to ask if I’ve finished…”

      “I need you to come up with a new title,” she said.

      “You said The Duchess Of York: Secret Agent was perfect?”

      “Oh it is,” she said. “I love it. The PR people love it. Your editor thinks it's genius.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “Well, your publisher thinks it’s too long for Twittering purposes.”

      “I don’t understand?”

      “Twitter is playing a big part in your book launch next year. A Tweet can only be a hundred and forty characters. They think using thirty-three of them for the title is a waste.”

      “We’ve sat through twelve meetings about the title, where everyone has agreed that they love The Duchess Of York: Secret Agent. As my literary agent, can’t you put your foot down?”

      The low drone of a drill started up. Angie is having the basement of her new house excavated for a swimming pool and hot stone massage room.

      “Look, Coco,” she shouted above the noise. “When you get a six figure advance — you're in hock to the publishing house. If they say the title has to be shorter, it has to be shorter. You think you can come up with something by tomorrow?”

      The drilling moved up an octave. I felt like telling her it was thanks to my six-figure advance she would soon be splashing about in a private swimming pool, but she started shouting at her builders so I put the phone down.

      Rosencrantz poked his head round the door.

      “That's the last of the boxes, Mum,” he said. “All that’s left is Bitch, do you want her to stay here?”

      “No, she belongs with you.”

      I gave Bitch a last cuddle and he took her downstairs.

      I stared at my screen for a few seconds then switched it off. I went to Rosencrantz’s bedroom — all but empty apart from a Dieux Du Stade calendar hanging on the wall. A naked French rugby player smouldered back, glancing over his muscled back and impossibly perfect behind.

      From the window, I could see Daniel and Adam down in the driveway, helping Rosencrantz fit his boxes into the boot of Daniel’s car. Another tear escaped my eye.

      “‘Ere love,” said Ethel, appearing at my elbow. I jumped. She has real stealth for a decrepit old bag. She pulled a tissue from her sleeve. I took it and blew my nose.

      “I knew this day would come, just not this quickly,” I said.

      “‘E's twenty-two love… ‘E's gotta spread 'is wings.”

      “Why does he need to spread them south of the river? It's so rough.”

      “It'll toughen ‘im up, put hairs on his chest. Or at least now ‘e's payin’ rent ‘e'll not be able to afford Veet, so the hairs on his chest'll grow back.”

      Down in the driveway, Rosencrantz loaded in the last box and Daniel closed the boot. The moment had come. All that stood between now and empty nest syndrome was a warm glass of Asti Spumante.

      “Oh lord, you'll be fine love,” said Ethel. “You'll do the Shake’n’Vac and move the toy boy in… speak of the devil.”

      Adam came through the door, all lithe and muscular in a tight t-shirt and jeans.

      “Hey come on, what’s this?” he said, pulling me into his arms and planting a soft sweet kiss on the top of my head. “He’ll only be twenty minutes away by car.”

      “What about rush hour?” I sobbed. “The journey time across London doubles.”

      “Let it all out, love,” said Ethel, proffering another tissue from her cardigan. “I was the same during the change.”

      “I am not going through the change!” I snapped, blowing my nose.

      “If yer say so,” she said, winking at Adam.

      “Ethel, I am not going through… Anything…”

      “What's going on?” said Daniel, coming in with Rosencrantz.

      “Just your mother, ill-informed as usual,” I sniffed.

      “It’s just basic science, Coco,” said Ethel, lighting up a fag. “The only women 'avin babies at your age are Italian and pumped full of hormones.”

      “Let's talk about something else. Like when do I next see my gorgeous son?” I said pulling Rosencrantz into the hug with Adam.

      “You mean our son,” said Daniel.

      “We all know who you are,” said Rosencrantz, shooting him a look.

      “Well, I seem to have been airbrushed out of existence in this house,” said Daniel sulkily. “I've just noticed the photo of me from the downstairs toilet has gone.”

      “We all got sick of you grinning down at us when we took a dump,” said Rosencrantz.

      “It was a creepy photo, Daniel,” I said. “You were unshaven and hung over with your arm around Minnie Mouse.”

      “We had a lot of fun at Euro Disney,” said Daniel. “It holds very happy memories for me… When we were a family.”

      “Yeah, you should have thought about that before you got caught bonking that bird in the bedroom,” said Rosencrantz.

      “Rosencrantz! Don't talk to your father like that!” I chided.

      “Yes, it’s all been forgotten, Rosencrantz,” said Daniel.

      “Hang on, I haven't forgotten about it,” I said.

      “Well, you're moving him in pretty sharpish,” said Daniel, pointing at Adam.

      “Adam and I have been together for over a year, and we’ve been divorced for eighteen months, Daniel. What’s sharpish about that?” I asked.

      The three men in my life were all puffing out their chests and shifting on their feet. Ethel's beady eyes were lit up in anticipation of a fight.

      “Look, let’s all calm down,” I said. “It's all water almost, but not quite, under the bridge. Let's go downstairs for a nice drink.”

      On the way out Ethel said, “Tha’s a cracking backside, oo is 'e?”

      We turned and regarded the naked French rugby player on the wall.

      “That's Pierre Rabadan, Nan,” said Rosencrantz, unhooking the calendar and removing the last thing that showed this was his bedroom.

      “Yours ain’t bad neither,” Ethel said, winking at Adam. “I could balance my mug of Bovril on there. Do yer do keep fit?”

      Adam regarded his bottom bashfully saying he’d started doing Jiu-Jitsu a couple of times a week.

      “Don't you dare fall for her charm,” I hissed at him as we all went downstairs, Daniel moaning that his mother hadn't complimented his bottom. I took a last look back at Rosencrantz's room, now the spare room — and shut the door.

      I held onto Rosencrantz for a long time before he got in the car with Daniel and Ethel for his drive across the river, and I kept up my waving and happy smile until they were out of sight.

      “Come on now. No crying,” said Adam slipping his arm round my waist.

      “He’ll be all right, won’t he?”

      “He’s got your brains, Daniel’s cunning and Ethel’s gift of the gab — he'll be fine.” We came back inside and I closed the front door.

      “It’s just me and you now,” said Adam. “We have the whole house to ourselves.” He tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, and leant in for a kiss.

      “I have to finish the book,” I said weakly.

      “Sorry, the book will have to wait,” he said, flashing a devilish grin. “I’m taking you upstairs… now.”

      I shrieked as he chucked me over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift and climbed the stairs as if I weighed nothing.

      “Ethel’s right,” I said, squeezing his impossibly pert behind. “You could balance a mug of Bovril on there.”

      “It’s all yours,” he growled, chucking me on the bed.

      He made me very late for my deadline… I’ve only just finished the book and emailed it off to Angie.

       

      Love Coco xxx

       

      PS We must arrange to meet up soon. It’s been ages since I saw you and Marika. I feel I’ve been neglecting my best friends.

      

       

       

      
        
        Monday 15th November 08.14

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

         

        Rosencrantz,

      

      

      How was your first night in your new home? Did you go out? Be careful on the streets of South London late at night and please remember to carry the little travel size can of anti-perspirant I got you from Superdrug. It's just as good as mace.

      Phone me when you get this.

       

      Love Mum xxx

       

      PS the new title of the book is Agent Fergie. I think there is now going to be confusion between Fergie the Duchess Of York, Fergie from the Black Eye Peas and Alex Ferguson the Manchester United Manager. Angie, however, is thrilled we have lopped off twenty-one characters for twittering purposes.

       

      PPS Miss you.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 15th November 23.36

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

         

        Hi Marika,

      

      

      Adam surprised me after work with a takeaway box of the most beautiful handmade sushi. I went upstairs for a shower and when I returned, he had lit candles, laid it all out on the table, and he presented me with a bunch of pink roses and a glass of chilled champagne.

      “Here’s to my amazing girlfriend finishing her wonderful new novel. I am so proud of you and I love you,” he said, as we clinked glasses.

      “I love you too,” I said.

      As we drank he winked at me, and I pretty much melted there and then. It was our first night alone in the house now Rosencrantz has moved out and as we ate, he asked if he could start moving his things over at the weekend.

      “We’re really going to do it, and live together?” I said.

      “Yep, we’re shacking up! Do you want to keep your bed, or I should I bring mine?”

      “Let’s have yours,” I said. “It’s the cosiest bed in the world.”

      “My bed it is then,” he grinned, topping up our glasses.

      Throughout the meal, there was the thrill and anticipation of drunken champagne sex — and he didn’t disappoint. We did it on the kitchen island! It was a bit cold on the smooth granite and apart from accidentally getting a bit of hot Wasabi in a delicate area, it was incredible. It’s just what happened afterwards…

      Adam got up to pour us both another glass of champagne. He pulled on his boxers, and as I was admiring his tight abs, he farted. It wasn't accidental, he sort of leant to one side, let rip, then carried on topping up our glasses.

      “Whoops,” he grinned, placing my glass beside me on the kitchen island. I lay there with my mouth open.

      “You've never done that before!” I said, sitting up and retrieving my knickers, which had been flung across the room and landed on the juicer.

      “Course I have. We all do it.”

      “You've never done it in front of me before,” I said.

      I think I was mortified that that stage in our relationship had suddenly announced itself.

      “You don’t want me to have gut ache, do you?”

      “No, but we just had the most amazing sex and…”

      “And what?”

      “Well, it was like… movie sex.”

      “What? Porn?”

      “Not porn! It was romantic…”

      “Coco, I’m supposed to be moving in. What? We’re not going to fart in front of each other?”

      “No! I still want the romance to last a bit longer,” I said.

      “So I'm supposed to hide in the bathroom and run the water, like you do at my place?”

      “I do not do that.”

      “You do,” he grinned.

      I went red, and fumbled my way into my bra.

      “It's okay, Coco… I tell you what, let’s get it over with.”

      “Get what over with?” I said.

      “Go on, let rip.”

      “What? No!”

      “You must need to after all the rice and booze.”

      “It’s champagne, not booze,” I said, opening the dishwasher and loading in the plates.

      Adam was laughing.

      “Come on Coco. I love you, you love me, it’s perfectly normal. You and Daniel were married for years. What did you do then?”

      “Let’s talk about something else,” I snapped, aware I was maybe being a bit unreasonable. “I’m going to put some washing on.”

      “Do me a favour and put these through on a hot cycle,” he said grabbing his bag and chucking his smelly gym gear at my feet.

      I stomped off to the washing machine. As I watched the water fill up through the glass, I felt embarrassment and fear. I wanted to still be thrilled and aroused by Adam. He’s been like a fantasy come true. So gorgeous, and funny, and the sex is the best I’ve ever had. I know I’m being silly, but is this the beginning of a slippery slope to drudgery? I was married to Daniel for twenty years and, at the end, we were just flatulent and irritable with one another. I don’t want that to happen to Adam and me.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 16th November 10.43

        TO: adam.rickard@XYZeventsmanagement.com

      

      

      Is it a busy day at work? I keep ringing but your phone is going to voicemail. I just spoke to Rosencrantz, he is settling in to his new place. The other two guys he is sharing with are actors who were at drama school with him. I asked if I could pop round later and be introduced.

      “Just give me a few days to settle in, then we’ll have you and Adam over for a dinner party,” he said.

      Dinner party! He sounded so grown up.

      I’m sorry about last night, if I over-reacted about you farting. I was being an idiot. If it happens, it happens. Real life is all about the good and the bad, and I want a real life with you, forever. I cannot wait for you to move in.

      This leads on to my new project. I can help you with moving in here.

      I have already added your name to my WI-FI network. It's now called COCO&ADAM, so when we switch on the computer it says, ‘COCO&ADAM connecting’. How sweet is that?

      I am also going to make a start on some other stuff, changing your addresses so all your bills come here.

      Call me when you get this.

       

      Love Coco xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 16th November 10.52

        TO: adam.rickard@XYZeventsmanagement.com

      

      

      Or I can make the WI-FI read ‘ADAM&COCO connecting’. It’s not a problem.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 16th November 11.12

        TO: clivethenewsagent@gmail.com

         

        Morning Clive,

      

      

      Could you please change Adam Rickard’s regular delivery of Top Gear Magazine and Men’s Health to my address. We are moving in together.

       

      Kind regards

      Coco Pinchard

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 16th November 11.34

        TO: orders@primrosehillvegboxes.co.uk

         

        Dear Primrose Hill Vegetable Boxes,

      

      

      I currently have a large fresh vegetable box delivered each week. My partner, Adam Rickard, has your seasonal root vegetable box. Would it be possible to merge his root vegetable into my large box?

       

      My address is:

      3 Steeplejack Mews

      Marylebone

      London

      NW1 4RF

       

      With thanks,

      Coco Pinchard

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 16th November 14.43

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I was clearing out one side of the wardrobe for Adam when the doorbell went. I peered through the peephole to see Angie standing outside smoking a cigarette with the wind whipping her dark hair about.

      “What you doing, girl?” she said when I opened the door.

      She was dressed in her usual Chanel power suit, her shoulder pads dangerously close to her ears. She ground out her cigarette end with a tiny pointed Jimmy Choo, and eased a fresh one into the corner of her mouth.

      “I’m making some space in the wardrobe for Adam. He’s moving in.”

      “You’re gonna make him live in the wardrobe? Poor bastard,” she said.

      “No, he’s moving into the house,” I grinned.

      She rolled her eyes and came in.

      “I need to talk to you,” she said. “I just had a meeting at the Groucho Club, so I thought I’d swing by on my way back to the office.”

      We went through to the kitchen and she perched at the breakfast bar as I filled the kettle.

      “That’s a big detour,” I said. “Is everything okay with the manuscript for Agent Fergie?”

      “Yes, the book’s fine, and they’ve just commissioned a cover designer. I’m here to tell you that you’ve won a literary award!” she grinned, and exhaled smoke through her teeth.

      “Oh my God! The Costa Book Award?”

      “No.”

      “The Orange Prize for Fiction?”

      “Nope.”

      “The Amazon Breakthrough Novel Award?”

      “No.”

      “The Edgar Allen Poe Award!”

      “That’s for mystery writers, you twerp.”

      “Then what?”

      “The Doris Finkelstein Literary Recognition…”

      “The what?”

      “It’s an American award. It’s a big deal in the States, loads of famous authors have previously won it,” said Angie.

      “Is there a cash prize?”

      “Well, that’s the thing. There’s no cash prize per se. It’s so prestigious that the ‘prize’ is attending a ceremony to sign your name on the wall of the Doris Finkelstein Library.”

      “Oh…”

      “In New York, I hasten to add! Which means they want to fly you and a plus one over for an all-expenses paid weekend.”

      “A free trip to New York!” I screamed excitedly. “When?”

      “You fly out Thursday for the ceremony on Friday.”

      “That’s quick?”

      “These things are always last minute.”

      “I can’t wait to tell Adam. We’ve both been so busy with work we haven’t had a holiday in ages…”

      Angie looked up from scrolling through her iPhone.

      “Won’t he be working? It’s a Thursday.”

      “I’m sure they’ll let him take time off,” I said. “He’s the boss of his department.”

      “Oh,” she said, lighting another cigarette. There was an awkward pause.

      “Did you want to come with me?” I said.

      Angie quickly recovered her composure. She flipped the cover over on her iPhone and gathered her things together.

      “Angie, ‘plus one’ means spouse, doesn’t it?”

      “Course it does,” she said. “No, I’m far too busy. The bloody builders need to be supervised and… it’s fine. If you can email me your passport numbers, I’ll have my assistant arrange it all.”

      “Do you still want coffee?”

      “No, I’d better go. I’m late for a meeting.”

      She stubbed out her cigarette and clicked off in her little designer shoes with a slam of the front door.

      It’s funny how people in your life surprise you. Saying that, Adam still hasn’t called back, which is unusual for him.

       

      C x

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 16th November 23.12

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Adam didn’t answer his work phone for the rest of the day, or his mobile. At 8pm, I pulled on my coat and walked round to his flat. I rang the bell several times before he answered. He looked exhausted, and was still wearing his work clothes, which smelt of stale sweat. When I followed him through to the living room, an Enya CD was blaring out. I noticed he had a bottle of whisky open.

      “Since when do you like Enya and Johnny Walker?” I shouted, sitting opposite him.

      “Since I need to relax,” he shouted back.

      “Well, can you turn ‘Sail Away’ off?” I yelled reaching for the remote.

      I flicked it off and the silence descended.

      “It’s called Orinoco Flow, actually,” he snapped.

      I noticed sweat was beading on his forehead, even though the flat was chilly.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “Yes, yes… Just work stuff.”

      “Are you sure? You seem shaken up.”

      “I’m fine. Tell me about your day,” he said.

      “Well, if you’d read any of my messages, you’d know all about it.”

      “Um… I was busy.”

      I told him all about the meeting with Angie and the award. He seemed to relax a little, until I said we had been invited to go to New York on Thursday.

      “I can’t go,” he said instantly.

      “Why not?”

      “I’d love to, but I can’t. I can’t take time off work.”

      “You took last Friday off to come to the garden centre with me,” I said.

      “Exactly.”

      “What do you mean, ‘exactly’? You’re the boss of the department, surely you can take a day and half off.”

      There was a pause.

      “No, I can’t, I really can’t,” he said.

      I got up, sat beside him, and began to massage his shoulders.

      “It’s a free weekend in New York. First class flights, five star hotel, big double bed… Stop being silly and get your passport.”

      “Why do you want my passport?” he said, shaking me off.

      “How else can Angie book the flights? She needs the passport numbers.”

      “Look Coco, why don’t you go home and I’ll take a shower and come over in an hour or so.”

      “Are you sure everything is okay?” I said.

      “It’s just work… they’ve announced redundancies today.”

      “Oh my God. Are you…?”

      “No! Not me, but I have to make people redundant this week, people with mortgages, families. It’s got me in a state. Look, go home and I’ll be over in a bit.”

      I agreed and came home, troubled.

      A couple of hours later I was dozing off in front of the television when a hand felt its way under my t-shirt. I almost had kittens.

      “Hel-lo,” whispered Adam drunkenly in my ear.

      He was crouched beside the sofa, stark naked and fumbling with a condom wrapper.

      “What are you doing?” I gulped, trying to get my breath back.

      “Ravishing you,” he grinned, leaning in for a kiss.

      He’d showered but his breath still smelt of booze.

      “I thought you were a murderer!”

      “How about a rapist!” he joked, hooking his thumb under my pyjama trousers.

      “Not funny!” I said, pushing him away.

      “Jeez, Coco. I'm trying to lighten the mood.”

      “Scaring the hell out of me, then cracking a rape joke?” I said. He was still fumbling with the condom wrapper. “Adam. Do I look like I'm in the mood?”

      “Coco, I'm being myself,” he slurred.

      “No. You’re being weird.”

      “I am a bit weird,” he said earnestly. “I am… Do you love me?”

      His beautiful caramel eyes searched my face, he looked so, vulnerable.

      “Of course I love you,” I said.

      I pulled a rug over us and he snuggled up with his head on my shoulder, and closed his eyes.

      “I need to know you love me for who I am,” he said.

      “I love you more than you know,” I said. “I think this trip to New York could be the perfect antidote to horrible work stuff.”

      “Jeez, Coco,” he said jumping up and pulling on a pair of trackies.

      “What now?” I said. “You're sending mixed messages!”

      “Am I?” he said pulling on a t-shirt. “Well, here's a message. I'm going home.”

      He stalked off through the kitchen and out of the back door, locking it behind him. I listened for a long time to the silence, the creaks of the house. He didn't come back.

      When I went upstairs to bed, I passed Rosencrantz's empty bedroom. I stopped in the doorway, the moonlight shining a bright oblong on the dark carpet.

      What do you think it is with Adam? Is he getting cold feet? He was fine yesterday.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 17th November 21.56

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I didn’t call Adam all day. It was his job to call and apologise, or at least explain — but he didn’t. Just as Eastenders was finishing, the doorbell rang. He was stood outside in the rain. I folded my arms and looked at him.

      “Can I come in?” he said.

      “Why should I let you?”

      “It’s pissing down!”

      I stood to one side and he dashed in. I took his coat and went upstairs to get him a towel. When I came back, he was sat in the living room. I draped the towel over him and switched off the TV. Silence played through the house, accompanied by rain plinking off the roof.

      “Do you want a cup of tea?” I said.

      “No. I’m fine.”

      “Did you eat?”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      It felt awkward, like we were strangers. From outside in the back garden there was a loud creaking sound. We looked up and a stream of dead leaves and water began to hurtle past the window followed by a length of guttering. It crashed onto the table and umbrella set on the terrace. I got up and went to the window.

      “Shit!” I said, craning my head up to see the damage. Water was now pouring off the roof and straight down the brickwork. “It’s gonna cost a fortune to get that fixed… they’re zinc gutter pipes, do you know how much zinc costs?”

      Adam just stared. The gutter pipe began to slip off the umbrella and tore through the fabric on its way down to the grass. He jumped up, and grabbed the cord to yank down the blinds. One side shot down but the other refused to yield and got into a tangle.

      “Let me do it” I snapped, grabbing the cord. “You don’t know how.”

      “Maybe I should just give you my balls,” he said. “You can keep them in your desk drawer along with everything else.”

      “What does that mean?” I said turning to him. “Is this about me changing your addresses? I’m sorry. I thought you’d be pleased.”

      Adam carried on staring. He opened his mouth to say something, and then closed it.

      “What?” I said. “Spit it out, Adam!”

      “I need a drink,” he said.

      I followed him into the kitchen. He cracked open a beer from the fridge and gulped it down, his eyes watching me over the base of the can.

      “I can see you’re stressed. Why not come to New York. It’ll help you relax. I know you can take the time off.”

      He finished the can and chucked it in the bin.

      “Why are you being like this?” he said. “You just don’t give up!”

      “Like what? I'm not like anything, Adam.”

      However, he was gone, slamming the front door and out into the pouring rain. Just then, there was a rumble of thunder and the power went out. I fumbled in the darkness to my jacket and came out of the front door. The wind and rain wheeled round and smacked me in the face. The streetlights were off too. The four-storey terraces closed in from either side of the street, blocking out even the light pollution from the rest of the city. A few cars crept along, illuminating everything from the knees down.

      When I reached Marylebone High Street, I sheltered in the doorway of a posh deli. I tried calling him, but got his voicemail. The rain fell harder, splattering on the awning above.

      The power cut appeared to stretch across half of London. I hurried past the dark tube station to his flat, and let myself in with my key.

      A silhouette of Adam was sitting on the living room floor by the bay window, intermittently lit up by the flashes of lightning outside. I heard a tsk as he opened a can of lager and I sat beside him. I reached up and stroked his wet hair. He tilted my chin up and kissed me urgently.

      “You’re beautiful, Coco, don't forget that,” he whispered hoarsely.

      He put his finger to my lips, and then traced it down my throat. I reached down and slid his wet t-shirt up and over his head. The heat of his muscly chest hit me. I fumbled with his belt as we quickly undressed, and made love on the pile of wet clothes as the storm raged outside. All our worries fell away and it was just him and me.

      Afterwards he pulled me through to the bedroom. We climbed under the covers shivering, and snuggled up in his cosy bed under the window.

      The storm was receding but rain continued to hammer on the roof. We lay there watching the water run in rivulets down the window.

      “I love you,” I said. “But I am not having secrets between us. If you want secrets, you know where the door is. Well, of course this is your flat, so I know you know where the door is… My point is that it’s a metaphorical door and…”

      But Adam had already drifted off to sleep. He looked so peaceful and beautiful. I traced my finger along his handsome profile.

      “Okay. You sleep,” I whispered. “I’ll give you the ball breaker speech tomorrow.”

       

      I woke up just before seven the next morning with the sun streaming through the window. Adam’s side of the bed was empty. After a while, I couldn't hear any noises from the bathroom or kitchen so I got up.

      On the kitchen table was a note.

      It was one of those moments where you see your life from outside your body. The ground tipped under me as I read what Adam had written. He said he was sorry, but he didn't want to move in, and he didn't want to see me anymore. I quickly dressed and ran home, hoping I would find him in my kitchen grinning with his suitcases, and that this was just a bad practical joke. When I let myself in all the lights were on from last night, but no Adam. I then ran back to his flat. This isn’t happening, I thought, this isn’t what’s meant to happen. When I reached his front door, I dug in my pockets for his key, but it wasn't there. It had been taken off my key ring! I banged on the door, but nothing. Eventually I walked back home.

      I keep calling, but he's not answering. I am supposed to be packing for New York. I can’t face myself in the mirror, let alone get on a plane.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 18th November 06.17

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Angie refused to let me cancel going to New York. She said a lot was riding on me showing up and accepting the award. I asked her what, exactly?

      “Well, the Doris Finkelstein Foundation has already booked flights and accommodation,” she said. “And a ceremony is arranged. Besides, don’t you wanna bask in the glory? Do you remember how hard it was to get this book published?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “And how many people who’ve just been dumped would kill to be whisked off to foreign climes and recognised for their talent and success?”

      “Lots…”

      “And the publicity means your American publisher will issue a new print run of Chasing Diana Spencer and a new eBook edition with a hefty promo on Amazon and Barnes and Noble. You forget that I earn money from your books too,” she said pointedly.

      There was a silence.

      “Oh crap. What time is the flight?” I said.

      “Ten in the morning. I’ll pick you up in a taxi at five,” and she put the phone down. I presume this meant she was coming too.

       

      Trying to work out what to wear and pack nearly killed me. I couldn’t plan. My brain kept going back to the realisation that Adam had dumped me, and a cold horror trickled through me. Then I kept racking my brains if there was anything I needed to do, but I have no pets that need feeding, no plants that need watering, no boyfriend or son at home anymore to chivvy along. I can just drop everything and go to New York. I spent years wishing I could just drop everything and go somewhere at the last minute. It doesn’t seem such fun in reality.

      The taxi pipped its horn outside just before five, and I left the house in the darkness with my face scrubbed clean of makeup and my wet hair scraped back in a ponytail.

      Angie was perched inside the taxi looking stunning in a blood red Chanel suit, full makeup, and a matching red patent leather clutch bag.

      “Jesus, Coco,” she said as I climbed in beside her.

      “What?” I said blearily, doing up my seat belt.

      “We’re off to New York not the pound shop. At least put some bloody makeup on.”

      “No.”

      “I can’t talk to you until you put on some lipstick,” she said pulling a gold Chanel lipstick out of her clutch.

      “Fine, don’t talk to me,” I said.

      “Coco, I’m serious. You look like a pile of shite.”

      I huffed a bit and applied the dramatic red to my lips.

      “And put these on,” she said handing over a pair of giant black sunglasses.

      “I can’t see a thing,” I said when I’d slipped them on.

      “But I can. Now you look like someone who is trying not to be someone, as opposed to nobody not managing to be anybody.”

      “I’m taking them off,” I said.

      “It’s either wear them or I pay the taxi driver to hold you down whilst I forcibly apply mascara. Your eyes look like two piss holes in the snow…”

      I wouldn’t have put it past her, so I kept them on.

      “You’ll thank me when we get to the First Class lounge,” she said.

      She was right, of course. Now we’re sitting in the British Airways First Class lounge I am blending in with all the rich bitches. Angie hasn’t mentioned Adam, which I am thankful for, but she did offer a choice of Xanax or Valium to go with the complimentary champagne. I plumped for Xanax.

      “You sure love?” she said. “The Valium is stronger.”

      “No, I like the sound of Xanax, it’s a palindrome — it can be pronounced the same way forwards and backwards.”

      “Bloody writers,” she said popping a Valium on her tongue and jerking her head back to swallow it in a well-practised move.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I should have invited you on this trip. You’ve always stood by me.”

      “It’s fine,” she said. “But I’m warning you, I can’t do slushy emotional girl chat, and if you suggest we get cupcakes to cheer us up, you can fuck off to economy.”

      “It’s a deal,” I said from behind my shades, downing the pill with a gulp of champagne. Angie reached out and squeezed my hand.

      “He’s an arsehole and you deserve better,” she said.

      I didn’t say anything, I just squeezed her hand back. The problem is, Adam isn’t an arsehole, he’s wonderful. That’s what makes the situation even more confusing.

      It’s still dark outside, with just the winking lights of planes taking off and landing. I think the Xanax is kicking in. I feel much better, and I have a sort of slack smile on my face.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 20th November 23.14

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      We’re staying at the Four Seasons overlooking Central Park! I’m sitting in the grand soaring lobby lit by Tiffany lamps; above me is a backlit onyx ceiling. A sexy vibe pervades the air as the staff glide about, all young and gorgeous, filling their crisp immaculate uniforms with firm, toned bodies. I feel like a grubby Brit, with the teeth God gave me and legs I haven’t shaved in a few days. I just want to be at home, in a tracksuit, by the fire.

      I have an elegant, cavernous room with a giant four-poster bed and floor to ceiling windows. My view over Central Park and the skyscrapers has been framed by a boiling sky. Torrential rain has streamed down the window since we arrived, and if I look down, I can see it continue falling to the tiny cars and people on the streets far below.

      Last night Angie was desperate for me to hit the bars with her.

      “I’m not in the mood for what you look like you’re in the mood for,” I said, through the gap in my door.

      She looked amazing in a tiny purple Versace dress, pinched in at the waist, and towering heels. She swept in past me and I closed the door behind her. She rummaged around in her tiny bag.

      “Well, you can at least stick these on for me,” she said, pulling out a sheaf of nicotine patches. “This non-smoking city is doing my head in.”

      “There’s not much of you covered up to put them on.”

      “Stick six of them on my back,” she said sliding up her dress. I gingerly peeled the backing off the nicotine patches and stuck them on.

      “Come on Coco, come with me to some dive bars,” she said, pulling her dress back down. “You’re my only single author. Sometimes you have to get under one man to get over another…”

      “Well, you can do that on my behalf,” I said. “Just make sure no one puts anything in your drink.”

      “It takes a lot to tranquillize me,” she said with a brittle laugh. We hugged and then she was off into the night.

      I had a shower then ordered room service. A handsome waiter delivered mouth-watering macaroni and cheese and turned down my bed (he turned down the bedcovers — not any salacious offer I made him). Then I ate Reese's Peanut Buttercups from the mini bar in front of back-to-back episodes of As Time Goes By, Keeping Up Appearances, and Are you Being Served? on the PBS channel.

      I met Angie the next morning for breakfast. She didn’t look happy.

      “Didn’t you meet anyone?” I asked.

      “A divorced stockbroker who offered to take me home.”

      “Where was home?”

      “Staten Island…”

      “Why didn’t you bring him back here?”

      “You can smoke on Staten Island. I was climbing the wall for a fag.”

      “What was it like?”

      “I never got to his place, I got motion sickness, and his toupee blew off into the water. A passion killer on both counts.”

      After breakfast, we took a non-smoking cab to the Doris Finkelstein Library. It was colossal with a carved ceiling as high as a cathedral, gothic arched windows and row after row of long tables. At the very end, past the thousands of books lining the walls, were rows of seats facing a raised stage and a giant projector screen. A hundred or so audience members and journalists sat waiting.

      “This looks huge…” I hissed to Angie as a young chap in a canary yellow suit rushed over. “I thought it would be low key and I was just writing my name on a wall.”

      “We’re in New York,” whispered Angie. “They don’t do low key.”

      “Hi, hi hi!” said the guy flashing white teeth through an immaculately trimmed beard. “I’m Darryl, head of media communications and public relations here at the library.”

      “Who are all these people?” I said.

      “Ooh. We have Vogue, the New York Times, Elle, and the New York Post… PBS, and some civilians, but don’t worry, they’ve paid to be here.”

      I started to sweat. What if I had to make a speech? Angie had said nothing about making a speech.

      “How long have we got before it kicks off?” snapped Angie irritably. “I could murder a fag.”

      Darryl went pale and took a step back from Angie.

      “No, it’s okay she means, can she have a cigarette?” I said.

      “I’m sorry ma’am. We haven’t time. I need you to take a seat.”

       

      We moved past everyone with Angie muttering darkly, and took our seats on the front row. I was placed next to Doris Finkelstein herself, who was in her eighties, very elegant with twinkly eyes. She was wearing blazing diamond earrings and a huge fur coat, despite the fact we were indoors. I shook her tiny hand which was as dry as paper.

      “I’m so pleased you made it all the way from London, England,” she purred sweetly.

      I grinned but my mouth was so dry my top lip got stuck above my teeth. A small square of the wall that wasn’t covered with books was covered in signatures. A big piece of Perspex, which must usually be in place to protect the signatures, was propped against the wall. I went to ask Doris what happens next when the lights dimmed and the huge video screen lit up.

      A gravelly movie-trailer voice-over boomed through the auditorium.

      “Coco Pinchard is unique, she’s a one-off…”

      My book publicity photo filled the screen, and we zoomed in on my grin as dramatic music began to play.

      “Readers have fallen in love with her Britishness, her charm, her rapier wit. We are here today at the Doris Finkelstein Library to salute her work.”

      Then there was a montage of photos taken at book signings.

      “Coco’s debut novel, Chasing Diana Spencer, was a unique work of comic originality which re-imagines a history where Prince Charles fell in love with Camilla, not Diana. It has been described as a stunning debut, a sublime work of comic fiction.”

      Then there were photos of when we staged the musical.

      “Not only was it a bestseller worldwide, but it played internationally in theatres as Chasing Diana Spencer: the Musical in Edinburgh, Scotland, London’s West End and off-Broadway in the Alice Clayton Theatre.’

      The photos were of Rosencrantz, Chris and me with the cast on the Royal Mile, then at the opening nights in London and New York.

      Then there was a montage of the television interviews I have done,

      “And fear not, after her exciting debut, she’s kept on writing. She has a new novel due to drop in spring 2011. And she still finds time to support numerous charities!”

      “What charities do I support?” I hissed at Angie.

      “Well, you adopted that hippopotamus in Africa last year; that counts doesn’t it?” she hissed back.

      One of the final photos was of me and Adam at the Edinburgh Festival, when I got the Fringe Award… He had his arm around me and we looked so happy.

      I gulped. Angie squeezed my hand. Finally, the voice-over was saying, “The Doris Finkelstein Library is proud to honour… Coco Pinchard.”

      The audience applauded. Darryl appeared on the stage and held out his hand. I went up and gave a rambling speech about how happy I was. I wasn’t really; the Adam photo had been like a drive-by shooting straight to my heart. I thanked everyone. I thanked Angie, who was now grey from lack of nicotine. Then the photographers surged forward and took several shots of me signing my name on the wall. I noticed among the signatures Stephen King, Doris Lessing, John Grisham, Patricia Cornwell, and JK Rowling. I then had some photos taken with Doris who refused requests to take off her fur coat.

      “It’s my body armour,” she said through her smile as the cameras flashed. “Never let ‘em see your ass.”

      I never quite found out the significance of her tip as we were whisked through a hundred goodbyes and out onto the street. The sun had come out and, even though it was cold, New York looked so much more alive.

      “Quick,” said Angie. She saw an alleyway between the library and an apartment block and dragged me down it. She lit up a cigarette and the colour returned to her cheeks. “Oh my God,” she sighed. “That’s better than sex.”

      She offered me one and I lit up. We smoked in silence for a few minutes.

      “I vowed I would never fall so hard for a guy again after Daniel left me, and here I am again,” I said.

      Angie didn’t comment, she just carried on smoking.

      “Haven’t you got anything to say?”

      “I’ve got plenty,” she said. “The question is, do you want to hear it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Coco, were you in that room just now?”

      “That’s a stupid question.”

      “Is it? It’s so frustrating. You have this amazing career at your fingertips, yet all you concentrate on is what Adam has done to you. Sure, it’s horrible, but get a grip, woman. There’s more to life than having a boyfriend.”

      “You’re so opinionated,” I said.

      “That’s what my third mother-in-law says,” said Angie through a cloud of smoke.

      “You’ve got three mother-in-laws?”

      “No. Four. They all hate me. Bet that makes having Ethel look like a picnic,” Angie grinned.

      We stubbed out our cigarettes and flagged down a yellow cab.

      “Where to?” said the taxi driver.

      “How about a walk in Central Park?” I suggested.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon exploring. We walked through Central Park and ate cheese, mustard and pastrami subs from a deli straight out of a Woody Allen film. We were toying with the idea of going across to the Statue of Liberty but we both had blisters from our shoes, so we headed back to the Four Seasons and ate dinner looking out across the city that never sleeps, winking and blinking in the dark.

      “To Coco,” said Angie holding up her glass. “May she open her fucking eyes, because there’s a whole world out there for the taking — and I want twenty percent of it.”

      I rolled my eyes and we toasted.

      After dinner, Angie headed up to her room for a conference call and I grabbed my swimsuit and went to check out the pool. I was glad to find it empty. It was beautifully done, all steel and coloured lights, and I spent a happy hour gliding about underwater. I felt weirdly safe, thousands of miles away from all the troubles at home.

      Now just as I am starting to enjoy being in New York, we have to leave.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 22nd November 03.36

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Just back home to a text from Adam:

      
        
        PLSE PHONE GAS/WATER/ELECTRIC & COUNCIL TAX 2 HAVE MY NAME TAKEN OFF UR ACCOUNT.

      

      

      He’d also left a little cardboard box on the doorstep containing some of my CDs a couple of bras and a jumper I’d left at his place.

      All positive thinking evaporated and I got mad. Really mad. I wished I had smashed something of his when I had the chance, thrown a pot plant at his sixty-inch flat screen television, or plunged his X-box into a sink full of cold water. I scoured the house for something, anything, that belonged to him but there was nothing to say he’d ever existed here, apart from his red toothbrush.

      I snatched the toothbrush out of the cup, strained and cursed as I tried to snap it in half — but it wouldn't budge. What are they made of? I sat down on the edge of the bath with the toothbrush in my hand and cried. I then wiped my eyes and placed it back in the cup. Stupid, huh?

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 22nd November 16.43

        TO: customerservice@britishenergy.com

      

      

      Dear British Energy,

       

      I am trying to get the name Adam Rickard removed from my British Energy Gas/Electricity account 2098562039485. I am severely jet lagged and I’ve spent a futile day on the phone to your helpline in India. I have spoken to various elderly Indian ladies with names like Emma and Jane, even a Donna who seemed to have an encyclopaedic knowledge of Coronation Street. They have all stated that I need to send something in writing, on headed notepaper, which can prove Adam Rickard doesn't wish to live at this address.

      Adam Rickard did write a letter to me, but he didn’t use headed notepaper. Who dumps someone else using headed notepaper? Maybe a member of the aristocracy — but Adam is far from being an aristocrat.

      As a last resort to try to get this resolved, I have scanned in the note from Adam Rickard ending our relationship. I hope this is now proof enough and the matter will be dealt with as a matter of priority.

       

      Sincerely,

       

      Coco Pinchard
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        Thursday 25th November 17.43

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I’ve been over to see Rosencrantz in his new place in Lewisham. He’s sharing a little terraced house just down the road from the Docklands Light Railway Station. The door was opened by a huge chap with fake tan and dressed as a genie.

      “Did you rub the lamp?” he boomed theatrically, raising his eyebrows.

      “Oh hello,” I said. “Have I got the right address? I’m looking for my son, Rosencrantz Pinchard.”

      “He’s not in right now,” said the genie coming out of character. “Are you Mrs Pinchard?”

      “Yes, hello,” I said. “I’m Coco.”

      “I’m Wayne,” said the genie, offering a huge hand covered in gold rings.

      A tall lean blond guy with a beautiful face appeared behind him. He was dressed in workout gear: shorts, and a sleeveless t-shirt.

      “This is Rosencrantz’s fabulous mother!” said Wayne.

      “Hi Mrs P,” said the other chap, also offering his hand. “I’m Oscar.”

      “I’m the brains, he’s the brawn,” grinned Wayne. “He’s as thick as two short planks but lovely to look at.”

      “Call yourself a genie? I’d like to see you try and squeeze into a lamp,” grinned Oscar.

      “I’m big boned!” said Wayne, winking at me.

      They showed me through the hallway and into a small front room. The place was a tip, but homely. Wayne said that an old lady had lived in the house since the fifties, and when she died, they carted her off and rented the place out with all her belongings still in situ.

      “Why are you dressed as a genie, Wayne?” I asked.

      “I’m doing TIE, for my sins.”

      “What’s TIE?”

      “Theatre in Education, a tour of local schools with a clapped out version of Aladdin. Today’s school was a bit rough,” he said.

      “One of the little bastards stole his clothes out of the changing room, so he had to come home on the bus in his costume,” grinned Oscar.

      “Luckily I keep my wallet and keys in my magic lamp,” Wayne said. “Would you like a cuppa tea, Mrs P?”

      “Yes, please. Do you know when Rosencrantz will be home?”

      “He got a job interview,” said Wayne.

      “Don’t you mean a casting?” I said, pushing a pile of magazines along the sofa and sitting down.

      “He’s got an interview at Abercrombie and Fitch to work in their Savile Row store over Christmas,” said Oscar.

      “If you can call it work,” said Wayne. “All Oscar seems to do is stand outside with his shirt off flirting with the punters!”

      “I fold some jumpers too,” grinned Oscar. “I’m just going to grab a shower,” he added.

      “I’m about to put some dark stuff through on a hot cycle, do you want me to do your workout gear?” offered Wayne.

      Without any warning, Oscar stripped off his shorts and t-shirt down to his briefs. I couldn’t help admire how beautiful he was. They both went off and Wayne came back ten minutes later with a full tea set, side plates, and a giant chocolate cake. I was in heaven.

      “I'm sorry to hear about your feller,” said Wayne as he poured. “Rosencrantz said he was the one.”

      “Did he?”

      “Yes. Nice, was he?”

      “Yes…” I said awkwardly.

      “Knew his way around a woman?”

      “Um…”

      Luckily at that moment Rosencrantz arrived back home.

      “Hi Mum,” he said, giving me a huge hug. “I see you've met the guys.”

      “Yes, they’ve been very hospitable,” I said.

      “And I approve of Mrs P,” said Wayne to Rosencrantz.

      Oscar came down the stairs dressed in a tracksuit with wet hair.

      “Hey man, how did the interview go?” he said.

      “I got the job!”

      Oscar did a high five with Rosencrantz.

      “Oh love, that’s wonderful,” I said proudly.

      “Come on Oscar,” said Wayne. “Let’s give them some peace.”

      They took their tea and disappeared into the kitchen.

      “Shall I show you my room?” said Rosencrantz.

      We went upstairs to a little bedroom with a view of the railway sidings behind the house. A train clattered past. I sat on his bed, which was neatly made, with Bitch sitting on the pillow.

      “Dad phoned me, fishing for the gossip. So did Nan,” he said sitting at a little table, which had his TV and laptop on it.

      “What did you tell them?”

      “That you and Adam had parted company.”

      “Well, he dumped me, Rosencrantz.”

      “I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of hearing that… What are you going to do now?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I haven’t got any work on till the book is published next year. I’m off to see Chris’ new play tomorrow night, the one he’s been directing. Do you want to come?”

      “I can’t, Mum. I’ve got staff training in the evening at Abercrombie and Fitch.”

      “I’m so proud of you, supporting yourself,” I said.

      “I could move back home? If you’re lonely,” he said.

      “No! I’m fine. It looks like fun here, you should enjoy your freedom. That Wayne seems interesting.”

      “He’s great.”

      “And Oscar is gorgeous.”

      “I know… I’ve already shagged him.”

      “Rosencrantz! I’m your mother!”

      “What? I figured shagging him was the sensible thing to do.”

      “How is shag… sleeping with him sensible?”

      “There’s no sexual tension now, we can just be friends. I recommend doing it with all your same-sex friends.”

      “What, so I should jump into bed with Marika?” I said.

      “No! I only recommend it if you’re gay. With sex out of the way, me and Oscar can be really good friends.”

      “What about Wayne?”

      “Oh no, we haven’t shagged Wayne. We think he’s asexual. The only thing that seems to excite him is his Royal teacup collection; he’s got the Coronation, and Charles and Diana’s wedding.”

      “Isn’t he lonely?”

      “We’re all lonely, in one way or another,” said Rosencrantz looking out of the window. “Course, I’m lucky. I’ve got a wicked mum.”

      He leaned over and gave me a long hug.

      On the train home I tried to get my head around it all. I thought I understood what life was all about, but I’m now more confused than ever.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 26th November 13.14

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Meryl Skyped me this morning; she pinged into view with baby Wilfred on her lap, screaming his head off with a face like a little red beef tomato. I thought she might be calling about Adam, but she asked if I would take a look at Wilfred’s bottom. Before I could even say hello, she pantsed the poor kid and held his bare backside up to the webcam. There was a prickly red rash dotted across his skin.

      “What do you think it is?” asked Meryl, settling the screaming Wilfred back on her knee.

      “It looks like nappy rash,” I said. “How long has he had it?”

      “A week, ever since we switched him over to pull-ups. How did Rosencrantz get on with pull-ups?”

      “Well, we didn’t have them when Rosencrantz was little,” I said. “I’d take him to the doctor if it doesn’t clear up.”

      “Do you know how hard it is to get an appointment at our surgery?” she said. “Sometimes I wish I was an asylum seeker in this country. I’d be far better off!”

      “I don’t think so, Meryl, you wouldn’t want to have to flee from an oppressive regime.”

      Tony popped behind Meryl looking as greasy as ever.

      “Morning Coco!” he said. “What are we talking about?”

      “Nappy rash and oppressive regimes,” snapped Meryl. “Both of which our government is doing nothing about.”

      “Here Coco,” said Tony, leaning toward the camera. “So sorry to hear about you and Adam.”

      “Yes, Coco, we’re very sorry,” said Meryl shifting Wilfred to her other knee. “He was the first black man we felt like we really got to know, after Lenny Henry of course.”

      “Ah yes… I felt very sorry for him when I heard about the break-up,” said Tony.

      “Adam broke up with me,” I reminded them.

      “Oh yes, yes, no. I meant Lenny Henry and Dawn French… Very sad business. Who do you think was funnier, Coco?”

      “Out of Dawn French and Lenny Henry?” I said.

      “No, out of you and Adam?” he said.

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “Oh nothing, nothing I was just wondering. I thought Adam was rather witty.”

      “That reminds me, Tony,” said Meryl. “Would you set the Sky box to record The Vicar Of Dibley for me?”

      “Right-o! Nice to talk to you Coco, chin up!” grinned Tony and off he went.

      “You’re so lucky, Coco,” said Meryl. “All alone now and rattling around like Miss Havisham in your big house. I don’t get a minute’s peace. I’d give anything to be Miss Havisham right now. Of course, unlike her I’d keep up with my hoovering. Byeee!” and she vanished from the screen.

      I don’t know how Meryl and Tony manage to seem so concerned and disinterested at the same time.

      I’m looking forward to seeing you at Chris’ new play later. Shall I meet you outside at seven?

       

      Coco xxx

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 27th November 12.33

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      Thanks for your message asking how I am doing. I went to see Chris’ new play last night at The Blue Boar Pub Theatre in Kennington. It was great to see him and Marika after such a long time. When my taxi pulled up, they were already there, smoking under the canopy at the front of the theatre.

      “Thank God you're here,” said Chris, hugging me. “I need more friendly faces. The bar is packed with journalists and critics.”

      “That's good, isn’t it?” I said.

      “I think the play is terrible,” confided Chris in a low voice.

      “Well, you didn’t write it, Shakespeare did,” said Marika. “Blame him.”

      “Oh you Eastern Europeans,” said Chris. “I admire your direct thinking, but it’s the exact opposite with The Bard. He’s wonderful to begin with. As a director you have to live up to his text.”

      Marika rolled her eyes.

      “Let me see you properly, Coco,” she said, giving me the once over. “You’ve lost weight.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “You don’t want to lose it too quickly, you’ll lose those amazing boobs of yours.”

      “I do not have amazing boobs,” I said.

      “You do,” said Marika. “I would kill for big boobs like yours.”

      “I would kill for your little pert ones,” I said.

      “Ladies, can we stop the booby-talk, I can’t cope with this right now,” said Chris.

      “So what’s Macbeth about?” asked Marika.

      “You can’t name it, Marika!” I cried. “It’s bad luck.”

      “It’s okay. It’s only bad luck to say it in the theatre,” said Chris.

      Just then, we saw the Daily Mail critic Nicholas De Jong walk inside.

      “Oh my God, I’m done for. De Jong is going to hate it,” said Chris.

      “You don’t know that,” said Marika. “You’re a great director.”

      “I think I’ve made the mistake of casting my boyfriend Julian as the lead. He’s too pretty. He’s more McFly than Macbeth. I let lust get in the way…”

      We heard a bell ringing faintly.

      “Oh God, that’s the fifteen minute call, I’d better go,” he said.

      We wished him luck and he moved off through the crowds and into the pub.

      “Do you want some crisps?” said Marika. “Feed you up a bit?”

      “I don’t fancy food at all,” I said. “I can’t sleep… I just keep checking my phone and wishing…”

      “The hospital would call to say Adam’s been involved in a hideous accident?” said Marika.

      “No, just wishing that he’d call…”

      “Ah, you’re still at the stage where you miss him. Let me know when you get to the wanting to seek revenge stage. That’s my specialty!”

      I gave her a weak grin.

      “Come here you,” she said, putting her arm around me. “Let’s go watch some Shakespeare and get pissed.”

       

      The after show party was held at Cathedral private members’ club in Soho. We commandeered a table in a quiet corner and Chris treated us to cocktails all night.

      “I did this play to try to kickstart some work for me,” said Chris after we had sunk a few rounds. “My momentum has ground to a halt since I directed Chasing Diana Spencer: the Musical… I should have taken up the offer to stage the nativity play at my niece’s school.”

      We both laughed.

      “I’m serious. Benenden is one of the top private girls’ schools in the country. I would have got more exposure directing a bunch of twelve year olds in 'Follow that Star’.”

      “Well, it's only November,” I said. “Can’t you change your mind?”

      “No. they’ve given it to a trainee director from the Royal Court Theatre.”

      “Well, I thought your boyfriend did a good job as Macbeth,” I said. “Didn’t he, Marika?”

      “He was terrible,” said Marika. “Nice to look at, but how do you say it in English? He couldn’t act his way out of a bag…”

      I kicked her under the table, wishing she would just lie for once.

      “A paper bag,” said Chris. “He couldn’t act his way out of a paper bag.”

      We looked over at Julian on the dance floor; he was drunk and dancing on his own, dry humping one of the pillars in a kind of pole dance.

      “He’s losing interest in me,” said Chris. “I think we’re at that stage in the older guy, younger guy gay relationship where the Stockholm Syndrome is wearing off.”

      We both laughed.

      “I’m serious, I seem to land these young guys and then I have to keep hold of them by buying them designer gear and paying their bills.”

      A dark-haired young guy danced up to Julian and, without much introduction, they began snogging.

      “And now I’m single,” said Chris. “Someone say something to cheer me up, please?”

      “I had a blind date last Friday with a complete moron,” said Marika. “I slept with him, then didn’t return his calls. Then he turned up on Monday at school as our Head OFSTED Inspector. He’s deciding on the future of my job and the school.”

      Chris and I laughed.

      “It’s not funny!” she protested.

      “It is, a little bit,” said Chris.

      ‘You’re right… Let’s forget about all of this crap, go somewhere else and dance,” said Marika.

      “Okay. You two grab a cab, I have to go and dump my boyfriend,” said Chris, as if he was popping to the bar for a packet of dry roasted peanuts.

      We moved on to a pub in Soho with a late licence. We danced, drank, and almost forgot our worries until the bar started thinning out, and the staff flicked the lights on. When we stumbled out, we were shocked to see it was light; it was almost six in the morning.

      We waved goodbye to Marika who got the train home. Chris and I flagged down a taxi on Old Compton Street, which dropped me off at the Tesco Metro in Baker Street.

      “Thanks hun,” I said. “Will you be ok, after Julian?”

      “I’ve got you and Marika, I’ll be fine,” he said.

      I kissed Chris goodbye and made a dash inside Tesco to grab a pint of milk.

      Where I ran into Adam. He was fresh from some kind of exercise, showered, and looking in rude health in a red tracksuit. I was wearing last night’s crumpled clothes and had the remnants of last night’s eyeliner smudged across my cheek. We stopped for a moment, and stared at each other, then he muttered “Excuse me”, leaned across and took a pint of skimmed milk. I watched him walk away and go through the self-checkout. I was in shock. Rooted to the spot. I couldn’t move. I stared as he dropped coins in the paying dish, took his receipt and left without looking back.

      A thought jolted through my brain. He always drinks full cream milk. Since when does he drink skimmed? Who was he trying to impress? Suddenly, I was convinced he was seeing someone else. I dropped my milk, ran out of Tesco, and tried to find him amongst the crowds, but he had vanished.

      I then set off for his flat and rang the buzzer. When no one answered, I hammered on the door. It opened suddenly, and I came face to face with a middle-aged woman.

      “Who are you?” I demanded.

      “I beg your pardon?” she said, shocked. She was wearing a pink towelling dressing gown, her grey hair was scraped back in a ponytail, and she wore specs on a silver chain.

      “It’s you. Do you drink skimmed milk?”

      “Who are you?”

      “Don't play games with me,” I said and barged past her and into the flat.

      I stopped short in the living room. It was full of boxes, some wicker furniture, books, and an old PC with a tabby cat sleeping on the monitor. I turned to her.

      “Where did you put Adam's stuff?” I demanded.

      “I’ve just rented the flat from Adam Rickard, if that’s who you mean,” she said. She looked scared. “Whoever you are, I need you to leave. Now… Or I'll call the police.”

      I looked around once more and then ran past her out onto the street. I was cold and tired so I came home and sat in last night’s clothes thinking… Adam has moved? What's going on?

      Although, I now realise that woman is probably his new tenant, and not his girlfriend.
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        Wednesday 1st December 16.02

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I slept fitfully again last night and dreamt about Adam standing at the top of the stairs in his red tracksuit. I started climbing towards him, but halfway up, the stairs turned into an escalator going the wrong way and, as fast as I ran, I couldn’t reach him.

      I woke at five bathed in sweat. I couldn’t face staying in bed, so I came down to make a cup of tea. I flicked the radio on and heard that this is the coldest start to December in twenty years. As it got light, snow began to fall, swirling around lazily before settling on the ground. It carried on snowing and soon the grey streets were transformed.

      At half nine there was a knock at the front door. Through the peephole, I could make out Rosencrantz with Wayne and Oscar, all rugged up with the snow whirling around them. I quickly opened the door and pulled them inside.

      “It’s like London is shut down. There’s no people about, no trains or buses running,” said Rosencrantz excitedly.

      “How did you get here?” I said.

      “A dodgy mini-cab, with a driver who was willing to risk it.”

      I took them through to the kitchen. They were all grinning oddly.

      “It’s a nice gaff you’ve got, Mrs P,” said Oscar, unzipping his jacket.

      “It’s elegant, homely,” said Wayne, unwinding his scarf theatrically. “Is the kitchen Ikea? Klöepenklund? Flöngenfart? Skänka?”

      “Um, I don’t remember,” I said. “Rosencrantz picked it out for us when he was thirteen.”

      “It’s a Conran kitchen,” said Rosencrantz. “And the grooves on the draining board were cut with a laser.”

      “That’s really cool,” said Oscar.

      I didn’t understand why they’d trekked across London in the snow to admire the kitchen, and Rosencrantz was still wearing his huge winter coat.

      “Have you had any breakfast?” I asked.

      They all shook their heads, smirking.

      “Why not put the kettle on, Mum?” said Rosencrantz knowingly.

      I turned to fill the kettle and when I turned back, there was a tiny Maltese puppy sitting on the kitchen island.

      “Do you like him, Mum? I had him in my coat,” grinned Rosencrantz.

      “What are you doing getting a dog?” I said. “Do you know how much work a dog is? And you’ve just gone and got a job!”

      “He's for you,” said Rosencrantz. “So you won't be lonely.”

      The little dog stared up at me with eager little eyes. I opened my mouth to say, I can't have a dog, I haven't got time! But, I have got time. Too much time.

      The boys were watching curiously, much like they do when a new animal is introduced into a cage at the zoo. I reached out and the little white pup licked me, and then put his tiny furry paw in my hand. I gently scooped him up. He was so soft and beautiful and he snuggled into the crook of my arm. I started to well up.

      “Don’t you want him?” said Rosencrantz anxiously.

      “Yes, he’s perfect,” I said. “I’m just… I haven’t slept much.”

      Wayne pulled a lace hanky from his bag and handed it over, and Oscar patted my shoulder.

      The puppy stood up in my arms with his front legs on my chest and licked my tears with a tiny pink tongue.

      “He's so cute!” said Oscar, ruffling his little mop of silky fur.

      “He's a matinee idol!” declared Wayne, clasping his hand to an imaginary décolletage.

      “He’s a pedigree,” said Rosencrantz. “His parents are show dogs… Oscar’s mum is a breeder.”

      “We all chipped in,” said Oscar.

      “Thank you, boys,” I grinned. “I never dreamed I’d get a dog… What should I call him?”

      “We thought you could call him Rocco,” said Wayne.

      “In tribute to Rocco Ritchie,” said Oscar.

      “Madonna’s son,” added Rosencrantz.

      “Hello Rocco,” I said.

      Rocco sneezed in approval, gave me another lick and I put him on the floor. I made the boys tea and toast, and we spent a happy hour watching Rocco sniff and explore the kitchen. Then they said they would leave me to bond with him.

      “We’re going to have a walk through St James’s Park and take some snowy photos,” said Wayne, pulling a camera out of his bag. “These two are my models.”

      “Thanks, boys, for everything,” I said tearfully as they left. They waved, then pulled up their hoods and crunched off in the snow.

      When they’d gone, I realised I had no food for Rocco, no bed or bowl, lead or coat. The poor little thing was starving, but the cupboards were bare. I scrabbled around the kitchen as he shifted on his little paws, snorting and wuffling impatiently, and finally unearthed some of those little UHT milk creamers you put in coffee. I opened one and knelt down, offering him the tiny pot of milk. He went crazy for it, lapping away hungrily, all the time watching me with his little brown eyes. I opened another and another and soon he had drunk six. He licked my hand happily, then stretched out on the kitchen floor and fell asleep.

      I’m just about to brave the snow and stock up on doggy things.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 3rd December 14.56

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Rocco won’t eat! I’ve made him beef stew, grilled chicken, pork chops, all in his lovely new red bowl, but all of which he’s sniffed at dismissively then turned on his little paws and pranced off. Not only that, he’s rejected all forms of dog food, from the big butch tins to the little gourmet foil containers.

      The only thing he will touch is those little milks. I have to open each one individually and hold it out for him to lap at. Myself and Chris have made frequent trips to the coffee shop in Regent’s Park, the only place we can get our hands on the little milks.

      With all this snow London is eerily empty, well, at least the bits I’ve seen. The parked cars are covered in a layer of ice.

      Despite his disinterest in food, Rocco seems to be thriving. He showers me with affection, he never leaves my side, he’s even taken to toilet training. Every two hours he gives a little bark and I let him out in the back garden. I have dug a little path for him in the snow, and he scampers along it to do his business, then scampers back, and I wrap him up in a towel to keep warm. He even sleeps on the bed curled up beside me!

      How are you enjoying your school being closed? I wish you could make it across here. I’ve got a big fire roaring in the living room.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 6th December 16.14

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      After a weekend of Rocco still not eating, Chris came with me to take him to the vet. The snow is so deep and he is so tiny that I carried him in a little wicker basket. He lay there happily with his head poking out from under a blanket. The vet said that Rocco seems to be growing and is perfectly healthy. She suggested I try and hide cottage cheese or peanut butter in the little milk containers, and then normal food, in the hope he’ll start eating properly.

      The vet is a beautiful young Irish woman. Her examination room was filled with pictures of her and a dashing dark-haired chap. I don’t think she’s been in London long. As she put Rocco back in his basket she asked me and Chris how long we’d been together.

      “We’re both single,” I said, which hung desperately in the air and I saw a tinge of pity in her eyes.

      “How has she got a man?” asked Chris when we were back out on the snowy pavement. “She must spend half of her time with her hand up a cow’s backside.”

      “I doubt that” I said. “She’s a central London vet, she makes a fortune immunising handbag dogs. Of course she’s a catch!”

      We needed cheering up so we went for a coffee at Insomnia Café on Marylebone High Street. It’s full of twits on laptops and a latte costs £4.75, but it’s the only place apart from Regents Park Café that has a big basket full of those little milks. Whilst I went and ordered, Chris filled up his pockets for me. We found a table in the corner and I put Rocco, who was asleep in his basket, on the chair beside me. Christmas music was playing and some of the baristas were hanging lights and decorating a large tree.

      “I’ve got no work on the horizon,” said Chris, staring blankly at a pile of Christmas pannetone. “No plans.”

      “How did Macbeth go?” I said.

      “It went by without a blip on the radar. No reviews, no press, nothing…”

      “And Julian?”

      “He’s moved out. I miss seeing our iPods, side by side, on their little docks,” he said.

      “I’ve still kept Adam’s toothbrush, I can’t bring myself to throw it away.”

      Just then Lonely This Christmas began to play in the coffee shop.

      “Look, why don’t we spend Christmas together?” I suggested. “We always talk about, but we’ve never done it.”

      “That’s another sad story,” he said. “I got drunk the other night and had a blackout. When I woke up I found an email confirming I’d booked Christmas in an ice hotel in Lapland.”

      I asked him why he would book an ice hotel, as we both know he loathes the cold.

      “I vaguely remember sitting on the remote, and the Pingu DVD I have for when my niece comes round started playing.”

      “So you fancied spending Christmas with a little plasticine penguin?” I said.

      “It’s not funny. They've already debited six grand out of my bank account.”

      “Six grand!”

      “Of course, me being an idiot, I booked the penthouse.”

      Rocco woke up and sneezed loudly. I lifted the blanket and he was lying on his back, four paws in the air. He shook himself, rolled over onto his front, and tugged at my sleeve with his teeth.

      “He needs feeding,” I said and opened a couple of the little milks. “It takes him a few times to latch onto the carton.”

      “Oh my God,” said Chris. “My life is flashing before my eyes. This same café, twenty years ago, you feeding Rosencrantz, although back then the milk was in different packaging.”

      “I remember,” I said wistfully. “Back then I was a natural blonde, Amazon was a rainforest, and google was the noise a baby made…”

      “And here you are with another baby, of sorts. You've moved on with your life but I'm just as rudderless as I was then.”

      “You’re not rudderless Chris,” I said.

      “Sorry Cokes, I’m gonna go,” he said. “I told Rosencrantz I’d pop in to see him at Abercrombie and Fitch. He’s going to let me use his staff discount to buy my Christmas presents. My mother wants a new baseball cap, for when she goes shooting.”

      “I’m always here for you Chris,” I said. He gave me a hug. “Tell Rosencrantz I’ll be in to see him as soon as Rocco is on solid food.”

      He rolled his eyes and went off into the snow. I sipped my £4.75 latte and caught sight of one of the baristas behind the counter looking at me. He was dark, well built, and rather handsome. He winked. I looked round but saw he was winking at me!

      At that moment Rockin’ Around The Christmas Tree started playing and the lights on the huge Christmas tree switched on. The café looked beautiful with the snow falling softly outside.

      I am totally unprepared for Christmas. Do you have a tree yet? Have you bought cards? What about decorations? Clothes to wear? Where are you going for Christmas? And what do you want? I can’t think of anything, but I can't ask people for cigarettes again. Chris did bring round an advent calendar this morning, and I had the fleeting pleasure of opening six doors at once.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 7th December 09.19

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I spent ages last night stuffing empty mini milk cartons with titbits of dog food, meat and peanut butter. They were like doggy canapés when I’d finished, but Rocco saw through my attempts to dupe him and barked for milk. He woke me at four, five, and six this morning. There was none left in the house so I had to put him in his little wicker basket full of towels and make a trip back to Insomnia Café. It was one of the only places with the lights on so early. The handsome barista who winked at me was working and, on closer inspection, I have decided to upgrade his description to gorgeous. He smiled with the cutest dimples and asked what I wanted.

      “A latte please,” I said.

      Rocco poked his nose out from under his blanket.

      “What kind?” he said, placing a cup under the huge silver coffee machine.

      “A latte… It’s got lots of milk in it,” I said helpfully.

      “No, I know what a latte is,” he grinned. “What kind is your dog?”

      “Oh, he’s a Maltese,” I said.

      The guy had on a tight white t-shirt. On his left pectoral a name tag said, ‘Xavier’.

      “I've got a large sausage,” he said.

      My eyes strayed to the bulge in the front of his tight black trousers.

      “Sausage dogs are a lovely breed,” he added.

      “Yes, of course,” I said, dragging my eyes back up to his.

      Then I couldn't think of anything else to say. The milk bubbled and squawked as he steamed it in a big jug. When he turned to brew the coffee, I grabbed a couple of handfuls of Rocco’s little milks and slipped them into the pockets of my winter coat. Xavier finished my latte in a swirly pattern, before pressing on a takeaway lid. He leaned over the counter and pulled up the towel. Rocco rolled over and stuck his four paws in the air, yawning.

      “You be a good guard dog on the way home,” he said.

      Rocco opened one eye, sneezed on Xavier’s hand and settled back down to sleep.

      Xavier came round from behind the counter and opened the door for me.

      “Go carefully,” he winked. “I’d hate to see you fall over.”

      As I shuffled off in the snow, I felt a little thrilled by the encounter.

      Back at home Rocco drank and drank until he'd emptied sixteen little milks. He then watched me intently whilst I made him a little bowl of plain rice with some organic wild boar meat puppy food (£7.95 a tin) mixed in, but he sniffed it dismissively, then pranced out to pee in the hallway. So I've found myself with another man I'm cooking for and cleaning up after.

      Love, Coco x

       

      P.S. Would you babysit Rocco for a couple of hours? I promised I’d go and see Rosencrantz at work.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 8th December 15.37

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I’ve just been to the Abercrombie and Fitch store to see Rosencrantz. It feels more like a nightclub than a clothes shop. It’s a huge building on Savile Row with video screens filling the windows and music pumping out. The smell of cologne hits you about five hundred yards before you reach the entrance.

      Oscar was standing outside, topless, in a pair of jeans and flip flops greeting customers as they streamed past, ogling him.

      “Hey Mrs P!” he said with a big grin.

      “Aren’t you a bit cold?” I asked.

      “I’m allowed to wear a woolly hat,” he said.

      A group of hysterical Japanese girls appeared and started taking photos.

      “Sorry Mrs P, I need to concentrate now,” he said seriously, as if he were about to perform a heart bypass. The girls threw themselves at him and he almost toppled over.

      Inside the lighting was low, making the artfully laid out tables of folded clothes look even more tempting. The supermodel staff were all dancing unselfconsciously to the music.

      I spied Rosencrantz boogying away on the second level and climbed the dark wooden staircase to meet him.

      “Hello love,” I shouted.

      “Hi Mum,” he said, carrying on dancing. “Are you on your own?”

      I said I was.

      “The manager isn’t keen on my family visiting.”

      “Why?”

      He told me that Ethel had been in yesterday with her friend Irene, but they hadn’t twigged that Abercrombie and Fitch is a clothes shop. Ethel went up to the till and ordered half a cider and a port and lemon.

      “Nan was really rude to the guy serving,” he said. “When he told her she couldn’t have a drink, she accused him of being ageist and then barged behind the till to pour her own.”

      “What happened?”

      “He called the manager and had them escorted off the premises. She’s now barred from every Abercrombie and Fitch in the UK.”

      I started laughing.

      “It’s not funny, Mum. There’s now a CCTV picture of Nan in the staffroom, and underneath it says what to do if you see her.”

      “What do you do if you see her?”

      “Trigger the silent alarm and then Security comes.”

      “I wish I had that for when she pops round to the house,” I said.

      “How about I meet you in the Starbucks opposite in ten minutes,” he said. “I’m due for my lunch…”

      He joined me as promised and we had turkey cranberry sandwiches and gingerbread lattes amongst the chaos of Christmas shoppers traipsing in and out, laden with bags.

      “They’ve asked me to work on Christmas Eve and Boxing Day,” he said through a bite of sandwich. “It’s triple time, so I said yes… It means I won’t be able to come with you all to Auntie Meryl’s.”

      “Meryl’s?” I said.

      “Yeah for Christmas.”

      He saw my face.

      “Aren’t you going to Auntie Meryl’s?”

      “No. I haven’t been invited,” I said.

      “Dad is, so is Nan. I just assumed you would be… Well, I’m definitely not going now.”

      I spent the rest of lunch being nonchalant and saying it was all fine, but it wasn’t. A soon as I said goodbye to Rosencrantz, I dived into a shop doorway further down the road, and called Meryl. She wasn’t in and her phone went to voicemail.

      “Watson Funerals! We take care of any body…”

      The pun hurt my ears as much as her voice did. I debated leaving a message, but I didn’t want to end up actually being invited for Christmas. I just wanted to make a fuss about why I wasn’t.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 8th December 20.37

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Meryl is really rubbing it in now. She’s just emailed her round robin Christmas letter. I’ve attached it below.

       

      ATTACHMENT

      FROM: meryl.watson@yahoo.com

      TO: cocopinchard27@gmail.com

       

      Dear Friends, Family, Acquaintances, and Tradespersons,

       

      It barely seems like yesterday that I sat down, pulled up a pouffe and reached for the Basildon Bond to write to you with season’s greetings.

      Apologies for me emailing this letter, but with more work on than ever at our Undertaker’s business (a mass shoot-out at our local kebab shop has been keeping us very busy), I haven’t had time to organise my stationery. Not that I am too upset; Royal Mail's Wallace and Gromit Christmas stamps are a classic example of this country's slipping standards. Should Queen Elizabeth the Second really share a stamp with two lumps of modelling clay? What is wrong with a nativity scene at Christmas? Moreover, why are we no longer permitted to lick our stamps? They've all gone pre-adhesive, no doubt due to some ridiculous European law for fear that the old ones were too high in calories or that we may cut our tongues. Saying that, it hasn’t fazed Tony as he was never much of a fan of all the licking I made him do!

      2010 has been a glorious year. I gave birth to our beloved son. He was very punctual and arrived on time, but thanks to a blunder at our local NHS Trust I couldn't have the water birth I so desired. According to the midwife, someone had stolen the plug for the birthing pool.

      It was a long labour — 126 hours — and I am proud to say I survived the whole ordeal on just half a paracetamol. Wilfred Ogilvy Thatcher Watson came into the world at 2.03 in the morning on 14th March weighing 13lb 12oz (ouch)! He is my little angel, a gift I never thought I would get so late in life.

      And gosh, he’s a very advanced baby! I’m quite positive he has already learnt to read. He always claps his hands in delight when he sees the Waitrose sign as we drive to do the weekly shop.

      Watson Funerals had its best month ever in August (twenty-three people died after contracting Legionnaires disease from a mucky Jacuzzi at the leisure centre), so in September I decided to completely redecorate the house. I’ve had the living room and drawing room remodelled as almost an exact replica of Sandringham House, The Queen’s private residence. We have our own version of The White Drawing Room and The Saloon!

      This will be Wilfred's first Christmas, so we’ll be reconnecting with family, spending the festivities with those we really care for: my brother Daniel, mother Ethel, nephew Rosencrantz and Tony’s family. I’ll be pulling out all of the stops. As we now share the same decor as The Queen, I’ve decided we’ll have the same Christmas! We’ll be having the same food, and following the same programme of events, although I won’t be addressing the nation at 3pm. I leave that to Her Majesty!

      We wish you a very Merry Christmas and a Happy and Prosperous New Year.

       

      Meryl, Tony and Wilfred Watson

       

       

      The cheeky cow! To think all the years she came here for Christmas, ate my food, and pulled my crackers! I’m seething.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 9th December 10.45

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Marika phoned me from the staff room at work. I asked her what I should do about Meryl.

      “Remind me what the problem is?” she said. “You haven’t been invited to spend Christmas with her?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Or Ethel, or Tony or your idiot ex-husband…”

      “Yep.”

      “And you’ve always said it was your dream to spend Christmas on your own?”

      “Yes…”

      There was a silence.

      “Are you still there?” I said.

      “Yeah, I’m just waiting to hear what the problem is?”

      “It’s the principle,” I whined.

      “People who bang on about ‘the principle’ never get far in life,” she said. “What’s Meryl’s number? I could phone and remind her of the principle involved and demand you be part of her Sandringham Christmas.”

      “Don’t you dare!” I said.

      “Just leave it then, Coco. It’s her problem, not yours. Buy her a really shit present, like stretch mark cream.”

      “Hey, I could get Tony some Viagra off the internet too!”

      “Talking of Viagra, what’s going on with that hottie at the coffee shop?”

      “Who? Xavier? Nothing!” I said.

      “How often have you been to the café?”

      “Well, lots. I’ve been going in to get milk for Rocco. He’s very sweet and a bit flirty.”

      “Maybe you should do something. God, woman, you’ll regret your timidity when you’re a pensioner. You make life far more difficult than it should be…”

      I came off the phone and thought maybe I should do something. Shake things up a bit.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 13th December 11.36

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Thank you for your chat the other day. Over the weekend I had a think and you’re right, I do make things too complicated. I’m going to stop thinking about Meryl and have the most wonderful, selfish, lazy Christmas, eating sushi and a whole tin of Quality Street under the Christmas tree.

      I also did something about Xavier. It did strike me that he might be gay (the hot ones usually are) so I dragged Chris out of bed to Insomnia Café.

      “He’s straight,” announced Chris the second we walked through the big glass door.

      Xavier hadn’t even turned round; he was bent over re-stocking the fridge.

      “How do you know?” I whispered.

      Xavier was wearing his tight black barista trousers and smart black shoes.

      “It’s his underwear. See? He’s wearing some grey boxers off the market. Any respecting gay guy with his body would most certainly be wearing designer undies.”

      Sure enough, Xavier had a big pair of grey briefs bunching up and spilling over his waistband.

      “That’s great,” I grinned.

      “For you,” he huffed. “I’m going back to bed.”

      “Don’t you want coffee? My treat.”

      “No, I’ll use my machine at home. At least my machine won’t reject me like a hot, straight guy,” and he stomped off in his snow boots.

      Xavier made me a latte as usual, and as he was warming the milk, I took a deep breath and invited him to come as my date to Angie’s Christmas party next week. He looked a bit surprised — but he said yes! How impressed are you?

       

      P.S. Can you babysit Rocco whilst I’m at the party?

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 13th December 13.12

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Marika has just phoned me from the staff room.

      “Are you mad?” she cried. “What are you doing inviting some random guy from your local coffee shop to Angie’s Christmas party?”

      “He’s not random. He’s Xavier.”

      “Okay, where does he live? What’s his surname? Has he got a wife? An ex-wife? Has he got children?”

      “I don’t know,” I said sheepishly.

      “Well, you should find out before the party. All these people you work with are going to ask about your date, and you can’t say I don’t know… They’ll think you’ve hired an escort.”

      “You said I should do something!”

      “I meant flirt back! Look Cokes, that’s the lunch bell, I’ve got to go…”

      “What should I do now?”

      “I’ll tell you what I told my year eights before their SATs.”

      “What?”

      “Revise, so get down to Insomnia Café and start revising.”

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 15th December 08.12

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      During my past three visits to Insomnia Café, I’ve managed to winkle some titbits of information about Xavier. He’s studying to be an architect and he works the early morning shift and weekends. He has no children “that he knows of” (his joke). His surname is Michael.

      I also went for a full six hours without thinking about Adam yesterday, but then felt weirdly guilty that I’d forgotten him for so long.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 16th December 09.15

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Rosencrantz sent me an email from Meryl with the arrangements for her Sandringham Christmas. I shudder to think I was married to her flesh and blood for over twenty years.

       

      ATTACHMENT

      FROM: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      TO: cocopinchard27@gmail.com

       

      The Watson’s Sandringham Christmas.

       

      At the behest and request of Meryl, Tony and Wilfred Watson, you are cordially invited to spend a truly memorable Sandringham-themed Christmas.

       

      When: 24th - 27th December 2010.

       

      Where: ‘Bonvivant’, Abacus Blvd, Milton Keynes, MK1 7TY

       

      Please familiarise yourself with the following programme of events.

       

      CHRISTMAS EVE

      (Dress code; casual tweed)

      Guests will be expected to arrive before 4 p.m. when tea will be taken on my Royal Doulton in The White Drawing Room (small-scale replica of the one at Sandringham House)

       

      4 p.m. Earl Grey tea, sandwiches, scones and muffins will be in abundance. This will be a chance to take the first look at the Christmas tree, freshly dug and delivered from Norfolk.

      6 p.m. We will open gifts (following in the German tradition of unwrapping gifts the night before Christmas). All gifts will be laid out on a white-linen-covered table with name tags. (Be prepared to make a short thank-you speech if required.)

      7.10 p.m. After gifts, it is off to the Saloon for Dubonnet and gin cocktails.

      7.45 p.m. Amply refreshed, we will dress for dinner. Ladies in gowns, gents in black tie.

      8 p.m. The gong will sound for dinner (I found a nice gong in John Lewis). The Queen always arrives fashionably late at 8.15 p.m. and as your hostess I will observe the same custom. Dinner will be by candlelight in the dining room with a shrimp appetiser, followed by a main course of game and a dessert of tarte Tatin.

      10.15 p.m. Coffee, port and brandy.

      Midnight. Bed.

       

      CHRISTMAS DAY

      (Dress code smart church outfits, no jeans or crop-tops.)

      7 a.m. Breakfast in the dining room. Bacon, sausage, eggs, toast and tea. You will be able to take your pick from the traditional English menu for breakfast.

      11 a.m. Christmas service at St Michael’s Church led by the Reverend Damian Leviticus. This is walking distance, although dial-a-ride will take my mother and any small children.

      12.30 p.m. Turkey lunch with all the trimmings. The Queen has a bird from her Norfolk estate so we have done the next best thing and ordered something from Bernard Matthews.

      2.30 p.m. Meryl’s Christmas speech. I’ve decided after all to do my own Christmas speech, just before The Queen. This will either be live in the White Drawing Room, or if Tony can get the video camera going, I’ll pre-record it.

      3 p.m. The Queen’s Speech.

      3.15 p.m. The Queen’s Speech, (The movie starring Helen Mirren).

      5.30 p.m. Charades, Monopoly whatever people want, this will be free and easy. (Fill in the enclosed form with which you’d prefer.)

      8 p.m. Turkey leftovers with a fresh lobster salad to start.

      10.15 p.m. Coffee, port and brandy.

      Midnight. Bed.

       

      BOXING DAY

      (Warm smart tweed.)

      I’m trying to arrange a pheasant shoot, and hire a few corgis to pick up the dead birds. I will keep you posted!

       

      27th DECEMBER

      7.00 a.m. Everyone departs. Filled with happy memories of a truly unique Christmas.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 18th December 03.37

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I went to Angie's Christmas party last night. Rocco was devastated I was leaving him. He howled, yowled, and barked, pacing up and down and pulling at my coat when I went to leave.

      “What am I doing, dating?” I said.

      “You’ve left it too late to cancel,” said Marika. “Xavier is out there in a taxi.”

      “I can't go!” I said looking down at his Rocco’s pleading face. “Look!” I knelt down and he stood on his back legs and put his fluffy paws against my cheek.

      “I'll only be gone for a couple of hours,” I said. His little eyes searched my face, but he didn't understand and cried even more. I left quickly, hearing his howls from inside as I crunched down the snow-covered path to Xavier.

      “Hello,” I said when I climbed in the taxi and sat beside him. He looked very fashionable and young in a tight red shirt and a black bow tie. He also smelt lovely.

      “Hello,” he grinned, leaning in and kissing me on the cheek. “You look great.”

      We didn’t say anything else for the rest of the journey to Angie’s. I was devoid of conversation, and we passed it in awkward silence with the taxi driver eyeballing us in his rearview mirror.

      Angie’s house looked beautiful. Her living room with its double height ceiling was decorated to within an inch of its life with acres of fairy lights, and three huge Christmas trees. Her giant fireplace was filled with logs and a fierce fire was blazing. The sash windows were all open, but the room was still sweltering.

      “Hi love,” she said, squeezing through sweaty people to kiss me. “Who’s this?”

      “This is Xavier Michael,” I said. “He’s thirty-eight and training to be an architect.”

      Angie shook his hand.

      “Sorry, I’m not hiring anyone new,” she said, “although my builders are making a right royal fuck-up…”

      “No, he doesn’t work as an architect yet, right now he’s a barista.”

      “You look a bit young to be called to the bar,” said Angie, exhaling smoke and squinting at him.

      “No, a barista… he works in my local coffee shop.”

      “Oh, I see…” said Angie, nodding with a sly smile. She went off to mingle, and on her way past whispered, “You dirty cow, picking up a tradesperson.”

      “Is she your sister?” said Xavier, grabbing us drinks from a passing waiter.

      I realised Xavier knew nothing much about me either. I went to tell him what I did, but Angie came back with her son, Barry.

      “Tell him how good further education is,” said Angie to Xavier. “He’s just been released from Feltham Young Offenders Institution, he could do with further-educating himself out of the shit.”

      She then pulled me away to talk to my editor.

      More guests flooded in and I lost sight of Barry and Xavier. Several drinks later, after talking to my editor, cover designer, and the Head of Media Strategy at my publishing house (they are planning a huge launch for Agent Fergie in the spring), I set off to find Xavier.

      Angie’s new house is huge. I climbed three flights of stairs, searching in bedrooms and bathrooms all tastefully decorated in Molton Brown colours. I came to the top landing and noticed a small door ajar on one wall. I pulled it open and climbed up a narrow little staircase which was very tatty in relation to the rest of the house. The cool air hit me as I came out on a flat piece of roof high above London. Xavier and Barry were standing together. They started laughing.

      “Shit, I thought you were my mother,” said Barry, collapsing into giggles.

      “She’s not my mother!” said Xavier, exploding in laughter.

      I sniffed the air.

      “Is that marijuana I can smell?”

      Xavier and Barry looked at each other and laughed again.

      “Are you smoking…”

      “Don’t tell my mum, she’ll flip,” said Barry taking a joint he’d had behind his back and inhaling.

      “What? She’d do a back flip? Is she a gymnast?” laughed Xavier.

      “No, she’s my agent and my friend!” I said. “And she’d kill you if she found out. Aren’t you on probation, Barry?”

      “Yeah!” He carried on laughing.

      “Barry! It’s not funny. I don’t know why you insist on breaking your mother’s heart. And smoking weed fries your brain and makes everything seem futile. Please don’t waste your life!”

      Suddenly the little door opened. Barry dropped the joint but it skidded into the middle of us all. Angie appeared.

      “What are you all doing?” she said. “I can smell weed.”

      Angie always looks in control but as she searched Barry’s face for an answer, I could see she was scared. She looked so vulnerable.

      “I’m smoking a joint,” I said suddenly.

      “You're smoking a joint?” said Angie, incredulously.

      “Yes, I am,” I said picking it up off the floor. “Sorry, it’s my joint.”

      “I, um, showed her up to the roof, to smoke it,” said Barry.

      “Why the hell are you smoking weed, Coco?” asked Angie.

      “I prefer the term medical marijuana,” I bluffed.

      Angie carried on staring, showing another emotion I’ve never seen before: shock. I put the joint to my lips and took a big drag. Behind Angie, Barry was frantically signalling to me, and I realised why. It was super-strength and hit me like a train.

      “Why are you on medical marijuana?” said Angie in a low voice.

      “Um… menopause…” I muttered.

      “Ok… uh, okay,” she said, seeing Xavier. “Sorry. Just please don’t smoke drugs in front of my son. You know how hard it’s been to get him away from this stuff.”

      “Sorry,” I gulped and flicked the rest of the joint over the edge. We watched the ember slowly float down to the street below.

      “Now come on, Barry,” said Angie. “I’ve got an author of mine I want you to meet, he lectures at Cambridge. He might be able to swing you a place.”

      They went off and closed the little door behind them. Xavier grinned at me.

      “So you’re an author and she’s your agent?”

      “Yes,” I said, feeling the roof begin to spin.

      “And you just covered for her bad boy son? You’ve got a wild side.”

      Xavier suddenly leant over and kissed me. Without thinking I kissed him back. The joint did something reckless to me. I started to unbutton his shirt and run my hand across his chest which was firm and hot. We kissed harder and I moved my hand across his abs and down. Whatever I had inhaled was messing with my head. I closed my eyes and imagined it was Adam kissing me, it was Adam I was touching.

      Suddenly, something very warm and thick landed with a thud in my palm, and carried on along my wrist. I opened my eyes and looked down. He’d unzipped his trousers, presenting me with the most enormous penis I’ve ever seen (and this was in minus temperatures too)! I screamed and leapt away.

      “What? Are you okay?” he said.

      “I thought it was a snake!” I shrilled, then started laughing uncontrollably. Xavier hurriedly tucked it back in his trousers. He looked embarrassed and a little betrayed. I realised I was being unfair to him, and that I was rather wasted. I suddenly felt sick. I ran to the railing of the roof and threw up over the side. I threw up again and felt Xavier gently hold my hair back for me. When I’d finished he offered me a tissue.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Do you want me to take you home? I mean, drop you off at home?”

      I nodded.

      He helped me down all the flights of stairs, through the party and out onto the street. There was a gaggle of people stood around staring up at the house and Angie was watching a black cab drive away.

      “What’s going on?” I said.

      “A right fuck up, that’s what! I invited the head of Harper Collins UK, cos I’m inches away from a five-book deal with them, and when he arrives he gets splattered in vomit on the doorstep.”

      “Oh… how terrible,” I said.

      Xavier raised his eyebrows and managed to hail a passing cab. We thanked Angie, jumped in and drove back to my house.

      “Goodnight,” he said, as I climbed out of the cab.

      “Goodnight,” I said. And he shook my hand.

      I scuttled out of the taxi and up the snowy path to the door. I turned to wave but the taxi had gone. When I got in Marika was asleep on the sofa with Rocco curled up beside her, his head on her shoulder. The fire had died down and they looked so cosy, so I came up to bed.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 18th December 12.53

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      At six o’clock this morning I was woken by a Skype call coming through. It was Meryl. When her white drawing room came into view, it looked like a crate of Christmas decorations had exploded over everything. A ladder stood by the wall and Wilfred was screaming in the other room. Meryl was sat in front of the computer, hair on end, holding a nappy.

      “Coco, does this look normal to you?” she shrilled, holding the contents of the nappy close to the webcam.

      “It’s six o’clock in the morning,” I said, recoiling.

      “Wilfred did a green whoopsie!” she said. “Did this ever happen with Rosencrantz?”

      Behind her, the half-decorated Christmas tree slowly leaned into shot then fell, scattering baubles and tinsel.

      “Oh fiddlesticks!” screamed Meryl, leaping up and kicking the Christmas tree. “I’ve been decorating this Norwegian Spruce all night! No wonder the bloody Queen has servants! I’ve still got three days of catering and a grouse shoot to try and organise!”

      She gave the tree a final exhausted kick and sat back down.

      “Won’t a grouse shoot be hard to organise in Milton Keynes?” I said.

      “It’s all under control,” she said through gritted teeth. “Now please Coco, look at this whoopsie!”

      I peered at it and confirmed it did look unnaturally green. She jumped up shouting, “Tony! TONY! Get the car ready we need to go to hospital NOW!”

      She hurdled the giant Christmas tree and ran through the living room door. I suddenly remembered something,

      “Didn't Ethel just buy Wilfred some crayons?” I shouted.

      Meryl returned wearing her coat with her car keys in one hand and the nappy in the other.

      “Meryl, check where the green crayon is!” I said.

      She dropped the nappy in the doorway and rushed out again. I sat looking at the empty room for a minute as Wilfred carried on wailing. Marika shuffled up behind me in her dressing gown. On the screen Tony appeared in the doorway and slipped over on the nappy with a cry. Then Meryl rushed back.

      “The green crayon is missing!” she shouted happily. “I repeat, the green crayon is missing!” Then she slid over in the mess on top of Tony.

      “Is this YouTube?” asked Marika blearily.

      I had to turn the camera off as I was laughing too hard.

      Tony phoned back a little while later. I was feeling very bad about laughing. I felt worse when he said that they had discovered bits of the green crayon in the nappy, and that Meryl is frantically trying to get the stain out of the carpet. I could hear the carpet cleaner, Meryl and Wilfred all screaming.

      “I think I'm going to make her a cup of tea and pop in some Valium when she's not looking,” he said wearily. “She hasn't slept in days you know… This bloody Sandringham Christmas. I just wanted to sit under the tree with Wilfred and watch his face as he opened his prezzies.”

      I don't usually have much time for Tony, but I felt very sorry for him. He wished me a Merry Christmas and put down the phone.

      I joined Marika and Rocco downstairs for egg on toast and little milks. I told her about my antics at Angie’s Christmas party.

      “Jeez Cokes, I knew you’d gone out dating too soon,” she said. “But even a normal person would struggle to create that much drama. Still, every cloud has a silver lining.”

      ‘What’s that?”

      “At least you know Xavier would be good in the bedroom department.”

      “He’s not going to be in any department,” I said. I then went on to say I was having second thoughts about spending Christmas alone.

      “You’ve got Rocco,” said Marika. The fluff, sat on the floor beside me, gave a little indignant bark.

      “I know,” I said picking him up. “But what if we get lonely and depressed? The snow has melted, it’s just grey old London outside again, and I can’t face putting up any decorations.”

      “You could come with me to Slovakia,” said Marika.

      “What about Rocco?”

      “Bring him too, get him a puppy passport and we can go by road. You’ve got that new car you never drive, let’s use it.”

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 21st December 22.21

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I have been running round today sorting out Rocco’s puppy passport. This morning I went to Marylebone train station and tried to figure out how I would get him to sit still in the instant photo booth. I screwed the seat round until it was as high as possible, but Rocco is so tiny that only the very fluff atop his head was in the frame. The seat was also too smooth for him, and his furry paws kept sliding off. In the end, I had to twist it to its lowest setting and crouch with Rocco balanced on my head. Try as I might I couldn't keep him still and press the button to take the photo.

      Just as I was about to give up, the curtain was pulled open. Xavier looked through the gap.

      “Oops sorry,” he said and quickly pulled it shut.

      After a moment, his voice came through the curtain, “Is that you Coco?”

      “Um… yes,” I said.

      He opened it again, and looked at me with Rocco balanced on my head. His face broke into a grin.

      “This is for a puppy passport,” I said, going red. “He won't keep still and the stool isn’t high enough.”

      Xavier suggested that he and I squatted down on either side of the stool in the booth, and made a little platform for Rocco with our upturned hands. Xavier then used his nose to press the button. He was so kind and funny and I didn't mind in the least being squashed up against him in the photo booth. Whilst we waited for the pictures to be developed, he had a cuddle with Rocco.

      “He likes you,” I said, as Rocco licked his hand.

      “You managed to get him off the little milks?”

      “Not yet, he refuses to eat anything else. He clamps his mouth shut.”

      Xavier rummaged around and pulled some little coffee biscuits out of his jeans.

      “Can I try?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      He offered one to Rocco. The little shit gave a woof of excitement, took it obediently and wolfed down another four in quick succession! I was mortified.

      “Little dogs are actors, they like to play to the crowd,” said Xavier kindly.

      “Now you must think I’m this crazy woman who jumps you at parties and tells lies about her dog’s diet for attention… both of which aren’t true. The thing is, I got dumped a few weeks back and it threw me, and everything has seemed to unravel since.”

      Xavier went to say something but the photos shot out of the machine into the little slot. They were perfect. Little Rocco was sat almost floating mid-air and looking directly into the camera.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I couldn't have done it without you.”

      “Coco,” he said, “you don’t have to explain yourself to me. You’re lovely. I’m sorry about the other night, I got carried away, I didn’t mean to scare you with my… well…”

      “What are you doing for Christmas?” I said.

      “Going home to my parents in Portsmouth. I’m renewing my Student Railcard for the trip, hence the photo booth.”

      “Student Railcard? That makes me feel old,” I said.

      “Mature student!”

      We paused and smiled at each other.

      “Look. Maybe we could walk our dogs sometime?” he said. “Just dog walking, no pressure.”

      He gave me a card with his phone number on.

      As he walked off, I admired him; all six foot of him. Rocco barked, bringing me out of my thoughts and reminding me we had more to do.

      We got to the vet around four and she didn't stop laughing for a full five minutes. All I needed was a photo of Rocco, any photo, it didn't need to be an official passport photo from a photo booth.

      We got the puppy passport on the spot, filled in and stamped. I felt so proud of him with his own passport.

      When we got home in the dark, it was snowing again, harder, and the temperature was dropping. I'm so excited about going now, I just hope the weather doesn't spoil it for us. The motorways above London are closed but so far, the South looks okay.

      There was a strange slurring message from Meryl on my answer phone, something about a fifty pence coin talking to her. I called back but the phone rang out.

      I'm pleased to hear that you’re having fun at the Ice Hotel in Lapland and that there is plenty of Schnapps. Have you met anyone noteworthy to share your thermal sleeping bag with?

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 22nd December 06.11

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Tony rang to say that Meryl had to be sectioned in the early hours of this morning! He found her outside at 3 a.m. disinfecting the driveway in her dressing gown. When he asked her to come back inside, she tried to suffocate him by stuffing a dishcloth down his throat screaming, “The Queen is coming for Christmas!”

      She hasn't slept in four days trying to get everything prepared for the Sandringham Christmas, and the lack of sleep made her hallucinate. She flushed all the money from her purse down the toilet because she thought the Queen’s head was talking, criticising her skills as a hostess. She’s been sedated in the Psychiatric Unit at Milton Keynes General Hospital and kept under observation. Tony said that his sister and Daniel have already arrived and they are helping with Wilfred. Meryl can't have any visitors for a few days. I asked if there was anything I could do. Tony cleared his throat and then said tentatively, “Well yes, there is something you could do Coco.”

      “What is it? Anything,” I said.

      “If you could give Ethel her Christmas lunch I'd be most grateful. What with everything that’s happened and the M25 being closed southbound with the snow, I don't think I can get to her.”

      There was a crashing silence. Alarms were going off in my brain.

      “Oh… um…” I said.

      Then Daniel came on the line,

      “Hi Cokes, I know we haven’t spoken in a while, but, please,” he begged. “I know Mum drives you crazy but this is a unique situation.”

      “I know it is,” I said.

      “All the residents in her sheltered housing have gone to their families for Christmas. There won't be a warden on duty. I don't like the idea of her all alone; it’s a very rough area. What if looters break in looking for presents?”

      “I’m supposed to be…”

      “Supposed to be what?”

      “Nothing,” I said with a heavy heart. “Tell Ethel she can come here.”

      “Thank you. Thank you. I owe you big time. Merry Christmas Cokes,” he said.

      “Yeah. Merry Christmas,” I said and put the phone down.

      Shit.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 22nd December 08.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I thought about palming Ethel off on Rosencrantz, but he is working, and on Christmas Day has been invited to Oscar’s house in the Cotswolds. He sounded excited, so I didn’t mention the Ethel situation.

      I took a deep breath and phoned Marika.

      “Why don’t you bring Ethel with us?” she said, without missing a beat.

      “I wasn’t expecting you to say that!”

      “It’s no problem. I’ll call my mum to make up the camp bed.”

      “Hang on Marika,” I said. “Think carefully about what you’re suggesting. That we drag that old bag of bones across Europe for your family Christmas.”

      There was a silence.

      “I think it could be good,” she said.

      “How? This is Ethel.”

      “She could be a much-needed distraction.”

      “From what? Fun?”

      “No, a much-needed distraction for my mother. She'll go into entertaining overdrive and she won't question me too much…”

      There was another long pause.

      “Coco. I just quit my job,” she said.

      “What? As a teacher?!”

      “What other job do I do?”

      “What are you going to do?” I said. “You just got a mortgage and the teachers’ pension scheme is final salary.”

      “Okay, you’re not helping. I don't know what I’m going to do,” she said. “What I do know is I can't be a teacher anymore. More importantly, my mother can’t know about it until I work out a solution.”

      “What happened?” I said.

      “It all went wrong when I slept with that OFSTED Inspector.”

      “Well, to be fair you didn't know he was going to be inspecting your school, he was just a bloke in a bar.”

      “Exactly, but the headmistress is blaming me for the school getting a bad result. Then on the last day of term, I put a movie on for the students. Ghost, with Demi Moore and Patrick Swayze,”

      “That’s a nice film,” I said.

      “Yes… During the pottery wheel scene the Headmistress stormed into the classroom, and turned it off saying it was pornographic. She then accused me, in front of the students, of being depraved with loose morals.”

      “Don't you teach seventeen year olds?”

      “Something inside me snapped. I told her to stick her job up her fat fanny and I stormed out.”

      “What did the kids do?”

      “I heard them clapping and cheering as I walked out of the fire exit. I then got in my car and drove home.”

      “I’m so sorry, hun,” I said.

      “I just want a nice Christmas, Coco,” she said. “My mother is like a mind reader. Having you and Ethel there will distract her, please.”

      I paused to think.

      “If bringing Ethel will give you a nice Christmas, then fine, but I’ve warned you.”

       

      I am cursing myself for answering Tony’s phone call this morning. If I’d just kept my phone off for a few hours, I’d have been away with Marika and home free.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 22nd December 15.47

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I picked up Marika at ten, then we drove on to The Aspidistra Sheltered Housing in Catford. Ethel was waiting outside in the blizzard. Marika jumped out and helped her in beside me.

      “'Ello sweethearts,” she said. “And little Rocco too… Thanks Marika love for ‘avin me, and you Coco for drivin’.”

      I exchanged a glance with Marika. Ethel seemed to be on her best behaviour.

      “Ooh, I like yer car Coco, what is it?” said Ethel.

      “A Land Cruiser,” I said.

      “Must ‘ave set you back a few bob,” she said, stroking the leather seat as Marika helped her with the seatbelt. “To think you could buy this from writing your books!”

      I rolled my eyes; twelve seconds was all it took for the first barbed comment.

      “Sorry to hear about Meryl,” said Marika, changing the subject.

      “Oh, she’s overdone it again,” said Ethel dismissively. “I used to ‘ave to sedate ‘er meself when she was little an’ she wouldn’t stop cleaning ‘er doll’s house. A little nip of brandy in ‘er rice pudding used to do it.”

      I drove off into the snow.

      “Ooh!” said Ethel. “Ooh what was that?”

      “I put the heated seat on for you,” I said.

      “Thank gawd for that. I thought I’d pissed meself!” she cackled. Her laugh was like ragged fingernails being dragged down a blackboard.

      We crept along the motorway, which was reduced to a whirling white mass, and got to the Channel Tunnel car train at 3 p.m. We're in a line of traffic waiting to drive up the ramp. Nevertheless, we are all in good spirits and Christmas in another country has an air of excitement about it. Maybe, just maybe, this trip could be fun after all.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 23rd December 10.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      We’re on the outskirts of Bratislava. When we emerged from the Channel Tunnel I took the first leg, driving through France and Belgium. Marika swapped in a lay-by outside Frankfurt, and drove until around seven this morning when we crossed the border into Slovakia. Ethel has been strangely quiet. I think she's a little intimidated by it all. I'm not sure if she’s really been abroad much. I know she went to the Isle of Wight in 1973.

      We stopped for breakfast in a swanky modern McDonald's in Bratislava.

      “Iss my treat girls!” said Ethel. “‘Ave whatever you want. Ooh, and see if they've got Tetley,” said Ethel.

      Marika spoke in Slovak to the girl behind the counter, who shook her head. In a practised move, Ethel pulled a teabag from her handbag and asked Marika to get her some hot water.

      “She's clever that Marika,” said Ethel. “Can you speak anything foreign?”

      “I’m quite good at French,” I said.

      “When I got evacuated up north we only learned things like how to make flaky pastry.”

      “Marika can't make flaky pastry,” I said.

      “But she can buy it pre-made,” said Ethel regretfully. “Gawd, I wish I could do it all again.”

       

      After we’d demolished our McBreakfasts, Marika went off to the loo and Ethel asked me how much twenty-two euros was in pounds.

      “There’s not a lot of difference now,” I said. “It’s about twenty quid.”

      “Twenty quid? I just spent twenty quid!” she spluttered. “She can’t ‘alf put it away,” she said, poking Marika’s Egg McMuffin and hash brown wrappers.

      “You said to order whatever we wanted?”

      “That was before I knew it was daylight robbery! Twenty quid for breakfast! My mother bought ‘er first two-up-two-down in Catford for thirty-five quid, and she still ‘ad change left over for a mangle.”

      “That was in 1924,” I said.

      But Ethel carried on ranting.

      “Bloody foreigners. And I thought that dog of yours only drank UHT milk?” Rocco had polished off three hash browns and a sausage patty with a hungry little bark of excitement.

      “Why did you offer to buy us all breakfast then?” I said.

      “I thought McDonald’s in the Eastern bloc would be reasonable. Didn’t that power station blowing up make it a cheap ‘oliday destination?”

      “That was Chernobyl, in the Ukraine.”

      “Twenty bloody quid,” moaned Ethel.

      At that point Marika came back.

      “‘Ello love,” smiled Ethel. “’Ave you ‘ad enough to eat? Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, thanks,” said Marika. “That was great.”

      “It was a pleasure,” grinned Ethel. “Now, you must excuse me, I need to go spend a penny.”

      “Well, don’t spend too many,” I said.

      Ethel gave me a look and shuffled off to the ladies.

      “She’s being nice, isn’t she?” said Marika.

      Me and Rocco just looked at each other.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 23rd December 17.12

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Marika's mother lives in a smart three-bed flat in Nitra. It’s a beautiful town. We drove past a medieval castle high on a hill and there were breathtaking views of a snow-covered mountain called Zobor. As we pulled into the car park, we saw her building was encased in black and white striped plastic. A flurry of wind rippled up inside causing a loud crackling.

      “Is that some kind of Slovakian Christmas decoration?” said Ethel, as we unloaded our suitcases.

      “No. It’s Slovakian builders, they’re insulating the building,” explained Marika.

      We were welcomed so warmly into the flat by Marika’s mother Blazena, a huge matronly woman with a halo of curly black hair. I hadn't met Marika's stepfather Fero, who is very short, round, bald and in his sixties. He lumbered out of the bedroom drinking a bottle of beer with his shirt off. Blazena went mad shooing him back inside. Fero backed away muttering and shut the door.

      “She's telling him to get dressed properly to meet the fine English ladies,” said Marika.

      I looked at myself and Ethel in our crumpled clothes. She made it sound like Judi Dench and Maggie Smith had arrived to stay.

      Blazena gave us rib-cracking hugs. Then she stared at Marika, narrowing her eyes for a moment. I thought she might guess Marika had quit her job, but she was distracted by Fero, now wearing a shirt but still with the bottle of beer. She grabbed it off him and ushered us all into the living room.

      It was warm and beautifully decorated. The tree was covered in an exquisite set of fairy lights. The bulbs were hand painted in pale colours and cast a magical hue against the white walls. I counted seven statues of Jesus; three had tinsel adorning his crown of thorns and the biggest one on top of the television was wearing a Santa hat. Blazena sat us at a long dining table and we were given hot chicken soup, followed by roast duck, potatoes and cabbage; it was delicious. Even little Rocco was given a small bowl of duck liver that he wolfed down and then fell asleep under the Christmas tree.

       

      We ate and ate as Blazena talked and talked, mainly to grill Marika. She asked why hasn’t she found a husband? Is she keeping her flat clean? When is her next promotion? Marika went pale and answered as best she could. Every time the wind blew round the block of flats the plastic crackled loudly and Blazena cursed the ceiling with a waggling hand.

      Then, when we thought we could eat no more, the doorbell started ringing and a stream of elderly ladies came in bearing Christmas tidings and baked goods. It seemed every time I opened my mouth a cake or pastry was being shoved in it.

      When it got dark, and the last of the old ladies left, myself, Marika and Ethel took Rocco for a walk in the communal garden. I looked up and saw that all the balconies outside the flats had been removed for the building work. Several of the neighbours had their balcony doors open, and one lady was sat on the step in a big coat smoking a cigarette with her legs dangling above a five-storey drop.

      “Isn't that terribly dangerous, and a health and safety risk?” I said.

      “Not in Slovakia,” said Marika. “The thought is that if you’re stupid enough to not see the huge drop outside your kitchen door, then you’re stupid enough to plunge to your death.”

       

      Myself, Marika, Ethel and Rocco are all sharing the guest room. I’m just lying on the bed trying to digest the five thousand calories I’ve consumed. Then in an hour we’re going to have our evening meal of goulash and dumplings. I think I’m going to pop.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 24th December 05.30

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I woke in the middle of the night. There was a scratching noise and a ragged whisper saying my name. I sat up in bed. A thin line of moonlight escaped from the bottom of the curtain in the guest room. Beside me (we’re sharing a double bed) Marika slept soundly. Rocco was in the gap between us lying on his back, his furry little chest slowly rising and falling. Ethel was an indistinct lump of covers on the camp bed in the corner. I thought I must have been dreaming.

      I lay back down and closed my eyes, but I heard my name again, now in a low menacing growl. My blood froze. Why wasn't Rocco waking up? I shook Marika, but she wouldn't wake up either. I sat up again and noticed the room was freezing. My breath streamed out in a mist. The knocking came again, insistent,

      “Coco, please, it's so cold,” rasped the voice.

      Despite my terror, I slowly got out of bed, and came out into the hallway. The living room and bedroom doors leading off it were closed. I jumped as a walking stick hanging on the back of the front door rattled.

      “Coco! Open up!” rumbled the voice, knocking harder. “It's so cold.”

      My heart was in my throat as I edged closer to the door. It was even colder in the hallway, my skin was stinging. Any moment I’ll wake up, I thought, as I slowly reached out and turned the key.

      The front door swung inwards and a terrible figure lurched towards me. It had wide bloodshot eyes and a sunken mouth. It was white from head to foot and dressed in some kind of robes.

      “You took your bloody time,” it growled.

      I screamed, my knees gave way, and then everything went black.

       

      It was bright when I woke up. Coloured lights swam into my vision and I was lying under the Christmas tree. I could hear Rocco barking and Marika’s face came into view.

      “Coco! Are you all right? I was so worried.” She was holding out a glass of brandy. Rocco rushed forward and started to lick my face. I took the glass and slowly sat up. Ethel was on the sofa with a towel round her. Blazena was wiping what looked like plaster dust off her face with a flannel and a bowl of hot water.

      “Ethel got up for a cigarette,” said Marika. “She forgot that there isn't a balcony and fell into a skip full of polystyrene and plaster dust.”

      Fero was fiddling with the radiator, trying to warm up the flat. I stared at Ethel.

      “Jesus! Are you all right?” I asked.

      “I made it back up in the lift, I'm fine,” said Ethel, sheepishly. “I survived the blitz, you know.”

      Blazena took Ethel’s grubby hands in hers and started talking, and wiping tears from her eyes.

      “Woss she sayin’?” said Ethel.

      “She's very upset,” said Marika. “She thinks she’s a terrible hostess, allowing one of her guests to fall out of the kitchen.”

      “Iss fine love,” said Ethel patting Blazena's hand. “It was like landing on an eiderdown.”

      “I thought she was a ghost!” I said, taking a big gulp of brandy.

      “Yeah, I'm the ghost of Christmas future, love. I predict you'll get stuck into the Quality Street and end up with an arse twice its size!” said Ethel. She let out a cackling laugh which turned into a coughing fit.

      Blazena said something to Marika.

      “Mum thinks Ethel should go to hospital.”

      “No, iss just a bit of plaster dust,” said Ethel, descending into another coughing fit.

      “Maybe she should go,” said Marika.

       

      We all piled into my car and drove Ethel to Nitra hospital. It was very modern and clean and she was whisked through a series of scans and blood tests by a nice male doctor who even spoke English.

      “This woman is in perfect health!” said the doctor in English, as if Ethel were some kind of medical miracle.

      Blazena clasped her chest in delight and gave a prayer of thanks. I kept my mouth shut. How does Ethel keep cheating death when every day perfectly wonderful people die in terrible accidents?

      We finally got to bed at five in the morning.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 24th December 22.45

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      It seems a near death experience hasn’t given Ethel much pause for thought. She’s still the same moaning old bag she was before she plunged four storeys into a skip. From the moment she woke up this morning, she’s moaned. She’s moaned about the food, she’s moaned about the water being too hard, and her bed being too soft. She’s moaned about the television being switched off and that she’s missing Noel’s Christmas Presents. She’s even moaned about Blazena and the fact she didn’t wash her hands properly before cooking! She’s also convinced Marika’s family is talking about her behind her back. They’re not, of course, they’re just concerned after what happened last night.

      In Slovakia the Christmas tradition is to fast all day and then eat a meal of fish and potato salad in the evening. At 2 pm, to try and distract Ethel from whining about this, I suggested we Skype Daniel.

      “Ooh yeah, I miss my Danny boy,” said Ethel.

      I put my laptop on the living room table as Daniel pinged into view. He was sat in his flat, in Croydon!

      “Hey Mum, Cokes,” he said. He was lolling on his sofa in his dressing gown with a can of lager.

      “Why aren't you at Meryl's?” I said.

      “Oh, she's been discharged from hospital.”

      “She's better?” I said.

      “Yeah. It seems all she needed was a couple of good nights’ sleep and some pills.”

      “What about Wilfred?”

      “Tony's brother and sister stayed on. The roads were cleared, so I offered to come home and lighten the load.” He opened a tin of Quality Street, put on his glasses, and started reading the little card with all the different chocolate descriptions.

      “Didn’t anyone think to tell us?” I said.

      “Look at that,” he said, ignoring me. “They got rid of the Peanut Cracknel and the Chocolate Toffee Cup… ooh, but there's a couple of new ones!”

      “I'm bloody missing everything being stuck 'ere!” grumbled Ethel.

      Blazena came in with a beautiful little plate of fresh fruit she’d sliced especially for her, but Ethel turned up her nose saying, “Yer lucky getting Christmas on yer own, Danny. This lot eat fish for Christmas lunch. FISH! No turkey, or spuds, or sprouts!”

      “Ooh fish, that’s an idea. Hey, I might get sushi,” Daniel grinned. “And eat it under the Christmas tree with my tin of Quality Street. Remember Coco, you always used to say that would be your dream Christmas lunch!”

      Something snapped in me, and I pressed End call.

      “Ere, get Danny back on the blower,” said Ethel. “I want to find out what them new Quality Streets are… What yer doing?”

      I had logged onto Ryanair's website.

      “'Ere, that's today,” she said as she saw me click departure date on the 24th December.

      “Marika,” I called out. “Would you please get Ethel's passport from our room.”

      A moment later she came through with the passport.

      “'Ere, very funny Coco,” said Ethel.

      She watched me booking her a flight leaving from Bratislava Airport in three hours’ time.

      “Now ‘ang on…” she said.

      “What are you doing, Cokes?” said Marika.

      “Giving Ethel what she wants… Priority boarding YES. Wheelchair assistance YES. Insurance NO. Car hire NO.” I hit confirm purchase and then print for her boarding pass.

      “Right Ethel. We're leaving in ten minutes,” I said.

      “'Why did yer do that?!” she gasped, her mouth flapping in shock.

      “You've moaned all day about being here, in front of me and Marika and Blazena and Fero. Think of it as my Christmas gift to you.”

      Ethel stared at me open-mouthed. I went to the guest room and began to pack her suitcase. A few minutes later, she came in.

      “I don't think I should go,” she said.

      “Well, you should have thought of that.”

      Then Marika came in.

      “Coco, is Ethel really going back to London?”

      “Yes,” I said, zipping up her wash bag and putting it in her case.

      “What should I tell my mother?”

      “Tell her Ethel wants to be at home with family, her daughter is ill… It’s the truth.”

      I’ve never seen Ethel lost for words and she watched silently as I fastened the suitcase.

      A few minutes later Blazena knocked on the door and came in with some food wrapped up. She wiped tears from her eyes and wished Ethel well with her sick daughter.

      “Um… Marika, tell yer mum, thanks for ‘avin me,” she said in a small voice.

      We took the lift down in silence. Marika looked between Ethel and me awkwardly. When we were outside I loaded up her case and brusquely cleaned ice off the car.

      When we were on the motorway, I dialled Daniel's mobile number and put my phone on loudspeaker. I told him that Ethel would be arriving at Luton Airport at nine thirty this evening, and that he must pick her up. He started shouting, but I hung up.

      We made it to Bratislava Airport in just over forty-five minutes and I pulled into the car park. It was quiet with the most beautiful starry sky.

      “Ethel,” I said turning to her. “Merry Christmas.”

      She opened her mouth to say something but thought better of it and got out. Marika followed and helped her with her case into the airport terminal. Half an hour later Marika came back. I was on my fifth cigarette. All the adrenalin was flowing away and guilt was taking over.

      “She went through security and they've got her in a wheelchair to take her on the plane,” she said awkwardly.

      “We should make sure the plane takes off okay,” I said.

      We sat smoking in silence until the plane rose above the glass terminal and off into the sky, its lights winking in the darkness.

      “Shit, Coco. I can’t believe you did that. You stood up to Ethel,” said Marika.

      “Or did I just turn an old woman away at Christmas?” I said, chewing my lip.

      “Depends how you look at it,” said Marika. “It's not English Christmas Day until tomorrow. It's still Christmas Eve. And you got her priority boarding.”

      “She has had it coming for SO long,” I said, but I didn’t sound convinced.

       

      Dinner was being served when we arrived back at the flat, and Marika’s sister Adrianna and her husband Stevko were there.

      “Coco! It’s wonderful to see you again,” said Adrianna, giving me a huge hug. She looked as dark and gorgeous as I remembered her.

      “You look great,” said Stevko, equally dashing.

      We took our seats at the table, where a whole fish had been steamed and beautifully garnished, surrounded by bowls of soup and potato salad. We said a short prayer in Slovak, then Blazena turned her attention to me and started speaking earnestly.

      “Did Ethel leave because of falling off the balcony?” translated Marika.

      “No,” I said.

      “Does she hate the Slovak people?”

      “Not at all!”

      “Was it because the flat isn't good enough, or are we not good enough?” translated Marika again.

      I felt very awkward. Blazena began to cry. She wiped her face with the back of her hand. I made Marika tell them the truth, which took several minutes. Afterwards they sat in silence.

      “I can’t believe we missed meeting Ethel,” said Adrianna. “Now I’m more intrigued than ever.”

      Blazena started making the sign of the cross and muttering darkly. Stevko raised his eyebrows at me.

      “She says she is praying for Ethel, a child of the Lord, all alone on Christmas Day,” translated Marika. “She says even the innkeeper let Mary and Joseph stay in the stable.”

      “I hope you told it right,” I said.

      “I tried to spin it as best I could, but the fact is you did chuck out an old woman at Christmas.”

      “You know Ethel! You're supposed to be on my side!”

      “You asked me to tell them the truth so I told them the truth!”

      “Well, if you’re in the mood to tell the truth, tell them about quitting your job!” I said.

      Adrianna and Stevko looked shocked. I'd forgotten they understood English.

      “Damn! Sorry Marika!”

      “You quit your job?” said Adrianna, and then repeated it in Slovak.

      Suddenly all hell broke loose. Blazena slammed her fist down on the table and started shouting at Marika, her face turning purple. Marika started shouting back in Slovak. Blazena then leapt up and lunged at Marika, but being a large woman, didn't account for her girth and as she lunged, she tipped the whole table towards me and Fero. The huge fish slid off the plate and into my lap. Glasses, bowls and plates crashed to the floor, slopping creamy soup and potato salad over everything. Marika screamed and ran out, followed by Blazena. Adrianna and Stevko went after them and I sat in shock with a lap full of fish.

      Fero leant over and topped up the glass I still had in my hand.

      “Nazdravie!” he grinned and downed his brandy in one.

       

      Two hours have passed and the row, which I can’t understand, is still raging. I’ve shut myself in the bedroom with Rocco, who is terrified.

       

      Rosencrantz just sent a text saying;

      
        
        MERRY XMAS MUM. LOVE U - UR WONDERFUL - THANX FOR MY KINDLE !

      

      

      And Daniel has sent a text saying;

      
        
        PICKED UP MUM AT LUTON. SHE’S VERY UPSET. YOU WENT TOO FAR THIS TIME - DANIEL

      

      

      Rocco is curled up on my chest with his head tucked under my chin. Thank God dogs don't judge us.

       

      Merry Christmas, Coco x

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 29th December 20.18

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Marika finally came to the bedroom in the early hours of Christmas Day and shook me awake.

      “I'm still mad at you but I need you to drive,” she hissed. “I’m not staying a moment longer in the same place as my mother.”

      “It's three in the morning,” I said.

      “I don’t care. We're leaving!”

      I quickly gathered my things together. Fero was asleep on an armchair in the living room, which still had the Christmas dinner strewn across the carpet. Blazena had locked herself in the bathroom with her rosary beads. Adrianna and Stevko came down with us in the lift.

      “We’re leaving too,” said Stevko. “I nearly dislocated my shoulder pulling Blazena off Marika.”

      “What was she doing?” I said.

      “Beating me with a Bible,” said Marika, without humour.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I ruined your Christmas.”

      “No you didn’t,” grinned Adrianna. “Something always sets Mum off… Last year it was because Fero forgot to buy the tartare sauce.”

      “So she slapped him round the head with the fish,” said Stevko.

      “I don’t think Marika will ever speak to me again,” I said, as she stalked off into the car park.

      Stevko hugged me and ruffled Rocco's tired little head. Adrianna hugged me too.

      “Come back when the weather is nice,” she said. “We’ll go to the house again.”

       

      I drove slowly, in silence, in the pitch black and snow, Marika barking directions at me with Rocco on her lap. When the snow got too thick and driving became terrible, we stopped at a petrol station for coffee.

      “I'm sorry,” I said. “I'm really, really sorry.”

      “My mother was bound to find out some time. It just might have been better over the phone,” said Marika.

      “She certainly went for you,” I said.

      “She's a crazy bitch, she really got me with that Bible,” said Marika, rubbing her head bitterly. “But it's all okay, she'll go to confession on Sunday, slip the priest a euro and in the eyes of God everything is forgiven.”

      “Where are we headed?” I said.

      “Somewhere that makes me happy.”

      We stayed in the petrol station until the sun came up over the hills. A snowplough had been past a few times, so the rest of the journey was smooth.

      We entered Bratislava by a motorway bridge over the Danube. There’s something about arriving in a city just before the sun comes up. The roads are empty, the day feels new. You feel as if it all belongs to you.

      Marika guided us to a large boat moored by the Danube. It had three decks of white railings and a light shone by the entrance.

      “What’s this?” I said.

      “Our hotel.”

      It was a botel, rather than a hotel. A small pleasure cruiser, now permanently tethered to the bank of the Danube, which whipped past with surprising ferocity. The botel is an old haunt of Marika’s; she used to stay there a lot as a teenager when she came clubbing in Bratislava.

      The woman at reception looked a little surprised to see us when we staggered in just after six in the morning. She hurriedly swallowed the last of her breakfast and fumbled on a board covered in keys to allocate us a room each. Even Rocco was welcome. I’d thought I might have to smuggle him in, hidden in my handbag.

       

      The last few days have been heaven, wandering through Bratislava. The old town is full of elegant buildings painted in bright pastel colours, like rows of sumptuous cakes decorated in smooth royal icing.

      We’ve done the same thing every day. Wake up late, eat a huge breakfast and then walk to the main square in the old town and choose a café, where we sit drinking endless cups of coffee and smoking.

      Two days passed before I realised we hadn’t really said much to one another. We were in Café Mayer, which has the air of a 17th-century French salon film: all pink and decadent with a soaring ceiling.

      “Why do we do it?” I said.

      “Do what?” said Marika.

      “Christmas…”

      “Well, we don’t really have a choice.”

      “We do! Yet we spend an inordinate amount of time preparing events for people we wouldn’t spend ten minutes with any other day of the year.”

      We carried on smoking for a bit.

      “You know, you can stay with me,” I said, “if you need to rent your flat out.”

      Marika smiled. “Thanks… I don’t know what I’m going to do about a job.”

      “Well, you’re not going to panic,” I said. “You can stay as long as you need to.”

      “Maybe I could start a company offering Christmas breaks, like what we’re doing now,” said Marika.

      “‘What? The anti-Christmas package deal?” I said.

      “Yes, no relations or acquaintances allowed. Just time spent relaxing, with friends.”

      Rocco barked.

      “And pets, of course,” said Marika.

      “We’ve done nothing for the last few days and it’s been the best Christmas since… well, since Rosencrantz was little,” I said.

      We watched the empty square as snow began to fall.

      “Come on, let’s do a bit more nothing,” said Marika. “We’ve got to get back to the real world soon,” and she ordered us more cake and coffee.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 30th December 14.08

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      On our last night in Bratislava we got dressed up and went to the UFO. It’s a huge circular restaurant which sits high above Bratislava on top of a bridge. The waiter, at first, said we couldn’t come in with a dog, but I pretended I was the wife of the British Ambassador and Marika pulled out her Slovak I.D. card and pretended she was the sister of Dara Rolincova (a famous singer in Slovakia who shares her surname).

      “Here’s to 2011 being the most incredible year,” said Marika, when we were sat looking out over a panoramic view of the city.

      “Where we move forward successfully, you away from teaching,” I said.

      “And you away from Adam,” said Marika. “You’ll have to get over him sometime, Cokes, so better to do it now than waste more of your life.”

      I took a deep breath and we toasted the future. We’re about to start the long drive home. We should be back tomorrow afternoon, will you be back from the Ice Hotel?

       

      Coco x

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 31st December 15.43

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Me and Marika are home. We’re going to have a sleep and then do you want to come over and bring in the New Year?

       

      P.S You’ll also need to bring some booze.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            January 2011

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday 3rd January 08.28

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      Happy New Year! I’m full of beans at the thought of a fresh start, new challenges, and moving forward. I spent New Year’s Eve with Chris and Marika, and we agreed to make big changes to our lives.

      Chris had a rather spiritual Christmas at the Ice Hotel. He was deeply moved by the Northern Lights, which appeared several times during his stay. On his last night, he saw a vivid image of Judi Dench’s face amongst the aurora. He’s convinced this means great things are in his future as a theatre director.

      On New Year’s Eve, we stayed in and watched the movie In Her Shoes with Cameron Diaz and Toni Collette. This has inspired Marika to change career direction completely, and become a dog walker. She’s moving into my spare room and is out now tramping the streets of Marylebone distributing leaflets.

      I am going to channel all my energy into forgetting about Adam, and concentrate on my career and the launch of Agent Fergie. This year is all about moving forward!

       

      Coco x

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 3rd January 09.11

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I was putting down an old sheet of newspaper for Rocco to pee on, when I noticed this article:

       

      LOCAL MAN CHARGED WITH FRAUD. Metropolitan Police last night arrested and charged an NW1 resident in connection to a £200,000 business fraud. Police questioned Adam Rickard, 38, of Baker Street for several hours before releasing him on bail, pending a court appearance. The fraud pertains to an eleven-month period Mr. Rickard spent working at XYZ Event Management as a Health & Safety Officer.

       

      The article is from The Marylebone Comet, dated November 17th last year — the same time Adam ended our relationship.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 3rd January 11.12

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I have more news. Rosencrantz popped in on his way to an audition and found me staring at the newspaper article.

      “Jeez Mum, this is huge!” he said.

      I told him I had been trying Adam’s phone number, but it seems to be disconnected.

      “You want me to help you find him?” offered Rosencrantz.

      “What about your audition?” I said.

      “I can be late,” he said, taking off his coat and booting up my laptop. “It’s only for a corporate video about the dangers of asbestos inhalation…”

      It took Rosencrantz a mere thirty-seven minutes to track down Adam’s whereabouts. He followed Adam’s daughter Holly on Twitter. She’s on a gap year in America. (A gap from what? The last I heard she was doing a two-week cake decorating course at Watford College.) Anyway, it seems money talks and when we suggested paying her a hundred pounds via PayPal, she sang like a canary.

      I stood over Rosencrantz's shoulder whilst we waited for Holly to direct message the address.

      “Is this a good idea, Mum?” he said. “What if Adam is guilty? He dumped you, and he’s guilty?”

      “I can't imagine Adam would steal two hundred thousand pounds.”

      “Spoken like a true naive woman.”

      “I’m not naive!”

      “You thought butter wouldn't melt in Dad's mouth, then you caught him in bed with his mouth…”

      “Rosencrantz!”

      “Just saying…”

      “No. I have to go and see him. I need to talk to him, if only to get closure.”

      “Oh I see,” said Rosencrantz. “That’s what you’re calling it, closure. Well, don’t get carried away and let him put his closure in your mouth.”

      “Rosencrantz! I’m not one of your friends you can talk to that way,” I said.

      Then there was a little plinking noise as Holly’s message came through.

      “Hurry, open it!” I said.

      Rosencrantz clicked on the message, and the following address popped up:

       

      27 The Street

      Rochester

      Kent

      ME1 6BV

       

      “What? What’s he doing in Rochester?” I said.

      “Where is Rochester?” asked Rosencrantz.

      “Couple of hours outside London… Why would he be there?”

      “Holly says she would be willing to give you a full breakdown of her father’s movements for another two hundred,” said Rosencrantz, reading off the screen.

      “She’s a money-grubbing little minx,” I said. “But I’ll bear it in mind. First, I’m going to drive to Rochester. Attempt the element of surprise. Can you look after Rocco?”

      He was curled up asleep on Rosencrantz’s lap.

      “Yes, my asbestos inhalation role can wait! And Mum…”

      “What?”

      “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      Rocco opened one little eye, as if in agreement with Rosencrantz. I just nodded and grabbed the car keys.

      By some miracle, I’ve cracked how to work the built-in GPS screen in the Land Cruiser, but I’m stuck in a long line of traffic on the M25.

      Ooh, the traffic is moving, better go…

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 4th January 10.12

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I made it to Rochester by lunchtime. It was a world away from London with a cobbled high street and several antique showrooms. An old man with a twirly moustache doffed his Panama as I passed. How did Adam end up here?

      I found the address, a terraced house on a lane running parallel to the high street. Smoke curled from a chimney as I opened the gate. A low shiny black door confronted me at the end of the path. My heart climbed into my throat as I reached out for the huge knocker, but the door opened and there stood Adam.

      There was an awkward silence. It went on and on, and we just stared at each other. He was thinner with big bags under his eyes, but my heart skipped along a little faster at the sight of him. I finally blurted out, “So, Rochester. It’s quite historical.”

      “Yeah,” said Adam. “I haven’t been to the castle yet.”

      Then I punched him in the face.

      “Ahhh!” he yelled, clutching at his face with one wide, shocked eye showing. “What did you do that for?”

      “What do you think? For everything. For not telling me!” I shouted. “And now you’ve busted my hand…”

      “Your hand, what about my face? And how did you find me?”

      “Holly. I bribed her with a hundred quid.”

      “Bloody hell! Why would she do that?” he said.

      I wanted to say “Because she’s a conniving, lazy daughter,” but I kept my mouth shut.

      “Are you going to invite me in?” I said.

      “Are you gonna punch me again?” he said, checking his lip for blood.

      “I haven’t decided yet…”

      He regarded me for a minute, and then led me through a low hallway to a sitting room. It was very frilly and flowery with pictures of cats in teacups and a couple of those Anne Geddes babies dressed up as bumble bees.

      “Is this your house?”

      “Why would it be my house?” he said.

      “I don’t know. It seems I don’t know anything about you. Is your name really Adam?”

      “The house belongs to Serena, my boss from my old job in the Civil Service.”

      “I thought Serena was a lesbian?” I said.

      “She is,” he said, clearing some papers off a chintz sofa so I could sit. “Should she have pictures of Ellen and KD Lang?”

      “No… Is she here?”

      “No, she’s on holiday with her girlfriend.”

      I looked around again and then sat down.

      “Adam. What’s going on?” I said. “Please.”

       

      Over coffee, he told me everything. Last summer his employer, XYZ Event Management, hired an outside company to do a cost effectiveness audit. The company discovered that two hundred thousand pounds was missing. The money had been siphoned off through hundreds of fake taxi invoices.

      On November 16th last year, he was called into his boss’ office where three police officers from the Fraud Squad were waiting. They told him he was being arrested for fraud. Adam thought at first that it was a joke. Then the Senior Officer produced bank statements from a savings account in Adam’s name. The statements showed that over a period of eleven months, £200,000 had been claimed through fake taxi invoices in Adam’s name.

      “But that’s a huge amount for taxi journeys?” I said.

      “It’s a huge swanky events company. Every day scores of employees are cruising round London in taxis,” he said. “The fake invoices were for a few hundred pounds every day. The money was paid into my savings account, then every day withdrawn from a cash machine.”

      “How did you not know this was happening to your bank account?” I asked.

      “It was an old savings account I never check. I thought it only had a few quid in it. All I can think is that someone at the company stole my identity.”

      “How? Even I don’t know your PIN numbers.”

      Adam paused.

      “What, Adam?”

      “Do you remember when I first got the job and I left my wallet at the office over the weekend?”

      “Yes, but it was still there on the Monday when you went back to work.”

      “I never told you, but I had all of my PIN numbers and internet banking codes written on bits of paper in my wallet. This whole fraud thing started shortly after I left my wallet at work.”

      “So you think another work colleague has done this?”

      “It must be.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know. It’s an open plan office with a hundred employees. They forged my name on the invoices. They accessed the bank account online at the office. They even ordered a new cash card in my name.”

      “What about the cash machine where the money was withdrawn? Don’t they have cameras?”

      “Whoever it was located an old cash machine without a camera. It also happens to be on my daily route to work.”

      “What’s happening now?” I said.

      “I’ve been charged, and I’m on bail for a court appearance later in February.”

      “Have you got anyone representing you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what does he or she say?”

      “He keeps saying he's not having much luck…”

      “That doesn't sound good enough,” I said.

      I went to the window. It was already starting to get dark. Adam got up and turned on the light. We both winced at the brightness.

      “Why? Why didn’t you tell me?” I said.

      “I wanted to protect you. You’ve been building your dream. Agent Fergie is coming out soon, and I know it’s going to be huge. Daniel almost derailed your career when you split up. I didn’t want to do that to you again. You have an amazing future.”

      “Yeah well, an amazing future isn’t much fun without an amazing guy to share it with,” I said.

      “So I’m amazing enough for you to smack in the gob?” he said.

      Under the light, I could see his face was swelling up. I took him through to Serena’s kitchen where I found some ice and wrapped it in a tea towel. I pressed it gently on the bruise forming under his eye.

      “I have to ask you this,” I said. “And I need to hear the truth. Did you do it? Did you steal the money?”

      “No,” said Adam. “No, I didn't do it.”

      There was something in his eyes; I knew he was telling the truth. I took a deep breath.

      “Okay,” I said. “I believe you. Now you need to get your things together. You're coming home.”

       

      It was the first time I ever saw Adam cry and I didn't think any less of him for it. I held him for a long time, and then he went to kiss me. I remembered what Rosencrantz said and started packing his suitcase, which was on the floor by the sofa. Then we drove home.

      I didn’t say much during the journey. Part of me was overjoyed, part in a blind panic thinking, “What happens now?”

       

      It was snowing again when we arrived back in London. When we turned the corner to my road, I could see a huge van in the driveway, its back doors open and jutting out onto the pavement. I parked by the kerb as Oscar emerged from the van heaving a giant mattress.

      “Hello, Mrs P,” he smiled, resting the edge of the mattress to catch his breath.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, getting out of the car.

      “We’re helping Marika move her stuff in,” he said.

      A muffled voice came from the back of the van saying, “Why have you stopped, bitch?”

      Wayne appeared round the other side of the mattress lugging a headboard.

      “Hello Mrs P!” he said.

      Then Adam got out of the car. The boys looked him up and down with a practised glance, like scanning a bar code. I almost heard the beep as they registered that Adam is hot.

      “Is this…?” whispered Oscar.

      “Yeah, it is. Hi, I’m Adam,” said Adam, holding out his hand.

      Oscar shook it, his fair complexion turning red.

      “Hello,” said Wayne proffering his hand. “And here I was, thinking there was no one around who could work an Allen key.”

      Poor Adam didn’t know how to respond to that. Rosencrantz and Marika emerged from the house, followed by Rocco who came running up, yipping and yapping through the snow. Their faces lit up when they saw me. When they saw Adam, they went quiet.

      Rosencrantz stopped for a moment than rushed forward and gave him a big hug. There were tears in his eyes.

      “Are you okay?” he said.

      Adam nodded. Marika held back.

      “I’ll need an explanation before I start hugging,” she said.

      “It’s okay,” said Adam. “If I can come inside, I’ll tell you what’s going on.”

       

      An hour and a couple of bottles of red wine later, Adam finished telling the story. I had quietly bustled around in the background as he talked, making salad, heating up a couple of frozen pizzas and trying to organise my thoughts about Adam being back in my life.

      “Jeez,” said Rosencrantz. “I’m so sorry.”

      He poured Adam more wine.

      “Hang on, hang on,” said Marika. “Isn’t your mortgage around two hundred grand?”

      “Marika!” I shrieked, as I used a pizza wheel to divide a deep crust pepperoni.

      “What? You’ve got to think of these things, Coco,” she said, regarding Adam warily.

      “I promise,” said Adam, “I didn't take this money.”

      “Would you be willing to take a lie detector test?” asked Marika.

      “Ooh, this is like the Jeremy Kyle Show,” said Wayne.

      I put the pizzas down on the middle of the table and gave him a look.

      “Sorry Mrs P. I appreciate this is serious.”

      “It is serious,” I said.

      “I just think it would eliminate any doubt,” said Marika. “It’s the doubt that will eat away at you, Coco, if you take him back.”

      “But he left Mum to protect her,” said Rosencrantz.

      I could see Adam looking round at everyone’s faces.

      “But he jumped in the car back here pretty quickly,” said Marika.

      “I’ve only just met you, and you seem cool to me,” said Oscar.

      “And you got to smack him in the gob,” said Wayne, indicating the bruise on Adam’s face.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” I said. “I appreciate everyone’s opinion but this is my house and I have decided Adam is going to be here with me.”

      “What does that mean? ‘Be here’?” said Marika.

      “It means that I’m not asking for anyone’s permission. Adam is here. So get used to it.”

      “And what about me?” said Marika.

      “You’re welcome here too, for however long you need. That hasn’t changed.” I reached out and squeezed her hand.

      “If I found someone who'd do a lie detector test, would you take it?” said Marika to Adam.

      “Yes, I would take it,” he said seriously.

      There was a very awkward moment of silence.

      “Okay,” she said.

      She held out her glass to Adam. He picked his up and they clinked.

      “Can we eat now?” pleaded Rosencrantz.

      “Yes, dig in,” I said.

      “Thank God for that,” said Wayne as everyone reached for the pizza. “I could eat a nun’s arse through the convent railings.”

       

      After pizza, the boys and Adam helped Marika move the rest of her stuff up to the spare room. I went on a mission for spare blankets, unsure of what the sleeping arrangements would be. I was dying to climb into bed with Adam, but a little faint voice in my head was saying I should play hard to get. I decided to have a bath and hope the voice would get a bit louder. When I came out an hour later, all clean and moisturised in a towel, Adam wasn’t in my room. I went and knocked on the spare room door. Marika, Wayne, and Oscar were all trying to put her bed back together.

      “Sorry, love. I thought Adam might be in here?” I said.

      “We haven’t seen him since we emptied the van,” said Marika, who was sifting through a pile of screws strewn over the carpet.

      “If you see Rosencrantz, can you tell him it’s not a Svelvik, it’s a Leirvik,” said Wayne.

      “What?”

      “Marika’s bed. Rosencrantz is printing off the instructions from the Ikea website,” said Oscar.

      Marika got up from her sifting and came over.

      “Look. I’m sorry, Coco, if I gave Adam a hard time,” she said. “You know I like him a lot, but I just can't see you get hurt. Do you really think he’s innocent?”

      “Yes. I do.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Okay… I’m not going to tell you how to live your life. Look at mine. I just walked out of one of the most stable careers during a recession, and now I’m on your floor with my life and my bed in bits.”

      “Your bed won’t be in bits for long,” said Oscar. “It’ll be quick work with the Allen key.”

      ”If only you could fix everything in life with an Allen key,” said Wayne whimsically.

      I kissed Marika goodnight and told the boys where the blankets were if they wanted to sleep on the sofas downstairs.

      “Thanks Mrs P,” they both trilled.

      I ran into Rosencrantz coming out of my office.

      “I think it’s great you’re taking Adam back,” he said. “You need each other.”

      “I haven’t taken him back,” I said.

      “Course you have,” he grinned. “Just hold off shagging him for one night.”

      “I beg your pardon!”

      “Come on Mum. He’s sex on legs. Everyone in this house has been captivated by him.”

      “Apart from Marika,” I said.

      “She’ll come round… Night, Mum,” he grinned, giving me a hug.

      When I came downstairs all the lights were off, but the door to the terrace was ajar. Adam was sitting outside in one of the huge winter coats from the hall. I pulled one on too, and went and joined him.

      “Rocco’s keeping me warm here,” he grinned.

      A little pink tongue emerged from the opening of his coat, licking Adam's neck. I sat down beside him and lit a cigarette. It was freezing but very clear and the moonlight sparkled on the snow.

      “How come you got a dog?” he said, as Rocco’s little head popped out of the coat.

      “He was a gift from the boys, because I was so…” I held back from saying, “devastated”.

      After weeks of being devastated, I was suddenly happy again. Should I be? Am I just ignoring the last two months?

      “I never thought I'd come back here,” said Adam, breaking the silence. “It was such a terrible feeling.” He put his arm around me. “I can sleep on the sofa, if you're not ready?”

      I looked into his eyes. Willpower, must have willpower… I thought.

      “Both the sofas are occupied,” I said. “Unless you want to sleep with Wayne and Oscar. Who I’m sure would be delighted.”

      “What about the spare room?”

      “Well, that’s now Marika’s room.”

      “The other spare room?”

      “You mean my office? It’s not a bedroom.”

      “So there’s only your bed free?”

      I nodded.

      We came inside, Adam carrying Rocco. I locked the doors and he slung his arm over my shoulder as we came upstairs. He put Rocco down on the bed and the little dog bustled about digging around in the covers until he’d burrowed under. Adam went for a shower and came back wearing just a pair of shorts. He was much thinner but his athletic frame held it well.

      “Maybe we could just cuddle tonight?” I said.

      “Of course,” he said pulling back the covers and climbing in.

      I got in on my side, shuffled over to him and lay my head on his chest. Rocco curled up in the crook between us. I flicked off the light and we all lay there in the dark: warm, cosy and softly breathing together.

      “I could go to prison, Coco,” said Adam, breaking the silence.

      “No, you won’t,” I said. “I'll make sure of it.”

      I really hoped I was right.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 6th January 14.52

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Adam had to report to Marylebone Police Station today, as per his bail conditions, to say he will now be living here. The policewoman on the front desk was very friendly. He had to fill out some forms, and I had to sign that I would inform them if he decides to abscond and leave the country.

      Reading the paperwork and seeing the charges in black and white was horrifying. I cannot imagine what Adam is going through.

      On the upside, his mug shot is very flattering, so much so that Rosencrantz asked Adam if he knew the name of the police photographer because he needs some new acting head shots.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 7th January 10.12

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I was outside on the front door step, putting out the green recycling bin for the council, when Mr and Mrs Cohen came out of their front door with their recycling bin. I said “Hello” as Mrs Cohen peered over the low wall. I could see a satisfied look on her face that they had outdone me again.

      “Morning Mrs Pinchard,” said Mr. Cohen.

      “Morning,” I said.

      I went to go back indoors when Mrs Cohen started talking. She’s usually mute with a suspicious expression on her beaky face.

      “Mrs Pinchard, are you planning on getting that guttering fixed?”

      “What guttering?” I said.

      “On the back of your house.”

      “Yes,’” I smiled, and went to go indoors.

      “Could you be a bit more specific? Only we’re worried about the structural damage on the brickwork.”

      “Soon,” I said, and I went to go back in again.

      “It’s just your brickwork is connected to our brickwork and we’d hate for it to lower the value of the terrace.”

      “Are you thinking of moving?” I asked hopefully.

      “Oh no,” said Mr. Cohen. “It’s just one of those things that if it goes unchecked it could lead to bigger problems.”

      I turned back to face them.

      “I’m having it fixed as soon as possible. The value of the terrace will remain intact.”

      We heard a police siren and all turned to look at the end of the road. Six police cars appeared at high speed, fanning out into Steeplejack Mews. The cars had barely halted, when eighteen police officers all jumped out and congregated at the base of the steps.

      “We haven’t mixed any of our glass and plastics,” said Mrs Cohen.

      A tall police officer with steel grey hair said,

      “Mrs Pinchard?”

      “Yes?”

      “We have a warrant to search your house.”

      The rest of the police officers regarded me from under their helmets. The Cohens looked shocked. In fact, Mrs Cohen looked like a piece of guttering had been shoved somewhere delicate.

      “A warrant?”

      “Yes, as part of our ongoing criminal investigation into Mr Rickard.”

      My heart sank.

      “Do have any choice in the matter?” I enquired.

      “Not with a warrant,” said Mr Cohen.

      The officer turned to look at the Cohens.

      “They’re my neighbours — who were just going,” I said.

      They went back inside goggle-eyed, and I led the police officers indoors.

      Myself, Marika and Adam (both of whom were still in their pyjamas) were herded together and asked to wait in the kitchen under the watchful eyes of two junior police officers, a man and a woman.

      The remaining officers spread out, pulling on latex gloves to comb through the house.

      I have just been told my phone and laptop are being seized, so I’ll have to sign off now. Unless they take it too, you can reach me on the landline…

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 17th January 14.12

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      A plain-clothes officer returned my computer and iPhone at six o’clock this morning in a large clear plastic sack. He said that it was “clean”. I detected a tinge of disappointment in his voice, just like the police were disappointed after they searched the house. I think they were hoping to find the £200,000 stuffed in a cupboard. As we were up early, we took Rocco for a walk. We were walking back along Marylebone High Street, when we saw posters for Agent Fergie. Proper posters in bus shelters of the book cover with my name on! Of course, me being the author, I am the last to know. I stood there, unable to contain my excitement.

      “Oh babe, that’s amazing,” said Adam, putting his arm around me and giving me a big kiss.

      I pulled out my phone and made Adam take pictures of me beside it.

      “It’s going to be out on February the twenty-second,” I said, reading the writing on the bottom of the poster.

      “That's the day of my first court hearing,” said Adam. And we came back to earth with a crash.

      I'm thinking we should fire his legal representation. The bloke he’s got looks more like a harassed social worker, and seems a very ineffective and negative man.

      Can I take you up on the offer to meet with your father’s new lawyer? We need some clout.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 18th January 17.10

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      We went to meet a lawyer at Spencer & Spencer today. Chris recommended her to us, or I should say Chris recommended us to her. She recently got a friend of his father off on a huge embezzlement charge.

      Adam was very nervous in the black cab as we nudged along Charing Cross Road in the rain.

      “What if she takes one look at me and says ‘no’?” he said.

      “She won’t,” I said.

      “Does she know about my case?”

      “Yes, and she says she wants a challenge.”

      “Great Coco, great…”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” I said. “She’s the best of the best.”

      He ran a finger under the collar of his new shirt. I had rushed out and bought it this morning from Marks & Spencer and I’d got him a size too small.

      “Coco! You've left the bloody piece of plastic in this!” he moaned, “and a pin!”

      “Sorry,” I said. I gently removed the pin and eased out the stiff plastic strip. “It's going to be fine…”

       

      “It’s going be expensive,” said Natasha Hamilton QC, an attractive yet chilly brunette in her late thirties.

      We sat across from her at her huge desk. The overcast day and the dark wood paneling made the large office close in on us. Her eyes had a steely resolve and an eager interest in what we were saying, especially when Adam said how much money he had been accused of stealing. She listened as he outlined what had happened so far, occasionally flicking through the case file that had been sent over by the previous law firm.

      There was a silence when Adam finished. She regarded us for a long X-Factor moment.

      “With the timeframe given,” she said, “I’d have to put a team onto this fast, to go through the forensic evidence.”

      “Forensic?” I said. “This isn't a murder enquiry.”

      “What I mean is we'll have to request information from Mr Rickard’s previous employer, XYZ Event Management: computer records, invoices, data, etc. Comb our way through it, and build a defence.”

      “What happens if we lose?” I said.

      “The minimum sentence would be four years in prison,” she said casually.

      “Four years!” I said. “People do far worse and get far less.”

      “The sentencing guidelines for fraud are primarily based on the amount of money involved,” said Natasha. “Anything under seventeen thousand pounds would more likely result in a fine or community service, but this is a substantial amount. The court will also take into account adverse effect. I understand XYZ Event Management’s exposure to this loss of money has resulted in four redundancies.”

      “Adam was fired too,” I said. “He didn’t get any redundancy money.”

      “Coco, I told you. I'm screwed,” said Adam. “You need to understand this, and stop going on about chicken stew.”

      “Chicken stew?” said Natasha.

      “It’s chicken soup,” I said. “Chicken Soup For The Soul. It’s a positive thinking book. I think a lot can be achieved through positive thinking.”

      Natasha looked alarmed. Positive thinking books seemed be at odds with billable hours.

      “Look,” said Natasha with a confident smile. “You need strong, robust legal representation, which we can provide. In cases such as these, we often find something in the computer records: an error, a data flaw. A high proportion of these cases are thrown out by the judge.”

      “The case is going to court on February the twenty-second,” I said. “Do you think you have enough time?”

      “The first thing I would recommend is filing a motion for an extension. As soon as we receive your retainer I would be able to do this.”

      “How much is your retainer?”

      “Five thousand pounds,” she said, without blinking.

       

      After the meeting, we found a crowded Starbucks on The Strand, and squeezed onto two chairs in the window with our lattes. The rain was now hammering down and London scurried past; a blur of red buses and black-clad commuters under umbrellas, many of which were turning in on themselves in the wind. Why do the British always invest in crap umbrellas? It rains constantly and not a day goes by where I see a paper thin little umbrella hopelessly broken and dumped in the bin.

      “Five grand just as a retainer!” said Adam. “Let’s keep the cheap lawyer and I’ll risk doing the time. Maybe I can tell him about this forensic evidence thing, maybe he could find a technical error.”

      He looked beaten and defeated. The window was fogging up with his resigned breathing.

      “Your lawyer doesn’t look like he could find his arsehole with both hands,” I said. “And what do you mean, ‘risk doing the time’?!”

      “Four years isn’t long.”

      “Four years isn’t long? What about the rest of your life?” I said. “Where will you work with a record?”

      “I don't have the money for a big lawyer,” he said. “End of.”

      “But she’s brilliant. Chris said his father’s friend was as guilty as hell, and she won him the case.”

      “Oh so you think I’m guilty now?” said Adam.

      “No, but I think we should hire Natasha, who will prove your innocence. I've got some savings, and when Agent Fergie is published I get the rest of my advance.”

      “No!” he said. “No, you are not doing that.”

      “But you’re my…”

      “NO!”

      “OK. What about Legal Aid?” I said.

      “I am not scrounging off the state!”

      “So you’re going to be the proudest prisoner on the block, are you?”

      He stared shamefully at the foggy window.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that,” I said.

      “Why don’t you just go, Coco? Don’t get involved in all this.”

      “I’m involved whether you like it or not. Don’t forget I have to tell them if you leave; your bail conditions depend on you living with me.”

      “Fuck! I hate this!” shouted Adam.

      I grabbed his hand.

      “That meeting was incredible. Natasha wants to defend you, can’t you see that? She’s the key to all this. We just need to work out the finances.”

      Adam gave a resigned smile.

      “You have to phone Angie and tell her you're getting involved with all this,” he said.

      “Angie can wait a bit longer,” I said.

      I then suggested going to see a film in Leicester Square to try to cheer us up, but when we got to The Odeon there was only The Lovely Bones or Precious playing. Neither of which I thought would have us rolling in the aisles, so we came home.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 20th January 22.13

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      We’ve made enquiries about legal aid for Adam’s case, and discovered it could help his eligibility if he were claiming unemployment benefits. So, this afternoon we went to the JobCentre Plus office round the corner.

      Angie phoned as we were waiting to see an advisor.

      “Why haven’t you been returning my calls?” she said impatiently.

      “I can’t talk right now,” I whispered. There was an imposing atmosphere in the huge open plan office and ‘NO MOBILE PHONES’ was plastered all over the walls.

      “I've had the publishing house on the phone three times today. They want to arrange a load of interviews and promotion,” she said.

      “Look, I’ve got to go,” I said.

      “Coco!”

      “Sorry, I’ll call you back.”

      I hung up as a fierce little Indian lady called Rajdai was looming over us.

      “Why are you just sitting there?” demanded. “Do a job search whilst you’re waiting.”

      She pointed to a touchscreen computer terminal embedded into a steel box screwed to the floor.

      “Hello. We're only here to ask some questions,” I said.

      “Are either of you working right now?” she said.

      We looked at each other.

      “Um no. Not right now,” said Adam. “I need to ask about legal…”

      “Do you want to claim benefits?” she said.

      “I think so,” said Adam.

      “If you want to claim benefits you need to be available to work and that means you need to be doing a job search,” she said.

      “We just want to ask…”

      “Job search,” she snapped, as if I were stupid.

      We trudged over guiltily under her malevolent gaze to the greasy computer screens, which excitedly stated, with pictures of happy smiling job hunters, that we could ‘SEARCH FOR ANY JOB!’

      I grinned at Rajdai, who was still hawking us, and rebelliously typed in Lap dancer, London.

      Amazingly six adverts came up, plus one for Webcam Stripper stating that it’s ‘a job with a difference… a work from home vacancy.’

      The terminal made a buzzing, rattling noise and four slips of paper shot out. Rajdai suddenly appeared from behind a pillar and grabbed them.

      “Hang on!” I said, but she ushered us over to her desk.

      “Is it a joint claim?” she said.

      “I don't know,” I said. “We just want to…”

      “Are you single, married, cohabiting?” she said impatiently.

      “We’re co-habiting, but look, I want to ask…” began Adam, but she cut him off again.

      “When did you last work?”

      “Can you please listen to me?” said Adam.

      “No sir, you need to listen to me,” she said. “I’m trying to work out how I can help you.”

      “I haven’t worked for several months, but the situations is…”

      “Right, I’ll need you to meet with one of my colleagues upstairs,” she said sternly.

      We made one last attempt to ask her about legal aid but she said all our questions would be answered on the sixth floor.

      We trudged up six flights, helping a young girl with a buggy on the way, and took a seat in another open plan office identical to the one below. There were huge photographs on the wall of smiling happy job hunters laughing with Job Centre Advisors. It was all very different to when Daniel and myself first graduated from university and we lined up at the grimy Labour Exchange on Aberystwyth seafront. Its windows were smeared with the spray from the sea, and it had a scuffed parquet floor.

       

      The next advisor we saw was a pale fleshy girl with an annoying singsong customer service voice, and an irritatingly spelt name: Karliegh.

      After taking our slips of paper and tapping in our National Insurance numbers she waddled off to the printer and returned with some forms.

      “Right Mr Rickard,” she said. “I can see you were a civil servant? And you worked in the private sector.”

      “Yes,” said Adam. “But you’ve spelt civil servant with an ’s’,” he said, showing her the form which read, ‘sivil servant’.”

      “That is how you spell it, sir,” she said with the devastating confidence of ignorance.

      “No, it isn’t,” said Adam. “It’s spelt with a ‘c’.”

      She huffed around and changed it, then set her sights on me.

      “I see you, madam, are a… a… lap dancer?”

      Her voice trailed off as she looked up, taking in my jeans and jumper, and the glasses on top of my head.

      “You may have to widen your job search,” she said diplomatically.

      I tried to explain that I wasn't really a lap dancer, but she seemed to think I was some middle-aged sex worker in denial, and even opened her drawer and took out a leaflet entitled Breaking The Cycle: Help For Middle-Aged Sex Workers.

      “Stop! I just want to know about benefits in relation to claiming legal aid!” shouted Adam. “How difficult is it for you people to listen?”

      “‘You people?’” echoed Karliegh. “Are you talking about white people? Because you need to know, we have a zero tolerance racism policy. If you continue to racially abuse me, I may have to terminate the interview.”

      “I meant you people in this job centre!” he raged, “Are you all bloody morons?”

      Quick as a flash a huge security guard was at Adam's shoulder.

      “You need to cool it, bro,” he said.

      “I'm not your bro!” shouted Adam. “This woman is saying I’m a racist and my girlfriend is a lap dancer. I’m not a racist!”

      The security guard gave me the once over, a little like a farmer admires a cow with a good milk yield.

      “And I’m not a lap dancer!” I said.

      “Don't you give her that look,” said Adam, jumping out of his seat.

      “It's okay,” I soothed, pushing Adam back down.

      A silence had fallen over the office and I could see scared faces from the advisors and a few looks of excitement from the other claimants. Adam was still glowering at the security guard.

      “You need to cool down… sir,” said the security guard.

      Karliegh was now taking a keen interest in our forms.

      “I see here you both own property in the area. Do you have a mortgage?” she said icily.

      I could see a vein beginning to pulse in Adam’s head. I told her that Adam had a mortgage and that I owned my house.

      “You own a house on Steeplejack Mews?” she said accusingly.

      “Yes,” I said.

      The security guard whistled and raised his eyebrows provocatively at Adam.

      “Then I might suggest you start using your property for income, and perhaps leave claiming benefits for those who really need them,” she said.

      “She didn’t even want to claim anything!” growled Adam.

      “Come on, let’s leave. Now!” I said.

      As we scuttled out of JobCentre Plus, embarrassment was an understatement.

      I am not sure why they added the ‘plus’. It was full of the same desperate people clinging on to life as I remembered all those years ago in Aberystwyth.

       

      It was pouring with rain when we came out onto the street. My phone rang again, and I could see it was Angie. We dashed over to a bus shelter. Inside was an Agent Fergie poster. We both stared at it as my phone continued to ring.

      “I should answer it,” I said softly.

      Adam kicked at the bus shelter as Angie’s voice came on the line.

      “Start giving me dates and times, Coco,” she said. “I’ve got your publishing house reaming my arse about you — and not in a good way.”

      I told her everything: about Adam, the house raid, everything. When I finished, she was quiet for a long time.

      “Are you still there?” I said.

      “Yeah… I just wish what you’d told me was the plot for your next book. It sounds like a best-seller.”

      “We need a happy ending first,” I said bleakly. “Which, of course, there will be,” I added quickly.

      Adam was now sat gloomily on the bench in the bus shelter

      “Okay. Here’s what we’re gonna do,” she said. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Yeah. I’ll make sure you only have to do the bare minimum of interviews and when we do the book launch, you act normal. If anything does come out about Adam, it will more than likely be a few weeks after Agent Fergie goes on sale. By then it will be a best-seller and it won’t matter.”

      “Really?” I said. “Why are you being so nice?”

      “I’m not being nice. I’m working out a strategy,” she said. “I only wish you’d told me earlier.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do.”

      “Please, keep me posted.”

      “Okay, thanks,” I said and she hung up.

       

      Adam was dangerously gloomy when we got home. We were drenched from the rain, so he went up to have a shower. I waited until I could hear the water running then made two phone calls. The first to an estate agent, who said that subject to a viewing, I could rent it out the house for several thousand pounds a month. Then I arranged a transfer of five grand from my savings account and hired Natasha as Adam’s lawyer.

      Marika found me staring at the laptop. I took a deep breath and told her what I’d done. Without blinking, she said we could all move to her two-bedroom flat and split the mortgage.

      Looks like we’re moving.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 24th January 12.12

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Meryl called on Skype. I haven’t seen her since she was sectioned, but she looked her old self, apart from a new haircut.

      “Are you moving house, Coco?” she trilled excitedly.

      “How did you know?” I said. “The Estate Agent only listed it twenty minutes ago.”

      “Google Alerts!” she said. “I’ve got one set up for almost everything: you, Daniel, Rosencrantz, David Essex. Steeplejack Mews just pinged up and I knew I had to call you.”

      “So it’s like surveillance?” I said.

      “Gosh no! I simply like to know what people are up to,” she said.

      I explained what was happening with Adam.

      “Oh dear, ooh I can see him there. Hello Adam,” she waved as he shuffled past the computer in his dressing gown to the bathroom.

      “Gosh, that is a pickle, two hundred thousand pounds. I’m sure it will all be fine, Coco. Do wish him the best of luck with everything,” she said, as if it was a grade six piano exam Adam was facing and not a Crown Court trial.

      “Are you okay?” I said to Adam but he slammed the bathroom door. Since I put the house on the market and paid Natasha’s retainer, we’ve had terrible arguments, and he’s been very depressed.

      I turned back to the computer screen. I could sense Meryl was itching to talk.

      “Coco. I must tell you about my time in the hospital,” she said.

      “Were you in a padded cell?” I asked.

      “No. I was in the newly refurbished low-security suite. It’s beautifully decorated. It was opened last year by Ronnie Corbett.”

      “Was it?”

      “Yes, and I met a woman who was convinced she was Carole Middleton. You know, Kate Middleton’s mother.”

      ‘Did she become a good friend?” I said.

      “God no. They whisked her off for electro shock therapy and I never saw her again. She did make me realise why I’d had all those visions of the Queen talking to me.”

      “Why?” I said.

      “To put me back on track, Coco,” she said. “I’ll never be the Queen, and I’ll never be able to truly replicate a traditional Sandringham Christmas. However, I could be the next Carole Middleton.”

      I noticed Rocco had walked up to the bathroom door and was pushing it with his nose, trying to get in and see Adam. Meryl went on.

      “Carole Middleton was just an ordinary air hostess, but through Kate, she’s now going to be mother to a future Queen. I could do the same thing as she did. Through Wilfred I could be the mother to the future King!”

      Rocco started digging at the bathroom door and whimpering.

      “I know you think I’m crackers Coco, but it’s all within the realms of reality. If Kate and Wills get married and have a baby girl, she’ll be close in age to Wilfred. He just needs to go to the same university as she does, and ask her on a date.”

      I couldn’t hear any sounds coming from the bathroom. Rocco was now frantically digging outside the door.

      “I’ve already hired a life coach and he’s taking me through each step to achieve my dream, this being my first.”

      “What?”

      “My Carole Middleton haircut!” she said, smoothing her hair. It didn’t look much like Carole Middleton’s; it looked more like someone had stuck a mixing bowl on her head and cut round it.

      “Look, Meryl, I’d better go and see if Adam is okay,” I said and ended the call.

      I was suddenly gripped with fear. I ran to the bathroom and banged on the door. There was no answer so I banged again.

      “What?” said Adam.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “What do you think? I’m on the loo…”

      “Oh, well, please don’t lock the door,” I said. I waited until he came out. He pushed past me, went back to bed and climbed under the covers.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 26th January 12.45

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I was making coffee this morning when Chris knocked on the door.

      “Hey Cokes,” he said.

      I gave him a hug and he came and sat at the breakfast bar. I told him Adam hasn’t showered or shaved in four days, and that he seems to hate me.

      “He’ll thank you in the future,” said Chris.

      “How far in the future?” I said.

      ”You did the right thing. Natasha is a winner, and she’s working for Adam. And you’re only renting out your house for a year, tops. It’s win-win.”

      I told him there hasn’t been any interest in the house, no viewings. The teenage estate agent who came to do the paperwork was convinced it would be snapped up within hours. Also Natasha keeps calling to ask Adam to come to her office and start going over his evidence, but he’s refused, saying he’s ill.

      “Let’s change the subject,” I said. “What’s happening with you?”

      “Lots,” said Chris excitedly. “It seems seeing Dame Judi in the Northern Lights has brought me luck. I’ve been chosen to direct the new season of plays for The Rabbit Hutch Theatre, in Devon.”

      “The Rabbit Hutch Theatre?”

      “Well, it’s bigger than a Rabbit Hutch, obviously. I know it’s not hugely well known to civilians, but it’s so prestigious and career building. It’s one of the few top-notch repertory theatre companies left in the UK.”

      “That’s great!” I said.

      “However, I do have to temporarily relocate to Devon, in two days’ time,” he said.

      “How long are you going for?”

      “Three months,” he said awkwardly. “I won’t go, if you need me,” he said grabbing my hand.

      “Don’t you DARE not go!” I said. “I’ll be fine. I’m just going to miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you too,” he said. “And if you need anything, I’m only a phone call or one of your long emails away…”

      I looked indignant.

      “I love reading them,” he grinned. “But try to keep them shorter for a least a few days, I’ve got to read a ton of plays before the weekend.”

      He told me about all the plays he’ll be directing. It’s quite an eclectic season: The Cherry Orchard, Abigail’s Party, A Long Day’s Journey Into Night and Xanadu: The Musical.

      “I’m most excited about directing Xanadu,” he said. “But don’t let anyone else hear that!”

      It was so good to see Chris finally excited about something as the last few months have been rough on him.

       

      When he’d gone I went up to Adam, who was now beginning to fester in bed. He was just a lump under the duvet.

      “Adam, please get up,” I said. “I need to change the sheets.”

      “Leave me alone,” he said.

      “No, I need to change the sheets. I have to sleep in there too.”

      He didn’t move. I grabbed the duvet and pulled it off the bed. He was rolled up in a ball. I tried to hug him but he turned his head away.

      “Adam,” I said.

      “Nothing you can say will make me feel better so you can save your breath.”

      I covered him up with the duvet and came back downstairs. A couple of hours later I had a phone call. It was Ethel.

      “‘Ello,” she said.

      I hadn’t spoken to her since Christmas.

      “Look, if you’re ringing to fight, I can’t,” I said. “I haven’t got the energy.”

      “Listen love,” she said. “I don’t wanna fight, I want to speak to Adam. I’ve tried ‘is mobile but iss off.”

      “Why do you want to speak to him?” I said.

      “Rosencrantz told me ‘e’s took to ‘is bed.”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I talk to ‘im?”

      “You can try but nothing will raise him,” I said.

      I took the phone upstairs and left it with Adam.

       

      An hour later Adam came downstairs. He had showered and he brought with him the old bed sheets. I followed him into the utility room where he was stuffing them into the washing machine. I watched as he measured out the powder then switched it on. He turned, and gave me a kiss.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I love you.”

      “I love you too. What did Ethel say?”

      “A few home truths.”

       

      I don’t know how she managed to raise Adam from his bed, but he’s even arranged to go into Natasha’s chambers and practise giving evidence.
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        Tuesday 1st February 12.45

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      Adam had his preliminary hearing this morning at Southwark Crown Court, a huge anonymous brown-brick building which sits with its back to the River Thames. A preliminary hearing is the court appearance before the trial proper. The accused enters their plea, and the details of the case are decided.

      This was Adam’s second preliminary hearing; he had appeared back in December where he had entered a plea of not guilty.

      The judge was a grey, humourless man and seemed irritated to see Adam again. Despite Natasha’s best efforts, he only granted us an extra two weeks, agreeing now to hear the case on February the twenty-eighth.

       

      We left the courtroom along a corridor full of pale clammy-faced youths waiting to be tried. A couple raised their eyebrows at Adam in a look of solidarity. I grabbed his hand as we passed, hoping to show he is not a criminal and is loved by someone who shops in the Per Una section in Marks & Spencer. Stupid, I know, but being in the court house reminded me how serious this all is.

      It was raining when we came outside. Natasha had a little associate with her, a young chap with a huge umbrella, who opened it for us all as we emerged from the giant flying canopy at the front of Southwark Court House.

      “Two weeks isn’t much of an extension,” I said.

      “I think for our defence strategy, it’s a very positive outcome,” said Natasha.

      The little associate holding the umbrella nodded sagely.

      “The more we look through the case files, and the police report, the more we see a lack of evidence against Adam,” she said. “We have a very strong case. I’m itching to get in the courtroom and win!”

      I wanted to hear more but Natasha’s car arrived and whisked her away to another appointment. We were thinking of walking back to Marylebone via the Thames Embankment but it really began to pour so we ran to the Tube.

       

      When we got home, Daniel was in my kitchen making a cup of tea! By the breakfast bar stood a young lad in a suit far too big for him.

      “Um, what’s going on?” I said.

      “I’m Lee, from McMahon Lettings,” said the young lad.

      “You’re my estate agent?” I said. He didn’t look old enough to buy cigarettes. “I thought the viewing was this afternoon?”

      “Yeah, I had to move it,” said Lee.

      “We found them on the doorstep,” said Daniel, pulling a couple of mugs from the kitchen cupboard.

      “Who’s ‘we’ and who’s ‘them’?” I said.

      “Me and Mum… We came over to get some of our things, before you move house, and we saw young Lee here with Mr Trattore, the guy who is viewing the house.”

      “So why are you both in here?” I said.

      “Well, Mum said she knew the house better than any of us,” said Daniel. “Would anyone else like tea?”

      “Ethel’s showing him round?” I shrilled.

      “Yeah,” said Daniel.

      I dropped my bag and dashed out.

      “I thought she’d be good at it, a woman’s touch and all that,” he shouted as I came upstairs. As I rounded the bannister, I heard Ethel’s voice in the bedroom.

      “Now in there tha’s the en suite. En suite is a French word, it means ‘avin a loo in the bedroom.”

      I went through as Ethel was demonstrating the bidet.

      “I’m not sure what it means in English, but you use it to wash yer arse,” she said.

      A handsome and elegant Italian chap dressed in crisp dark jeans and a striped shirt looked up with a smile on his face. He seemed to be amused by Ethel’s tour.

      “Oh, this is ‘er ‘oo I was telling you about,” said Ethel.

      “Hello Mrs Pinchard,” he said, speaking with a rich accent. “I am Salvo Trattore. I think I would like to rent your beautiful home.”

      “Oh… wonderful, so you like the house?” I said.

      “I love it, it’s very elegant.”

      “I thought it would be good to finish with the bidet,” said Ethel, signalling me to help her up off it.

       

      We came back downstairs and Salvo shook hands with Adam and said he would have to be going. I took him to the front door where he said, “Does she come with the house?”

      “Who?”

      “The housekeeper?”

      I had to stop from smiling. “Ethel? Um, no, afraid not. I’m taking her with me.”

      “That’s a shame… Good help is hard to find,” he said.

      He kissed me on both cheeks, and drove off in a smart little Porsche. I came back into the kitchen as Adam was showing Daniel how to work the coffee machine.

      “’E looks ever so rich, that Italian,” said Ethel. “‘E seems like a lovely man. So refined.”

      “He wanted to know if you came with the house,” I said.

      “You what?” said Ethel.

      “He thought you were my housekeeper.”

      Adam bit his lip to suppress a grin.

      “‘E thought I was the char lady? I ‘ope you set ‘im straight?”

      “Yes, of course,” I said.

      “The cheeky bastard. I’ll ‘ave you know this dress is from Debenhams, and it weren’t cheap!”

      Lee, the estate agent, who had been watching all of this said he would sort out the “paperwork and stuff” then slunk off back to his office.

      “To think you’re paying him five percent and Mum did all the leg work,” said Daniel.

      He pressed a button on the coffee machine and hot milk squirted out and hit the ceiling.

      “So tell me again why you’re both here?” I said irritably, grabbing a cloth.

      “I came to get me salad spinner,” said Ethel accusingly. “You’ve ‘ad it fer years.”

      “Um… I gave Mum a lift,” said Daniel.

      I’ve never seen a piece of salad pass Ethel’s lips but I told him to try the attic. Daniel went up whilst Ethel stayed cooing over Adam.

      “‘Ow are yer bearin’ up love?” she said.

      Adam told her about the hearing.

      “You’ll be fine,” she said patting his hand. “We ‘ad a little pep talk on the phone, din’t we? I told you things would get better, ‘an they ‘ave. Thanks to me, Coco’s rented out ‘er ridiculously big ‘ouse.”

      “Adam was here when it happened, we don’t need your commentary,” I said, heaving myself up on the kitchen island and scrubbing milk off the ceiling.

      “See, Adam? See ‘ow she bites me ‘ead orf at every turn…”

      Adam didn’t know what to say.

      “‘Course, I’m the one what always mends things between us. Did you ‘ear? She dumped me at Christmas, like one of them dogs in a cardboard box…”

      “What she doesn’t mention is I drove her to the airport and got her priority boarding,” I said.

      “She should look after ‘er own. I know ‘er an’ Danny are divorced but a mother-in-law ain’t just fer Christmas, she’s fer life!”

      Adam nodded along with her sagely whilst I cleared up the rest of Daniel’s mess.

      Daniel finally came downstairs with Ethel’s manky old salad spinner, then my phone rang. It was Lee, the estate agent.

      “Mr. Trattore is going to rent for £4,200 per calendar month,” he said. “The price is a little higher than we advertised, because he’d like to move in on the fourth.”

      “The fourth of March?” I said.

      “No, this Friday, the fourth of February,” said Lee.

      I came off the phone in shock.

      “Where you gonna live?” said Ethel.

      “We’re moving in with Marika,” said Adam.

      “Ooh, you’ll be just down the road from me!” said Ethel. “And Adam, if yer need a salad spinner, you know where I am.”

      It seems like I will never escape the old bag.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 3rd February 17.40

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I never imagined how I’d pack everything up and move. There are four generations’ worth of crap stored in this house. However, that myth was busted with one phone call to Big Yellow. They sent round a team of scarily efficient packers who had everything boxed up and in a giant van within six hours.

      All I’ve kept is some clothes, toiletries, a few books, my laptop, and some paperwork I really can’t do without. Everything else will sit in a warehouse in East London for the next year.

      Marika has gone ahead in the Land Cruiser with Rocco. It’s piled high with our stuff. Adam is in a meeting with one of Natasha’s associates, preparing for the court case.

      Salvo Trattore is going to bring his own furniture. I’m sat in the living room and it’s really odd. I’ve never seen it empty before. It’s so big. I’ve walked from room to room and only really noticed the space. I don’t know how we will cope in Marika’s back bedroom. How is Devon treating you?

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 4th February 11.03

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      It was strange waking up in our new home this morning. Our room isn’t small but it’s piled high with our suitcases. Me, Adam and Rocco lay in bed for a few minutes, listening to a train click clack past outside the window, and then we crept out to the kitchen. Marika had left a note to say she would be working all morning. Her dog walking enterprise is really taking off and she’s making good money.

      She had prepared us a welcome breakfast. A big plate of cheese, cold meat, some lovely crusty bread, and a little golden block of butter. There was a selection of Nespresso capsules, laid out next to her Nespresso machine, watched over by the life-size George Clooney cut-out she got by bribing the guy in the Nespresso Store on Regent Street.

      We now have our own shelf in the fridge, a space each in the bathroom cabinet, and there is a clipboard by the phone with a sheet of paper for us to write down who we call on the landline.

      I was quite enjoying the novelty of sharing a house until I came out to the car to get a bag of shoes I’d left in the footwell of the back seat.

      Someone had thrown a brick through the driver’s window and stolen them, along with the car radio and my Ray Bans, which were in the glove compartment. I have just moved the car to a spot outside the house and we’re waiting for someone to come and replace the window.

      Now I miss home.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 4th February 22.27

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      After the car window was fixed, we went to report to a police station to say Adam had moved. However, we had a problem finding a police station. The local one round the corner had a sign outside saying that it’s only open on a Friday between 1.45pm and 2.30pm, and that it’s only manned by volunteers from the community. It was 2.50pm and two old ladies were outside. One was just locking up, whilst the other was carefully carrying a half-completed jigsaw on a tea tray. I could see there hadn’t been much crime fighting going on. They were very sweet though, and suggested we try the nearest police station which was in Sydenham.

      When we arrived we discovered Sydenham Police Station has just been converted to a Pizza Express. After a rest, a glass of wine and a plate of dough balls, we drove over to the mega police station in Lewisham.

      Prisoners were being ferried in and out at an alarming rate, and we had to wait three hours before someone on the desk could see us.

      We got to Marika’s at seven, but heard she was occupied in the bedroom. She’s started dating a fellow dog walker whom she met at a drinking trough on Hilly Fields common. (Their dogs were the ones doing the drinking.)

      In the small flat, we couldn’t escape the soundtrack of Marika’s bedroom Olympics, so Adam suggested we take Rocco for a walk.

      There wasn’t much to look at on a cold dark night in February. Adam took my hand and we walked past a long row of terraced houses broken up by corner shops and Chinese take-aways. It was very depressing.

      “How much further do you want to go?” I moaned. “We’ve been on our feet all day.”

      “I can’t go back to Marika shagging some bloke. He’s going to come out of her room and want to shake my hand, and I don’t want to have to think where it’s been.”

      I laughed and he put his arm round me as we passed a row of shops. There was a small supermarket called ‘Mr Gogi’s’, a key cutter, a launderette, and a Post Office. We carried on past the train station and came to a set of gates with a path leading up into a wooded area. Once inside we let Rocco off the lead and he scampered excitedly up the path. We followed him up a long set of steps and came to the most beautiful church. It was small with a tall spire and, in the moonlight, the flint walls sparkled. Candles glowed invitingly through the stained glass windows in soft reds, blues and greens.

      “Shall we go inside?” I said.

      “What about Rocco?” said Adam.

      “I’ll stick him in my coat.”

      Inside the church, it was so peaceful. Not that outside was particularly loud, but the everyday hum of traffic ceased when we walked through the door. We made our way down the aisle to sit in one of the wooden pews. It smelt of dust and incense and wasn’t overly grand, but simple and beautiful. There was a fresh spray of lilies on the altar, and the stone arches were smooth sandstone, with carvings on the ceiling.

      I felt so safe and relaxed. I took Adam’s hand and without thinking said, “Wouldn’t it be wonderful to get married here?”

      He turned to look at me.

      “This isn’t a proposal,” I added quickly. Adam carried on staring. “All I meant is that this church would be nice for a wedding…”

      “You’d marry me?” he said incredulously.

      “Well, maybe, hypothetically… but you’re not asking, are you?”

      “No, I’m talking hypothetically too,” he said hastily.

      We sat awkwardly for a few more minutes listening to the sound of Rocco’s snoring coming from inside my coat. We both went to say something, but then my phone beeped. It was Marika saying the coast was clear.

      We jumped up, eager to get out of the church and eager to be warm in bed. We didn’t mention the marriage thing again. We did meet Marika’s new man, Greg. He used to work in The City, but after burning out, and quitting his job, became a fellow dog walker, like Marika. He seems pleasant, and he’s good looking. We just wished he’d been more attentive with how his dressing gown was arranged when he sat on the sofa.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 6th February 21.13

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I quite like the area Marika lives in. There is a beautiful deli, a park and an incredible Indian Restaurant. We went there for a meal last night with Rosencrantz, Marika, and Greg. Afterwards we all walked back to Marika’s and saw on the huge electronic billboard above the train station a poster for Agent Fergie.

      It was very quiet in the dark street as we all stared at it.

      “That’s wicked, Mum,” said Rosencrantz.

      Then there was an electronic whirring as the plastic strips moved round and the next advert came up.

      “What are we looking at?” slurred Greg.

      “It’s my Mum’s new book,” said Rosencrantz.

      We waited a minute and the advert whirred round again.

      “Oh… Cool beans, can you get me a signed copy?” said Greg.

      “I won’t get any until next week…” I said.

      “She doesn’t get many. They’ll be in shops on the twenty-second,” Adam added pointedly.

      Greg had wormed out of paying for dinner by saying he had forgotten his wallet. So, we all had to chip in for him. I wouldn’t have minded but he ordered so much food that was wasted and a triple shot of thirty-year-old whisky that he didn’t even finish.

      There was an awkward moment.

      “We’ll be sure to buy a copy, won’t we?” said Marika.

      “You bet!” said Greg.

      They then headed home whilst we walked Rosencrantz to the train station.

      When we got home, Marika was in the bathroom and Greg was in the kitchen. He was sat at the table eating the carrot cake I had bought.

      “Hey guys,” he said.

      We watched him for a moment but he didn’t say anything. It was from our shelf in the fridge. He then went to the sink where he plonked the dirty plate, leaving half the cake uneaten!

      “Night guys,” he said and sloped off to bed.

      I was so annoyed.

      “Calm down,” said Adam, putting his arms round me. “It’s just a bit of cake…”

      “I know, our cake. How rude is he?”

      I really hope Marika isn’t going to move him in!

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 9th February 10.31

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Angie is managing my book launch with the utmost secrecy. I’m not allowed to talk to journalists. She has only permitted email interviews, which she has written herself. I picked up a copy of The Metro newspaper today and read an interview with an author where she raved on about how much she loves the royal family, and is obsessed with all things royal. I was thinking what a saddo the author was, until I noticed that it was me! I phoned Angie straight away.

      “I don’t love the royal family and I don’t dream about going to a garden party, or being made a dame,” I said when she answered.

      “Darlin’, what are you talking about?” she said. I heard the click of her lighter and a deep exhale.

      “This interview in The Metro, about Agent Fergie. ‘Oh to be Dame Coco Pinchard and meet the Queen,’ that’s what I said, apparently.”

      “Oh, that. Coco the public are mad on royal stuff at the moment, what with the wedding of William and that scrawny brunette…”

      “Kate.”

      “Yeah. Princess Kate, who’d have thought? It’s hip to be a royalist. That’s why I’m using it in this interview.”

      “But I’ve always prided myself on being a socialist, that’s my belief.”

      “Ha! You’re a champagne socialist at best Coco, and the first rule of promotion is that your beliefs can’t be too concrete.”

      “But…”

      “Thanks to me you got a huge advance, and your last book sold like hot cakes, am I right?”

      “Yes, but…” she didn’t let me finish.

      “Did I ever disappoint you? I know what I’m doing. Coco, your books are amazing, but without clever marketing you might as well write one out in longhand and put it on the shelf above your bed.”

      “Could we at least make me sound like a hip royalist then? People are going to think I’m an old spinster in a flowering apron who invites strangers for tea to look at her royal mug collection.”

      Angie has suggested I join Twitter as @CocoPinchard. I can do some tweeting about my life and what I like, and my publishing house can do some tweeting too.

      “It’ll give people an insight to your personality,” she said. “But for God's sake don’t mention anything about Adam!”

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 10th February 11.44

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      I have a hundred and sixty followers on Twitter! Many of whom have read my books, also Marika and Chris have read my books. I hope you are ashamed of yourself Ms. Langford ;)

      I’ve also been welcomed to Twitter by a journalist from The Independent and another from the Daily Mail. This is quite fun.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 13th February 14.43

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Greg has stayed at the flat for six nights in a row. He’s all but moved in! He’s eating the food off our shelf in the fridge. Every morning he nabs the newspaper I’m paying for to be delivered. He’s even wearing Adam’s pants! Admittedly, that was a mistake, as all our stuff has to dry on the same clothes dryer in the living room.

      I don’t know how to broach the subject of Greg with Marika, particularly the pants, but she seems so happy with him and I’m being all British and I don’t want to rock the boat. On the upside, I have five hundred followers on Twitter!

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 15th February 12.22

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Adam had a meeting with Natasha yesterday about his case. She pretended to be the defence QC and grilled him mercilessly. I met him afterwards on The Strand. I had forgotten it was Valentine’s Day yesterday, so when he asked if I fancied McDonald’s I said “yes” without protest. We set off up St Martin’s Lane towards Leicester Square. The wind was cold and outside the Duke of York’s Theatre we were caught up amongst the chattering theatregoers before the show, spilling out onto the street with plastic glasses from the bar. I envied their carefree laughter, and I felt homesick. I wanted to be back living here amongst the fun and buzz of Central London.

      Adam pulled us past Cranbourn Street, which leads to the Leicester Square McDonald’s, and on towards Cambridge Circus.

      “McDonald’s is this way,” I said.

      “I have a surprise for you,” he said.

      We kept walking until we reached The Ivy. Adam said hello to the doorman as if he knew him, and ushered us into the luxury of the restaurant.

      “When did you organise this?” I asked, shocked.

      “I got Angie to phone up and bully a table,” he said. “It is Valentine’s Day.”

      As we were led to our table, I noticed most of the women, and a good few men, were undressing Adam with their eyes. I suddenly saw how damn hot he looked in his suit, the thin crisp fabric clinging to him in all the right places. He pulled out a chair for me and we sat.

      It was a stunning meal, and, for the first time in ages, it felt like we were an exciting young couple again, not bowed down with stress. After dessert, a bottle of champagne appeared in an ice bucket.

      “Oh, I think you’ve got the wrong table,” I said, seeing it was Krug.

      “No, madam,” said the waiter softly.

      He wrapped the neck of the bottle in a snow-white napkin and squeezed out the cork with an elegant pop. He filled our glasses then melted away. I was looking at Adam in protest, but he was fumbling in his jacket pockets. Then he pushed back his chair and crouched on the floor.

      “Did you drop your wallet?” I said, pushing back my chair and squatting down on the floor with him.

      He looked at me, now at eye-level with him. Then I noticed he was on one knee… and he was holding out a little velvet box… and nestling on a little cushion inside was a ring! For a moment I stupidly still didn’t get it, and then it fell into place with a whump.

      “You’re not supposed to be down here with me,” he whispered.

      I noticed the restaurant had gone quiet and everyone was looking to see which of the squatting pair of us was going to pop the question. I quickly rose and sat in my chair. He took a deep breath as I tried to arrange how to sit and what to do with my face. There was something so deeply moving about him looking up at me with his whiskey-coloured eyes, his long tall frame kneeling submissively on that fine carpet.

      “Coco, I know I don’t have much to offer you right now. In fact, I have nothing but my love for you. But my love is strong and fierce and tender, and I will protect you for the rest of my life. Will you marry me?” he said quietly.

      I quickly did a rewind and fast forward in my head. He is wonderful, funny, and very hot. His speech made me melt and most importantly, I do love him. The answer, it seemed, was ‘yes’.

      “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I will marry you.”

      He took the ring from the box and slipped it on my finger. It was a simple white gold band and it fitted perfectly. He leaned forward and he kissed me. We both had tears in our eyes and the people in the restaurant actually applauded us.

      We stayed until late, drinking our champagne, a little in shock and awe. I kept looking at the ring and feeling this warm buzz of excitement in my stomach. We were almost the last people to leave the restaurant and when we stepped out into the dark street it was almost one in the morning.

      “We’ve missed the last train back,” I said. “What should we do?”

      “How about, for old times’ sake, we get creative?” he said, flashing his devilish grin.

       

      So, at half one in the morning, we crept up to my allotment patch in Marylebone. We haven’t been there since the autumn. By the glowing light of my iPhone we looked round furtively then climbed over the gate. The ground sparkled in the moonlight as we crept alongside rows of frozen dug-over soil. I nearly had a heart attack when I stood in a puddle, now brittle with ice, which gave a loud hollow crunching sound.

      “Jeez!” I said, catching my breath up against a neighbour’s shed.

      “Relax, there’s no one here,” smiled Adam.

      He came close, pressing the length of his warm body against me. He took my head in his hands and kissed me. I felt his taut muscles against my chest, his powerful legs, and a rapidly growing hardness.

      “Come on,” I said, dragging him up towards my shed. “You need to warm me up!”

      My hands were so cold when we got to the door I had trouble getting the key in the lock, but it finally twisted open and the door yielded. We burst inside. Adam pulled me in for a warm deep kiss, which made my knees buckle a little. I untucked his shirt and put my hands up on the small of his back. He gave a sharp intake of breath and I undid his trousers, sliding my hand over the curve of his hot rump. We pulled out all the spare blankets and collapsed in a hastily made bed on top of two beanbags. Adam shrugged out of his suit and quickly had my clothes off. I gasped at the cold air, which was replaced by his warm naked body on top of mine.

      Afterwards we snuggled up in the blankets, and shared a huge cracked mug of whisky. There was no electricity, my phone had died, and it was almost pitch black apart from a strip of moonlight shining across the opposite side of the shed.

      I felt so happy; happier than I had in months. As we drifted off in each other’s arms I said, “So we’re going to do it? We’re going to get married?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to give you the best wedding you’ve ever had,” said Adam. “It’s going to be a big flat party.”

      “A flat party?”

      “I meant a big fat party.”

      “Are you a bit tipsy?”

      “Yes, and our wedding will be too. Big and fun and tipsy with all our friends…”

      “A big fat tipsy wedding?”

      “Yes… You’re going to be a… beautiful bride…” said Adam, drifting off to sleep.

      “I don’t know if I can wear white, after what we just did,” I said, but Adam was already asleep.

       

      I woke up the next morning to the sound of creaking wood and then an icy breeze. I opened my eyes and Adam was sprawled on top of me, naked. The blankets must have dislodged in the night, and a shaft of sunlight illuminated his perfect behind. I looked up and the sunlight was pouring through the open door. The head of the Allotment Association, Agatha Balfour, was standing there with a youngish looking couple and their two small children. They stared, opened–mouthed, as Adam shifted in his sleep, opening his legs and treating them all to a view of his scrotum, which slid across my bare leg and off to dangle pendulously in the cold breeze. One of the children screamed. I yanked the covers over Adam.

      “Mrs Pinchard!” shrilled Agatha, with a look of horror. “Get dressed and then come and SEE ME!”

      She slammed the door and I heard them move away. When they were gone, Adam opened his eyes.

      “Morning,” he grinned.

      I told him what had happened.

      “Shit,” he cried, jumping up and pulling on his underwear.

      “What?”

      “We should apologise.”

      “Why?”

      “She’s in charge of all the allotments,” he said.

      “So? I’ve had enough of that old bag, acting as if this is some luxury five-star retirement village when it’s a bloody allotment! Do you know what she said? ‘See me’ as if I’m some school kid…”

      When we were dressed, I marched up the hill to Agatha’s shed, my heels sinking into the soil, which was now melting in the morning sunshine. Adam hurried along behind, tucking in his shirt and doing up his flies.

      I reached the door to Agatha’s shed and barged in without knocking.

      “I’d like to ask why you brought a load of people to look at my shed!” I said.

      Agatha looked up from using a little silver spoon to measure tealeaves into a pot.

      “Mrs Pinchard,” she said not missing a beat. “The reason I did, is because you no longer have an allotment. They were prospective tenants.”

      Adam caught up, and sheepishly waved hello. Agatha picked up a piece of paper.

      “I take it your new address is 12A Berry Road, Honor Oak Park, London SE23 1BZ?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I left a message on your answering machine. A message you never bothered to return.”

      “Mrs Pinchard,” she said, removing her glasses. “You are only eligible for an allotment if you live in the NW1 postcode.”

      “I am. I own a house here,” I said.

      “But you don’t reside here, Mrs Pinchard.”

      “That doesn’t sound fair!”

      “I don’t make the rules, Mrs Pinchard. For example, the Sultan of Brunei owns a very nice house overlooking Regent’s Park, but even he couldn’t have an allotment because he doesn’t reside here. Having said that, the Sultan of Brunei would do a much better job of weeding.”

      “Yeah, he does have an awful lot of wives,” said Adam.

      I turned and looked at him incredulously.

      “I’m just saying,” he shrugged.

      “Well, don’t!”

      “You have seven days to vacate, Mrs Pinchard,” said Agatha. “Good day.”

      It seems after a couple of years Agatha finally has her wish. She has forced me out. I no longer have an allotment. We trudged back down the hill, doing the worst walk of shame.

      As we waited for a taxi in the freezing wind, I could just make out the roof of my house between the bare branches of a tree in the distance. I had an image of Salvo Trattore sitting by a roaring fire, my roaring fire, all cosy with a slice of pannetone.

      “I’m sorry,” said Adam, as he followed my gaze.

      “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for,” I said.

      I clung onto him and I really hoped that love was all I needed.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 16th February 13.01

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      I’m writing to tell you I’m engaged. None of my friends seem to be overjoyed at this. Chris was rather cool on the phone with his congratulations and then said he had to get back to his rehearsals. I then tried a different tack with Marika, asking if she wanted to be a bridesmaid. She burst into cackles of laughter and then saw I was serious.

      “Are you fucking kidding, Coco?” she said.

      “No. We haven’t set a date yet…”

      “Well, of course you haven’t. He’s nine days away from a crown court trial.”

      This stopped me in my tracks.

      “What do you mean? He’s going to be acquitted. Natasha thinks so and she’s the best lawyer there is.”

      “Oh my God, will you listen to yourself,” she said. “Did you ever ask Adam to take that lie detector test?”

      “No.”

      “Exactly. Wake up, woman!”

      “Yeah, well. What about Greg?”

      “What about Greg?” snapped Marika, her eyes flashing dangerously.

      “You’ve moved him in pretty quickly!”

      “It’s my flat!”

      “We’re paying half the mortgage! What’s he paying? He barely chips in for milk let alone anything else!”

      The door went and Greg came bounding in. Talk about timing, the stupid prat had milk, bread and a newspaper in a plastic bag from the newsagent.

      “Hello darling,” said Marika. “Oh, look what Greg bought,”

      “Yeah, well I thought it about time I chipped in,” he said.

      “Coco has some news,” said Marika.

      Greg looked up at me. It’s funny how the people you are closest to can hurt you the most. I felt like I was back in the playground. Marika was bearing down on me like Kelly Roffey, a girl who used to bully me.

      “I’m engaged,” I said in a small voice.

      “To, Adam? Oh congrats,” said Greg. He moved in for an awkward peck on the cheek. “We should go and celebrate.”

      “Yes,” said Marika and I quickly.

      I blinked back tears, scooped up Rocco, and took him for a long walk.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 17th February 22.22

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I tweeted to my seven hundred Twitter followers yesterday that I was engaged; I had more excitement from people I don’t know. Then Adam’s daughter Holly saw it and tweeted the following:

       

      Congrats 2 my new step-mum @CocoPinchard and 2u dad… When does ur trial for fraud begin?

       

      When I saw it on my iPhone, I panicked and went to send her a message to remove it, but by mistake I retweeted it. I finally got a direct message to her, but it took over an hour for her to pick it up and delete the tweet. I couldn’t bear the tension so I took Rocco for a walk. Halfway along Brockley Rise, I had a phone call from Angie to say that the release of Agent Fergie is being postponed.

      “For how long?” I said.

      “Well, until the trial is over and we know what’s happening with Adam… Thanks to his moron daughter and her stupid tweet, your publishing house knows what’s really going on.”

      “Is Adam’s trial that big a deal?”

      “Normally they wouldn’t care, but they’re in talks for a merger with Tranzplanet Publishing which has to be approved by the government…”

      “And they don’t want to be seen to support a writer who is dating a criminal?”

      “Yep. That’s about it. Course you’re not just dating him, you’re engaged to him…”

      I told Angie she was being harsh.

      “Well, we’ve been here before,” she said. “And I’m fed up. You seem to court disaster and it’s tedious for those of us who have to rely on you. You know now the final part of your advance is gonna be delayed. Which means my commission gets delayed too…”

      I don’t know what I’m going to do now. I think I’ll have to sell the car.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 19th February 16.22

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Things are getting very awkward here with Marika. She has been watching Kung-Fu movies all day with Greg. (As you know, Marika hates Kung-Fu movies.)

      Adam and myself have spent the day in our room. Not having your own space means we can’t argue. So we’ve been hissing at each other quietly.

      He had a big row on the phone yesterday with Holly. I’ve never heard him shout at her before. He says he doesn’t want me to sell the car. But I say we don’t have a choice. Besides, I don’t use it. It’s £45,000 worth of metal just sitting outside the flat. It was broken into again last night. The front windscreen and passenger window were smashed. All that was stolen was a map of Slovakia I bought at Christmas. They left the map for the Czech Republic, which shows whoever took it failed geography at school. You have to drive through the Czech Republic to get to Slovakia.

      Chris, could I keep the car in your driveway whilst I try to sell it? I want to move it next week when I clear out my allotment shed.

      Adam is now napping, and I’ve started to read Wolf Hall by Hilary Mantel. She’s such a brilliant writer. She’s much better than me. It’s made me very gloomy about Agent Fergie.

      I wish I could be like Hilary Mantel, captivate the world with literary fiction, and be nominated for all those awards. Although, she is a slightly unusual looking woman. It made me wonder if you can be talented and attractive. I asked Adam the same question and, half asleep, he told me I’m gorgeous, which I didn’t want to hear.

      How is life treating you in Devon?

       

      C xx

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 22nd February 14.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I emptied the allotment shed today. It was very sad packing up everything: the deck chairs and blankets, the little mini bar stored in an old cardboard box. I thought of all the fun we’d had there, drinking in the long summer evenings, pretending to garden whenever Agatha came past.

      When I had taken the last of the stuff I stopped by the fruit canes, all cut back, their thin hairy branches wiggling in the wind. The blueberry bushes were skeletons, and the strawberry plants were brown, spidery, and squashed flat. I’ll miss seeing them spring to life in the summer, and the heavenly smell of fresh strawberries.

      A lone crow landed, all polished beak and feathers, and picked around in the bare soil. It was a very poetic end. The cold wind rounded on me and gusted up my coat as if to say, “Go on, be off with you,” so I took the cardboard box mini-bar, and hung the key on Agatha’s door as I passed.

      Out on the street I discovered I had been clamped.

      I walked round to where it was attached to my front wheel, and saw under the dirt was a phone number. I dialled it and after a few rings, Agatha Balfour answered. I quickly hung up, thinking I had mis-dialled; my fingers were rendered into a little sausage claw by the cold. I dialled again, and again Agatha Balfour answered.

      “Who is this?” she said.

      “It’s Coco Pinchard… Your telephone number seems to be written on a car clamp.”

      She tersely informed me she would be there “in a mo” and hung up.

      She came trudging out of the gate swinging her keys, and without a hello or anything, put her muddy boot on the edge of the clamp, inserted a key, and wiggled it free of the wheel. I stood there waiting for an explanation. When none was offered up I said, “Who the hell are you to clamp my car?”

      “You are parked in front of the gate. It’s an access point. I am allowed to clamp people who block the access point.”

      “But that’s stupid, surely, since that makes it less of an access point?”

      “What would you suggest? I slash their tyres? Urinate on the bonnet?”

      “Why are you saying that?”

      “Mrs Pinchard, just when I think I have heard or seen the worst, you plumb the depths even further.”

      “I parked here for less than an hour!”

      “Parking is the least of it! I’m talking about poor Mr Rickard.”

      “Adam?”

      “Yes, Adam! He was a respected member of this community. A diligent Allotment Association secretary with the finest penmanship I’ve ever seen. Then he meets you, and you encourage him to give up his allotment patch. Then I find him in flagrante in your potting shed… And now I hear he’s charged with fraud amounting to two hundred thousand pounds!”

      “You know nothing about me, Agatha!” I said, close to tears.

      “Nor do I wish to. Your life is a cesspit! I won’t charge you a release fee. I think of it as a bonus that I never have to see you again.”

      She turned and walked away, swinging the car clamp as she went. I had to steel myself not to cry on the street.

      I drove the car over to your place and your sister let me park it in the garage.

      I know this sounds odd but I just want the trial to start now; we need to move forward. The waiting is unbearable.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 28th February 19.27

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      The trial began this morning. I came up to Southwark Crown Court with Adam early. It was still dark and there was a fine drizzle. My throat was tight with fear when I kissed him goodbye. He had to go in earlier for a last bit of preparation with Natasha. I grabbed a coffee from a tiny pop-up coffee shop manned by a guy with dreadlocks, and sat on a bench by the river and watched the sun coming up. I felt physically sick, so I left my coffee and, as a distraction, read the final chapter of Wolf Hall. It is a brilliant book.

      I was just finishing a cigarette when I looked up to see the author herself, Hilary Mantel, ordering a coffee over at the pop-up stand! I grabbed my bag and lined up behind her. She shot me a sideways glance as I proffered my copy of Wolf Hall with a biro.

      “I’ve just finished reading your book,” I said. “Would you sign it for me?”

      Her look darkened further and she said, “I didn’t write Wolf Hall.”

      “Didn’t you?” I said, holding the book up beside her head. “The picture looks a lot like you!”

      “I am not Hilary Mantel,” she snapped, and taking her coffee, she walked off.

      “What a snooty cow, who does she think she is?” I said, a bit too loudly. She stopped and looked round with a penetrating gaze, then turned and walked away.

      The dreadlocked guy tutted so I moved off to let him serve the queue forming behind me.

       

      I arrived at Southwark Crown Court at a quarter to nine and joined the queue waiting to get through the metal detectors. I tried to imagine I was passing through an airport and kept thinking positive thoughts. I was then shown into the courtroom. I was sat high up at the back in the visitors’ gallery.

      The jury filed in and I had my first chance to get a good look at them. Six men and six women, who were a good mix of race and age. No one really stood out. I hope this is a good thing. Adam then came in with Natasha. I gave him a little wave, which came out all wrong, and looked like I had come to see him in a nativity play. A couple of the jurors clocked me and I remembered I must act neutral. Then the prosecution entered; a large, dark-haired woman called Annabel Napier QC. She has slanting eyebrows and feline eyes, and regarded Adam much as a cat would before moving in for the kill.

      When we were all in place, we were asked to stand for the judge, Her Ladyship Dame Ruby Haute-Penguin. The doors were flung open and I nearly died when the woman I thought was Hilary Mantel entered in her judge’s robes.

      Fear shot through me. Did I really call the judge a snooty cow? Natasha had warned me about the role of the judge, and even though they don’t have a say in the outcome, they can heavily influence the jury during the summing up of the evidence.

      We sat and she regarded the courtroom from under her wig. It was far too theatrical for my liking. It made me want to scream; the wigs, the robes, the jury all po-faced and the prospective legal teams posturing. It seemed as if all the people involved were doing it for personal gain and it was forgotten that my Adam was sitting there with his life in the balance. The one-upmanship seemed heightened in that it was all women involved.

      I detected a whiff of camaraderie between the prosecution, Annabel Napier QC, and the judge. They seemed to regard Natasha — younger and prettier Natasha — as a threat, and wiping the floor with her pretty face during this trial was the order of the day.

      I am not sure if I can sit through this; it could go on for weeks. I’m driving myself mad with analysing every nuance of voice, and every time I see one of the jurors yawn or appear to switch off I want to throw sweets at their head (I have a supply in my handbag to pass the time).

      Opening statements were heard from Natasha and Annabel. Both were persuasive and it feels like they could make the case go either way.

      After the day’s proceedings, Adam stayed behind with Natasha to go over some of the things the prosecution brought up during the opening statements. I hung around outside the courthouse with another cup of coffee, waiting for the judge. I caught her as she was leaving with her bags.

      “I’m so sorry I was rude this morning,” I said, scuttling along beside her.

      She carried on walking, looking straight ahead.

      “I said, I’m sorry. I meant it as a compliment. I would love to be mistaken for a Man Booker prizewinner, even if she is a minger. I mean, not that you’re a minger! You’re a penguin, I mean you’re a Dame, Dame Haute-Penguin…”

      “I can’t talk to you, Mrs Pinchard,” she said. “You should know this.”

      She quickened her pace and I fell back and let her walk away, watching her halo of golden hair fly about in the breeze.

      Shit, I’ve done it now, I thought. Adam is doomed.

      He phoned and said to head home, he would talk later. I walked in a circle along the river to London Bridge then doubled back down Tooley Street and past the big multi-storey car park. I stopped as a large Range Rover pulled in front of me. Cars zoomed past and the Range Rover had to wait for a spot to pull out. After a moment, the tinted window slid down. Judge Haute-Penguin was sat regally on her white leather seats, smoking a long thin Capri cigarette.

      “When I read a book, I like a good comedy,” she said, to no one in particular, her eyes never leaving the traffic zipping by.

      “I couldn’t get into Wolf Hall… Chasing Diana Spencer was rather good…”

      A spot opened up, and she pulled out, roaring off into the traffic. I stood watching the Range Rover move out of sight. What did this mean? Did it mean anything? At the very least, I must be forgiven… Maybe she thinks Adam is innocent.
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        Wednesday 2nd March 23.11

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      The prosecution has spent the last two days laying out its case against Adam. I’m glad I can only see the back of his head. Annabel Napier QC has skilfully painted him in a bad, bad light. I watched the jury carefully throughout the day, and I could see some of their gazes hardening towards him.

      Annabel Napier is a formidable woman with real stage presence, highly articulate and one of those immaculate larger ladies. She has beautiful shiny chestnut brown hair tied at the nape of her neck. Her face is feline in shape with emerald green eyes and arched eyebrows. She really knows her eye makeup and utilises the autumn shades with devastating effect. Dark shading on the lid combined with an elegant swipe of eyeliner, and in all the hours she’s been up there attacking Adam’s character, she’s never suffered eye gloop.

      I got to see her up close during a recess. I was in the toilets brushing my hair when she emerged from a cubicle and came to wash her hands in the next sink. There was an awkward silence. In another world, I’d love to have struck up a conversation. I would have begun by asking her for tips on eye-shadow. I spent years thinking coral and royal blues were flattering, but my efforts always made me look like a slightly anaemic country and western singer. Then when we’d got chatting, I’d launch into a speech about Adam. Tell her all of the wonderful things about him that will never come out in court. However, I was scared to even smile at her. She finished washing her hands and went to the dryer. Over the low drone, we both pretended the other wasn’t there.

       

      I had lunch with Adam and Natasha in one of the offices at the court, and when he nipped off to the loo, I confided in her how worried I was.

      “I know it’s hard, Coco,” said Natasha, through a mouthful of Pret No-Bread sandwich. “But you have to remember, it’s my turn next.”

      She said the words “my turn” with real relish.

      “We have several things in our favour. The two hundred thousand pounds is nowhere to be found, which we can spin positively: no money, no crime. Then we have CCTV images of Adam placing him in another area of London on four occasions when the cash withdrawals took place from his bank account.”

      She reached out and squeezed my hand.

      “And most importantly, I always win,” she said.

      Before I could say anything, Adam returned, straightening his tie.

      “Are you talking girlie stuff?” he said.

      Natasha looked at me.

      “Yeah,” I said. He put his arm round me and leant in for a kiss. Then a knock on the door told us we had to go back for the afternoon session.

      The onslaught finished just before four-thirty. Annabel finished by saying, “I assure those members of the jury that over the following days the paper-thin defence of Mr Rickard will be dismantled, brick by measly brick, until a guilty verdict is not only necessary but imperative.”

      She let her words hang theatrically over the jury before thanking the judge.

       

      We went for dinner to Wagamama afterwards. I invited Natasha, but she said she wanted to go back to her office and prepare for tomorrow.

      It was raining again as we crossed Tooley Street and passed The London Dungeon, the torches out front blazing in the dusk. Then we picked our way through Clink Street, past the Clink Prison Museum with more flaming torches and signs offering us two for one on tours of the medieval jail. It seemed we couldn’t get away from symbols of foreboding. Well, we could have gone across the bridge to the Wetherspoons, but we love the noodles.

      I have found it difficult to discuss the trial with Adam at the best of times, but there was no opportunity most of the evening. When we were seated in Wagamama, we were put on one of those long benches where you sit shoulder to shoulder with strangers, so we slurped our noodles awkwardly amongst the deafening chatter. Then, when we left, the walk back through to the station was crowded and the crowds didn’t abate. We had to stand on a cramped train all the way home. Even the walk to the flat was chock-a-block with people pouring out of the station and on to the pavements.

      When we got in, the lights were all off and Marika and Greg were sprawled out on the sofa watching The Green Mile; more foreboding. Rocco was a scampering, scurrying little fur ball, canon-balling towards us with excitement. We said “Hello” to Marika and asked when Rocco had last been out for a walk.

      “Sorry hun, not since this afternoon,” she said, her eyes not leaving the screen. Greg just lifted a hand in greeting whilst the other dove into a bowl of Kettle crisps.

      Adam said he would take Rocco out. I had a shower and then scuttled to our bedroom in a towel. A whole pile of suitcases had slid over and scattered all of the clothes I had chosen for us to wear in court. I was trawling through it, still in the towel, when Adam came back. Rocco leapt up on the bed, dancing happily with his wet paws across a white shirt I was laying out.

      “Jesus, Adam!” I said, “Dry his bloody feet! We’re living in a twelve by twelve box as it is.”

      There was a horrible wailing sound and I turned to see Adam crying, well, not crying, but sobbing uncontrollably. Rocco looked up at him confused and began to bark. I scooped him up and hugged Adam.

      “This time next year we’ll look back on all of this and laugh,” I said, kissing the top of his head.

      “This time next year I’ll be on a four-year stretch,” he said.

      Then he started to cry again.

      “I’m scared,” he said. “I can’t go on, I can’t sit in that court room… I see the jury, watching me. Why do they get to decide? They don’t know me.”

      I held on to him tight and was suddenly terrified. My life, our life together, seemed to have shrunk drastically, and we were teetering on the brink of something terrible in a messy, cluttered back bedroom. It took every bit of self-control to gulp back the terror clawing up my throat and not to run screaming out into the night. I’m grateful to Marika that we are staying with her, but not having any space at this time is horrible. We lay on the bed under the harsh overhead light, with the sound blaring out from the television.

      When Adam had calmed down, I got up and flicked off the light, leaving just the yellow glow from the street lamps outside. Then a scream cut through everything; it was the scene from The Green Mile when the electrocution of a prisoner goes wrong. I had to make the death screams stop. I wrenched open the bedroom door and ran into the living room.

      “Please can you turn it down!” I shouted.

      Marika leapt up and pulled Greg’s arm out from inside her blouse. She jabbed at the remote and the screams subsided.

      “You could have said earlier…” she glared. “It’s been at this volume since you came back and now you’re flipping out.”

      I grabbed a couple of glasses from the kitchen cupboard and went back into the bedroom. I gave Adam one of the huge fluffy towels and made him take a hot shower. When he got back, I’d tidied up, trying to make it look like our bedroom at home. I poured us both a healthy slug of whiskey, and made him drink it with some aspirin.

      I think crying had done him some good. He fell asleep quickly with Rocco curled up on the pillow beside him. I crept out with the empty glasses to find Marika clearing up. Greg was in the shower.

      I told her briefly what had happened, but the atmosphere between us was distant. The flat now feels too full.

      I came back to bed and lay in the dark. I had thought this was going to work with Marika, that we would have so much fun living together.

      When the court case is over, I am going to find us a little flat to live in.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 3rd March 23.41

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Natasha began with a roar on the opening day of defence arguments; she was fierce, charismatic and beautiful. She really brought out the human element of Adam, talking of his strong, honest character and painting him as the victim of stolen identity. I could see the jury soften their attitudes toward him.

      However, in court what people are saying is just as important as what they’re not, and the jury watched Annabel and Judge Haute-Penguin just as much as they watched Natasha. They both regarded her with an almost wry amusement. The wry smiles were saying, “Don’t take her seriously — she’s beautiful.”

      I am annoyed I am even writing about this, but these things matter. If this were a case argued by men, looks wouldn’t have entered anyone’s head, apart from the stenographer who seems to lament the lack of men, and gives Adam an appraising stare whilst her fingers move almost independently to her bored face.

      Natasha argued that CCTV footage would show Adam could be placed away from the cash machines when withdrawals of the stolen money took place, and that the computer systems at the offices of XYZ Event Management lacked even basic security. She finished by saying, “In the modern world, data whirls about us in invisible streams, with paper transactions taking a back seat, and more and more of our personal data are open to fraudulent use. With Internet banking now the norm we are expected to do the job of bank clerks — with no training. My client may have been foolish in not protecting his data, and in not doing a good enough job of administrating his financial affairs, but he does not deserve to be found guilty for a third party’s greed and dishonesty. Mr Rickard simply did not perpetrate this fraud. His background, his personality and clean record point to an upstanding citizen who is a tragic victim of stolen identity.”

       

      I felt the day ended on a high, but we trudged home with a sense of dread. Dreading Marika would be at home, something I have never experienced with her before. I feel like we are invading her territory. I would give anything just to be able to go home to Marylebone and curl up by the fire.

      We got in just before seven. She wasn’t home, but we wolfed down the fish and chips we’d bought, trying to minimise the time we had to spend in the kitchen. Then I walked Rocco, whilst Adam took a shower. When I got back Marika was home. Adam was in bed and Greg was now in the shower.

      “Hi,” I said awkwardly.

      She was unloading her shopping into the fridge.

      “Hi Cokes,” she said. “Is this your fish?” She held up a piece of haddock I’d covered in cling film.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Are you going to eat it? It’s stinking out the fridge.”

      “Maybe I won”t,” I said. “It is a bit old…”

      Marika dumped it in the sink. I took a deep breath.

      “I just want to say, Marika, that when the court case is over, me and Adam are going to get a flat…”

      She paused and looked over the top of the fridge door.

      “That’s good timing because I’m going to ask Greg to move in here,” she said.

      This took me by surprise.

      “You’ve been seeing him how long?” I said. “Five weeks?”

      “Four and a half,” she said pointedly, closing the fridge door. There was another long pause.

      “Great, congratulations,” I said.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      She folded her arms and we had another pregnant pause. We had nothing to say. When have we ever had nothing to say to each other?

      “I’d better get off to bed then,” I said, and came in to find Adam asleep in all his clothes and Rocco licking his face. How was he not waking up? I pulled Rocco off and began to prepare for tomorrow which is when the trial properly swings into action.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 7th March 15.06

        TO chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Friday was spent cross-examining DCI Thomas, the police officer who headed the investigation at Adam’s former employer, XYZ Events.

      No clear winner emerged between Natasha and Annabel. Much of the case hangs on the fact it was Adam’s bank account used for the money transfers. If he’d realised it was being used fraudulently, and reported it, then there wouldn’t be much of a case against him. But he didn’t.

      We passed the weekend in our room watching films neither of us could remember afterwards.

      Then today Natasha was due to call our first witness, Adam’s boss Serena, from his old job in the civil service. However, her mother was taken ill and she rushed to see her in hospital. The cross examination was expected to last all day, so Judge Haute-Penguin adjourned the case until tomorrow. So after a weekend of waiting, we have to wait some more. Instead of going home, we’ve decided to go to the cinema in Leicester Square.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 11th March 23.19

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      It has been a week of cross-examining witnesses, and I think we might be winning. Serena eventually appeared in the witness box and made Adam look very good, and a forensic banking expert was called, who seemed to come down on the side of Natasha, criticising the computer network in the offices of XYZ.

      “You’d be a fool to use one of those computers to access anything remotely personal,” he said. “Bank accounts being out of the question. I’m surprised the company is still standing. Its IT systems appear to be hacked almost on a daily basis.”

      We had been expecting Adam to take the stand, but things ran over and there is still a member of staff from XYZ to be called, so he has an agonising wait until next week.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 13th March 19.27

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      Marika went away for a mini-break with Greg this weekend, so we had some peace.

      Rosencrantz came over and brought a coffee and walnut cake made by Wayne, and a bottle of sloe gin sent by Oscar. We ordered pizza, drank gin cocktails, and got some DVDs, trying to pretend that everything is normal. There was a succession of phone calls from Ethel, Chris, Meryl and Tony, Adam’s daughter Holly and his ex-wife, all asking how things are going, all sending their love.

      The highlight of the day was watching Adam put Rocco in the pizza box and drag him round the living room floor. It was the only time he smiled.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 15th March 05.06

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Annabel called a witness from XYZ Events yesterday, an employee called Sabrina Jones. Sabrina is in her mid-twenties, a stick-thin blonde with white teeth and very fine wrists.

      Annabel began by asking her about her position in the company.

      “I manage the staff travel,” she said.

      Annabel then spent an inordinate amount of time questioning Sabrina about the state of the company since the loss was discovered. With great relish, she described the four redundancies. Annabel then asked about staff morale.

      “Objection!” trilled Natasha. “How is the staff morale at XYZ Events relevant?”

      “I want the men and women of the jury to understand how this fraud has adversely affected several innocent parties,” said Annabel.

      “Objection overruled,” said the judge.

      Annabel smiled.

      “Can I ask you, Miss Jones, what your relationship is to Mr Rickard?”

      My ears pricked up. Sabrina licked her lips and sighed.

      “We had an affair,” she said.

      I could see Natasha tense up; this was unexpected. Unfortunately, I didn’t have as much control. I gripped the railing of the visitors’ gallery.

      Annabel went on.

      “Can I ask how long the affair lasted?”

      “About two months,” said Sabrina, leaning into the microphone to ensure we all could hear.

      Adam’s head snapped round to me, and he shook his head.

      “And why did the affair conclude?” said Annabel.

      “What?” said Sabrina.

      “Why did the affair end?” said Annabel.

      “Oh, um, Adam became possessive, so I ended it. Then the day after, I caught him in my office, he was going through my handbag. He then took my phone and wanted to see all my messages…”

       

      I had sat open-mouthed as I heard this, but I couldn’t take it any longer and I found myself standing.

      “She’s a lying bitch!” I shouted. “She must be lying.”

      Heads in the courtroom turned round with varying looks of shock and horror on their faces. The horror was reserved mainly for Natasha. Judge Haute-Penguin banged her gavel.

      “Mrs Pinchard, I understand this is distressing but…”

      “It’s not distressing, she’s a fucking liar!” I heard myself shout.

      There was a sharp intake of breath from the jury as the judge banged her gavel again.

      “Right, I won’t tolerate this in my court room. Could Mrs Pinchard please be removed.”

      A steward in a blue uniform appeared at my elbow and asked me to come with him. I clamped my lips together. I was in shock, desperate to believe that this was a lie and desperate to take back what had flown out of my mouth.

      I’d been removed from the courtroom. The jury had seen this.

      “I’m afraid I have to take you outside,” said the steward apologetically.

      “Yes, that’s fine,” I said in a small voice.

      We took the lift down and he escorted me out through the x-ray scanners. With a look of sympathy, he left me under the huge low canopy outside the main entrance. I walked down to the edge and lit a cigarette. My legs were shaking uncontrollably and I had to lean on one of the pillars for support.

      A minute later, the doors opened behind me and Natasha came out flanked by Adam and her associates.

      “What’s going on?” I said.

      “We’ve finished for the day,” said Natasha coldly.

      “Why?”

      “The witness was too distressed to continue.”

      “The witness! What about me? And what about…?”

      Adam looked pained.

      “You have to understand. What you just did was bad, it could have consequences,” said Natasha. “The case has been adjourned until tomorrow. You won’t be permitted in court when the witness resumes her evidence.”

      “That’s not evidence, it’s…”

      “I have to go,” said Natasha. “I need to work out how to move forward, and you two need to talk.”

      She was whisked away in her car and we were left standing together.

       

      I set off for the station, finding a gap in the traffic on Tooley Street and dashing across. I pushed through the crowds at London Bridge and boarded a train waiting on the platform. I didn’t check if Adam was behind me, and squeezed into a spot in the crowded carriage. As the train pulled away I saw Adam moving towards me through the irritable commuters in the packed carriage.

      “Coco. It’s not true,” he said.

      “Not here,” I hissed.

      I watched the landscape of London fly past, the flats all jumbled together, the endless construction work; more boxes for more people.

      “Well, where?” he hissed back. “We can’t talk in court, we can’t talk on the train, and we certainly can’t talk at Marika’s!”

      We ended up in the huge sprawling graveyard behind Honor Oak Park Station.

      “I didn’t sleep with her, please believe me,” he said.

      I was perching on a bench next to a mossy gravestone. Adam was pacing up and down.

      “And?” I said.

      “And what?” said Adam.

      “That’s it. I didn’t sleep with her, full stop. What do I say? Okay Adam, let’s go home and iron our clothes for tomorrow…”

      “I don’t know what else to say.”

      “Who is she, this Sabrina?”

      “Someone I worked with.”

      “You never mentioned her.”

      “That’s because I barely knew her.”

      “Then why is she called as a character witness?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Oh come on, don’t be such a thick man, there must be a reason?”

      “I really didn’t sleep with her. She worked at the other end of the office.”

      “Am I stupid?” I said. “I keep making excuses for you, but maybe you did steal the money, maybe you did have the affair. At least tell me where it’s hidden, so all this will be worth it!”

      “It’s Annabel. She called her as a witness to rattle our cages, to smear me and provoke you, which obviously wasn’t hard.”

      “What?”

      “Well, thanks to you dropping the F bomb across the courtroom, Natasha is going to have to work even harder…”

      “Oh poor Natasha, with her tailored size eight suits and her five hundred pounds an hour.”

      “So you’re jealous of Natasha now?”

      “I’m not jealous of her, you idiot!” I shouted. “I’m incredibly upset about everything; this, me, you… My shitty life!”

      I yanked off my engagement ring and hurled it into the row of trees edging the graveyard.

      “Coco!” shouted Adam, as I walked away. “Coco, why did you do that?”

      “Stop asking stupid questions and wake up. Take responsibility!” I shouted over my shoulder.

       

      It was a rare evening where Marika didn’t have Greg staying over. I walked Rocco, then had a shower, and watched Eastenders with her as she painted her toenails.

      “Where’s Adam?” she said.

      “Had to stay late with our lawyer…”

      “How the case going?”

      “Good,” I said.

      I asked her what colour her nail polish was.

      “Um, Fuchsia Fever,” she said.

      “It’s nice.”

      “Thanks…”

      We passed the rest of Eastenders in silence, and then I excused myself and came to bed. I lay with Rocco, watching the little clock on our cluttered beside table with one mad, teary eye.

      I heard the front door go just before eleven. Adam murmured something to Marika, then came into our room and left the light off. Rocco leapt up and rushed over with licks and wuffles. He gave him a cuddle then I felt the bed lurch when he got in. I shuffled away from him, but he wiggled in to spoon me. He took my left hand and slid the engagement ring back on.

      “You found it?” I said.

      “Eventually…”

      I opened my mouth to say something.

      “Please Coco,” he said. “Please can we just lie here, for one night? I just need you.”

      I pulled his arm around me and I waited for him to fall asleep. When he and Rocco were both snoring lightly, I gently got out of bed, came to the kitchen and fired up the coffee machine. I’m still here, wide awake and it’s five in the morning.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 16th March 22.31

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Natasha asked that I not be present in court for the remainder of Sabrina Jones’ evidence. I’m not officially barred, but she said the focus could be pulled by my presence. She seemed calmer than the previous day and promised she would “question Sabrina robustly” about the alleged affair with Adam.

      I still came in on the train with Adam. I was unsure of what else I would do if I didn’t.

      It was the first real spring day of the year, warm and sunny, so I bought coffee and came and sat by the river. A forsythia beside the bench had exploded in yellow, and the sun was sparkling off the Thames. I spent a pleasant couple of hours smoking and sunbathing, letting my mind wander. A text came through from Adam around eleven to say they were having a short recess, but he didn’t mention how it was going.

      I suddenly noticed Sabrina Jones. She was a little way down, standing by the railing next to the water. She must have come out for a cigarette. Her mobile rang and she pulled it out of her bag. I don’t know if it was heavenly intervention or the wind was right, but as she began talking on the phone, I could hear her voice quite clearly being carried downwind.

      “Yeah yerite, like it’s a grind,” she said to whoever was on the other end. She was wearing a huge parka jacket and her long, stick-thin legs poked out of the bottom. Outside the courtroom, she looked more in control, scrappy, like she could take care of herself. Then she started talking more earnestly.

      “Just chill, Simon… No one knows, no one has a fucking clue.” She turned her head to check if anyone was around. I quickly ducked down, behind the large forsythia. She went on smugly.

      “It’s me, the nice white girl against the black dude… Simon… I’m just a character witness, I keep telling you.”

      I strained to hear as the wind changed direction.

      “Simon, no one knows who you are… No one can link it back to you. I’ve been watching the jury, they think it’s him. No, keep the bag where it is… We wait, we wait, we don’t rush, and then when the time is right we move it. I’m gonna quit my job in a month or so and then, we’ll slowly start the move… No, chill out! Who’s going to be bugging my phone? It’s a Blackberry. They’re like the hardest phone to bug.”

      She abruptly changed the subject and droned on for another five minutes, asking Simon to get a pizza out of the freezer, and then she hung up.

      I sat there in shock. She must be talking about the money, I thought. Therefore, she has two hundred thousand quid stuffed in some bag!

      I waited until she had gone back toward the courthouse, then I followed. I checked to see she was through security, then I went through and took the lift up to the office Natasha was using. She and Adam were just getting ready to go back in.

      “I know who did it! I know who took the money!” I blurted. “It’s Sabrina!”

      Adam and Natasha looked up.

      “She’s got the money in her house in a bag!”

      Natasha jumped up and closed the door. She asked me to explain further and took out a legal pad to make notes. This was thrilling, I thought, as I relayed everything I had heard. Adam is going to be found not guilty!

      I noticed that Natasha had stopped writing and was tapping her pen on the yellow legal pad.

      “What?” I said.

      “What you’ve told me is a conversation heard downwind with no witnesses but you.”

      “Yes! But she admitted it all!”

      “No, she didn’t,” said Natasha. “She talked about moving a bag.”

      “Of money,” I added.

      “Did she mention money?”

      “Well, no, not exactly, but what else could she be talking about?”

      “That’s the point, anything. You didn’t hear the other side of the conversation, so whoever it was could have changed the subject. They could have been talking about moving house, or a completely unrelated issue. He could be a low level drug dealer…”

      “Well, that’s great, you question her about her boyfriend. If he’s drug dealer her flat can be searched for drugs.”

      “Coco,” said Natasha rubbing her eyes, “I can’t use the witness box to ask any old questions or elicit information about alleged crimes unrelated to our case.”

      “Look, I’ve come to you with information that could blow this case out of the water…” I said. “Well, at least prove that Adam is innocent.”

      “It’s hearsay; you have no witnesses, no proof. You also called the girl an effing liar when the court was in session.”

      “Well, someone needs to do something!” I said. “How much are we paying you?”

      “Coco, calm down,” said Adam, rising from his seat.

      “Five hundred quid an hour, plus all the cash for your paralegals!” I said.

      “Coco I am doing my… I am doing the best,” said Natasha.

      “Well, that’s reassuring, isn’t it!”

      There was a knock at the door and they were told to come back in to the court. I came back out to the river and was once again fuming and shaking. I ordered another coffee, sat back in the bench, and lit up another cigarette.

       

      Suddenly a realisation flooded over me. Adam was innocent. He didn’t take the money, he didn’t have an affair. I replayed the phone conversation in my mind. It may not hold up in a court of law, but I KNOW.

      I met Adam during the lunch break; I was almost skipping with glee.

      “Natasha didn’t make much of a dent in Sabrina. She came off like a wronged waif of a girl,” he said.

      I gave him a giant hug.

      “What?”

      “You didn’t do it, did you? Any of it. I know Natasha rubbished what I told you, but I know what I heard.”

      “The case is going so badly,” he said. “And I have to give evidence tomorrow.”

      I took him to the pub. We sat, and I told him, again, exactly what I had heard.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 17th March 19.44

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I’m sorry I haven’t been in contact over the last few days, but the days have blurred into one. We’ve been up at six every morning and rarely back before eight in the evening.

      Adam performed very well when he gave evidence. He was calm, composed, and open, and Annabel failed to goad him into anything. However, this case is as slippery as an eel. So much is inconclusive. I think the charm factor worked with the jury; about half were charmed in to smiling and a couple of the men who also like men seemed to warm to Adam, so that’s two-thirds of the jury who could be on our side.

      The summing up was completed quite rapidly, and both Annabel and Natasha gave it their all. Annabel pointed the jury toward the fact that the only person who could have taken the money is Adam. Natasha took the line that anybody could have taken it. (They both spent half a day each saying this.)

      Judge Haute-Penguin was fair in her summing up, but warned the jury to concentrate on the evidence before them and not the charms of the dashing Mr Rickard.

      “Beauty comes in many forms,” she said. “Beauty can be both good and bad, and you need to look past this to find the truth, for without the truth we are nothing.”

      She informed the jury she would only accept a majority verdict and at four this afternoon, she sent the jury out to consider their verdict.

      We hung around in the highly unlikely event they would come to an agreement within the hour, and when that passed, we took the train home. It was still early and I said I wanted to go back to the little church and sit in the quiet for a bit. I’ve never been so tense and on edge.

      “All right, but I’m only coming to avoid Marika and Greg snogging on the sofa,” said Adam.

       

      We took a seat in a pew near the front and soaked up the silence. I noticed the days were getting longer. It was after five and the sun was glinting off the huge cross above the altar, casting a gold hue over the church. A few minutes later, the vicar entered quietly and began to light candles for the evening service. He had a very gentle, calming presence. I suddenly had an idea.

      “Excuse me,” I said, breaking the silence. “Do you do weddings?”

      He turned and took a minute to find us with his eyes,

      “Ah, hello, of course my dear,” he said.

      “Can I book a wedding?”

      “Why yes,” he smiled. “I’ll go and get the diary.”

      He disappeared into the nave, the long hem of his cassock following a moment later.

      “What are you doing?” hissed Adam.

      “Do you want to marry me?” I whispered.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Then let’s have faith in the future and book a wedding.”

      “But what if I…”

      “No. No ‘what ifs’ or ‘buts’,” I said. “You’re going to be found innocent, I know it. So, we’re booking our wedding. Okay?”

      Adam gulped and nodded. The vicar came back holding a big dusty old diary and rested it on the end of our pew.

      “Right, when were you looking to get hitched?” he grinned.

      “As soon as possible,” I said.

      “Ooh, as soon as possible…” he winked.

      “I’m not up the duff or anything,” I said.

      “I wasn’t suggesting anything of the sort!” he said, with a smile on his lips. He flicked through pages and pages filled in with neat handwriting, and eventually came to August.

      “Ah. Here we are. Saturday the nineteenth of August is available. Would that suit you?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      Adam nodded. The vicar took down our details.

      “I will need a small deposit of fifty pounds,” he said.

      Adam rummaged in his pockets and pulled out his wallet.

      “Here,” he said, handing over the last of his money.

      The vicar wrote out a receipt and tore it off. We’re getting married on the nineteenth of August!

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 18th March 11.34

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      I’m glad to hear that my publishing house is taking an interest in the verdict. I will let you know as soon as we hear anything. We’ve been sitting here all morning. I’ve had so much coffee I am buzzing. No news is good news…

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 18th March 17.44

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      Jury not close to verdict, so they have been sent to a hotel for the weekend.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 21st March 15.46

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      We are about to go in. The jury has reached their verdict.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 21st March 18.05

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      It was a guilty verdict. The jury returned a guilty verdict. Adam has nothing. He’s been taken away from me with nothing. I’m in a little shop at the train station, trying to buy some toiletries for him. Rosencrantz is trying to find a clothes shop which is open. Adam has nothing to wear in bed. His pyjamas are still under the pillow. I don’t know what happens next.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 26th March 03.01

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I am still in shock, but my head is a bit clearer. I’d had in my mind a triumphant image of emerging from Southwark Crown Court with Adam. Us stopping at the steps, and holding his arm up in victory.

      Right up until a member of the jury stood and read out the verdict, I thought Adam would be cleared.

      They ruled 10-2 in favour of a guilty verdict. Adam was sentenced to eight years in prison. Providing he adheres to good behaviour, he will serve only four of his eight years and will be released on licence in March 2015. The look on his face will stay with me forever — a look of fear and disbelief. He was taken from the courtroom so quickly, and he had nothing; he was alone in just the clothes he was standing up in. I wasn’t even allowed to send him a message. Everyone evaporated after the verdict — Annabel, Natasha, the judge, the jury, everyone. Then it was just me and Rosencrantz in the visitors’ gallery, staring down at the empty courtroom.

      We then went shopping for things for Adam, and dropped them at the courthouse to be taken to him. I don’t know if they were. Then Rosencrantz took me in a cab back to Marika and Greg’s. I can’t recall what anyone said, I can only remember us standing in a circle in the tiny kitchen. I do remember telling them that Adam had been taken to Belmarsh Prison, and Greg sucked his teeth in, as if to say how bad it was there.

      Since then, I have been phoning the main switchboard at Belmarsh Prison every day to try to find out what’s going on. Today I was informed by a pleasant sounding chap that Adam was going through the system, and they will know what he is in a few days.

      “What do you mean, you’ll know ‘what he is in a few days’?” I said.

      “He’s being sorted into what category he’ll be as a prisoner. A, B, C, or D. It shouldn’t be much longer and he’ll join the other prisoners in his category.”

      In his chirpy voice he made it sound like Adam had arrived at Hogwarts, and he was waiting to have a talking hat plonked on his head by Maggie Smith.

      “Could you give him a message from me?” I said.

      “I’m sorry that’s not permitted, but you can write him a letter.”

      He gave me an address, which I scribbled down.

       

      I was bundling a letter into an envelope when Marika returned from a dog walking expedition. She now walks about thirty dogs throughout the week and is making double what she did as a teacher. I haven’t seen her much in the last few days, and this troubled me. Rocco came bundling up for a cuddle. He loves going with her and meeting all the other local dogs.

      “He’s very bossy,” said Marika, kneeling down and giving him a treat. “There’s a German Shepherd and a Dalmatian who are terrified of him.”

      Rocco barked loudly.

      “Shush, Greg’s asleep,” she told him.

      I stood there waiting for her to ask about Adam but she didn’t say anything and filled up the kettle.

      “I’ve just written to Adam,” I said.

      “Must be odd, writing letters. Do you want a coffee?” she said.

      “No.”

      Marika opened the cupboard above the sink and pulled down a mug.

      “Do you have any stamps I could use?”

      “Sure,” she said.

      She pulled open a drawer and passed over a book of stamps. I looked at them; they were second-class.

      “Have you got any first-class stamps?”

      “Um, hang on,” she said.

      She rummaged around and chucked a book of first class stamps on the table.

      I stuffed the letter into an envelope and started making out the address to:

       

      Prisoner 48723

      HMP Belmarsh

      London

      SE28 0EB

       

      “Can I say something?” I said.

      Marika looked up as she was spooning instant coffee into her mug.

      “What?”

      “This tension is horrible… Just say it. You think Adam was guilty, don’t you?”

      Marika didn’t say anything.

      “Oh come on. You’re acting like nothing has happened. He’s all alone. He hasn’t heard from me, and you’re giving me second-class stamps! Why do you think I’d want my letter to reach him later?”

      “What if Adam did do it?” said Marika, turning round to face me.

      “What?”

      “You know I always say it like it is… Coco, you need to face up to things.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He never took a lie detector test, remember? You don’t know the truth.”

      All of a sudden, my hand shot out and I slapped her round the face. Hard. We both stood in shock.

      Marika looked at me clutching her face, then walked calmly into her bedroom and slammed the door. I took a few deep breaths and then dashed to my room. I quickly packed up everything. Then I stalked round the rest of the flat grabbing bits and bobs I’d left and stuffing them into bags.

      I called a taxi.

      “Where you going to, love?” said the driver.

      I had to think for a moment. I only had twenty pounds cash as I had stupidly given Marika a month’s rent yesterday, thinking I might stay there after all.

      “Lewisham,” I said, “just off the high street… Oh and can I bring my dog in the taxi? He’s a good boy.”

      “Well, if he’s a good boy that’s fine,” said the driver kindly.

      I lugged all of the bags downstairs. l left my set of keys on the hall table. As I was clipping on Rocco’s lead the taxi pulled up.

       

      We pulled up at Rosencrantz’s house half an hour later and rang the doorbell. Wayne answered wearing his housecoat and a character turban.

      “Oh Mrs P, come in,” he said. “Boys! Mrs P is on the doorstep with six suitcases!” Rocco looked up at him and barked. “And her little dog too!”

      Oscar emerged from the living room in a pair of boxer shorts and Rosencrantz in his pyjamas with a bowl of cereal.

      “Shit! Mum,” he said, putting the bowl down and grabbing me in a hug.

      “Where’s a porter when you need one?” said Wayne looking at my pile of luggage.

      He and Oscar started to bring the cases inside. Rosencrantz led me through to the living room as the boys lugged my stuff upstairs, Rocco sniffing about and watching them.

       

      The boys came back downstairs just as Rosencrantz had made tea. They told me how sorry they were about everything, and Wayne said I could stay in his bedroom.

      “The sofa is fine, thank you,” I said.

      “I won’t hear of it, Mrs P,” said Wayne. “Besides, I have terrible insomnia, I barely sleep in my bed.”

      His room is cramped but cosy. On one wall is a huge sideboard filled with commemorative mugs. There is one from the Queen’s wedding to Prince Phillip, and another for her Coronation in 1953. There’s Charles and Diana’s wedding, Andrew and Fergie plus many of the minor royals. At the foot of the bed is a giant clothes rail filled with what look like pantomime costumes, and beside it, a small table with a sewing machine and scores of cotton reels in different colours.

      The boys say I can stay as long as I like, but I need to get a grip. I’m lying here at three in the morning, clueless what to do next.
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        Friday 1st April 16.33

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      When I opened my eyes this morning there were blurred figures milling about. Then I heard Ethel’s voice saying,

      “‘Ere, I’ve found what it is… old Chinese.”

      The room swam into view and Ethel was fishing leftover crispy chili beef out of the little fireplace near the bed. She handed it to Rosencrantz and Oscar, then shooed them out of the door.

      “Afternoon,” she said, pulling the curtains open. “The neighbours must wonder what yer up to, with the curtains drawn.”

      There was a sticky sound as the seal on the window parted then cold air sank down over me. I pulled the covers up to my chin as she eased herself onto the end of the single bed.

      “Where’s Rocco?” I said sleepily.

      “'E’s gorn out with that Wayne for a run in the park — although I can’t see ‘im running, unless the bakery is about to close.”

      “Ethel, he’s nice, he’s been looking after me,” I said. “They’ve all been looking after me.”

      She picked up the mug of the Queen’s Coronation.

      “I suppose iss not worth asking if ‘e’s got a girlfriend,” she said. Then she spied a little silver bell on the bedside table. “Woss this?”

      “The boys said I should ring it if I need anything.”

      “Christ! What are you, the Dowager Countess of Lewisham?”

      “Ethel. If you’ve come here to gloat…”

      “Oh, I’m not ‘ere to gloat love… I’m ‘ere to tell you to get off yer arse and up and about.”

      “I’m happy being down and nowhere,” I said, turning over to face the wall.

      “You need to listen to me. I bet that Judy Garland would ‘ave snapped out of it if she’d ‘ad me in ‘er ear and not all those bloody poofs telling ‘er she was a tragic ‘eroine.”

      “Wayne and Oscar don’t see me as a tragic heroine.”

      “Don’t they? They’re making things very cushy for yer. Is this what yer gonna do fer four years? Loll about in a back bedroom and ‘ave three poofs ferry food up on a tray?”

      I pulled the pillow over my head. “It’s only four years if he gets early release.”

      “Now you listen ‘ere,” said Ethel grabbing the pillow. “It’s not you stuck in Belmarsh doin’ bird. It’s that poor innocent man of yours. You need to be the strong one!”

      My eyes began to water.

      “Now, no tears!” she said. “Yer gonna get up, ‘ave a wash, an’ do something with that hair so when Adam sees you ‘e ‘as something to look forward to when ‘e gets out. Right now one look at you and ‘e’ll be knocking on the governor’s door asking for ‘is sentence to be extended.”

      “I don’t know when I’m going to see him,” I said.

      “Woss this then?” she said, holding up a visiting order.

      I grabbed it. It said that I could visit Adam in Belmarsh on Monday!

      “Oh Ethel! How did you manage to get this?” I said, hugging her for the first time ever, I think.

      “It was on the mat when I came in,” she said, shrugging me off her. “Now, you need to go see that lawyer, get an appeal going, then you need a place of yer own. You can’t make Fatty sleep on the settee for ever.”

      “You think Adam’s innocent?” I said, sitting up.

      “Course ‘e’s innocent!” she said. “You ‘eard that Sabrina girl by the Thames, mouthing off about the cash. You just need to prove it was ‘er.”

      “How do I prove it?”

      “Well, you won’t find out anything lolling in bed.”

      I was shocked to find Ethel was on my side. It gave me hope.

      “Yer family, Coco, whether we like it or not. An’ family looks out fer family,” she said. “Now, where’s yer sponge bag?”

      I pointed to a pile of clothes and Ethel fished it out.

      “Get across that landing and ‘ave a wash, I thought it was that old takeaway that stunk but iss you!”

       

      When I came out of the shower, Ethel had gone, but she’d left the visiting order on my pillow with a first-class stamp. I filled it in carefully, and then sealed the envelope. I found something clean to wear, did my hair and makeup and caught a train over to Charing Cross. I dropped the visiting order into a postbox outside the train station, then walked up to the offices of Spencer & Spencer on The Strand.

      I was shown through to Natasha’s office straight away, and even offered coffee. I realised why when she slid her bill across the table. I peeked inside the envelope and saw how much it was. Forty-six thousand pounds. I stuffed it into my bag and hoped she didn’t see how pale I went.

      “I was very disappointed it wasn’t the verdict we so desired,” she said, in typical lawyer speak.

      “Well, you did lose,” I said.

      Natasha gave me a chilly smile.

      “How do you feel about launching an appeal?” she said.

      “Launch it as soon as you can,” I said. “When do you think we could be back in court?”

      Then she dropped a bombshell.

      “Coco, I can’t file an appeal willy-nilly,” she said. “I would need to find new evidence, solid evidence, something overlooked by the police to justify an appeal. Trials cost thousands of pounds.”

      Yes, they do, I thought, feeling the imaginary weight of her bill in my bag. The buzzer on her desk rang and her secretary said she had another client waiting.

      “So you’d like to retain me as Adam’s lawyer?” she said.

      “Yes. I think the first thing you should look into is this Sabrina girl, the witness,” I said. “Sabrina Jones.”

      “Yes, Coco, of course,” she said, already at her computer and on to the next meeting. “I’ll be in touch in a fortnight with what we’ve dug up.”

      “Just so I have an idea of cost, how many of your associates will be digging?” I said.

      “Only one. We won’t be billing too heavily in the early stages…”

       

      I came out of her office and went straight over the road to the Wetherspoons. I am sitting amongst the winos with a quid bottle of lager trying to make plans. I need to sell my car, sharpish. I think I need to get a loan too. The bill is due in twenty-eight days.

      Has Marika been in touch? I thought she might call. Have you spoken to her? If so, what did she say?

       

      Coco x

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 2nd April 22.14

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      Thanks for your voicemail with the news. So, the release of Agent Fergie has been postponed indefinitely. I expected as much. I’m sorry. I know you were looking forward to the last installment of the advance just as much as I was.

      I got the bill from Adam’s lawyer yesterday then went straight to the pub. After a few drinks, I got mad, very mad, and searched around for someone to blame. I kept coming back to Sabrina Jones. With the cheap lager in my blood, I walked up to Holborn and waited across the road from the offices of XYZ Events. At 6.06pm, Sabrina emerged from the big glass doors and walked right past (she was looking down and concentrating on her iPhone). I was going to dash across and confront her, but instead I crossed the road, fell back a bit and kind of followed her home…

      I know it sounds mad, but suddenly the prospect of finding out where she lived was too enticing. I wanted to have power over her; she seems to hold so much over my life.

      She boarded Central Line to Bank then walked through to the Docklands Light Railway. I followed close behind and boarded a DLR train that said Woolwich Arsenal on the front. By now she was plugged into her iPod and reading a magazine so it was quite easy to stay further down the train carriage as her shadow.

      It was getting dark when we got off at Woolwich Arsenal Station. I hung back as the crowds poured off the train and became bunched together at the ticket barriers. As a practised commuter, she had her Oyster Travel Card inside her wallet, and barely looked up from her iPod as she swiped her way through the barriers. I scrabbled around for mine in the bottom of my bag, hoping I had enough credit. I made it through the barriers and emerged from the station. I noticed her further up the road, passing an area of rundown terraced houses and followed. It must have been rubbish day as I had to pick my way through scores of wheelie bins out on the pavements. Most of the houses had been carved up into flats and bedsits with concreted-over front gardens.

      Up ahead Sabrina suddenly turned and vanished from view. The rest of the street was deserted. I crossed the road and hurried on. It was now almost dark. Most of the streetlights were out and I stood across the road in the fine drizzle, trying to work out which house she’d gone into. After a minute, a light came on in a top floor front window, casting a square of yellow over the wet road in front of me. Sabrina came to the window and I ducked down behind a cluster of wheelie bins as she fiddled with a blind. I got a glimpse of her happy face as a guy with a shaved head came and put his arms round her waist. She smiled up at him then the blind shot down the window and I was in darkness again.

      I crouched there in the cold angrily. Why does she get to come home from her day at work to a warm flat and a partner? Suddenly I was possessed with rage. I stood up to go and bang on her door and confront her, but I had a dead leg and had to grab a wheelie bin for support and wait for the pain to subside.

      As I was wiggling my toes in my shoe, a car approached with dipped headlights and they dazzled me. It was a long Volvo and it pulled to a stop beside me. The window slid down and a face I recognised leaned across the passenger seat. It was Mr Cohen, my next-door neighbour from Marylebone.

      “Mrs Pinchard?” he said.

      “Oh, hello Mr Cohen,” I said.

      “This isn’t your neck of the woods!”

      I didn’t know what to say. I rather fluffed around, saying I had been meeting a friend for tea.

      “Would you like a lift?” he said. “This isn’t the nicest place to be walking around at night. Lots of strange people.”

      I suddenly realised I’d been stopped from doing something stupid. I said “Yes” and got into his warm car. The back seat and the boot were full of books.

      “What are you doing out here?” I asked as he indicated and pulled away.

      “I’ve got a lock-up in Woolwich, for the book shop.”

      “Book shop?”

      “Yes, my book shop. Antiquated books on Marylebone High Street. Woolwich is cheap and safe; no one round there wants to steal books!” he grinned.

      “I didn’t know you had a book shop,” I said.

      “Yes, I’m full of mystery,” he grinned.

      It felt oddly comforting to see my old neighbour. We were speeding towards Central London when I realised.

      “Oh, I’m not living in Marylebone anymore,” I said.

      “You’re not?”

      “No, I had to rent the house out.”

      “Oh,” he waited for me to elaborate, but when I didn’t he said, “Where do you live now?”

      “Lewisham… if you go through Blackheath, it’s on the way.”

      He didn’t ask anymore until we pulled up outside Rosencrantz’s flat.

      “Thank you Mr Cohen,” I said, unclipping my seatbelt. “I owe you one. You’ve really gone out of your way.”

      “A pleasure,” he said. “Oh, you could do something for me.”

      “Yes?” I said.

      Mr Cohen took a deep breath.

      “I really like you Mrs Pinchard, more than you know, and I’ve always wanted you to do something for me, but I’ve always been too embarrassed to ask.”

      He unclipped his seat belt and leaned toward me. I froze in shock. He seemed to be moving in to kiss me. I panicked and came over all British and sort of half puckered my lips. He had, after all, given me a lift… At the last moment, he veered to one side and began feeling around in a box behind my seat.

      “Ah! Here it is,” he said, and pulled out a first edition hardback copy of Chasing Diana Spencer.

      “Would you sign this? I’m building up a library of signed first editions, for the shop.”

      “Yes! Yes, of course,” I grinned, relieved.

      I found a pen in my bag and signed the book.

      “Mrs Pinchard, what did you think I was going to ask you for?” he said, bemused.

      “Oh, um… I should go,” I said. “Thank you.”

      As I closed the car door, I could see the look on his face: she’s a madwoman.

      When I got in, I went straight upstairs and took a long shower, trying to wash away the crazy that clung to me. I came out and I went to Wayne’s room and found Rocco asleep on the bed. He opened his eyes and stretched and I pulled him onto my lap.

      “I’m not mad, am I?” I said, holding Rocco up. He regarded me with his little wise eyes as if to say, you’re not far off.

      Please email me if anything happens, work-wise. If they decide to go ahead and publish Agent Fergie, or if anything else comes up.

       

      Coco x

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 5th April 09.41

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I went to visit Adam yesterday. Horrible, horrible, horrible. The whole process, the whole situation, and I’m not even the one who has to deal with it.

      I took the train to Plumstead Station, and I seemed to be in the prisoners’ wives carriage. To be honest, they scared me; even their children scared me, running riot, full of e-numbers. We all got off at the station in the rain and filed along a grey road to the Prison Visitors Centre.

      The windows were all steamed up inside, and it stunk of industrial floor cleaner. We had to line up and go through a metal detector, then put our belongings in a locker. You need a pound for the lockers, and many of the women didn’t have enough money, so their stuff had to be bagged up and left in an office, which took ages. We were led to a waiting room with a view of a brick wall and lots of leaflets about drug abuse and eating disorders lining the walls.

      Finally, we were called through into what looked like a huge gymnasium, with row after row of plastic chairs and tables. The prisoners were all sat facing us as we entered. They were wearing yellow sashes. I later found out this is so they can’t blend in with the visitors and walk out at the end of visiting.

      I saw Adam at the side by the wall, in his sash, sitting and waiting. I quickened my step across the wooden floor and grabbed him in a bear hug. He felt thin, and had a deep sadness in his eyes, a look of defeat. He was wearing the clothes I had sent for him. We hugged for a long time, and then he pulled me in front of him to look at my face.

      “It's so good to see you,” he whispered.

      “Are you eating?” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “Sleeping?”

      “Yes, and no…”

      His eyes were bloodshot, he had lots of shaving cuts, and his skin was dry and cracked on his hands and face. He told me they only have hand soap to shower with, and they are given the cheapest disposable razors for shaving, which they have to hand back as soon as they’ve finished.

      “Why?”

      “So they can’t be used as weapons,” he said, matter-of-factly.

      I gulped and changed the subject.

      “How is the food?”

      “Disgusting.”

      “And your cellmate?”

      I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation, talking about stuff like this…

      “I’m in a cell of my own, thank God,” he said. “But we’re locked up for twenty-three hours a day.”

      What seemed like a brief exchange had taken up fifteen minutes of our precious hour. There was so much to say.

      “What about my appeal?” he said, his eyes lighting up.

      I told him I’d been to see Natasha, and she’d give me an update in a couple of weeks.

      “Jeez… Coco, time in prison goes so slowly. It feels like months since I came here.”

      He said he’d had had a ton of cards and letters; from Chris, Ethel, Rosencrantz and the boys, friends from his old job — even Daniel and Marika. Meryl and Tony had sent a very kind card with, bizarrely, a Waterstones book token, and they had written:

       

      Here’s hoping you get into an open prison, we’ve read in The Daily Mail they let the prisoners out to go shopping! Meryl and Tony xxx

       

      He grinned when he told me this, and for a brief moment, I had my old Adam back. He told me he has been classed as a category D prisoner, which is the lowest category, reserved for prisoners who are trusted to not escape and are eligible for transfer to an open prison.

      “That’s fantastic,” I said.

      “I’m on the waiting list for transfer,” he said. “It could take months.”

      “So you’re stuck with all the rapists and murderers!”

      “Shhhh Coco,” he hissed.

      I looked around but it seemed as if no one was paying us any attention.

      “It’s not fair. Even if you had done what you’re in here for you should be away from…”

      “Let’s talk about something else,” he said. “How are you doing?”

      I told him about the fight with Marika and that I would be looking for a place to live. His face clouded over.

      “Why are you standing by me, Coco?” he said. “I’ve screwed your life up. You should find a decent bloke to take care of you.”

      “You haven’t screwed up my life, and you are a decent bloke. You’re more than decent,” I said, grabbing his hand. “I love you and I’m determined to get you out so we can be together. You are innocent. I will marry you and we are going to be together for the rest of our lives.”

      He took my hand and regarded me for a moment, then he leant across and kissed me. After several seconds, some of the other prisoners started whistling and one of the guards told us to move apart.

      “I bet I’m going to be searched even more thoroughly,” he said. “But it was worth it.”

      “Why would you be searched even more?”

      “Kissing is a good way to smuggle in drugs,” he said.

      Then a bell rang which told us our hour was up.

      “What a thing to end on,” he said. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I said.

      I clung onto him tight before I had to wrench myself away. I kept looking back at him, all the way to the door, and then he was gone.

       

      I discovered I can visit him twice a month for one hour. I can email him twice a week, however he can’t email back. My emails have to be sent to an official address where they will be read by a stranger, then printed off and given to him as if it were a letter. He is issued with a phone card once a week, which will last about twelve minutes. I can write letters to him as many times as I want and he can write back, so long as he has money for stamps.

      In the modern world of instant communication, this seems so alien and unfair. It’s also magnified by the fact Adam is only seven miles away from Rosencrantz’s place in Lewisham. I checked this on the AA Route Planner. He might as well be seven million miles away.

       

      When I left the Prisoners Visitors Centre, I felt a determination after seeing Adam. I am determined we will survive this and that I will get him out of there. I need to do my maths so I can find a place to live and get to grips with the future.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 7th April 12.12

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      I placed an ad last night on Gumtree advertising my car for sale, and within forty minutes I had someone interested. I emailed the guy back and agreed to meet at Chris’ place (where the car is parked) this morning.

      Rosencrantz had offered to come with me and when he came downstairs this morning he was dressed in a black suit with his hair slicked back.

      “You look a bit smart to flog a second hand car,” said Wayne, who was dishing up egg on toast for Oscar and me at the kitchen table.

      “I want to look, you know…”

      “Smart?” I said.

      “Straight,” said Rosencrantz, awkwardly.

      “Oh please,” said Wayne, rounding on him with a fish slice and his frilly apron. “You’re here, you're queer, get on with it. I can’t be doing with all this pretending what you’re not rubbish.”

      “You can be gay and know about cars,” said Oscar. “What do you know about cars?”

      “Um…” said Rosencrantz.

      “‘I’ll be there,” I said.

      “But what do you know about cars, Mrs P?” said Oscar.

      “There was one time I had steam coming out of my bonnet and I knew how to fill up the radiator!” I said proudly.

      “I didn’t know you wore a bonnet, Mrs P!” grinned Wayne. “I bet you look like a right Bo-Peep with that on and a fag hanging out the corner of your mouth!”

      “I’m serious guys, Mum needs this to go well,” said Rosencrantz.

      “Well, maybe you shouldn’t be called Rosencrantz,” said Wayne.

      “How about you call yourself Dean?” suggested Oscar. “Dean is the name of someone not to be messed with. Someone called Dean would know about cars.”

      Rosencrantz’s eyes lit up. He pulled a comb out of his pocket

      “Yeah. I’m Dean, and I’m mean,” he said.

      Rocco barked as Rosencrantz swaggered round the kitchen.

      “I’d get the slow train if I were you, Mrs P,” said Wayne. “Give him time to rehearse.”

      “What?” said Rosencrantz.

      “You’re a bit Dean the Queen right now,” grinned Oscar.

       

      We arrived at Chris’ place just before eleven. The sun was out and his house on the edge of Regent’s Park looked so idyllic. The thatch roof glowed golden in the sunlight, butterflies floated above the green hedges and the garden was filled with tulips and daffodils. A Rolls Royce was parked a little way down the street and, as we approached, the door opened. A short fat little man in his fifties got out with a terrifyingly tall blonde in her twenties. He was clad in clothes far too young for him and carrying a briefcase. A short sundress barely covered the top of her long legs, and as they walked toward us, we saw his head only came up to her shoulder. The guy was called Nick and his girlfriend was Dahlia.

      I left Rosencrantz chatting with them and walked up the path to Chris’ garage. I used my key to open the roll top door and reversed the Land Cruiser out onto the driveway. I glanced back wistfully at it; white and sleek, its chrome headlights glinting in the sun.

      “It’s only about seven months old, and it only has a few thousand miles on the clock,” I said.

      Nick walked around the car inspecting it. Dahlia followed, peering in the windows. He opened the driver’s side and helped her into the seat. She pouted her big lips and grasped the steering wheel.

      “What do you think, Princess?” said Nick.

      “I wuv it,” she pouted in a baby voice. “Can I have it?”

      “Sure thing, Princess,” he said, as if it were nothing more than a new mascara.

      “You got the papers?” he said.

      I pulled out the little black plastic book housing the paperwork and I handed it over. He flicked through it.

      “You got ID?”

      “ID?”

      “To show me this is you,” he said.

      I rummaged in my bag; luckily, I had my passport. He peered at it and handed it back. Dahlia was still in the driver’s seat turning the wheel and miming driving.

      “So, we said twenty-two grand?”

      “Twenty-five,” said Rosencrantz.

      Nick looked at us.

      “Well, for twenty-five, shouldn’t we hear it in action? Have you got the key?”

      I said there was an ignition button and Dahlia started the car with a roar. She giggled and clapped her hands in delight. Nick placed the briefcase on the bonnet, and flicked it open. Bundles of fifty-pound notes lined the case. He picked up a thick wodge sealed together with a paper band.

      “You’re giving me cash?” I said.

      “What else?” said Nick.

      I looked at Rosencrantz. Dahlia switched on the radio and Shakira’s Waka Waka song started booming out mixed with her revs of the engine.

      Ten grand was counted out on the bonnet when I heard the front door behind us slam and a stick insect of a woman with a high forehead emerged. Despite the spring weather, she was dressed in a fur coat. She was brandishing a shotgun.

      “Stop whatever it is you're doing, this is private property!” she cried, baring her brown aristocratic teeth.

      I realised this was Chris’s mother, Lady Edwina.

      “Are you drug dealers?” she said, cocking the gun. “Turn that blasted racket orf!”

      She pointed the gun at Dahlia who was still bopping away to Shakira. She noticed the gun and screamed.

      “It’s me, Lady Cheshire,” I shouted, above the music. “You remember? We met at the Edinburgh Festival, Chris directed my play… I’m a friend of his.”

      Dahlia turned down the music and we were all stood with our hands in the air.

      “Yes, there isn’t much money in the theatre these days,” she said. “God knows I’ve tried to dissuade Christopher, but surely you don’t need to deal drugs with lowlifes?”

      “Hey!” said Nick. “I own my own construction company!”

      Lady Edwina looked even more disgusted.

      “Rebecca!” yelled Edwina back at the house. “There’s some of those new money types in the driveway…”

      Chris’ sister Rebecca came bustling out. She’s quite pretty in a posh and pudgy way. She was wearing a hound-tooth suit and a padded hairband in her long blonde hair.

      “Mummy, that’s Coco, you silly sausage, she’s selling her car…” she said in her little squeaky posh voice.

      Lady Edwina finally lowered the shotgun.

      “Why are you selling your car?” she said.

      “Legal bills,” I said.

      For some reason this seemed an acceptable excuse for all parties involved, and Nick resumed counting out the money. Rebecca even brought out a special marker pen she uses for work, which shows if a bank note is real. Luckily they were.

      When we were done, we shook hands and Nick went back to his Rolls Royce leaving Dahlia to drive my car. Well, her car.

      “How much would you take for that fur coat and the gun?” asked Dahlia, pulling up beside Lady Edwina.

      “These are family heirlooms and not for sale!” she huffed.

      “Okay, bye Dean,” she said, winking at Rosencrantz, and she roared away.

      I watched wistfully as the car vanished.

      “Why did she call you Dean?” asked Lady Edwina.

      “Long story, your ladyship,” said Rosencrantz.

      She offered to phone Coutts for us and get them to come and collect the cash, but I said I had to go to find a branch of the Halifax, which she didn’t understand and she went back into the house muttering.

      The rest of the day went quickly. I paid in the money and also took out a bank loan and then watched most of it vanish when I paid Natasha’s bill.

      I’ve just done my maths. With loan repayments and putting money aside for an appeal, I have £900 a month to live on, which in London terms is nothing. And then this will only last for six or seven months.

      Please keep your eye out for any work opportunities!

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 13th April 11.14

        TO: submit@prisonlink.net

      

      

      EMAIL FOR HMP BELMARSH PRISONER – 48723 (Adam Rickard)

       

      Dear Adam,

       

      Well, here I am, having a go at emailing you. You should receive this 24 hours after I press ‘send’. I have also posted some letters, but they are a little waffly. I hadn’t wanted to moan about my living situation, considering what yours is. I managed to find a flat within my budget and I thought I would tell you the story.

      I had a few days of drudgery, going round the slimy estate agents in South London (of which there are many). None of them had flats in my budget. There were plenty of scuzzy overpriced bedsits. One guy was letting a room in his flat where the damp had made the plaster crumble under the wallpaper so it bulged out, but he didn’t want Rocco in case he damaged the furnishings. Another woman was letting out a large airing cupboard and said I could have Rocco as long as he slept in a kennel in the garden. One room was even advertised as free — in exchange for ‘light modelling and photographic work’!

      On the third day, I was outside a newsagent in Brockley with Rocco, trying to roll a cigarette (I’m economising) when I noticed a little old man in the window sliding a handwritten card into one of those clear advertising pouches. The card was advertising a one-bedroom flat, all bills included, for £550!

      I spat out my tobacco, and waited until he emerged a few minutes later with a copy of The Guardian under his arm. I introduced myself enthusiastically. I was dreading he would tell me to ring a number and book an appointment but he was charming in his tweed jacket and flat cap, with a little grey bristly moustache. He knelt down and tickled Rocco under the chin. Rocco, sensing that this was a make or break moment, turned on the cuteness, stood to attention and panted theatrically. Then I realised he knew I had a dog.

      “Look, I’m really in need of a flat to rent, but I want to be honest,” I said. “Rocco is a wonderful dog, he never makes a mess, but I can’t guarantee he won’t pee accidentally.”

      I held my breath as the old man smiled and squinted in the sun.

      “Well, I’ll be honest too,” he said. “My late sister, whose flat this was, also had a habit of peeing accidentally and the carpets are in need of a good scrub.”

      I didn’t know what to say, but he wasn't saying no, so my heart lifted.

      “Would you like to come and see it? It’s only round the corner,” he said.

      The flat was a short walk from the newsagent, on a nice terraced street, and the ground floor flat of a Victorian conversion. I estimated it was around a twenty minute walk from Marika’s flat in Honor Oak Park.

      He opened the communal entrance, and we walked down a dingy little corridor, and into a rather dated one-bedroom flat. There was evidence of his elderly sister everywhere; in fact, it looked pretty much as it would have when she was alive. A pile of Danielle Steele library books were stacked on a coffee table — due back in a week, I noticed — and a blue wool blanket was discarded on the sofa beside them. Next to the books was a glass half filled with water and bottles of pills.

      On one wall was a huge bookcase filled with novels, paperwork, spider plants in various states of decay and many ornaments. By the sofa was a floor lamp, and, under a bay window which looked out onto a well-kept garden, was a huge bureau with an old television set. The bottom doors hung open and a video recorder blinked off and on. A load of videocassettes, most of them labeled Midsomer Murders, were piled high and stuffed beside the machine.

      The carpet was nice, Axminster, if a little stained. The sofa and curtains seemed to be in competition with each other as to who could be the most frilly and flowery. However, to my delight, there were the original sash windows, the paint cracking admittedly, but they look far more elegant than the modern plastic ones.

      In the other half of the living room was a kitchen of basic pale Formica; an oven with a breadboard on the hobs, a microwave sat on the end of a tiny counter with a kettle on top of it. Beside the oven, a tall fridge-freezer squealed from the exertion. A tap dripped into a sink filled with dirty dishes.

      We moved past the back door, which was on the opposite side to the front door, and down a corridor. To the left was a window looking out over the back gardens of the next-door neighbours. Washing whirled on some old rotary dryers, a faded kids’ plastic slide sat amongst an overgrown garden.

      On the right was the bathroom. It was a bit smelly with a faded avocado suite and brown cork tiling. Rocco put his furry feet up on the edge of the bath and peered inside. The bottom was dry and full of dust; the toilet was clean but ringed with lime scale.

      At the end of the short corridor was the bedroom. This shocked me the most. The bed was unmade and some flowery print dresses were laid over a chair by an old fashioned, high wooden wardrobe. The lady who owned this flat hardly seemed to have left; in fact, she had left a bit of herself behind. Her teeth were in a pint of water on the nightstand!

      “Ah. I hadn’t expected to show anyone around so quickly,” said the old man, breaking the silence. “I know it’s not ideal for a modern woman like you Mrs…”

      “Pinchard,” I said. “But please, call me Coco.”

      “Hello Coco, I’m Mr Mason, Thomas.”

      We shook hands politely and he went to the foot of the bed and opened the window to let in some air. It looked out over a little strip of concrete that ran between the side of the flat and the gardens of the other houses. Despite all of the mess, I liked it. Mr Mason asked what I thought.

      “It’s perfect for me,” I said eagerly. “When could I move in?”

      “Well, I don’t know. Theoretically you could move in today, but as you can see I have to phone up someone to come and get my sister’s things and I’ll need to, I don’t know, pay a cleaner.”

      “Look Mr Mason…”

      “Thomas, please…”

      “Thomas,” I smiled. “I own a house in Marylebone; I’ve had to rent it out for a year to, erm, pay some bills. So I have a regular income, I have a contract with my tenant which proves this.”

      “Jolly good,” he said.

      “It’s just that my budget is five hundred pounds a month… What I thought was if I could move in today, I could be the one to help you pack up everything, for free… Of course, not for free, but I can give you two months’ rent, in cash, today.”

      He looked at me for a moment. I think I’d made my desperation obvious.

      “Are you on the run?”

      “NO!” I said, sounding like someone who was totally on the run.

      “I’m joking, my dear,” he grinned. “I’m sure that’s fine. My son has drawn up some paperwork. Shall I meet you back here at, say, five o’clock?”

      “Yes,” I said. “That would be wonderful.”

      We shook hands, and then he knelt down to Rocco who also held out his little paw.

      “Well I never,” he said and shook it.

      Rocco barked happily. I didn’t tell him that Rosencrantz has taught Rocco to do the shake-my-paw thing, and now he does it with just about everyone. However, his timing was spot on and it sealed the deal.

       

      I dashed back home, home being Rosencrantz’s, but no one was in to tell the good news to. I wanted to phone you, which was, of course, out of the question. I then went to phone Marika and tell her I’d be living just down the road from her, but remembered we weren’t talking… Then I phoned Chris but his phone went to voicemail.

      I set to work tidying up and packing all of my things. I stripped off the bed sheets in Wayne’s room and put them in the washing machine. I dusted and hoovered. I thought Rocco would be terrified of the vacuum cleaner but he loved it, going as far as sitting on top of the unit (it’s a mini Dyson) and he clung on like a little Olympic tobogganist as I went through the house. Rosencrantz, Wayne and Oscar came back just as I finished lugging the cases downstairs.

      “Oh Mrs P, you didn’t have to go and rent a flat,” said Wayne, genuinely upset. “You’re welcome here as long as you need… isn’t that right, boys?”

      Rosencrantz and Oscar nodded in agreement.

      “Thank you, but I need to stand on my own two feet,” I said.

      “Can we come and help you, Mum?” said Rosencrantz, when I’d told them about the flat.

      “Ooh yes! I could wear my new character turban and housecoat!” said Wayne, clapping his hands excitedly.

      I thanked them, but I thought it could be weird and a little inappropriate if I rocked up with a load of strangers to offload all the old lady’s gear — and I wouldn’t want to offend further if Wayne was interested in a few of her dresses for his costume rack.

      “Now I feel like you’re leaving home,” said Rosencrantz, when the taxi pulled up. “Do you want Bitch to keep you company?” He offered me his teddy bear.

      “She’s yours,” I said. “And I’d never forgive Rocco if he chewed her up.”

      I hugged them all then got into the taxi and on to the next adventure.

       

      Mr Mason was waiting outside the flat with a younger, more severe version of himself whom he introduced as his son, Callum. He didn’t help with the cases, leaving Mr Mason and me to lug them into the hallway. Callum shifted in his loafers holding the contract impatiently and, when we were ready, he led us into the living room.

      There had already been a smash and grab clearing out spree, and a pile of bin liners was stacked against the wall.

      “Callum thought it best that we make a dent in clearing out my sister’s things,” said Mr Mason apologetically.

      I wasn’t sure what he was apologising for until Callum handed over the tenancy agreement. It was a standard six-month lease but it had “Rent £650 per calendar month” written on it.

      I asked why it was a hundred and fifty pounds more than we agreed on and Callum came alive. Well, his face twisted into a sneer. He said I had taken advantage of his father and that the rent should be higher as it included council tax and water.

      “I thought it was all bills included,” I said.

      “Um, my son says this is very competitive for the area,” said Mr Mason, rather embarrassed.

      I assured Callum I was not taking advantage, and I managed to negotiate him down to six hundred a month. Let’s face it, I was desperate and on the doorstep with all my things. Callum wanted twelve hundred cash up front, so I had to take Rocco round to the newsagent and withdraw another £200 from the cash machine. I also bought him some dog food (of course, he only likes the expensive stuff in the little pouches, the little diva) a new bone, some tea bags, bread, butter, honey, milk, and eggs. I also grabbed some cloths and all-purpose cleaner. I returned to find Callum loading up his car with the bin bags. I handed over the cash (which he counted, twice), we signed the tenancy agreements, and he gave me a receipt.

      “Sorry about that,” said Mr Mason, handing over the keys at the door.

      His son beeped the horn from the car.

      “Give me a call if you need anything…”

      As they drove off I realised they hadn’t given me their phone number.

       

      I took Rocco inside and let him off the lead. He woofed excitedly and set to work, nose to the ground, sniffing every inch of the place. All of the paperwork on the shelf had been removed, leaving gaps amongst the books. The television and video recorder had been taken but they’d left the videocassettes. The microwave and kettle were also gone, as were the pictures, leaving the pale walls with a series of circles and squares. I went through to the bedroom and the wardrobe was now empty, but the bedding was still there. The bedside lamp was gone, but the teeth were still in the glass of water!

      Despite all of this, I felt calm and relaxed for the first time in ages. I fed Rocco — I’d been left the glassware, plates, and cutlery. I then tried the side door leading out to the garden; it was locked, but I found the key under the saucer of a dead spider plant. The door opened awkwardly and I came outside with Rocco. There was just a thin, fenced-in strip of concrete. The garden I could see through the window was on the other side of one of the fences, and it belonged to the flat above. I squeezed past an old rusting washing machine and peered through a hole in the fence. A set of steps led down from a balcony to green grass and flowers.

      I was gutted. There was a gurgling, whooshing sound, and grey water shot out of a drainpipe and flooded over a little square drain beside the back door. The water ran towards us, steaming in the cold air, and Rocco backed away from it barking.

      I hoisted myself up on the washing machine and lit a cigarette. It was heavenly. I smoked two and then came back inside to survey the damage.

      I was initially only going to hang up some clothes, but I ended cleaning the whole flat. I found some bleach and scoured every inch of the bathroom. I took an old lampshade down, which was damp and misshapen, and the bare bulb made the room a lot lighter. I threw away piles of mouldy food from the fridge and cleaned it, along with the kitchen. I discovered a very old vacuum cleaner in a cupboard with an electricity meter and boiler (both ancient), and I vacuumed and tidied, then dusted with a pair of socks. I stripped the bed and threw all of the blankets away (there was no duvet). I found a clean set in the cupboard above the boiler and I turned the mattress and changed the bed. I hung all of my things in the wardrobe and arranged my meagre belongings — radio/iPod dock, laptop, phone, computer printer, and folders of paperwork on the coffee table.

      There is no shower, just a bath, so I found a jug in the bottom of one of the kitchen cupboards and I had a sort of shower, pouring jugs of water over myself.

      Finally, at one in the morning, I was clean. The flat was respectable and I made egg on toast with a giant mug of sweet tea. I sat on the sofa, next to the radio/iPod dock, and ate whilst listening to the shipping forecast. What is it about the shipping forecast? It’s so comforting — being warm and thinking of all the ships out at sea in the mist and the dark, all listening and being guided to safety. Then I thought of you. Moving into this strange flat with you would be so much more fun.

       

      I fell asleep on the sofa, and woke up at eleven the next morning with Rocco licking my face. It was sunny outside and I opened the back door. I filled a glass with water, grabbed my fags, and followed Rocco out. I put the glass on the washing machine and lit up. Rocco was rolling around in the sun and I watched him for a minute as he jumped up and chased a butterfly. I reached out and grabbed my glass, it was only when my lips touched the edge that I realised it wasn’t my glass, it was the glass with the false teeth! I’d put it outside last night during the cleaning spree. I hadn’t wanted to throw it away, I mean, what if they came back for her teeth?

      I screamed and wrenched the glass away from me. The teeth flew out and sailed over the fence.

      I jumped off the washing machine and tried to see over, but I am too short, even on tiptoes. I squinted through the gap. The teeth were lying in the middle of the lawn, glistening revoltingly in the sun. I looked up at the windows of the flat above. The curtains were all closed. Now this was a dilemma I’d like to see covered in the etiquette books: how to retrieve a set of false teeth from the garden of a neighbour to whom you have not yet been introduced. I went to haul myself over the fence and grab them, but I only had on a long t-shirt with nothing underneath so I came back in to get dressed.

      As I came out of the bedroom in a tracksuit, my new doorbell buzzed. Rocco barked like mad, so I picked him up to open the door. There was a tall, tanned skinny guy with shoulder length hair. He must have been in his twenties and he grinned with a set of huge white teeth. He had on flip-flops, shorts, and a woven poncho.

      “Huj thiiiir,” he said, in a broad Australian accent. “I’m Shane, from upstairs.”

      “Hello,” I said.

      “Weird question,” he said. “Did you throw Doris’s teeth over my fence?”

      He pulled them out of his poncho.

      “Well… Not on purpose,” I said.

      “Jeez, you guys! They send a different carer each week… You’ve gotta treat her better, she’s so sick.” He gave me a look to show he was deeply disappointed. “Can I come and see her?”

      “Oh,” I said. “You didn’t know? She’s… she died.”

      “Shit. When?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m the new tenant.”

      “You mean you’re renting this place?”

      “Yes, hello, I’m Coco.”

      I explained how the teeth ended up flying across his garden.

      “Shit, Coco, I’m sorry to give you the judgment. The council keeps sending these idiot carers and when I saw her yesterday morning she was real frail.”

      “You saw her yesterday?” I said.

      “Yeah, I knew she didn’t have long… She was so nice. Still, it’s for the best.”

      “I moved in yesterday!” I said.

      “Yeah, well you can see how fast property gets snapped up on the London rental market,” he said.

      He pulled out a tissue and put the teeth in.

      “Would you return these to the family? I know she’d hate to be buried without her teeth.”

      I was still standing there in shock. Rocco leant out and sniffed the teeth as he placed them in my hand.

      “Welcome to the building, Coco,” he said. “Just shout if you need anything.”

      And he bounded up the stairs two at a time and back to his flat.

      I closed the door and looked around my flat with new eyes.

      I have been a bit scared since then, but I suppose people die all the time. I opened the windows and doors after Shane had gone. To make sure Doris isn’t still floating around. I’m glad I’ve got Rocco, but every time I’ve taken a shower I haven’t dared close my eyes.

      Anyway, it’s nothing to moan about. I can’t really justify moaning at all. I have a place to live and I can’t wait to see you again. I love you and I miss you.

      Love you, always

       

      C x

       

      P.S. Aargh! I just tried to send this email and I’ve discovered the flat has no reception for Internet or mobile phone. I’ve had to come to a coffee place round the corner to email this to you. I will have to work on being connected. I will also make sure I am out walking Rocco during association when you call me on my mobile.
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        Monday 2nd May 11.14

        TO: submit@prisonlink.net

      

      

      EMAIL FOR HMP BELMARSH PRISONER – 48723 (Adam Rickard)

       

      Dear Adam,

       

      I am back emailing! I bit the bullet and had a landline and broadband put in, which has blown the budget a little, but now you can phone the flat and I can get online. I’d love you to be the first person to phone. My new number is 0207 946 0789.

      I thought long and hard about having it put in because I have quite enjoyed the feeling of being cut off from everything. It’s helped feel like I am experiencing a tiny bit of what you are going through.

      I tried to avoid the Royal Wedding last Friday. Shane from upstairs knocked on the door around eleven in the morning, just as the service was beginning. He had brought me some parsley, coriander, and red chilies from his garden. I’d told him I’ve been attempting to cook.

      “Thanks, Shane,” I said. “Aren’t you celebrating?”

      “Nah. I’m a Republican,” he said. “I can’t see anything to get excited about with this wedding,”

      “Well, I heard on the radio that Kate’s sister Pippa has a rather scrumptious backside in her bridesmaid’s dress,” I said with a smile. “You could appreciate that and still be a Republican?”

      “Is it on TV?” he said, suddenly more interested.

      I told him I don’t have a TV. He invited me to come up and watch his, but I said no. I didn’t want to have to talk about weddings. I had also said no to a street party that Rosencrantz, Wayne, and Oscar were organising, no to visiting Ethel, and a big no to Meryl. She had a viewing party and used it to re-launch Watson Funerals Ltd. They’re now called Funeral Pieces, a play on Carole Middleton’s company, Party Pieces.

      What’s more disturbing is that www.funeralpieces.co.uk got so many hits on its first day that it crashed.

       

      Chris phoned on my mobile when I was out walking Rocco this morning. He sounded odd at first, asking why I hadn’t been in contact for a couple of weeks. I said he hadn’t been in contact either. There was a silence.

      “I’ve been worried about you, Cokes, but I didn’t know what to say… I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, and explained about my lack of signal, and that I have moved to a new flat.

      “Yes, Rosencrantz tells me it’s like a granny flat — but the granny dropped dead and now they’re renting it out to you!”

      “The bed was still warm, Chris, that was how quickly they rented it out.”

      He laughed and I realised how much I missed him.

      “Hey! Why don’t we go out for a drink?” he said. “I really want to take you to the champagne bar at St Pancras. It’s got the longest bar in Europe with the hottest bartenders, who, I’m reliably informed have the longest…”

      “I can’t Chris… Didn’t Rosencrantz tell you I only have sixty-nine pounds a week to spend?”

      “I’ve never heard the phrase sixty-nine used in a more depressing sentence… No worries, it’ll be my treat.”

      “No. I want to see you but I’ve made this vow to stand on my own two feet. You’ve done so much for me. Why don’t you come and see the flat, I could cook something.”

      “Cook something? What can you cook?” he said.

      “I’m teaching myself. It’ll be something yummy,” I lied. “Come on… I’ve missed you.”

      “What about Marika?”

      “What about her?”

      “Well, she lives just down the road from you…”

      “She hasn’t phoned me,” I shot back.

      “She’s been asking about you.”

      “But she hasn’t phoned me!”

      “Okay… okay. Shall we say, eight?”

      It felt weird when I got off the phone, like our dynamic had changed. I racked my brain as to what I could cook. I didn’t tell him I’ve had several disasters, and wrecked several saucepans when food became hopelessly burnt and welded onto the bottom. I also thought the flat could do with a little ambience. I have no lamps — just a single sixty-watt bulb in each room.

       

      I came to the edge of Hilly Fields common where Rocco was having a poo. I pulled a bag out of the new dog-do dispenser the council has installed. The bags are hopeless; they are huge and made of thin white paper, and there’s this weird square of cardboard in the bottom. It’s like trying to pick up shit with a Chinese paper lantern. Then I realised I had solved the ambience problem in the flat. I grabbed a handful of the dog-do bags. On the way home, we stopped in at the off-licence. I bought two bottles of a £1.49 white wine and a litre of value lemonade (29p). I added a big bag of value crisps (49p) and two avocados, which have been rolling around in a cardboard box under the awning outside for the past week (only slightly black and now reduced to 9p each).

      I came home, and mashed them up with some cottage cheese and some of the chilies from Shane. I took my doggy-do bags, dotted them around, and lit a tea light in each.

      Just when it was getting dark, Chris rang the bell.

      “Oh my God!” he said, coming into the flat. “This place, it’s idyllic!”

      It’s strange how the right lighting can set the mood. The tea lights seemed to add mystique and excitement to my staid surroundings.

      “This is breathtaking, Coco,” he said, as we moved from the gloaming in the living room to the concrete outside. The tea lights on the ground had a weird effect. It was very dark, so you couldn’t see much of the tall fences. You just saw the space they cut out in the sky above, so there was a kind of glowing platform with an oblong of starry sky.

      I poured him an ice-cold 29p spritzer and brought out my green 18p guacamole garnished with a couple of Shane’s shiny red chilies.

      “What’s this wine?” he asked.

      “It’s from a local organic vineyard,” I lied.

      “It’s beautiful!” he said. “And this dip! Wow! It’s like a taste of Morocco!”

      “Yeah, it’s from the local farmer’s market…”

      Despite my blatant lies, he was right; it all tasted wonderful. The question is, what have I been spending a fortune on over the years of entertaining? All the thirty quid bottles of wine, and equally expensive Waitrose sharing platters?

      I brought out the sofa cushions, and we sat under the stars on the little concrete strip with Rocco sleeping at our feet. We talked rubbish, smoked, and drank. It was lovely. He had a wonderful time directing the plays at The Rabbit Hutch Theatre in Devon. He wants me and Marika to visit Devon, and see at least one of them, but I don’t know. I would need to find a dogsitter and some money, and Marika and I aren’t speaking.

      “Think about it,” he said. “It could be the thing that gets you two back together.”

      He stayed for a few hours, and then took a cab home. He has really cut down a lot on his drinking, and seems so much happier. I hope he gets another job soon to keep it all going.

      The next morning something odd happened. I came through to feed Rocco, and there on the carpet in front of the huge bookshelf was a photo of you and me. I hadn’t seen it in ages. It was taken in the bar of the Carnegie Theatre at the Edinburgh Festival after the last performance of Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical. I didn’t even remember bringing the picture with me when we moved out of Marylebone. I looked at the shelves but I haven’t put any of my stuff on them yet, and I have only the one folder of paperwork. And besides, all of my photos of you are in my wallet or on my phone.

      I picked up my new landline and called Chris to ask what time he left last night.

      “Um, about ten thirty,” he said wearily. “Why?”

      “Were we that drunk?” I said.

      “Not really… I think I only had three drinks, which is unprecedented!”

      “Did we look at any photos?”

      “No…”

      I paused.

      “Okay,” I said. “Just wanted to make sure you got home safely.”

      “Okay, love you,” he said. “What time is it?”

      “A little after nine.”

      “Ugh. I’m going back to sleep. Oh, one other thing, you must remember to give me the details of that organic vineyard you got the wine from.”

      I crossed my fingers and promised I would, and then he hung up. I looked at the picture again. I cannot work out how it got there.

      I’m sitting up writing to you now with all the lights on. A little bit scared to go to bed and missing you like crazy. Especially your hot naked body in my bed.

       

      All my love, Coco xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 4th May 11.14

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Adam phoned last night and said he has been moved to a communal cell. He is now sharing with a category A prisoner who is serving life for triple murder. His cellmate is called Kip. He is twenty and has a long shaggy beard. The only food he will eat is Dairylea cheese triangles.

      Kip apparently asks all of the other prisoners on their wing to give him their cheese triangles in return for a cigarette or doing their laundry. Adam has been handing over his from lunch and dinner for the last couple of days in return for use of Kip’s radio.

      “He just stares at me,” said Adam. “Whatever I’m doing, he just stares, chewing his cheese triangles. He saves the foil wrappers in his pocket and when he’s finished eating, he goes to his bed and counts them.”

      “Are you on the top or bottom bunk?” I said.

      I don’t know if this made any difference. I presumed the top would at least be a bit better.

      “Bottom,” said Adam.

      I did my best to calm him down, but what do I know? I know nothing of what it is like for him. He said he was scared, and then he was cut off. I hope it was because his phone card ran out.

       

      Does your dad know anyone influential who could speed up Adam’s transfer?

       

      Coco x

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 5th May 21.23

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I just spoke to Adam, and his phone card did run out. He said that this evening, during association, when all the prisoners mingle out of their cells, Kip attacked another prisoner with a knife. He calmly walked up behind a prisoner who was playing snooker, and sunk it into the side of his neck. Luckily the guards intervened quickly. Kip is now in solitary confinement, and the prisoner who was stabbed is stable in the hospital wing. And the knife? It was painstakingly fashioned from thousands of foil wrappers from the Dairylea cheese triangles.

      Adam was trying to stay calm but said he spent two nights in the same cell as Kip, and that it could have been him who was stabbed.

      “You don’t know that,” I said.

      “I do know that. This guy playing snooker had no beef with Kip. It seems random.”

      “You’re even using prison slang now!” I said, then apologised.

       

      I told him your dad has had a word with the governor of Belmarsh Prison and that, fingers crossed, a transfer should be imminent.

       

      Thank you, Coco x

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 9th May 11.12

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      After a weekend of waiting, I’ve heard nothing from Adam. I had stupidly Googled prison stories and found one where a prisoner sharpened his toilet brush into a weapon and stabbed his cellmate. I was expecting a call to say that the worst has happened, that Kip had returned…

      Then this morning I found a letter on the mat with Belmarsh written on the envelope. It said Adam has been transferred to HMP Cambria Sands, a Category D Prison in Norfolk.

      I also received a hastily written letter from Adam to say he had arrived at Cambria Sands, but hasn’t been able to phone. He has to wait to be issued with a phone card.

      Apparently, he had a knock on his cell door early on Saturday and was told he was being transferred. Adam said he duly packed away his things in a plastic bag, including the radio belonging to the Dairylea Stabber (his words not mine).

      It was a three and a half hour journey in the heat, with no water, to HMP Cambria Sands, which is just up the coast from Cromer. He says the new place is much more relaxed. It’s an old converted manor house by the sea. The inmates (of which there are only 149) all have their own cell. There is a gym and the food is better. He is now an additional 130 miles away, but life for him should be a lot better, and for that I am thankful. You are the best, Chris. Can I have your father’s phone number to thank him?

       

      Coco xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 11th May 15.14

        TO: submit@prisonlink.net

      

      

      EMAIL FOR HMP CAMBRIA SANDS PRISONER – AG26754 (Adam Rickard)

       

      I finally got your visitor’s order. I am coming to see you on Friday! I have booked the train, and I should be there around eleven.

      I phoned Chris’s father to say thank you for helping with your transfer.

      “Not a problem Coco, my dear,” he said. “I’ve known the governor of Belmarsh for years, old Wedgie Mc Duggan.”

      “Wedgie?”

      “Well, he’s Reginald or Reggie… he has a soft ‘R’ so he was Wedgie when we were at Eton. Poor bugger couldn’t get down the corridors without someone giving him a… a…”

      “Wedgie?” I said.

      “Yes…” he guffawed. “How’s that silk of yours doing?” (He was referring to Natasha.)

      I told him that she has drawn a blank — an expensive blank.

      “Ah, terrible business it all is,” he said. “And how is Adam?”

      I began to tell him but he said another call was coming through and he would have to go, but first Chris’s sister Rebecca wanted to talk to me. I heard some pips as I was being transferred and Rebecca answered.

      “Hello Coco,” she squeaked. “Christopher saw Mummy and me for lunch yesterday and was telling us all about your snug little bijou!”

      I had to rack my brain and then I realised he must have told her about the poo-bag tea lights.

      “I’ve got something here that may interest you,” she said. “We just took a stand down that we were running at the Ideal Home Exhibition and we have a string of fairy lights and some other bits and bobs left over. Maybe you want them for your little garden?”

      It felt distinctly like charity, but I thought a row of fairy lights would be nice, so I said okay.

      “Super Coco, give me your address and I’ll get one of the chaps to deliver.”

      I said that posting the stuff would be fine but she insisted.

       

      That afternoon I was cleaning the bedroom when the door buzzer went. Four guys were stood outside in Cheshire Ltd boiler suits. They introduced themselves and said they were making a delivery. I opened the back door for them and went back to my hoovering. After half an hour, I was wondering why they hadn’t said goodbye. I came through to the back door, and stared. The concrete strip had been cleared, and lush and very realistic fake grass had been laid. Above it, a long net canopy of LED fairy lights hung from poles. It was a garden.

      “How much will this cost?” I asked, suddenly panicking.

      The guys looked up from fastening the last corner down of the fake grass.

      “Nothing,” said one of them. “This was all meant for landfill. You should see the lovely gear we have to throw away. Do you want some plants?”

      They took me out to a lorry that was filled with all of the leftovers from corporate events and private parties. I spent the next half an hour choosing freebies. I came away with some long trays of soil with real bamboo shoots, which were around waist height, four tall yuccas in lovely earthenware pots, and three tiny cherry trees still with pink blossom.

      The real coup was the seating! Have you seen those kind of low squishy outdoor chairs that are all the rage? I got two large white ones (they were branded all over with the words MOËT & CHANDON). I also got a matching low table.

      When they had carted it all through the house for me, I didn’t know what to say. I had little money left from my budget for a decent tip, so I gave them each a bottle of £1.49 wine.

      “Oh, is this the stuff from the organic vineyard?” said one of the guys. “The boss is trying to get hold of it.”

      “Yes,” I lied. “Yes, it’s very crisp.”

      I said goodbye and they left, looking thrilled.

      I arranged the seats and dotted the bamboo and yuccas against the fences, and when it was dark, I switched on the canopy of fairy lights. It was stunning. It covered up the terraced houses at the edge of my vision and it could almost pass for some tiny exotic rooftop nightspot. I came inside to get my cigarettes and noticed a high whining sound. I followed it to the electricity cupboard and pulled it open to see the meter whirring round like the clappers and the numbers going up and up and up. I quickly turned off the lights outside and settled for my poo bags.

       

      I was sunbathing this morning, when I heard the buzzer go. I picked the barking Rocco up, and opened the door.

      It was Marika.

      I was a little taken aback to see her after so long. It’s been just over six weeks since I slapped her round the chops.

      “Hi,” she said.

      “Hello,” I said.

      We looked at each other for a moment.

      “Can I come in?” she said.

      “Sure.”

      I stood aside to let her pass and closed the door behind her. She put her bag on the kitchen counter and went to shrug off her shoes.

      “Don’t worry about those,” I said. “Have you seen the state of the carpet?”

      She knelt down to cuddle Rocco and he rolled over and lay back whilst she scratched his stomach.

      “Do you want a coffee?” I said.

      She nodded.

       

      “It’s nice, Coco,” she said as I led her through to my new garden. “But this is, well, it’s very like the champagne stand at the Ideal Home Exhibition…”

      “I think it was the champagne stand at the Ideal Home Exhibition,” I said.

      We sat down in the champagne seats and took a sip of our coffees. There was then a silence.

      “I’m sorry if I suggested that Adam was guilty,” she said.

      “I’m sorry, really sorry, that I slapped you round the face,” I said.

      We sat in the sun for another moment.

      “Coco, this feels inevitable telling you this,” she said. “But me and Greg, we broke up.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, lighting us each a cigarette and passing one over to her.

      “I broke up with him… I suppose it was another ‘Marika fling’ as you and Chris say.”

      “I don’t say that.”

      'I’ve heard you and Chris use that expression before.”

      “Well, I’m sorry.”

      “Are you? Really? I feel like you and Chris prefer me single — silly single Marika. You haven’t even asked what happened.”

      “Give me a chance! What happened?”

      “He’s married with kids.”

      “How many?”

      “Five.”

      “Five?”

      “Yeah. They all live in Forest Hill. Five minutes down the road, for God’s sake!

      “And you didn’t know?”

      “Course I didn’t, I’m a fool. I wondered why he always kept popping out to check his lottery tickets on Saturday and Sunday, then the mid-week draw.”

      “How did you find out?” I said.

      “We were in Tesco, and he asked me to help him fill out a lottery ticket. He didn’t know how. Then it all came out…”

      “I’m sorry, really.” I said. I reached out and squeezed her hand.

      “I’ve missed you Coco,” she said getting teary. “You could have called me.”

      “Marika… If you remember, I was going through stuff with Adam. It’s taken you six weeks to come over.”

      “You were the one who slapped me! I never laid a finger on you.”

      “Adam had just been sent to prison! What did you expect? I could have done with you. Really.”

      “I feel like I’m in this box with you and Chris; ‘oh it’s only Marika, her life is a mess, she loves to get drunk and then sleep with wildly inappropriate guys who then rip out her heart and smear it down the wall’.”

      “I’ve definitely never said that.”

      “But it’s true, I’m always getting my heart broken, and I never learn anything.”

      “That’s not true… At least you know how to fill in a lottery ticket.”

      She looked at me, and then we both burst out laughing.

      “You’re a bitch, Coco.”

      “And you’re an even bigger bitch, Marika… Do you want to stay for beans on toast on my Ideal Home Exhibition stand?” I grinned. She grinned back at me.

      I had a feeling things were going to be okay between us. We got chatting outside in the warm evening, and we stayed up so late she ended up sleeping over on the sofa.

       

      One weird thing happened though. The next morning, just before she left for her dog walking, she said she’d had vivid dreams all night of an old lady dusting the bookshelves behind the sofa. I told her I’ve had the same dream.

      “Goes to show how exciting our lives have become,” she said.

       

      It’s true, I have had the same dream three times now… Anyway, I think my mind is wandering too much with all this free time. I can’t wait to see you on Friday.

       

      All my love, Coco xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 21st May 17.12

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I have to tell you about my first visit to see Adam. The London part of the journey was okay — we zipped past the new Olympic Stadium and through Essex. Then, when I had to change trains in Norwich, the world seemed to take on a slower, drawn out pace.

      I asked a guard if the train pulling up was the one for Cambria Sands and he looked at me if I’d asked him something mind boggling then said, “Uuuuuuy dunt naaaaaaaaw, that muuuuyyt be.”

      Luckily it was. The train creaked and groaned its way out of Norwich and soon we were lost in the flat, bleak and misty fens. Alongside us ran rippling grey waterways with brown reeds swaying lethargically in the wind. For some reason the rail wasn’t in a straight line and we wound our way through the waterways.

      I was the only person who got off the train at Cambria Sands Station. It was misty and cold and the wind was screaming across a flat expanse of bare grass from the sea far in the distance. The station was a concrete platform on stilts.

      As the train creaked off into the mist, I pulled out my phone and called one of the taxi numbers advertised on a rusting sign. Ten minutes later, and completely frozen, I saw on the horizon a taxi speeding toward me. I noticed the only way off the platform was a thick rusty set of steps. I climbed down and got in. The driver cheerily asked, “Where to?” and didn’t bat an eyelid when I said the prison.

      We drove towards the sea, and after a few minutes, the prison came into view. What shocked me the most was that there were no gates or razor wire, and we pootled up to the house as if we were on a jaunt to a National Trust property.

      “This is the right place?” I said.

      “An open prison don’t have high walls. The prisoners are trusted to stay,” said the driver.

      I imagined Adam walking out with me, and us going on the run. I think the driver saw the look in my eye.

      “Course, if they’re caught, they spend the rest of their sentence rotting in a Category A prison,” he said.

      I thanked him and he dropped me in the full car park.

      The process of security checks was similar to Belmarsh, but once through I was shown into a visitor’s area, which more resembled a library coffee shop, with comfortable chairs and low tables. Visiting times are in shifts so there were only around fifteen inmates with visitors. Adam looked better than when I last saw him. We hugged long and hard, and we were even able to walk hand in hand to a vending machine where I bought him six Kit-Kats and five cans of Coke.

      “Are you sure?” he said, as it all clunked into the tray at the bottom of the machine.

      I leant in and gave him a long sweet kiss. We sat back down and he said he had news. I perked up, thinking it was good news.

      “I’ve decided not to appeal,” he said.

      “What!” The room turned to look at us.

      “Now hear me out,” he said. “Natasha came to visit me yesterday.”

      “Nice of her to tell me.”

      “She’s billed nearly four thousand for three paralegals who haven’t really found any other evidence. There are a few inaccuracies from the forensic computing analysts…”

      “Why isn’t she looking into Sabrina Jones! It’s her! She’s the one who took the money!”

      “She said they have checked her. They’ve run a credit and a background check. She’s clean.”

      “She is not!”

      “Coco. Please…”

      “Why are you doing this? Why are you lying down and accepting defeat?” I said.

      “If I do appeal, I go back to Belmarsh. A new trial could take months, or be put off, and then I would have to go through being re-categorised again and without Chris’s dad helping me it could be months.”

      “So you just want to stay in jail?”

      “Yeah, Coco it’s so wonderful.”

      His brow furrowed and he reached out and held my hand.

      “I have my own cell here. They don’t even call it a cell, it’s called my room… I can go for walks, see the sea. I’m working in the admin office. In a few months I will be enhanced and have even more freedom, and then next spring I’ll be able to go out. We can go on visits. I can even come and see you in your flat.”

      “But it’s four years!” I shrilled.

      “Coco. Please,” he said, his voice low. “If I’m going to get through this without killing myself then this is the only way.”

      This pulled me up short. I took his other hand.

      “What? Have you thought about…”

      “Yes, but only once. You being there for me is the only thing keeping me going.”

      I looked into his eyes at all the pain and the hurt.

      “Okay,” I said. “Okay. No appeal.”

      “And you’re not going to stalk that girl, Sabrina,” he added. “I heard all about you going to her house.”

      “From who?”

      “Ethel. She writes to me every week.”

      “She does?”

      “Yes, she’s not all bad.”

      And that’s how we had to end the conversation as the bell rang. I held him for as long as I could, pressing my face into his warm chest. He put his face in my neck, and then he had to go.

      It was only when I went to get my coat that I realised the top of my jumper was wet with his tears.

      The journey home was a slow horrible reverse. Luckily it’s now light and I didn’t have to wait on the windy platform in the dark. I got home just before ten; Rocco was so pleased to see me.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 26th May 18.11

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Rosencrantz came over this afternoon and we had a glass of wine in the garden. He said that he had been on a mission for Adam.

      “What do you mean?” I said, lighting us both a cigarette.

      He pulled a bag from his rucksack and handed it over.

      “What’s this?”

      “Well, open it Mum, obviously,” he said.

      Inside was a copy of Adele’s 21 album and a digital watch.

      “It’s not my birthday for a few more weeks,” I said.

      “There’s a note too,” said Rosencrantz.

      He had Rocco on his lap who was straining to see inside the bag. I pulled out this note. I was so touched I thought I should attach it.

       

      ATTACHMENT ADAM1

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

       “Adam also says to say sorry. He can’t call you until next week as arranging this burned out his phone card,” said Rosencrantz.

      I nodded gratefully.

      “And make sure you listen at exactly the right time,” he said, putting the watch on my wrist.

      “I will,” I said, wiping my eyes.

       

      I have a date on Saturday night!

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 30th May 16.37

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Thank you again for sorting out the Adele CD. I listened at exactly 8.30pm and I really did feel close to Adam. I also loved 21, no wonder everyone is talking about it. It’s wonderful.

      I just met your Nan for a cup of tea at The Brockley Mess café. It was warm and sunny so we sat out on the pavement. She had been to put flowers on Grandad Wilf’s grave. He passed away forty-one years ago.

      I was expecting her to be quite melancholy but she stomped up to the table and slammed down her best gloves and handbag.

      “I’m fuming!” she said. “Bloody Wilf.”

      “Did someone vandalise his grave?”

      “No, iss covered in pigeon shit, and I broke me emery board trying to scrape the damn stuff orf.”

      She pulled out two halves of her nail file and held them up.

      “It’s not Wilf’s fault,” I said.

      “Isn’t it?” she said. “You know ‘e was a pigeon fancier? That ‘ead stone attracts scores of the little buggers and they shit all over it. Even from beyond the grave ‘e’s still winding me up.”

      After we ordered some tea, I told her about Adam and the Adele 21 album listening thing.

      “Oh that Adam, ‘e’s good as gold, such a shame ‘e’s in the slammer,” said Ethel. “I love Adele, all us old girls at the ‘ome ave got 21. She can’t ‘alf sing.”

      “I love ‘Rolling In The Deep’, and ‘Someone Like You’ breaks my heart,” I said.

      “My favourite is ‘Set Fire To Lorraine’,” said Ethel sipping her tea.

      “No, it’s ‘Set Fire To The Rain’,” I said.

      “No Coco, it’s ‘Set Fire To Lorraine’,” she said.

      “No it’s not…”

      “It is!”

      “No!”

      “Coco, love, you’ve only just got the bloody album. I’ve ‘ad it on a loop since Pancake Tuesday, and I'm tellin' ya, it’s ‘Set Fire To Lorraine’.”

      “It’s not!” I said. “It’s a metaphor, setting fire to the rain.”

      “Listen, love. If you’d read up on it, and iss been in the papers a lot, you’d know Adele writ the album about a painful breakup, and this song is about ‘ow much she ‘ates the other woman, hence ‘Set Fire To Lorraine’.”

      “So Adele is singing about wanting to burn another woman to death?” I said.

      “Yeah, ask anyone… Gawd Coco, I never thought I’d be more hip than you.”

      “Adele is more elegant than that!” I said. “A woman would never sing about setting fire to another woman.”

      “Wouldn’t she? I bet you’d love to dump a jug full of unleaded on that Sabrina and set a match to it!”

       

      The argument went on, and in the end I tried phoning everyone to confirm it was ‘Set Fire To The Rain’, but no one was answering. I even asked the waiter but he didn’t know, the damn fool. The argument progressed to raised voices, and in the end, I was so annoyed I got up and stormed back home. When I got in, I grabbed 21 out of the drawer. IT IS ‘Set Fire To The Rain’!

      I hate it when Ethel thinks she knows it all. Remember that whole episode a few Christmases ago when she insisted that John Bon Jovi was called Long John Bovis? And when your Aunt Meryl had the ‘Radioactive Thyroid’?

      UGH!

      Anyway, sorry to go on. Thank you again, love. And if you see your Nan, tell her it’s ‘Set Fire To The Rain’!

       

      Mum xxx

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            June

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday 6th June 10.19

        TO: submit@prisonlink.net

      

      

      For Prisoner AG26754 - Adam Rickard

       

      I went to Wilfred’s christening on Saturday. It was every bit as hideous as I thought it would be. In fact, its hideousness exceeded expectations.

      Rosencrantz wormed his way out of going. He was rehearsing for a new acting job, a TIE tour of London schools called The Don’t Drink Or Do Drugs Puppet Show.

      I travelled up to Milton Keynes with Ethel and Daniel. I haven’t seen her since the ‘Set Fire To The Rain/Lorraine’ argument and I haven’t seen Daniel since, well, I can’t remember. We were all broke, so we took the SuperBus from Victoria Coach Station. It only cost a pound each way, but you could see every penny of it in the battered dirty seats. All the windows were painted shut so we sweltered in our synthetic fabric christening outfits. I wore a rose-coloured suit, Ethel was in some flowery creation, and a Queen Mother-style hat with feathers, which shed everywhere and stuck to our sweaty skin. Daniel wore a brown suit.

      “What yer doin’ in that old thing?” said Ethel, looking at him in dismay as we took our seats on the coach. “There’s gonna be posh people at this christening!”

      “I paid a hundred and fifty quid for this suit,” said Daniel.

      “Iss bloody brown, and yer’ve got black shoes on!”

      “What do you think, Coco?” he said.

      “It looks nice,” I said truthfully.

      “Thanks Cokes,” he said gratefully.

      “An’ what about yer bloody hair!” said Ethel.

      Daniel has grown his hair out, and it now hangs past his shoulders in a good mix of salt and pepper. He also has a short beard; ‘scruff’ I think they call it. I sat there looking at him with a tinge of pity as Ethel told him he was “a shambles” and that he was “entering a house of God and not a betting shop”.

      “I blame Rosencrantz,” she trilled as the coach pulled away from the station. “Ever since ‘e bought yer that True Blood box set for yer birthday, you’ve fancied yerself as one of them werewolves!”

      “I’m sorry, I completely forgot your birthday,” I said to Daniel.

      “It’s all right, Cokes,” he said kindly. “You’ve had a lot on your plate.”

      “An yer unemployed,” went on Ethel. “Why don’t you go the ‘ole ‘og and ave yer dole book poking out of yer top pocket”?

      “Leave it, Mum!” he snapped.

      The engine squealed loudly as we hit the ramp onto the M25. It didn’t stop as we met the traffic and nudged into the slow lane.

      “Gawd, what a racket,” said Ethel. “’Scuse me! Driver? Can you put the radio on?”

      The driver switched on the radio and Magic FM blared through the coach.

      “Maybe they’ll play ‘Set Fire To Lorraine’,” I said.

      “Or that other Adele classic, ‘Chasing Payments’,” said Daniel. “Written about a debt collector who was sick of his job.”

      We both burst out laughing.

      “Aren’t you two meant to be divorced?” snapped Ethel, but we kept laughing.

      She finally shut up and spent the rest of the journey scowling at the motorway as we rumbled towards Milton Keynes. I had a good chat with Daniel. He hasn’t been able to find any work, and has been claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance for four months.

      “I never thought one of mine would end up down the labour exchange,” interrupted Ethel. “You should be working! Yer not even fifty!”

      Daniel said he is living in Croydon, in a one-bedroom flat with a “housemate”, a female musician called Natalie who plays the bassoon.

      “Course ‘e ain’t introduced me to ‘er,’ interrupted Ethel again.

      “I don’t want to scare her off!” said Daniel.

      “Tha’s not fair, Danny,” said Ethel. “I made you very welcome when you were courting, didn’t I Coco?”

      Daniel and I burst out laughing again.

       

      When we got to Milton Keynes, we took a taxi to the church, and it was nearly full when we got there. Tony and Meryl seem to have undergone a makeover. Gone are his shiny beige suits, slip-on shoes and string ties, and Meryl has dropped the frumpy floral dresses. I spied them in the second row of pews, sporting sleek haircuts. Tony was wearing an Armani suit and aviator shades, and Meryl a powder blue Chanel suit topped off with a Philip Treacy hat. If you squinted your eyes you could, almost, have mistaken them for the Middletons. Wilfred was sat on Meryl’s knee wearing a long lace christening outfit.

      “Did they save me a place?” said Ethel, pulling a disposable camera out of her handbag.

      I saw that they hadn’t.

      “Oh,” she said, her face crumpling.

      We took a seat in a pew at the back just as the service began. Meryl and Tony weren’t too happy having to share Wilfred’s christening with a little Chinese boy called Richard. She informed everyone in the congregation during the photos that his parents “do a lovely Kung Pao chicken”.

      After the service, we walked back to Meryl and Tony’s for the buffet. They had paid for a huge marquee in the garden and everything that wasn’t nailed down was branded with the Funeral Pieces logo, which consists of a coffin with a cartoon hand emerging from under the lid giving the thumbs up.

      Meryl seemed rather embarrassed of me, Ethel and Daniel, and we stood out a bit amongst the elite of Milton Keynes. Lots of comfortable tanned local businessmen with their sleek wives, and some distinguished older couples from the tennis club.

      They all seem to have been tipped off that you were in jail, and their interest was bordering on the macabre. I was grilled by several of them as the waiters circulated with trays of Pimms. One thin-faced woman in an M&S twinset and pearls was eager to know all about prison life. She asked questions about shanking, razor wire, drugs, and murder. She was desperate for even snippet of information — and positively devoured the story about the Dairylea Stabber. Why is it that the British middle class is so obsessed with scandal, sex, and murder?

       

      I was telling Ethel to slow down on the Pimms (she’d had six glasses) when Tony tapped his glass and went to make a speech. Meryl stood beside him holding Wilfred.

      “My lords, ladies and gentlemen, welcome,” he said into a microphone.

      “Who ‘ere’s a Lord?” asked Ethel loudly. “No one?”

      There was an awkward silence. Meryl made eyes at me to shut Ethel up. Tony went on,

      “I’d like to thank you all for coming to this the christening of Wilfred Ogilvy Thatcher Watson, our little miracle.”

      “Yeah, ‘e is a miracle. Did yer know, they thought Meryl was barren!” said Ethel loudly.

      Everyone turned round to look at her. Tony swallowed and went on.

      “Please enjoy the food, it’s lovely to see you all here.”

      Then Meryl grabbed the microphone and shifted Wilfred onto her other hip.

      “If you get the chance, please log on to www.funeralpieces.co.uk,” she said. “We have everything you need to give a loved one the send-off they truly deserve… Now I have something very exciting. Wilfred has been learning a little poem and he’d like to share it with you all.”

      She put the microphone to Wilfred’s mouth, and started to recite lines from ‘The Lake Isle Of Innisfree’, but Wilfred was having none of it and made barking noises.

      “Now come on, Wilfred,” said Meryl, getting angry at the poor boy. “Mummy will start again, I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree…”

      Wilfred batted the microphone away.

      “Oh fer gawd’s sake, give the little bugger a break!” said Ethel.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know who that is,” said Meryl.

      “It’s all right,” said Ethel. “I’m only the fucking Nanna… ‘Ello Wilfred, iss me, Nanna!”

      Wilfred saw her and clapped his hands in delight.

      “Mum! Really!” shrilled Meryl. “Not in front of Wilfred, I’d hate his first word to be…”

      “Oh chill out, Meryl,” said Ethel. “’E’s got the best of everything… ‘e’ll be fine.” She noticed everyone looking at her in disgust. “You see how posh Meryl looks in ‘er posh garden with you poshos? Well, what you don’t know is that she was very nearly a bastard!”

      “Right we need to leave, NOW!” said Daniel.

      We grabbed Ethel, an arm each, and dragged her away from the marquee.

      “She was!” shouted Ethel, as we passed horrified faces, “I 'ad to walk down the aisle in white with a huge bump!”

       

      I finally got home at eleven in the evening. The SuperBus had to keep stopping in lay-bys on the M25 so Ethel could be sick.

      I had a long bath and I thanked God I am with you, Adam, and that waiting for us when you are released is the most wonderful life.

       

      All my love, Coco xxxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 11th June 22.47

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I was in the middle of my regular Adele listening party with Adam when someone buzzed at the door.

      “I’ve been calling you for ages,” said Holly, Adam’s daughter. “I had to get the train from Heathrow.”

      “My mobile doesn’t have a signal here,” I said. “I thought you were in America?”

      “Well, I’m not,” she said earnestly, in case I hadn’t worked it out. “My work visa ran out.”

      She came into the living room with a huge handbag hooked over her tiny wrist.

      Have you met Holly? She is beautiful and willowy but rather thick.

      “Is there really no signal?” she said getting out her iPhone. “How do you ask Siri?”

      “Siri?”

      “You know on the iPhone… I ask her everything. Where to eat, what to do on my days off, where I can get my nails done.”

      “Well, you can ask her to get your luggage in,” I said, indicating the front door and her pile of cases in the hall.

      “What?”

      “I’m not room service. I take it you’re staying here?”

      “Well, yeah. You’re dad’s… dad’s…”

      “I’m his fiancé,” I said.

      “Then yeah I’m staying, if that’s okay?”

      I said it was fine. Rocco emerged from the garden and started barking at her.

      “Wow, what’s that?” she said.

      “Rocco, my dog,” I said.

      He barked louder and advanced on her. She jumped to her feet.

      “What’s he doing?” she said.

      Rocco circled her, rounding her up like a herd of sheep to the front door and her suitcases.

      He sat in the threshold of the door and barked at her.

      “He wants you to bring your suitcases in,” I said.

      Holly looked at him uneasily and reached for her case. Satisfied, Rocco trotted off and let her haul her stuff inside. I was impressed. My little Maltese pup had achieved more than two parents with open cheque books have managed in a lifetime. To show I wasn’t a complete cow, I ran Holly a bath, and whilst she was soaking, I rustled up some cheese on toast with a glass of wine.

      I was sat outside in the garden when she emerged in a long LA Lakers football shirt, cut off denim shorts and her hair in a towel. She looked stunning. She came and sat on one of the Moët seats and started picking at her cheese on toast.

      “I like your garden,” she said. “It reminds me of the Polo Lounge, in LA…”

      I looked at the astro turf, broken washing machine, and my old flip-flops on the floor and decided she was being polite.

      “So what happened with your visa?” I said.

      “Well, I got my American work visa and my Visa card mixed up… My Visa card expires in 2014, and that’s when I thought I could stay in America until. I told the cop this, but they still had me deported.”

      “Why were you stopped by the police?” I said.

      “I was jaywalking on Hollywood Boulevard.”

      “And what were you doing in LA?”

      “I was working for a bit. I was kind of a cake decorator slash model. I stopped modelling because of all the chauvinistic men. Then I started working for this cake decorating company and the owner was just as bad; he called me a stupid girl!”

      “Why?” I said.

      “I mixed the wrong red for the icing on a Spiderman cake… I mean isn’t red, red?”

      “So what did you do after that? Mind you, I have a fairly good idea because that Visa card you were talking about is in your father’s name and I’m paying the bill.”

      “Yeah, about that, I’m gonna get a job. I’ll pay you back,” she smiled.

      It was a warm lovely smile and I almost envied her being on a different planet. The fact her life is all over the place doesn’t seem to bother her.

      She wanted to know when she could visit Adam and I told her we could arrange it for when I go next week. Unexpectedly, she got up and gave me a hug.

      “Of all the women Dad has slept with, you’re the nicest,” she said.

      Again, I think this was a compliment. She said she was jet lagged so I found some extra blankets and made up the sofa for her. Then I came back out here with my laptop. It is such a beautiful warm evening and apart from the noise of Holly snoring in the living room, it’s idyllic.

      I have no idea how long she is here for. As always, she is a bit vague…

       

      Anyway, I’m off to bed.

       

      Love you, Cokes xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 18th June 09.41

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Holly surprised me this morning with a cup of coffee and a little plate of cupcakes with red icing and chocolate sauce drizzled over.

      “Happy birthday,” she said. “Look, I made you Spiderman cupcakes…”

      “How appropriate for the birthday of a forty-four-year-old woman,” I smiled, sitting up in bed.

      “Who’s forty-four?” she said innocently.

      “Me,” I said.

      “Oh my God, that’s so old!”

      I stopped grinning.

      “When did you make these?” I said. “And where did you find all the ingredients?”

      “I went to that shop round the corner. I didn’t have any money but the man was so nice… he told me I could pay him later.”

      “He gave you the stuff for free?”

      “No, I have to pay for it eventually,” she said, twisting a length of hair between her delicate fingers.

      I couldn’t believe it. Mr Gogi in the corner shop is as tight as a duck’s arse. Once he wouldn’t let me off when I was short 1p for a tomato!

      “Isn’t that the right colour red for Spiderman?” said Holly, holding up a cupcake.

      “Yes,” I lied.

      She grinned happily. I took a bite and pronounced them rather tasty.

       

      After breakfast we started the long journey to see Adam, and we arrived just after lunch. He was looking well, and was so excited to see Holly. He has a new job with responsibility, working in the hospital wing, and he now has his own room with an en-suite bathroom and shower.

      “You’ve got a shower?” I said. “I have a jug in the bath.”

      I regretted it as soon as I said it.

      Adam gave me his gift, a small envelope. I opened it and inside was a piece of black card. On one side, he had written in silver ink (borrowed from another inmate called Mick, seven years for GBH).

      To my beautiful Coco, life is for the living…

      “Turn it over,” said Adam.

      I did and taped to the back was a white feather.

      “Wow…” said Holly. “What is it?”

      “The other night after association I went back to my cell and I prayed, something I never do. I prayed that you would be safe. The next morning this white feather was on the floor of my cell.”

      It looked like a goose feather; it was pure white and perfectly formed.

      “I don’t know where it came from,” he said. “My door was locked, we don’t have feather beds or pillows in here, the windows were sealed and my cell is bare. When I told one of the guys who comes to the hospital wing, he said that a feather appearing is the sign of a guardian angel, and I want you to have it.”

      “Me?” I said.

      “That’s lovely, Dad,” said Holly. “I smuggled a Taser through customs at Heathrow. That’s my guardian angel.”

      I grinned at Adam and leant across the table and gave him a kiss.

      “Ahhh. So when’s the big day?” said Holly. “When are you two getting married?”

      “Well, we have a wedding booked for August the nineteenth but…”

      “Hang on,” said Holly, pulling out her iPhone. “I think I’m free… Siri, when is London Fashion Week…?” she said, speaking into her phone.

      “BUT,” I said. “Your Dad is in jail for… well, it could be four years.”

      “Oh,” she said. “I’m sorry. God I’m so stupid…”

      Luckily, the bell rang for the end of visiting, and I didn’t have to comment on that. Adam gave Holly a long hug and told her to stay safe and visit whenever she could. Then he asked if she could give us a minute.

       

      “Coco,” said Adam, as the other prisoners were filing out. “I want you to do something.”

      “What?”

      “Start living your life again.”

      “What do you mean?” I said.

      “You’re just waiting around for me. Living in poverty in that scuzzy flat, not going out.”

      “I’m waiting for you,” I said reaching out and touching his arm.

      “You know you could be waiting until 2019.”

      “I thought you were being released early?”

      “It’s not guaranteed. Think about it. In 2019 we’ll both be in our fifties. There’s so much out there. You’ll get your house back next year and…”

      “What are you saying? You don’t want to be with me anymore! Don’t you dare dump me on my birthday, Adam Rickard. I’m not being dumped by someone who’s in jail on my birthday!”

      “No, I’m not…” Adam put his head in his hands, and then one of the prison guards came and told him he had to leave.

      “I fucking hate this!” he shouted, and then he was pulled away.

      “I’m waiting for you,” I shouted after him. “Whether you like it or not!” but Adam was gone.

      Holly had been standing a little way away, watching. She came over and hugged me.

      “He’s lucky to have you Coco,” she said. “So am I.”

       

      I didn’t say much on the long journey home, and neither did Holly. We got in very late, and after giving Rocco a walk, I found her already tucked up asleep on the sofa.

      I spent a long time thinking in bed. It’s strange how when so much is taken from you, you start to think about the otherworldly. Adam and myself would never have entertained thoughts of angels, or said prayers when we were riding high. I put the card with the feather on my bedside table and stared at it for a long time before I fell asleep.

      I woke up at nine and when I tiptoed through to let Rocco out, Holly was already up and outside drinking coffee.

      “You’re up early, for you!” I grinned.

      “Yeah, I think it’s time I let you have your place back,” she said. “I’m gonna get a train up and see Mum. It’s about time, she’s like rung me loads.”

      “Are you sure?” I said. “I was starting to enjoy having company.”

      I helped her pack and made her a sandwich for the journey and then around midday, she called a cab for the station.

      “Thanks Coco,” she said. “For giving me somewhere to stay.”

      “I hope you were comfy on the sofa,” I said.

      “I’ve slept better than I ever have here,” she said. “But I have had this weird recurring dream, about this sweet old lady dusting the bookshelves… but it’s probably just me being a ditzy brain!”

       

      After she had gone I opened the door and the sun streamed in. I made some toast as Rocco gobbled down his food. I didn’t feel scared, but I’ve had the same dream again four times in the last week! Love you guys, thanks for your cards and presents, Coco xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 25th June 21.13

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Adam has been locked away for 100 days now. There are 1,284 days left until he is released — IF he gets parole. I have stopped doing any more addition as it’s killing me. I think we’re going to have to listen to a different album soon. Adele, for all her gorgeousness, has sunk me into a deep, deep gloom.
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        Wednesday 13th July 20.47

        TO: submit@prisonlink.net

      

      

      For Prisoner AG26754 Adam Rickard

       

      I started dog walking with Marika the other day, and in the heat it’s harder than I thought. She walks up to six hours a day! Her dog walking business is booming. She has started to get queries from a couple of guys about overnight stays — for their dogs, that is, not for them!

      She hasn’t told her mother she is a dog walker. Blazena thinks she is temping at City Hall, and the only reason she is happy about this is that Marika has told her it’s the perfect place to meet a rich husband.

      On the way back from dog walking we’ve been stopping at a new café on Brockley Road that serves ice coffee in little glass jam jars, with a scoop of vanilla ice cream.

      I have become addicted, and tried to replicate it at home, making a litre and a half of instant coffee with a little sugar in an old a lemonade bottle that I keep in the fridge. I have also bought ice cream, and even splurged on a tin of coco powder for dusting. When you are released, I am going to make it for you.

      I had three visitors the other day. I was expecting Rosencrantz, but shortly after he arrived, Meryl turned up with Wilfred.

      “Oh Coco, it’s… snug,” she said, as I closed the door behind her.

      “Hey Aunt Meryl,” said Rosencrantz, coming in from the back door, “and Wilf!”

      Wilfred was dressed in shorts, a little blazer, and tiny Trilby with a feather tucked in the brim. His plump little cheeks were very red.

      “You look fucking cool, little man,” said Rosencrantz.

      “Please Rosencrantz, no toilet language. I live in fear of Wilfred’s first word beginning with an ‘f’.”

      “There are plenty of other nice f-words,” said Rosencrantz, tickling Wilfred’s tummy. “Fiddlesticks, fuddleflum, flibbedy flobbidy floo!”

      Wilfred laughed in delight and shuffled his legs. Meryl took his Trilby off, and put him on the floor to crawl.

      “I haven’t hoovered, Meryl,” I said as Wilfred started to turbo crawl and disappeared round the back of the sofa.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I want him to build up his resistance and be exposed to lots of germs. That’s one of the reasons we popped over.”

      Rosencrantz and I looked at each other.

      “Would you like an ice coffee?” I said. Meryl told us, over ice coffee in the garden, that she had been to give Ethel “a dressing down” over her antics at the christening.

      “I don’t understand my mother,” said Meryl, in a rare candid moment. “I try to make the best of myself. I’ve fought my way up from nothing in a two-up two-down with an outside loo… I thought she’d be proud of me, of what we can give Wilfred.”

      “I think you should have included her more, in the christening,” I said.

      “Tony said the same,” mused Meryl. “It’s just… you never feel good enough…”

      “What do you mean?” asked Rosencrantz, who was bouncing Wilfred on his lap.

      “I could have the best christening and wear the most expensive clothes in the biggest marquee, but there will always be whispers: ‘did you know she grew up in a slum, she failed the eleven-plus and went to her local comp…’”

      “Why should you care what they say?” said Rosencrantz.

      “Oh, the luxury of privilege,” said Meryl. “And I don’t mean that in a nasty way,” she added. “That’s why I so admire Carole Middleton, she came from nothing. And is now mother of a future Queen.”

      “That’s what Wayne says about Mum!” grinned Rosencrantz.

      Meryl looked confused.

      “Rosencrantz,” I said, shushing him.

      This was fascinating; Meryl talking about how she felt. All I normally get out of her is recipes.

      Meryl went to continue but Rosencrantz’s phone ringtone blared out. He passed Wilfred to Meryl and answered.

      “That reminds me, Coco,” she said. “I’ve got a super recipe for cheese straws, it’s as quick as a flash. I’ll email it you.”

      Suddenly Rosencrantz started whooping.

      “I got the job!” he cried, leaping up and down. “I got the flibbedy flobbedy job!”

      Wilfred laughed and clapped his little hands and Rocco barked and ran round the table.

      “What job?” I said.

      “A television job! Well, it’s one of those personal injury claims adverts. I’m a guy who breaks his leg ballroom dancing.”

      “Ballroom dancing?” I said. “I thought those adverts were for people who have accidents on forklift trucks.”

      “No, people have wised up to those. They’re cornering the ballroom dancing market. You know how popular Strictly and Dancing With The Stars are? They figure there are millions of people out there who are joining dance classes and going arse over tit. What do they say? Where there’s a blame, there’s a claim.”

      We both gave him a hug.

      “You’ll have to give me your autograph!” said Meryl.

      “Well, make sure it's a piece of paper you give me. Did you know, last week on my TIE tour one of the mums actually wanted me to sign one of her breasts!”

      “No, it would only be on my jotter pad,” said Meryl nervously.

      “You know the best bit about this job?” said Rosencrantz. “It’s five grand for a day’s work.”

      He starts filming next week. It’s an odd feeling, though, when your children start to earn more than you do!

       

      That’s all to report for now. It’s baking hot and I’m sitting outside, even though it’s ten in the evening. Can’t wait to see you on Friday!

       

      Coco xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 15th July 20.14

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I got back late last night after a terrible journey to see Adam. Rail replacement buses and trains with no air conditioning. It ended up being a round trip of twelve hours. I collapsed into bed shortly after 11pm and didn’t wake up until mid-morning. I had no food in the house, so I pulled on some clothes and went to the little corner shop. It was closed due a power cut so I walked the long way up to Honor Oak Park and went to the little shop near Marika’s flat. I paid for my things at the till, and when I turned to leave, I came face to face with Xavier, the hot guy from Insomnia Café in Marylebone.

      “Hey! Coco!” he grinned.

      “Hello. What are you doing here?” I said, shocked to see him.

      “I live here, what about you? Are you visiting someone?” he said.

      He looked amazing. He had on a sleeveless white t-shirt, denim shorts, and flip-flops. His muscular arms were a warm caramel colour. His hair shone raven black and fell over his forehead in a sexy sweep. He smelt enticing, all wood and fresh soap, a smell which gave me goose bumps of the erotic variety.

      “No, I live here too,” I said.

      “Really? Where?”

      “Down the road in Brockley.”

      “I’m just up the road…” he said.

      He had a black sausage dog on a lead with a red collar. It had long eyelashes and was standing there shyly whilst Rocco gave him the once over. I knew I had to make my excuses and go or I would be doing the same to Xavier. He was as melt in the mouth delicious as I remembered.

      “Well, I’d better get going,” I said.

      I think I sounded a little blunt, but I had lust in my mind and I was alarmed it wasn’t lust for Adam.

      “Maybe I’ll see you around, I walk my dog up on Hilly Fields,” he said.

      I smiled back at him then scuttled back home with Rocco. I had a long cold jug-wash in the bath, and I don’t think it was entirely because of the hot weather.

      I had just got dressed in a clean pair of shorts and a t-shirt, when the buzzer went for the door. I opened it and there was Xavier.

      I looked at him. He looked at me. The low drone of a lawnmower working hard floated up from outside.

      “You left this at the shop,” he said, holding up my purse.

      “Oh. Thank you,” I said.

      “I said I’d bring it to you, your address is inside… The guy in the shop wanted to send his father, Zoltan, but I didn’t think he would make it in the heat in his mobility scooter.”

      I laughed. Xavier was sweating. We stood for a moment staring at each other.

      “Would you like some ice coffee?” I said. “I’m just making one.”

      I know I shouldn’t have asked him in, but nothing had to happen, I thought. There is no harm in looking, and the most pleasure I have had in months was leaning against the dryer at the launderette and waiting for my bed sheets to finish. Xavier came in with his little dog that was quirkily named Columbus. Rocco came running over and after a series of excited little barks and snorts, they ran off together into the garden. If I was fluent in dog, I’m sure it would have translated as:

       

      Rocco: Hey, you want to come and play? I’ve got my own garden!

       

      Columbus: Cool! Let’s go!

       

      “What are you grinning at?” said Xavier, following my gaze to the open door.

      “I was imagining what they were talking about.”

      “Who?”

      “The dogs…”

      He looked at me oddly.

      “I’ll get that coffee,” I said. I went to the kitchen and pulled some ice cream out of the freezer.

      “So, why are you living in Brockley?” he said, looking around at the living room.

      “Um… I’m renting out my house and writing. It’s quieter here and it supplements my income…”

      All of this was somewhat true, but I left out a big part of the truth: Adam. We carried on chatting but a voice in my head started to chant, Adam, Adam, Adam, Adam, Adam…

      “Why don’t you go outside and have a seat. I’ll bring the coffees,” I said.

      Xavier went outside and I spooned ice cream into glasses, poured over the ice coffee then dusted both with cocoa powder. The chant of Adam, Adam, Adam kept up in my head.

      “Will you be quiet,” I hissed to myself. “I just want one piece of innocent excitement.”

      When I came out with the coffees on a tray, Xavier was sat in the sun.

      “Who were you talking to?” he said, as I put them down.

      “Um… My plants.” I said. “They do really well if you talk to them, I do it all the time.”

      We spent the next minute or two in silence spooning ice cream out of our glasses.

      “I like this garden,” he said. “I’d like a space outdoors, for when I do my weights.”

      “Where do you do your weights now?” I said.

      “I have to move all of the furniture in the living room. Still, it pays off. Look at this.” He lifted up his t-shirt to show his six-pack.

      I noticed the ripped curve of muscle from his hip which disappeared under the waistband of his shorts.

      “How lovely,” I said, sounding much like Meryl does when she’s browsing colour charts in Homebase. I realised I would have to have another cold splash in the bath after he had gone.

      “What are you going to do with that washing machine?” he said, pointing at it with his teaspoon.

      “Oh that, it’s a pain in the backside. It’s broken but I can’t get rid of it.”

      “I’ll get rid of it for you,” he said.

      “You don’t need to do that.”

      “My brother’s hiring a skip next week. I pass by the end of your street all the time, so I can swing by and we can lift it over the fence.”

      He wouldn’t let me say “no”, so I asked him to call and gave my number. We watched the dogs playing for a while longer and then he said he should go.

      “Maybe we could walk the dogs sometime?” he said eagerly.

      “Maybe,” I grinned, and waved him and Columbus goodbye.

      I am in lust and I don’t like it.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 20th July 15.03

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Rosencrantz phoned last night to say that he would be filming his advert today and the location is literally round the corner from me, at The Rivoli Ballroom.

      “The where?” I said.

      “The Rivoli Ballroom, it’s near the Co-op, on the way to Marika’s place,” he said. “Come and see me if you’ve time.”

       

      Ethel called round this morning. We left Rocco snoozing in the cool of the bathroom and walked up to the Rivoli, which was tucked away amongst the chip shops and junk shops on Brockley Road.

      “Iss bin a long time since I came up to the Rivoli,” said Ethel, stopping to catch her breath in the heat. “Me an’ Wilf used to come dancing ‘ere.”

      There were two lorries parked on the road outside, both with their back doors open showing endless coils of electrical cable and mysterious metal boxes. The front doors of the ballroom were open but I couldn’t make out much else in the low squat building.

      We went to go up the steps by the main entrance, but a girl eating a sandwich and wearing a headset blocked our path.

      “You can’t go in, it’s a closed set,” she said.

      I tried to explain who we were, and that Rosencrantz was in there but she was having none off it. The girl pressed her radio and a big smelly ginger-haired guy in shorts and a filthy t-shirt came and told us to leave.

      “Iss only a bloody accident insurance advert,” said Ethel. “It ain’t Carnegie bloody Hall.”

      “You can’t go in,” said the guy.

       

      A fire exit opened and an old grey-haired woman of Ethel’s age shuffled out with a mop.

      “Ethel Dewberry?” she said.

      “Bunty Brown?” said Ethel. “Well, I never! Iss bin years. Course I’m Ethel Pinchard now.”

      Bunty leant on her mop and squinted in the sun.

      “This is Coco,” said Ethel indicating me.

      I said, “Hello.”

      “Are you in this telly ad?” said Ethel.

      “Gawd no,” said Bunty. “I’m the cleaner ‘ere. You wanna come in?”

      She opened the door for us and we marched inside, much to the annoyance of the security people.

       

      I was expecting some old community centre with a bank of disco lights and a little plastic mirror ball. However, the inside was stunning.

      “Iss the only surviving 1950s ballroom in the country,” whispered Bunty, as we moved through an art déco foyer. She pushed open a large set of doors and we entered the ballroom. It was flamboyant and kitsch and like walking through a time portal. Three giant chandeliers hung from a long, shallow, barrel-vaulted ceiling, and in between were Chinese lanterns and delicate scallop-shaped lights. There were plump red velour padded walls and gilt picture-frame-style panels. The dance floor was a deep polished wood, the colour of maple syrup. It twinkled and shone and I felt I had seen it somewhere before.

      “Tina Turner filmed ‘er ‘Private Dancer’ video here,” whispered Bunty. ‘Iss used all the time for music videos and films.”

      A camera was set up to one side and a crew was milling about. The director, a handsome greying chap in a t-shirt and shorts, was sat in his customary chair in front of a small TV monitor with a set of headphones about his neck.

      “Right, stand by,” he said. The chandeliers roared up to their full twinkling brightness. “And action!”

      A set of red velvet curtains parted on a raised dais at the back, and Rosencrantz emerged in tight black trousers and a skintight glittery shirt. His hair was combed up into a quiff and glitter speckled his face. His ballroom dancing partner was a tanned, almost leathery young lady in a green sequinned dress that shimmered as she strutted on his arm.

      “And dance 2, 3, 4,” said the director.

      Rosencrantz and his partner did a short routine in silence, their glitter and sparkles catching in the light.

      “And Rosencrantz… FALL!” he shouted.

      Rosencrantz tripped and fell over.

      “And cut! Let’s re-set…”

      Rosencrantz quickly came over to us.

      “Hey,” he said. “Isn’t this cool?”

      “Why aren’t you dancing to music?” said Ethel.

      “They’re putting it on in post… post-production.”

      “And yer getting five grand just to fall over?” said Ethel.

      “Yeah,” said Rosencrantz excitedly.

      Bunty and Ethel cooed over Rosencrantz a bit longer. Then he had to go back to work, so we said goodbye.

       

      “How much is it to hire this place?” I asked Bunty when we were back on the steps outside. “I was thinking how wonderful it would be for a wedding reception.”

      “Ooh, they don’t do them ‘ere,” she said. “It would get wrecked. All them young uns… Besides, you wouldn’t see the likes of us three bein’ able to afford a party ‘ere,” said Bunty.

       

      As I got home I realised I had been included in Bunty’s observation. The ease in which I was included in their little group of poverty-stricken pensioners scared me. I went to the bathroom and took stock. I have an inch of grey hair showing, I have run out of my fifty quid moisturiser. I look… well… old.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 28th July 21.14

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      London has been unbearably hot. The last few days Rocco has been sleeping on the bathroom floor, which is the coolest place in the flat. I would have joined him this morning, had it not been for the grey pube I found behind the toilet (not mine). The pube seemed to herald the start of another very low day, feeling old and washed up. Thank you for the expensive face creams you gave me the other day. I know it sounds shallow but they made me feel a little like my old self again.

      I ventured out to the shop in the afternoon and it seemed like so many bad things converged at once. There was a huge pile of vomit outside the gate, which really upset me, and then someone had smashed in the windshield of a car further down. Then just before the junction, a beautiful black cat I often stop to cuddle had been run over. Its burst corpse covered in flies. I turned round, came home, and spent the rest of the day attempting to write something, but I had no ideas at all.

      At three o’clock there was a buzz at the door. I opened and Xavier was there with a younger, geekier version of himself.

      “Hi Coco, this is my brother, Sam. We’re here to get the washing machine,” he said.

      He was wearing a black vest and football shorts. His brown muscular thighs bulged under the thin fabric. He looked all pouty and hot.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      I took them through to the garden. They spent a moment inspecting the washing machine then picked it up and swiftly moved it up to the fence, which borders my garden and the road out front.

      “We’ve got the van ready on the other side,” said Xavier.

      Sam went off, and when we heard a whistle, Xavier grabbed the washing machine and single-handedly hoisted it up, balancing it on top of the fence. I couldn’t take my eyes off the back view of him, muscles straining. Sam’s hands appeared and they steadied the machine on top of the fence panel. Xavier then darted off and round to the other side where there was a lot of grunting and swearing as they heaved it down. I heard a clank as I presumed it was put into their van, and then the engine started up and they drove off. I rushed through to the bathroom to see how I looked. My hair, now long and a little lank, was parted and tucked behind my ears. I had on no makeup.

      I was in the middle of despairing into the mirror when Xavier appeared in the doorway. He was on his own and he had stripped off his vest to show an incredible torso. Sweat ran down between his smooth pectorals and he used the vest to dry himself off.

      “My brother’s gone to dump the machine,” he said. “Can I wash my hands?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Help yourself.”

      I left him to it, but then popped my head back round the door to ask if he’d like a drink. He was now turned away from me, washing his hands. On his back was a stunning tattoo of an eagle. Inked across his muscular shoulders were the wings, beautifully etched in a blue-black ink, which complimented his smooth brown skin. The body of the eagle continued between his shoulder blades and its talons ended at the base of his slim back. As he washed his hands, his powerful shoulders flexed, and the eagle rippled and flexed along with him.

      I must have been standing there for a while because he turned. I cleared my throat.

      “Would you like something to drink?”

      “Yeah. You got any more of that amazing ice coffee?” he said.

      He grinned and ran his wet hands through his hair. I watched his arm as water ran from his wet hand, down his forearm and across his large bicep. I swallowed.

      “Yes. I’ll get you some… one… well, I’ll make two, one for me and one for you. Oh look, I’m a poet.”

      “And you don’t know it!” he grinned.

      “Yeah,” I said, going red and realising I was in the danger zone with this guy. Rocco rolled over on the bathroom floor and regarded me with a judgmental little eye.

      I busied myself with making the ice coffee. He came out of the bathroom, still in only his shorts.

      “Where do you want me?” he said.

      “Um, I think outside is best,” I said.

      I didn’t tell him where I really wanted him. The chant in my head started up again: Adam, Adam, Adam, Adam…

      I put the coffee on a tray and made my way out to the garden. On the way out, I tripped on the edge of the fake grass and went flying. I hit the ground with an embarrassing thud. Xavier rushed over and helped me up. I hopped about a bit while he picked up the glasses and the tray. He shook the last of the coffee dregs off the glasses, and put them down on the table. I was leaning on the edge of the sofa, keeping the weight off my throbbing leg.

      “Let me see,” he said softly.

      He crouched down and ran his hand over my knee.

      “Does it hurt badly?”

      “No, well, yes,” I said.

      He massaged my knee.

      “I don’t think anything is broken,” he said.

      Men always say that, but how do they really know? Unless they’re a doctor? However, I just gritted my teeth gratefully. It hurt a lot.

      “You need to keep rubbing, to get the blood going, and it won’t hurt as much,” he said, still crouched by my leg.

      He carried on rubbing. His movements became slower and his fingers moved under the hem of my shorts and brushed my thigh. I felt a tingle of longing move up my leg. I looked down at him. A lock of his hair had fallen across his face. I pushed it back up over his forehead. I put my other hand on one of his powerful shoulders. He stood up to face me. I noticed he’s a little taller than I am. He smelt intoxicating, a mixture of sweat and soap. He gazed at me intensely and slowly curled his hand around my waist and pulled me toward him. Pressed against him I could feel him getting hard. I averted my eyes and looked at his chest. He put his hand under my chin and tilted my face to his. He licked his lips and leant in to kiss me…

      Suddenly there was a huge crash, followed instantly by a terrible sound from Rocco, a high-pitched squealing. I broke away and hobbled into the living room.

      The giant bookcase by the sofa had toppled over. It hadn’t fallen quite flat, and one corner was propped uneasily on the edge of the coffee table. The squealing was coming from under the bookcase.

      “Oh my God!” I cried. “Rocco! He’s underneath! Help me move it.”

      There was another clattering sound as someone tore downstairs from above. Then a quick knock on the front door as Shane burst in.

      “Shit, Coco! Are you okay?”

      “The bookcase, help, Rocco is underneath,” I said.

      He was still squealing like a banshee. It sounded like he was terribly hurt.

      Shane and Xavier grabbed either end of the bookcase and tried to heave it back up against the wall. It wouldn’t budge.

      “Shit! Man, it weighs a ton,” said Shane.

      They strained and heaved, managing to lift it a foot or more. I crawled under, pulling away at books and papers which had slid off the shelves, trying to get to Rocco who was now howling so much I thought his back was broken. I finally saw his furry feet; he was caught inside one of the shelf partitions. Just then the guys managed to raise the bookcase a little more and the wooden partition between me and Rocco lifted. He darted out and jumped into my arms. I shuffled back and clear of the bookcase. The guys couldn’t hold it any longer. They let go and it landed on the coffee table, which then collapsed and the whole lot crashed to the floor.

      I stood there with Rocco in my arms, shaking.

      “Jeez…” said Shane. “That could have been really nasty.”

      He noticed Xavier standing in just his shorts.

      “This is, uh…”

      “Hi mate, I’m Shane, I live upstairs…” he said.

      “I’m Xavier.”

      They shook hands.

      “Were you trying to move this?” asked Shane

      “No. We were um… outside,” I said. Xavier looked at me. “We suddenly heard it fall.”

      “How the hell did this thing fall?” said Shane.

      “I don’t know, we were … We weren’t in here and heard the crash.”

      “Had you moved it away from the wall?” Shane wanted to know.

      “No,” I said. “I haven’t touched it.”

      “Shit, that’s weird,” said Shane circling the mess. “It’s a bloody behemoth with a low centre of gravity, it shouldn’t have just toppled… I study engineering,” he said, by way of explanation for his interest.

      “Come on Shane, we need to get this upright and help Coco clear up,” said Xavier.

      They both went to grab the bookcase.

      “No. No, it’s okay,” I said. “Please can you … I’ve had a shock and I want to calm down Rocco and I don’t want to put it back up against the wall.”

      Rocco was still shivering in my arms and I was in shock in more ways than one.

      “Is everything all right?” he said, looking between Xavier and me.

      I said everything was fine. Shane said to let him know if I needed anything, and then went back upstairs, leaving me with Xavier.

      “Can I do anything?” he asked.

      “No, thank you,” I said clutching Rocco.

      He came to stand beside me and rubbed my arm.

      “Xavier…”

      “I really like you, Coco,” he said. “You’re…”

      “I’m sorry. I think you should go,” I said.

      He regarded me for a minute.

      “I have a fiancé,” I said. “He’s called Adam, he’s in prison, and I’m waiting for him.”

      I thought of our wedding, still booked for the end of August. I tried to smile but tears came instead.

      “I’m sorry, but you need to leave,” I said.

      Xavier nodded sadly. He shucked his vest top over his head and opened the door, and he was gone.

      I took Rocco over to the kitchen, put him gently on the counter, and checked over every inch of him, gently squeezing his paws and running my hands along his back, stroking his head. He seemed fine, but very shaken. I gave him some treats and a little drink of water. I then went to the fridge and poured myself a huge ice-cold spritzer. I let him drink a little out of my glass and sat with him on the table beside me, trying to process everything.

      What if that bookcase hadn’t fallen? What if it had fallen a second earlier and crushed Rocco? I thought of the beautiful cat I had seen earlier. And Xavier, beautiful Xavier…

      I suddenly noticed the patch of exposed carpet under the bookshelf. It was a lovely pale blue against the grey of the rest of the carpet. On it was an old photo album. I got up and went over to it. It was very thin, no doubt squashed by the weight of the huge bookshelves, and made of padded velvet. It was tied shut with a greasy old ribbon in a flattened bow.

       

      I picked it up and came back to the kitchen counter. Rocco, who was still sitting there, sniffed it as I undid the ribbon. As I turned the thin cardboard pages they creaked with age. It was filled with a selection of 1950s photographs. Black and white pictures of ladies with dyed black hair and those Dame Edna glasses posing in front of their cars, back when cars where a luxury you took out on a Sunday afternoon for a drive. I found myself searching for the lady I saw in my dreams.

      I finally found her in the last photo. A slim, younger version in a twinset perched on the bonnet of an old Daimler. She was smiling into the camera. The picture was taken outside this flat.

      “Why am I dreaming about you?” I said.

      I eased the photo out from its little cardboard corners and turned it over, but all that was printed on the back was the Kodak Eastman symbol. I searched through the album a few more times, but there were only photos.

      I put the album on the table and poured another big drink. For the rest of the evening I sat with Rocco out in the garden, him on my lap, thinking.

      I’m not at all scared, but there is something very odd about this flat.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 29th July 21.14

        TO: submit@prisonlink.net

      

      

      To Prisoner AG26754 Adam Rickard

       

      We had a viewing party at Ethel’s yesterday afternoon. It was the premiere of Rosencrantz’s TV advert, during an episode of Midsomer Murder’s on ITV3. It was me, Ethel, Chris, Marika, Wayne, Oscar, and of course, Rosencrantz.

      Rosencrantz seems to be the matinee idol of The Aspidistra Sheltered Housing in Catford. The old ladies worship him. They attend all his performances. We all went to see him in The Don’t Drink Or Do Drugs Puppet Show a few weeks ago, and those who still have good use of their knees gave him a standing ovation.

      The episode itself caused a lot of excitement (it was the one where you see Orlando Bloom’s bare bottom). Then, just after an archery arrow to the chest killed him, the episode went to an advert break, and there was Rosencrantz!

      “Have you had an accident in the last five years?” came the voice-over and there he was, dancing away to some jazzy samba music before tragically slipping over. He also did a piece to camera where he said that Inter-claims helped him to sue his dance school for five thousand pounds on a no-win no-fee basis.

      At the end of the advert, everyone cheered and clapped. I was so proud of him, and Ethel got one of the wardens to open a couple of bottles of Asti Spumante and we all gave him a toast.

      “Speech!” yelled Ethel’s friend Irene. “Give us a speech!”

      Rosencrantz rose to his feet.

      “Thank you for organising this, Nan, I love you, and thanks to all my biggest fans here.”

      The old ladies chorused him with a sedate “Woo-hoo.”

      “Most importantly I want to thank you, Mum,” he said. I sat up in surprise. “You’ve always been there for me, always. When I was a kid and wanted to perform, you encouraged me. You paid for me to go to drama school. You even risked everything to rescue me from jail in America.”

      There was a collective gasp from Rosencrantz’s elderly fan club.

      “It was only class C drugs!” said Ethel chastising them all. “An’ it was a set up!”

      “Now you’re having a rough time, Mum, especially when you have to go and visit Adam. So, I got you a present.”

      He handed me a little box. I opened it, a little miffed. Inside was a car key. I looked up. The whole room was on the edge of their seats/high backed armchairs.

      “Look out of the window, Mum,” said Rosencrantz.

      I got up; the eyes of the television lounge followed.

      Wayne had slipped out at some point and was standing at the kerb beside a midnight blue Smart Car. He leant in the driver’s side, beeped the horn, and waved. I looked back at Rosencrantz with my mouth open.

      “I bought you a car, Mum,” he said. “It’s second-hand, but it looks sweet.”

      The old ladies cooed like pigeons. I grabbed him in a bear hug.

      “He looks like a young Tyrone Powell,” I heard one of them say. We all went down in the lift, and out to the car.

      “How much did this cost?” I said, stroking the deep blue paintwork.

      “Not important,” he said.

      “How did you get it?” I said suspiciously

      “Relax, it’s kosher. I used some of my insurance advert money.”

      “It’s true,” said Wayne. “I went with him to choose it.”

      “And look, I got a doggy seat belt for Rocco so he can ride with you.”

      Chris, Marika, and Oscar all grinned as I eased myself into the black velvety driver’s seat.

      “They’re cheap to run. The man in the garage said you could probably get to Norfolk and back for fifteen quid. You also don’t pay any congestion charge,” said Rosencrantz.

      I looked at the shiny new car and I was so taken aback.

       

      I drove Chris, Rosencrantz, and Marika back to my place, which was a big squash as there was only room for one passenger. I parked the car outside the flat and it felt so wonderful to be mobile again, so exciting to have a car.

      They came inside and I made us all spritzers. The shelf was still looming large and toppled in the living room, so we came outside and sat on the champagne sofas.

      I had told them all about the photo album and we’d chewed it over for a few hours, coming up with nothing. Chris had started talking about something else when Marika gave a yell.

      “What is it?” I cried.

      “Look! Someone’s split the edge of the lining and made a compartment. There’s something in here,” she said.

      She carefully pulled out a sheaf of old newspaper cuttings and put them on the table. We sifted through them.

      “It’s all crap,” said Chris with disappointment in his voice. “Local newspaper crap.”

      Rosencrantz was sitting opposite, and started to look through them again. He unfolded one of them, a full-page article about a street fair, which was on in 2010. I noticed an article on the back and choked on my drink.

      It was a photo of Sabrina Jones.

      I screamed and grabbed it. The photo was taken outside the Magistrate’s Court in Camberwell. Sabrina was reaching out to try to prevent a photographer from taking her photo. Underneath was written: 

      
        
        Suspended sentence for £40,000 benefit thief

         

        A 27-year-old South London woman has been given a suspended jail sentence after pleading guilty to five charges of benefit fraud amounting to almost £40,000.

         

        Sabrina Colter of Woolwich, London, was sentenced to six months in prison, suspended for two years, at Woolwich Magistrates’ Court on Thursday, 14 May 2010.

         

        Colter pleaded guilty to five offences of dishonesty, making false statements, and creating false documents to obtain benefits amounting to £39,568 at an earlier hearing on Wednesday 22 April. She was also ordered to return the money she took and pay £500 costs.

         

        Colter had previously been given a conditional discharge in 2008 for not declaring that her mother was her landlady, but continued to falsely claim Housing and Council Tax benefit using four separate identities.

        

      

      “This is her!” I said.

      “I thought she was called Sabrina Jones?” said Chris. “This article says she’s Sabrina Colter.”

      “She must have changed her surname!” I said.

      I looked at the paper again. It was her, the fine wrists, and the long blonde hair. Her face was twisted into the same angry snarl I saw when she was on the phone by the Thames during the trial.

      “Surely this means something?” said Rosencrantz.

      “It means everything!” said Marika. “If they didn’t know about her criminal record for fraud, it casts doubt on her reliability as a witness.”

      “And if they didn’t know about it, it’s new information to present in an appeal!” I shrilled.

       

      I jumped up and phoned Natasha, but just when I need her, she has left for her two-week summer holiday in The Maldives. Her secretary said she’s on a plane for the next twelve hours and unreachable.

      I then grabbed my things and said I was going to go round and have it out with Sabrina.

      “Mum, that’s the stupidest thing I’ve heard,” said Rosencrantz. “She doesn’t know you know. Isn’t that your trump card?”

      “If you go round, she’ll probably call the police,” said Chris. “You look ready to kill her.”

      “And it wouldn’t help Adam’s appeal if you get arrested,” added Marika.

      I had to admit they had a point. I came and sat down and tried to stay calm.

       

      Now that they have all left, I’m feeling increasingly frustrated. I’m also creeped out about all of these coincidences. The dream I kept having about the old woman pointing behind the bookshelf… it’s her photo album… However, I am so excited. We have a crack at an appeal! Phone as soon as you can. I love you, and we are going to get you out of prison!

       

      Coco xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 30th July 21.06

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      All the wind seems to have been taken out of my sails. I haven’t heard back from Adam; he must have received my email letter by now. He didn’t call before we listened to Adele, which he always does.

      Natasha isn’t answering her mobile and the offices of Spencer & Spencer are not open until Monday. Is the legal profession the only group of people who still have a two-day weekend?

      I am so close to going over to Sabrina’s flat and, I don’t know, breaking in and looking for the cash, smacking her in the gob. Anything to make something happen!
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        Monday 1st August 13.12

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I haven’t heard from Adam. It’s been several days now. He normally phones before our listening party on a Saturday, and writes a letter, which he times to arrive on a Monday. When the post arrived this morning with nothing but junk mail, I phoned Cambria Sands Prison switchboard to ask if there was any way I could talk to him.

      “You want me to ‘put you through’ to a serving prisoner?” said the gruff voice that answered.

      “Why not?” I said. “He can go for walks; there are no bars on the windows. Can’t you let him speak to me?”

      “Well, I would let you, but Prisoner AG26754 is currently occupied on the croquet lawn before he takes tea in the conservatory,” he said, without missing a beat.

      “Okay. I get it…” I said. “Please could you at least tell me if Prisoner AG26754 is okay? You see I haven’t heard from him in days. He always phones or writes to me.”

      “I can check if the prisoner is currently serving a sentence in the prison. But that is all.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The line went quiet and I held for several eternal minutes. The silence was deafening. There is no hold music in HM Prison Service. Finally, there was a click, a rustle, and the voice returned.

      “The Prisoner is in solitary.”

      “What? Solitary… solitary confinement?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” There was a sound of papers being sifted. “It seems Prisoner AG26754 was involved in a fight. Ah… yes… pulled up in front of the governor last Thursday.”

      “And by Prisoner AG26754 you mean Adam Rickard?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was he badly hurt?”

      “He wasn’t admitted to the hospital wing, so we can assume not.”

      “When can I expect to hear from him?”

      More pages turned.

      “I see here Prisoner AG… Um, Mr Rickard, has lost all privileges for a month, and had fifty-six days added to his sentence.”

      “Fifty-six days?”

      “Yes.”

      I put down the phone. Fifty-six days! That’s another two months! To think how long two months is, especially during this terrible period. I was so angry. If I were at the prison, I’d put Adam in the hospital wing myself.

       

      Later that afternoon the doorbell rang, and outside stood Wayne and Rosencrantz. I was in a t-shirt and shorts with a huge hammer and some clear goggles I had borrowed from Shane upstairs.

      “Mum, what are you doing?” said Rosencrantz.

      “I’m going to bash that bloody bookshelf to bits,” I said. “It’s all cracked across the back and I need something to take out my anger on.”

      I told them about Adam.

      “You need to come down from your DIY cloud and the put the kettle on, Mrs P,” said Wayne. “We’ve concocted a cunning plan.”

      “We have, Mum,” grinned Rosencrantz.

      I pulled off my goggles, went to the kitchen, and filled a pan with water.

      “We’ve got the answer, Mum,” said Rosencrantz. “And it’s been staring us in the face.”

      “Social media,” said Wayne, pulling out his iPad.

      “What are you talking about?” I said, putting the pan on the stove and lighting the gas.

      “We did some research on Sabrina Jones.”

      “Formerly Sabrina Colter,” added Wayne.

      “Sabrina is all over social media,” said Rosencrantz. “She’s very active on Facebook and Twitter.”

      “So?” I said, pulling out mugs and some chocolate biscuits.

      “This Sabrina is stupid enough to share her whole life on the Internet,” said Rosencrantz. “Just from looking at her Twitter feed we know a lot of the places she’s been today. For example, she went to Nandos in the O2 at eleven this morning, and she’s off to see a film…”

      “Harry Potter and The Deathly Hallows, Part Two… With her friend Caitlin,” said Wayne holding up his iPad.

      “People don’t realise, you can piece together their whole lives by silly updates they write. Her Facebook account goes back to 2007, her Twitter goes back to 2009,” said Rosencrantz.

      “You know how in old James Bond films, when they wanted to follow the bad guy without him knowing, they’d stick a tracking device to his car and then watch a moving red dot on a map?” asked Wayne.

      “Yes…” I said.

      “This is our red dot!” grinned Rosencrantz. “The info flashes up on Facebook or Twitter.”

      “Does she say where she stashed the two hundred grand?” I asked sceptically, pouring milk into mugs.

      “No Mum, but we’re watching…”

      We sat down for our tea and I told them about Adam not being in contact, about Natasha being on holiday, and how I felt desperate.

      “This is going to work out, Mum, I know it,” said Rosencrantz. I admired his positivity, but I didn’t agree.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 2nd August 19.15

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Natasha phoned this morning! Her secretary had passed on my message. I told her about the newspaper cutting and Sabrina Jones having a criminal record for fraud as Sabrina Colter.

      “This is very good, Coco!” she said. “It could be a mitigating factor in forcing an appeal… Can you fax me a copy of the newspaper article?” She gave me a number for her hotel. As soon as I came off the phone, I ran round to the little corner shop and paid £4 to fax the newspaper cutting to Natasha’s luxury five-star hotel.

      As I stood there in the stinking shop, watching the newspaper as it was sucked into the cracked old fax machine, I hoped that this would be our breakthrough moment.

      I came home and waited. And waited. I’ve heard nothing all day. I hope that crappy fax machine was working.

       

       

       

      
        
        Friday 5th August 16.47

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com 

      

      

      There has been nothing from Natasha, or Adam. I took Rocco for a long walk and found myself up at the little church in Honor Oak Park. It was full of volunteers, old ladies bustling in and out with mops and buckets and bunches of fresh flowers. I wanted to go inside, but Rocco was with me and I didn’t have a coat to hide him in.

      I was convinced for so long we would get married there on the 19th August. A date now only two weeks away. I thought how unfair life is. I’m stuck. Frozen in time. Engaged to man who won’t see the light of day until June 2015 — no, it’s now August 2015! I’ll be almost fifty! What’s to say he won’t be released and find some hot young thing?

       

      Sorry to be such a misery. Love you both. C xx

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 8th August 17.11

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I would love to come out for a drink with you both, but I have just had to transfer more money over to Spender & Spencer law firm. Natasha still hasn’t contacted me after I faxed the newspaper cutting, which is a major piece of evidence, but I do get a bill from her office for her time! It all feels so relentless.

      I don’t know if I will ever be able to move back into my house, or have a career… Sorry, am just very low. Have fun.

       

      Love Coco xxx

       

      PS Have you seen on the news, there are riots breaking out in North London.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 9th August 16.54

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      Are you okay, love? I saw the rioting is getting close to you in North London; they have spread to this side of the river too. People are going mad, smashing up shops and looting. Rosencrantz, Marika, and Chris came over last night for a drink and ended up staying the night. Chris had called for a taxi when it got late, but every cab company refused to drive through South London. The riots have broken out in Peckham (four miles away) Lewisham (three miles away) and just down the road, in Catford! We realised they were so close when the doorbell rang just before nine and there was Ethel in her best coat, shaking with nerves.

      “Can I come in, love? I was on the bus ‘ome and the driver just kicked us orf at the end of your road. Catford is closed orf by riot police!” she said.

      I pulled her in and locked the door. We were all genuinely scared that the rioters would reach Brockley.

      I made toast and tea and we watched a live feed from the BBC News Channel of the riots unfolding. One journalist was shown walking along the high street in Peckham filming people throwing bricks through shop windows and grabbing what they could. Just after they reported that people were taking to Twitter to organise riots, my Internet connection was cut.

      “This is unbelievable,” said Chris, stabbing at the screen of his iPhone. “I thought we lived in a democracy!”

      “Democracy is an illusion at best,” I said.

      “We’re all just pawns in the capitalist master plan,” said Marika.

      “You know woss worse?” said Ethel. “I left me smalls out on the rotary line! Do you think they’ll get looted?”

      “They want the latest gadgets, DVDs and flat screen televisions,” I said. “Your knickers should be fine.”

      It was strange to be completely cut off from any television or radio. Every now and then one of us would go out into the street to see if anything was happening, but it was eerily quiet. In the distance there was an orange glow, but we couldn’t tell if it was fire or light pollution. The uncertainty didn’t do us any good.

       

      Everyone stayed the night and bunked down where they could. I let Ethel have the bed. Marika and me shared the sofa. Rosencrantz and Chris pulled in a champagne chair each from outside, and curled up as best they could.

      Around five, when it got light, we realised we were all awake, so I got up and made more tea and toast. Rosencrantz discovered the Internet was back on, so he switched on the laptop, and we watched the early morning news.

      Rosencrantz suddenly stopped chewing his toast halfway to his mouth.

      “Mum,” he said. “That’s Croydon… close to where Dad lives.”

      An aerial view of a street showed cars on fire, riot police charging groups of young men in face masks pelting them with sticks and bottles. A huge building in the centre of Croydon was on fire, flames leaping high into the air as people jumped from inside to safety. A look shot between us and I grabbed the phone and called Daniel.

      “Hello,” he said chirpily. “I haven’t heard from you in a while, what’s this? You’ve heard about my new relationship?”

      “Have you seen the news?” I said. “Croydon is on fire!”

      “Oh Lord, good job I moved then,” he said gleefully.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve met a lovely trombone player called Jennifer, and I’ve moved into her pied à terre in Hampstead. It’s worth two million, are you jealous?” he teased.

      “No. We were worried about you.”

      “Oh I’m fine, I don’t need to mix with the poor anymore in South London… Oh, I er… I’m only joking.”

      “I’ll tell everyone you’re fine,” I said, and put the phone down.

      Ethel was happy Daniel was okay, and even happier he was now living in a posh area.

      “I wonder if she’s got big cheeks,” said Ethel, when I told her about Jennifer.

      “What, a fat arse?” said Rosencrantz.

      “No, big cheeks from blowing on the trombone…” said Ethel. “Iss not the most flattering instrument, why couldn’t ‘e meet a nice girl who plays the violin?”

      “People are rioting out there!” I reminded her.

      “Iss ‘orrible love, I know,” said Ethel. “But life goes on. Believe me, I know. I lived through the Blitz.”

       

      Later in the morning, they opened the road. Ethel shared a cab home with Rosencrantz and Chris. I took Rocco for a walk with Marika.

      We discovered what the glowing fire in the sky was last night. Rioters with petrol bombs had attacked several shops near Marika’s flat. The fire brigade had managed to contain and extinguish most of the fire, but further up past the station one building didn’t survive.

      The church.

      We stood at the bottom of the steps and watched as a fire engine slowly navigated the trees. It stopped beside us to pull out into the road. The passenger window was open and I leaned up and asked what had happened.

      “The roof collapsed around four in the morning and took the spire with it… it crashed into the trees behind,” said a young firefighter with soot on his face. “We’ve had to put a cordon round. The structure isn’t safe. Watching a building burn is bad enough, but seeing all those stained glass windows, hundreds of years old, blowing out in the heat was depressing…”

      The fire engine pulled out into the traffic.

      “I need to go Marika, now,” I said.

      She grabbed my hand and we went back to her flat where we had a stiff drink, even though it was only nine in the morning.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 10th August 20.14

        TO: chris@christophercheshire.com, marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      I still haven’t heard from Adam. He lost all his privileges including use of phone and postage stamps. I want to know what the fight was about. He isn’t usually one for getting into scraps.

      Rosencrantz and Wayne came over this afternoon. They’ve been doing more detective work, and printed off a series of Tweets and Facebook posts Sabrina Jones/Colter has been writing.

      The riots came very close to her area of London (Woolwich) and she has had a few exchanges about being scared of looters and unable to leave her flat.

      The tone suggests she has something of real value there. These are the Tweets and Facebook posts the boys have homed in on. I am now starting to take notice:

      
        
        @SabrinaC really scared of #London2011Riots we have to sit tight and stay in d’flat to protect R future.

         

        @SabrinaC a house is on fire at end of my road, does anyone no where I can get a Fireproof SAFE?

         

        @SabrinaC I just bought a Fireproof Safe £29.99 @amazonUK

         

        Then a day later she posted on Facebook:

         

        Ugh! Waiting in 4 Parcel force. BORED!!!!

         

        And later:

         

        Parcelforce is still not here - mayb they’re scared of the rioting????

         

        Then on Twitter she tweeted:

         

        @SabrinaC please retweet #parcelforceisshit lets TREND IT! I spent £20 on amazon next day delivery still not here! WTF?

        Then about four hours later, the fireproof safe arrived. She posted a picture on Facebook of her cat sitting inside it, with the door open. Underneath she’d written; ‘A CAT BURGLAR LOL LMAO!’

         

        Then last night she posted:

         

        @SabrinaC #London2011Riots OMG next door wuz on fire. Just helped to X-TiNG-Ish petrol bomb thrown thru front window.

         

        @SabrinaC am gonna get online b4 the police cut the net again. Need 2do sum stuff 2 keep safe.

         

        And on Facebook:

         

        Packing my suitcase 4 2morrow! Big life changing trip ahead of us!

         

        Finally she posted on Twitter:

         

        @SabrinaC I just bought a single ferry ticket Portsmouth to Jersey @ExpediaUK

        

      

      “Is she completely stupid?” I said, after reading them through.

      “Well, we think the answer is ‘yes’,” said Rosencrantz. “What you can see is what we’ve weeded out of a glut of nonsense. She constantly posts on Twitter and Facebook.”

      “Okay,” I said. “What can we read into this? If we didn’t know her?”

      “Well, she could have bought the safe for her iPod and her sovereign rings,” said Wayne.

      “That’s true,” said Rosencrantz. “But knowing her background with fraud, and what you heard her say by the Thames, I think she’s going to move the money.”

      “To Jersey. Tomorrow,” I said.

      We looked at each other. Even though we were standing in my kitchen, and the sun was streaming through the door, a shiver went through me.

      “I’m wondering if she knows someone in Jersey who can make the money vanish,” said Rosencrantz. “And she might not be coming back. She only bought a one-way ticket.”

       

      We sat talking for another couple of hours, but kept coming back to the same thought: we have to follow her.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 11th August 03.13

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      We believe that Sabrina Jones could be moving £200,000 today. The problem is we have only vague details. We know she has booked a ferry ticket to Jersey, via Portsmouth tomorrow, well, today. We don’t know what time the ferry leaves.

      We hatched a plan yesterday to follow her. It seems rather far-fetched now Rosencrantz and myself are trundling along the A3 in my Smart Car, but we have nothing to lose. I’d rather go on a wild goose chase to free Adam than see him stuck in prison for something he didn’t do.

      The first ferry out of Portsmouth this morning is at 5.30 am. Therefore, we are planning to get there by 4.30. The roads are completely empty and we are making good time.

      Wayne and Oscar are staying at my flat. They have access to the Internet, phone and they’re looking after Rocco. Wayne is the one who is friends with Sabrina (online friend) so he will be keeping us up to date with anything she posts or tweets.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 11th August 04.28

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      We have arrived at Portsmouth Harbour. There is no sign of anyone or anything. It’s also very cold. The seagulls are cawing in the pitch black, and we can see the sea rolling below the cliff in the moonlight. It feels ominous. We are counting down the minutes to 6am when we can get a McDonald’s breakfast.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 11th August 06.40

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      We are a little sated; the sun is up and I’m on my second McDonald’s breakfast. The world looks a little better. We are still sitting in the car and looking out at the sea twinkling in the morning sun. ‘Price Tag’ by Jessie J just came on the radio and we were singing as loud as we could. I love the song, but as we sang I started to listen to the words, and by the end, I was very scared.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 11th August 10.15

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      Wayne phoned. Sabrina has just posted something on her Facebook wall: Morning just woke up. Big life changing day!

      The stupid cow is still at home in her pyjamas! We are going to go down to the beach for a bit.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 11th August 12.12

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I smoked a whole pack of cigarettes whilst we stared out to sea. The beach isn’t really much to write home about. It’s not really a beach, just a strip of shingle in the shadow of the port, but it’s calming to sit and be lulled by the waves.

      I was suddenly seized with fear.

      “Are you friends with Sabrina on Facebook and Twitter?” I asked. “Pinchard is quite an unusual name. She might twig something!”

      “Relax Mum, Wayne’s friends with her,” he said. “And he’s using our fake profile, Liam McCluskey.”

      “Who is Liam McCluskey?” I said.

      “He the fake profile we use to check out stuff. He Likes pages we wouldn’t dare admit liking. He’s duped cheating boyfriends into admitting their infidelity, and he’s spied on Sabrina. Liam McCluskey has been good to us…”

      Just then, his phone rang. It was Wayne.

      “She’s on her way!” I heard him shrill excitedly. “I repeat, she’s on her way! She just checked into a rest stop on the A3, and posted a picture of herself with a Starbucks Caramel Macchiato.”

      Wayne estimates she is thirty minutes away. She is travelling by car. We don’t know if she’s going to board the ferry on foot, or drive on.

      I’ve made my way back up to the car. Rosencrantz has gone to get some refreshments. I’m terrified.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 11th August 21.51

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      I was in the car waiting for Rosencrantz to come back, when a Fiat pulled up beside. It was old and battered, and out climbed Sabrina! She was so close that when she got out, her arse clad in tracksuit bottoms actually pressed against my window. I ducked down pretending to search through my bag, but she didn't notice. She was with a rather mean-looking guy who had a buzz cut and was also wearing a tracksuit. They were arguing as he went to the boot and took out two huge suitcases, setting them down and slamming it shut. They pulled up the handles and trudged off across the car park dragging them behind.

      As they got smaller in the rear view mirror, I quickly phoned Rosencrantz.

      “She’s just arrived! She’s with a bloke. They’re heading for the ferry terminal!” I said.

      “It’s okay, Mum. They must be on the two o’clock,” he said. “I’ll buy the tickets, you lock the car and bring our stuff.”

      I began to shake all over. I took a deep breath and flopped down the mirror. I applied some lipstick, which made me feel a tiny bit better. I straightened my hair and grabbed Rosencrantz’s rucksack and my handbag. I locked the car and started to walk across the wide expanse of the car park toward the terminal.

      Suddenly my phone rang.

      “Mum! Watch out,” said Rosencrantz. “They’re coming back your way!”

      “I thought they’d already bought tickets?” I said.

      “I think they only came to collect them.”

      I spied them heading towards me pulling the suitcases.

      “Act normal Mum, but don’t let her see you!” said Rosencrantz, and he hung up.

      I looked around. The section of the car park we were crossing was a wide empty expanse. It would look weirder if I didn’t keep walking towards them. I fumbled with my bag to open it and put the phone inside.

      I kept walking, pretending I was enjoying the sea view. The wind was helping, blowing my hair across my face. We moved closer together, closer. Then the wind ceased, leaving my face exposed! We were a few feet apart when Rosencrantz’s rucksack slipped off my shoulder, pushing my handbag, hooked on the same shoulder, with it. My phone, wallet, make-up, and loose change clattered out and skidded across the tarmac. I bent down to pick it up, keeping my head down.

      A pair of white trainers halted beside me.

      “You need a hand?” said a smooth cockney voice.

      “Oh, no it’s fine,” I said softly.

      A pair of smaller pink trainers appeared too. I didn’t look up. I carried on gathering up my things… seconds ticked by.

      “Here, let me help,” he said.

      I saw him crouch down and begin gathering up the contents of my makeup bag that had skidded the furthest away.

      “I’ll be at the car, Simon,” said Sabrina’s bored voice.

      Simon! I thought. When I overheard her conversation all those months ago, she was talking to a Simon!

      My heart beat even faster. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sabrina’s pink trainers shift as she struggled to get her suitcase going. She moved past and out of my field of vision. Only then I dared to look up (because I don’t think Simon has seen me before). He had beautiful brown eyes. He smiled and handed me my nail polish and lipstick.

      “You’ve got a whole makeup counter in there!” he joked.

      I let out a squeaky little titter. He turned to pick up some loose change, and I noticed his suitcase. It was parked inches from my leg. It was dark blue and covered in padlocks, four or five in total. As the wind blew across the car park from the sea, they clinked and jingled.

      “Here you go,” he said, handing me my change. I saw his name written on the tag: Simon Milner.

      “Thanks,” I said taking it.

      My brain was whirring thinking… thinking… what could I do? Grab it and wheel it away? Too heavy. Rip it open with my nail scissors? They were in the bottom of my handbag in one of those little cases with a popper fastener. Moreover, the car park was deserted. If I attempted anything, he’d probably hit me over the head and they’d speed off in the car.

       

      Then the moment had gone. He was grinning, I was saying thanks in a breathy damsel-in-distress fashion, which he seemed to like. Then he tipped the suitcase back on its wheels and moved off under its weight back to his car. I walked quickly to the Ferry Terminal and didn’t look back until I went through the automatic doors where Rosencrantz was waiting.

      “What happened there?” he said. “Are you okay? What did he say to you?”

      I told him about the encounter, then we saw their little Fiat move off toward the exit.

      “Shit!” I said. “We’ve got to follow them.”

      “Hang on, Mum,” he said. We watched as they left the car park. The toy-sized car in the distance joined a slip road, which ran beside the terminal. They passed us, then further down took a turn, and doubled back toward to the ferry.

      “They’re taking their car on the ferry!”

      “Should I change our tickets? So we can drive?” said Rosencrantz.

      “No,” I said. “Whatever it is we do, we need to do it on the boat. It’s an enclosed space.”

      We walked shakily towards the ferry. It was small, old, and grubby. Cars were lining up to board via a ramp and foot passengers were milling toward a little bridge.

      We kept our heads down and walked up the ramp. Once on board we found ourselves in a little carpeted staircase which stunk of coffee, cigarettes, and fuel.

      “Come on Mum, let’s go up to the top deck,” said Rosencrantz.

      It was warm and sunny on deck and we went to the railing on the side looking out to sea. There was a view down onto the lower deck where cars were pulling up to park in rows. I spied the Fiat with Sabrina and Simon pulling into the second row of cars from the stern of the ferry.

      “Crap,” said Rosencrantz.

      “What?”

      “If we need to break into their car, then everyone up on this deck will see us.”

      “Whoa, hang on,” I said. “What do you think we’re going to do?”

      “Grab the money!”

      “It’s in a locked bag. Well, we think it is. What if they haven’t got the money?”

      “They have to have the money,” said Rosencrantz. “Everything that’s happened in the last few months has led us to this moment.”

      We both jumped as ferry’s horn blared. Slowly the side of the dock began to move away from us. We turned and the open sea beckoned. Rosencrantz flicked his cigarette into the choppy water below. We watched as Sabrina and Simon emerged from the Fiat and unloaded the suitcases. They dragged them slowly across the car deck.

      “Man. Those are big suitcases,” said Rosencrantz quietly.

      “How much space do you think two hundred grand takes up?” I said.

      Rosencrantz Googled it on his phone.

      “Well, if it’s in tens and twenties it could be twenty or thirty kilos… If it’s in fifties it would be around five kilos. Of course they could be packing to emigrate too,” he said.

      “Who emigrates to Jersey?”

      “Bergerac did…”

      “This is stupid. We don’t know anything for sure.”

      Sabrina and Simon disappeared through the doors and off the car deck.

      “What if they come up here?” I realised, in a panic.

      “I don’t think they will with those cases. I’ll go and check.” Rosencrantz went off and came back a few minutes later.

      “They’re sat with the bags on the bottom deck,” he said. “It’s closed in with rows of seating.”

      “You don’t think they’ll dump them overboard?” I said.

      “And do what?”

      “They could have someone waiting in a dinghy?”

      “Don’t be stupid, Mum. They’re gonna risk it in their car. They hardly ever search cars on the Jersey border. They’ll pretend to be holidaymakers. I bet they are going to bank the cash somewhere quiet. Jersey is the perfect place to make money vanish.”

      All this “I think” and “I bet” was making me nervous.

      “I should call Natasha,” I said. “Leave a message about what’s going on here. If we’re really going to do something stupid, we might need a lawyer.”

      I dialled her office at Spencer & Spencer and left a message with her secretary, who didn’t seem too fazed with what I was telling her.

      “I must remind you, Miss Hamilton is taking a holiday in the Maldives,” she said.

      “Please just tell her, it’s important,” I said.

      The secretary reluctantly said she would.

      Then my phone rang. It was Wayne.

      “Which boat did you get on, Mrs P?”

      I told him it was the 2pm to St. Helier.

      “That’s a ten-hour crossing!”

      “I thought it was four hours?”

      “No, we’ve made a mistake, that’s the one from Poole,” he said. “At least you have time to finalise your plans… What is your plan?”

      “I have no idea,” I said.

      “Well, I can help as much as I can, but your phone signal is probably about to run out at sea. If you need me to call the A-Team let me know soon,” he joked.

      We found a bench and spent the next few hours debating what to do. There were no police on board, only at the other end when we got to the Jersey border. If we left it too late Sabrina and Simon could zoom down the exit ramp and escape.

      We debated stealing their car keys (tricky, illegal), or locking them in the toilet then calling the police (also tricky as there was only one toilet on the boat with a constant queue outside). We also thought about tipping off the Jersey police (but as the ferry chugged onwards we realised we didn’t have a mobile phone signal).

      We decided to have a break and went to get some food from the café; jacket potatoes with cheese and beans. We were looking out to sea when I told Rosencrantz about Wayne’s comment, about calling the A-Team.

      There was a clatter as Rosencrantz dropped his plastic fork.

      “That’s it!” he said.

      “What?”

      “The A-Team! When they were in a sticky situation, they used what they had, they used things lying around.”

      “Well, they had an awful lot of stuff in the back of their van,” I said.

      “It’s the simplest things,” said Rosencrantz. He grabbed his jacket potato. “What if we shoved this potato up their exhaust pipe?”

      “Don’t be silly.”

      “It’s perfect! It means their car won’t start… They won’t know what the problem is. All the other cars will pull away. They’ll be sitting ducks!”

      Before I could say anything, he put the potato in the box and darted off. He vanished and re-appeared on the car deck. Quick as a flash he nipped across, weaving through the cars and stopped by the Fiat, pretending to do up his shoelace. He was back within minutes.

      “Mischief managed,” he grinned. “The car was also unlocked. I opened the boot a fraction and wedged a little piece of polystyrene in the lock, so it won’t close properly…”

      “What do we do now?” I said.

      “We wait.”

       

      We had been awake for around twenty hours when we drew up in the port of St. Helier, Jersey. It was ten forty-five and dusk was falling. The engines droned as the ferry powered its way into a gap by the quay between a larger, more attractive ship. A rope was flung deftly out and caught by a young lad on the pier side. The engines cut out, and the ringing silence was filled with voices as they made their way toward the exit.

      We stayed put in our spot and surveyed the people climbing back into their vehicles on the car deck. A clank signalled that the passenger ramp was down and foot passengers began to file off the ferry. This was followed by a deeper clang as the car ramp moved into place. A chorus of engines starting up roared into the summer night, and when the gates opened the first cars started to move off.

      “What if their car starts?” I said anxiously.

      “It won’t,” said Rosencrantz.

      Although, he didn’t sound too sure.

      There was a lot of exhaust smoke to begin with, and all of the cars seemed to be moving. Then we heard it; the high-pitched rih rih rih rih rihrihrihrih of an engine failing to start. More cars moved off and now the Fiat was an obstruction. A chorus of horns and shouting began. Sabrina’s window opened and her lethally manicured middle finger extended gracelessly into the air.

      “Let’s go NOW!” said Rosencrantz.

      We darted across the deck and down the central staircase, emerging out onto the half-empty car deck. The beeping, shouting and exhaust smoke seemed to mask the madness of what we were doing long enough for us to reach the boot of the Fiat. Rosencrantz wrenched it open (the polystyrene had worked). Without a second thought, I grabbed at one of the suitcases and heaved it out onto the deck. Rosencrantz pulled out the second one. My nail scissors were ready in my hand. I dug them into a corner of the material and dragged them along, tearing the whole case open. I pulled at the contents, searching for cash, but all that tumbled out was clothes.

      Sabrina and Simon flew out of the Fiat. I reached into the ragged tear of the suitcase desperately, but all I was pulling out was jeans and shoes.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” shouted Simon.

      I seemed to go deaf and cold all at the same time as panic swept through me. He raised his arm to hit me…

      Then it began to rain down on us, like ticker tape at the end of a concert. Money. Fifty-pound notes were flying through the air. Slowly my hearing came back and I could hear screaming and shouting. People had stopped and were watching in amazement as money rained down around us. Simon was watching too, his arm frozen mid-air. Rosencrantz had got into the other suitcase! He was managing to hold Sabrina away from him, pull out handfuls of cash, and throw it into the air.

      “POLICE!” he shouted. “THIS WOMAN HAS HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS IN CASH! SHE’S A CRIMINAL!”

      Sabrina broke free of his grip and clawed her nails down Rosencrantz’s face. I lunged at her, grabbing a chunk of her blonde hair and yanked hard. It came away in my hand and I realised I’d pulled out her hair extensions.

      Simon saw what was happening and ran for it, darting and weaving through the remaining cars and people who had got out and were trying to catch the money as it flew across the deck.

      “STOP HIM!” I shouted.

      Within minutes the police were on board and Sabrina, myself and Rosencrantz were taken away. It took a few minutes before we realised we were being arrested with her…

       

      I’m in a police interview room, waiting. Rosencrantz is in another and I don’t know where Sabrina is. I’d better go, someone is coming through the door.

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 13th August 13.48

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk, chris@christophercheshire.com

      

      

      We arrived back in Portsmouth on Friday lunchtime. It was cold and misty and we hadn’t slept for hours. We were lucky to be able to walk down the gangplank by ourselves. Sabrina was taken to a police car in handcuffs by two police officers. Simon hadn’t been so lucky. He had tried to jump off the boat and swim away, only he had jumped off the wrong side, and landed on the concrete jetty. He’s in police custody in a hospital in Jersey with two broken legs and a fractured pelvis.

      We had initially been arrested and questioned by the police. Sabrina had alleged that we were involved with the fraud, citing Adam as our connection. There was a scary few hours when, tired and emotional, I thought they might buy her story. However, the phone call to Natasha had been worthwhile.

      What I didn’t know is that her team at chambers had been working with the Met Police on the information I had sent, and Sabrina’s real name, Sabrina Colter, had flagged her police record, and the record of her boyfriend Simon. They had discovered that between April and August Simon had deposited forty thousand pounds cash into his bank account, at a rate of several hundred pounds a day, despite being unemployed and claiming benefits. The Jersey police managed to recover all the money from the deck of the ferry, which came to one hundred and forty thousand pounds.

       

      We had just checked into a hotel in Portsmouth when the phone by my bed rang. It was Natasha.

      “Hello Coco,” she said. “I’ve just been to visit Adam.”

      “Is he okay? Is he hurt? How long is his sentence, can we get him off?” I sputtered.

      “Calm down, please,” she said. “I have an appeal hearing booked on Monday at The Royal Courts of Justice, the appeal court on The Strand. I will present our evidence and push for a re-trial.”

      “A re-trial?” I said in dismay. “Did you hear what happened?”

      “I’m being conservative and cautious, Coco. I think we have enough evidence for an appeal. However, we have to tread carefully with a judge. I’ll plead strongly for Adam to be released on bail.”

      “How does he look, Natasha? Was he hurt in the fight?”

      “He punched another prisoner in the prison library. It seems they have a copy of one of your books and this prisoner had written a defamatory comment about you.”

      “Oh,” I said. “What was the comment?”

      I heard Natasha turning pages and consulting her notes.

      “It’s seems he wrote the word slag…”

      It sounded so strange to hear the word “slag” in her upper class accent.

      “That’s what got him fifty-six days added to his sentence?” I said. “The idiot. You wait till I see him.”

      “Coco, he is fine, he’s out of segregation, he’s not hurt, but he still can’t have visitors. Only his legal team can visit.”

      “What should I do?” I said.

      “You should sleep, you sound exhausted. The hotel is taken care of. Rest and drive back to London tomorrow. We need you fresh for Monday.”

      I thanked her and hung up, then climbed into the soft warm bed and closed my eyes.

       

      I woke up what felt like minutes later, but it was Saturday morning. I showered and met Rosencrantz in the breakfast room and we stuffed ourselves with everything we could from the buffet.

      “I knew it was Sabrina,” I kept saying. “I knew it!”

      We got back to London around mid-afternoon. Wayne and Oscar were waiting excitedly for us, and we sat outside with drinks and told them everything.

      “Ooh, how dramatic!” said Wayne, clutching at his imaginary décolletage.

      “Tell us the bit again where you yanked out her hair extensions!” said Oscar.

       

      As they were leaving a couple of hours later, I noticed the bookshelf was gone. There was a bright blue strip behind the sofa where it had been, and all the books and ornaments were neatly packed in a cardboard box.

      “What happened to the bookshelf?” I said.

      “We got ever so antsy waiting to hear about your fate on the ferry,” said Wayne. “Oscar had his Allen key on his key ring so we took it to bits…”

      “We snuck it out to a skip over the road during the night,” grinned Oscar.

      “I’ve left an Ikea catalogue out on the counter,” said Wayne. “I thought a Littsjo, or a Liatorp, or maybe even a couple of Billy’s would look nice in its place… You could also get a matching coffee table, maybe a Toffyterd, or a Klubklop…”

      “Enough, let’s leave Mum in peace,” said Rosencrantz.

      I said goodbye to them all, and prepared myself to wait. To wait for Monday morning.

      I realised that the past four months have been all about waiting. Life has stopped. I haven’t made plans, I haven’t written anything new of note. I have plodded along fearfully, struggling to pay the bills, struggling to be good, but being scared. I have never felt so much fear as I have in the past few months.

      At 8.30pm, I sat down and I listened to Adele, hopefully for the last time alone.

       

       

       

      
        
        Sunday 14th August 14.56

        TO: marikarolincova@hotmail.co.uk

      

      

      Do anyone’s dogs need walking? I’m going mad waiting.

       

       

       

      
        
        Monday 15th August 22.00

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      I don’t know how to feel… I hardly slept last night. I woke up to the water pipes clanking upstairs and then a trickling sound inside the walls as it whooshed about the flat. It was a lovely hot day, then I realised that Adam would be transported all the way from Norfolk to court in the hotbox van. The radio said it could be 28 degrees, which was my first worry. The second was when I met Natasha at the Royal Courts of Justice on the Strand. She was tanned from her holiday and immaculate as ever.

      “The same judge is hearing the appeal,” she said, cutting straight to the chase.

      “Judge Haute-Penguin?”

      “Yes.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “Everything, or nothing… I personally like a different judge to hear an appeal. Looks less like we are trying to pick holes in their original judgment.”

      “But it was a jury who decided?” I said.

      “I know. But a judge is a proud creature.” She looked at her watch. “I must dash, need to put my contact lenses in and get ready.”

      “Fingers crossed,” I said, but Natasha had seen a judge she knew, a rather dashing seventy-year-old man in a black suit with a head of cobalt blue hair. His face lit up when she approached him.

      I remember hearing somewhere that when you get old you lose the ability to see the colour blue, hence the many old ladies and gents you see with bright blue hair.

      This old judge had very blue hair. If he ever strayed into South London he would no doubt attract scores of kids who would follow him down the road saying, “Look at that prat with the blue hair!” However, this was The Royal Courts of Justice, his kingdom, and he was being deferred to by many of the lawyers who streamed past.

      I read a chapter of Chicken Soup For The Soul last night about positive thinking, and I scrambled around for a way of spinning my despair. All I could come up with was at least I was still young enough to see the colour blue.

      I had insisted on going to court alone. I find I am better on my own in a crisis; I can quietly panic and not have to keep saying how I feel to the other person.

      I wished you and Chris were here with me though.

      I was the only person in the public gallery at the hearing. A kind steward showed me in, and I made my way along the polished bench and sat. Below me was Adam! It was so wonderful to see him, but all I was getting was the back of his head. He was deep in conversation with Natasha, now in her lawyer’s wig and without her glasses.

      I cleared my throat loudly, but the sound was lost in the vast courtroom. I did it again and still nothing. So, I resorted to,

      “PSSST! PSSSSSSSSSSST! Adam!”

      Natasha, the court stenographer, several stewards, and Adam all turned. His eyes lit up when he saw me. I went to mouth something when we heard the somber, “All rise.”

      We stood and moments later Judge Ruby Haute-Penguin came in looking much the same as she did five months ago. She took her seat, told us to sit, and perched a small pair of half-moon specs on the end of her nose.

      I couldn’t read her face at first. She kept us waiting whilst she checked over several documents. The silence made me shiver. Then she looked up, surveying Adam and Natasha as if they were a pair of bugs squashed on the windscreen of her Range Rover.

      “Proceed,” was all she said.

      Natasha did a brilliant job of presenting the information and outlining the evidence that had come to light about Sabrina. Then she recounted what had happened on the ferry to Jersey.

      “Ah, yes, Mrs Pinchard, our very own Jessica Fletcher…” said the judge, looking up.

      Caught in her gaze, I rose to my feet and grinned.

      “It wasn’t a compliment, Mrs Pinchard, sit down.”

      I sat, chastened. She slid the half-moon glasses back up her nose and looked over the documents again. My hands were clammy with sweat and I was leaving huge wet patches on the polished wood.

      We all waited. Every time she turned a page, the sound echoed in the silence. Even the court stenographer was still, her face motionless, her slim hands held like chicken feet above her little machine, waiting for the judge to speak.

      Then she looked up.

      “Ok,” she said. “What are you angling for, Natasha?”

      “Your Honor, I would like to request a re-trial…”

      “What about asking Adam to be released on bail?” I shouted (inside my head). Bloody Natasha, she had chickened out!

      “I’m calling a recess to consider all of this,” said the judge.

      She banged the gavel, a steward told us to rise, and Adam was handcuffed and carted away.

      I went to the waiting room and I waited. After an hour, Natasha emerged saying she had been called to Judge Haute-Penguin’s personal chambers, and that we would re-convene after lunch.

      “Is there a problem?” I said.

      “I don’t know,” said Natasha. “The judge is very thorough, she has asked for all of the case notes… Go and get something to eat, there’s nothing you can do here.”

      I came out for some air, walked down to the embankment, and sat by the river.

      A pleasure cruiser full of grinning tourists slowly churned past on the water. Scores of enthusiastic Japanese tourists had their video cameras out, the lenses winking back at me in the sunlight. As they swept past chattering like chickens in a coop, I gave them the middle finger. I know it was a horrible thing to do, but I felt so down at heel and defeated. My belly was hanging over my once smart suit. My hair was long and unkempt, I was more tired than I’d ever felt. Overall, I felt I had gone to seed. I didn’t want to be Old Woman #1 in a bunch of Japanese home movies.

      I squinted in the sun and looked over the rooftops to the courthouse. I wondered where Adam was. He could be only a few hundred yards away.

       

      I came back at 1pm and we went straight into the courtroom. Adam was already sat with Natasha, he turned round to face me, and he just shook his head.

      “What?” I mouthed.

      He mouthed something back but I couldn’t make it out, and then the melodious voice of the steward said, “All rise.”

      Judge Haute-Penguin came back in giving nothing away. She asked us to be seated.

      “After reviewing the evidence I have come to a decision,” she said.

      Then she gave the longest X-Factor judge’s pause…

      “You are innocent, Mr Rickard,” she said. “You should have never been charged with fraud or indeed sent to jail. Your conviction is hereby quashed. You can leave today a free man with no restrictions.”

      She banged the gavel. Adam was visibly shocked, as was Natasha.

      “All rise,” came the voice.

      The judge left and I ran out and down to the public area. My legs were shaking with excitement; there were tears in my eyes. In the space of a minute, the world suddenly seemed golden again.

      Natasha emerged triumphant and she gave me a big hug.

      “Where is he? Where’s Adam?” I said, looking behind her to the door.

      “He has to sign a couple of forms, then he gets his belongings, and he’s a free man.”

      “I can’t believe this,” I said. “What happens now? Is he on some kind of probation?”

      “He’s a free man, no record, no restrictions. I will be in touch to see if he wants to get compensation.”

      “I just want to take him home,” I said.

      “You two go and live your lives together, Coco,” she smiled.

      I thanked her, we hugged again, and she was gone.

      I went to sit down then I noticed a vending machine. I really wanted to get Adam something, I hadn’t thought about a gift. Is it an occasion? No doubt someone will come up with a Getting out of jail card soon, but for now I would just have to get him a Kit Kat and a bottle of water.

      I was fumbling for some change when I felt hands encircle my waist.

      “Hello,” said Adam in my ear.

      I turned to face him. I looked up into his eyes and he kissed me. He too looked a little ragged round the edges and down at heel (although he seemed thinner).

      We held each other for a long, long time; I loved the feeling of him against me. His warm body, feeling his heart beating, being able to rest my head against his shoulder.

      “I can’t believe it,” I said. “You’re free.”

      “Oh man, you smell so good,” he said. “I need to sit down.”

      He staggered over to the bench lining the wall.

      “Aren’t you excited to go outside?” I said.

      “I just need a moment… I went from the thought of facing an appeal and being banged up in Belmarsh again for weeks on end, to suddenly being free.”

      I went and held his hand.

      “I keep thinking someone is going to rush out and say they made a mistake,” he said.

      “No, you’re free,” I said and hugged him again. “What do you want to do?!” I said. “We can go on a boat trip or walk along the river or go and grab some food…?”

      “Would you mind if we went home?” he said. “I am dying to just be at home, with you. I want to have a bath and eat a takeaway and drink a cold beer!”

      I grabbed the giant plastic sack he was holding with HMP emblazoned across the front, and we left the courthouse, emerging on a set of stone steps.

      A journalist from BBC London Tonight was stood outside with a cameraman. I seized the chance, grabbed Adam’s arm, and held it up triumphantly.

      “Are you pleased with the verdict?” said the journalist, thrusting her microphone at us.

      Adam looked between me and her, a little daunted.

      “We’re thrilled that Adam Rickard has been completely cleared of all charges,” I said. “It’s a wonderful Scooby-Doo ending.”

      “And what does Adam Rickard think of all this?” said the journalist, with a smile on her lips.

      “I just want to live my life in peace after this terrible experience,” he said.

      “What’s the first thing you’re going to do?” she asked.

      “I’m going to marry this woman, well, after I’ve had a bath, I’ve really missed baths,” he grinned.

      We thanked the journalist and moved off. A black cab was waiting by the kerb. I asked if it was available and he said it was for us and that it had been paid for by the BMX Literary Agency. (Thank you.)

       

      I am writing this to you from the garden. Adam is in the bath soaking; he has been in there for nearly two hours. I keep going in to check on him. He is fine but says he needs a bit of time to deal with everything. I’m so happy.

       

       

       

      
        
        Tuesday 16th August 13.35

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      Did you see the BBC London Tonight report yesterday? Adam being released was the third item on the bulletin. We were sitting inside the flat with the door open on a balmy night, watching on my laptop. They had made a real effort with the piece; they had mobile phone footage of the chaos on the boat when Rosencrantz was throwing the money in the air. Then they had images of Sabrina and Simon being taken in by the police. Then some archive footage; an interview with me on Saturday Kitchen. Then we were stood on the steps outside the court, Adam saying how pleased he is to be free, and then me saying, “our wonderful Scooby-Doo ending…” with mascara running down my face.

       

      It has been incredible to be able to sit together and do nothing. Every conversation and meeting we have had for the last five months has been a race against the clock. Now we can just be.

      My phone began ringing after the BBC London report with calls from Ethel, Meryl and Tony, Daniel, Adam’s old work colleges, Holly, his ex-wife. I let him talk to everyone, loving the big smile on his face.

      I opened the plastic bag he had with HMP Cambria Sands written on, and unpacked the things he had kept in his cell: a picture of me, a toothbrush, the famous CD/Radio player from the Dairylea Stabber, Adele’s 21, six pairs of underwear, two t-shirts, a pair of trousers, four pairs of socks and a big pot of moisturiser. At the bottom of the bag was a piece of paper. It was the receipt we had signed when we booked our wedding at the church. I saw the date of the wedding: the nineteenth of August, this Friday. We almost did it, I thought. We almost made it …

      I went and took a long shower, shaved my legs and attempted to make myself look as good as I could. When I came out of the bathroom Adam was asleep on the sofa with Rocco laid out beside him. I took my cigarettes and a big glass of wine and I went to sit outside. At ten in the evening, it was still warm. I lit up a cigarette and sat back. It was the first time I felt completely relaxed in months, maybe even a year.

       

       

       

      
        
        Wednesday 17th August 11.12

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      We were eating breakfast this morning when the door buzzer went. Adam jumped off the sofa, spilling his coffee.

      “Are you okay?” I said.

      “Sorry Cokes,” he said. “I’m not used to a buzzer just meaning someone is at the door. In prison it usually meant a cell search.”

      “Let’s leave it,” I said.

      The buzzer went again, stridently. Then again.

      “Bloody hell,” I said, getting up and opening the door.

      It was Ethel, all out of breath with her shopping trolley on wheels.

      She leant on the doorjamb to catch her breath. I saw she had her mobile in her hand.

      “I’d love to come to yer wedding!” she squealed. “I was just passin’ an’ thought I’d RSVP in the flesh!”

      She bustled past to give Adam a big hug. He looked at me over her shoulder.

      “What?” he mouthed.

      “Iss lovely to see you out of the slammer,” she said, pulling away to look at him.

      “Thank you,” said Adam. “And thank you for all the letters you sent,”

      Then Ethel did something strange, and hugged me.

      “I’m so pleased you both want me at yer wedding,” she said, welling up. “I know we’ve ‘ad our differences.”

      I opened my mouth, Adam and I looked at each other. A text message came through and Ethel peered at her screen.

      “Ooh, tha’s Meryl… she wants to know if you two want the bride and groom on top of the wedding cake?”

      “Um…” I said.

      “She needs to know sharpish, coz she’ll ‘ave to buy some black food colouring for the little marzipan Adam to go next to the little marzipan Coco.”

      Ethel mistook our shock for something else.

      “Oh I’m sorry love, is that racist?”

      “No. No, a little marzipan Adam would need to be black,” gulped Adam.

      Suddenly Marika crashed through the communal entrance and came to the front door out of breath. She must have been running fast.

      “Why aren’t you answering your phone?” she said

      “You know I haven’t got a signal,” I said.

      I went to the landline; it had been cut off.

      “Oh, I can’t have paid the bill in time,” I said, embarrassed.

      “It’s okay,” said Marika still catching her breath. “Coco, Adam, I’ve wanted to apologise to you for everything that went down — me not believing you were innocent and for all the horrible stuff. I thought, to show how much I love you guys, that I could arrange a last-minute wedding so you can get married on Friday, the nineteenth!”

      “Oh Marika,” I said taking her hand. “The thing is, we haven’t got much cash…”

      Everyone looked at the phone for a moment.

      “Coco, don’t worry about a thing. We’ve arranged to have the wedding in the ruins of that little church on the hill. It’s going to be exquisitely simple… You do want to get married, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” I said, dazed.

      “Adam?”

      “Yes,” he grinned, “yeah, I want to be with Coco.”

      Ethel grabbed Adam again.

      “You’re so thin love! Isn’t he thin, Coco? ‘E needs feeding up,”

      “I’ve been feeding him, Ethel,” I said.

      She let out a laugh.

      “You’ll be crying out for the prison slop after you’ve ‘ad ‘er cooking!” she said. “Right Marika, we’d best be orf, I am at your disposables, and I can help with whatever you need.”

      “So we’re cool with this?” said Marika.

      We both nodded.

      “Right, let’s get cracking,” she said.

      When they’d gone and I’d closed the door, I looked at Adam. He was grinning from ear to ear.

      “It looks like we’re going to have that wedding after all!” he said.

       

       

       

      
        
        Thursday 18th August 19.29

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      I am gutted you won’t be able to come to the wedding. I had no idea you are in Los Angeles. Preparations are well underway, but it’s all being kept a secret from me. All I have been allowed to do is choose my dress and the flowers, and I have found the most wonderful wedding dress!

      I had refused to let Chris or Marika pay for an expensive wedding dress, so this afternoon I found myself with Wayne, Rosencrantz, and Marika in a vintage/thrift shop in Camden. We had split up and were rummaging through racks.

      “Are we going with white? Or ironical white?” said Wayne quizzically, pulling out a dress much like the one Madonna wore in the Like A Virgin video.

      “My days of wearing white are long gone,” I said. “Let’s stick to champagne.”

      “I think you should be bold and wear red!” said Rosencrantz, pulling out a crazy red see-through lacy number.

      “You know what my mother would say about that dress?” said Marika. “Whore of Babylon!”

      Just as we were about to give up, I found, tucked away at the back of a rail, a beautiful and simple ivory wedding dress. I beckoned them over. We all cooed in agreement.

      “Try it on, Mrs P!” said Wayne.

      I went to the cramped changing room and took a deep breath, praying it would fit. It did. It fit perfectly. I opened the changing room doors and went out.

      “Mum, you look beautiful,” said Rosencrantz.

      Wayne fanned his hand in front of his face, unable to express his delight.

      “Oh my God, Coco,” said Marika, being uncharacteristically girly. “It’s perfect.” She looked at the tag in the back.

      “Jesus,” she said, shoving me back into the little changing room. They all followed and Marika shut the door.

      “What?” I said.

      There wasn’t any place to move. Marika mouthed something.

      “What?” I repeated.

      She showed Wayne and Rosencrantz the label in the back of the dress.

      “Oh no, is it crazy expensive?” I said.

      “No, it’s ten quid!” said Rosencrantz.

      “Then what?”

      “It’s a Vera Wang,” Marika whispered.

      “No!” I hissed, craning my neck around to see.

      It was indeed a Vera Wang.

      “We mustn’t let them suspect we have it, it must be a mistake,” whispered Marika.

      “Well, we should all get out of the bloody changing room,” I said.

      I took the dress off and we approached the till, terrified the mistake would be rumbled. However, the tattooed youth couldn’t be less interested and we got a genuine Vera Wang for ten pounds!

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 20th August 13.46

        TO: angie.langford@thebmxliteraryagency.biz

      

      

      On the morning of our wedding I was up at five, I was too excited to sleep. I left the snoozing Adam in our single bed and came outside to the garden. Rocco ate his breakfast, then snuffled about in the early dawn light. I drank coffee and sat, content and happy.

      After a while, Adam came padding out in just a pair of shorts rubbing the sleep from his eyes. I still have to pinch myself when I see him in this flat. After all the long nights of despair when I was alone.

      “Ah, it’s my beautiful girlfriend,” he smiled, sitting down beside me. He leant over and gave me a long sweet kiss.

      “Not for much longer,” I said. “By three this afternoon I’ll be the old ball and chain.”

      ‘You’re very lucky Coco, because I find single women just as attractive as married women…”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying I only have a few hours left to sow my wild oats and sleep with single women, so I’ll expect you in the bedroom in five minutes!”

       

      We got ready together for our wedding. Adam looked stunning in a sharp black suit and tie. The look on his face when I emerged in the Vera Wang dress made me feel like the most beautiful bride on earth.

      We arrived at the church a little before three, but as our car pulled into the trees leading up to the church, I could see a commotion up ahead.

      The entrance to the church was blocked by a huge lorry. Our wedding guests were crowded round watching something. Adam helped me out of the car, and we walked up the crowd. Wayne was on the edge and turned as I approached. He clutched his chest.

      “Beautiful Mrs P, and Mr R.”

      “What’s going on?” I said.

      “This lorry won’t move,” he said. “And it’s got a very shirty driver.”

      I pushed my way forward, saying “hello” to all our guests, and saw that Meryl was elevated five feet off the ground standing on the giant lorry’s front bumper. On the bonnet, she had rested our three-tier wedding cake.

      “You must move, now!” she shrilled.

      “I’m from the council,” said the driver, leaning his head out of the cab. “I’ve told you, you all need to leave. This church is a designated health and safety risk.”

      I turned and caught sight of the church, or ruins of the church. A few pillars were all that remained now but the debris had been cleared. Chairs had been laid out and hundreds of candles were lit, dotted around the ground and on some of the remaining pillars. It looked breathtaking.

      “Can you wait for at least a couple of hours?” shouted Adam. “This is my girl and you’re ruining her wedding.”

      “I’ve got my orders, no one goes in,” he said.

      “No, NO, NO!” said Meryl hammering on the bonnet with her free hand. “I refuse to let you ruin this wedding, and this cake is royal icing, do you know how much work it is to make royal icing from scratch?”

      “It’s a three-hour job,” yelled Tony supportively.

      He was standing to one side with Wilfred in his arms.

      Meryl turned to Tony,

      “Tony! Cover Wilfred’s ears!” she shrilled.

      He quickly put his hands over Wilfred’s little ears. Meryl turned and pointed her finger at the driver.

      “Now you listen here. I’ll give you one last chance. Move now, or face the consequences. You really don’t want to fuck with me!”

      We all clapped and cheered.

      “Yeah! Bugger off, this is my mum’s big day!” shouted Rosencrantz, who was standing with Oscar and wearing his black suit.

      “Let Mrs P have her big day, she deserves it!” shouted Oscar.

      Rocco, who was being held in his arms, barked in agreement.

      “This health and safety bullshit is killing this country! Be gone, you capitalist bastard!” shouted Marika.

      I think she’d had a few drinks in her capacity as wedding planner.

      “Do you know how long it took to light four hundred bloody candles with one box of matches?” protested Chris in his white suit, banging on the driver’s door.

      “And see ‘ow nice the bride looks,” shouted Ethel, from under the brim of a huge hat. “’Er dress! Iss a genuine Vera Wank!”

      “It’s Vera Wang,” I added.

      Our guests all took a step toward the lorry. The driver went pale.

      “You’ve got until the ceremony is over,” he said.

      “You chose wisely,” said Meryl.

      She lifted the cake, and Adam helped her down. The driver quickly put the lorry in reverse, the crowd parted, and he drove off.

       

      The ceremony was one of the best moments of my life, looking into Adam’s eyes as we said our vows, and then, when the vicar pronounced us man and wife, Adam leant in and gave me a deep knee-buckling kiss and everyone clapped and cheered.

       

      After the ceremony I realised I had no clue what was happening next.

      “It’s a surprise,” said Marika.

      We walked down the steps to the road and a line of taxis was waiting when we emerged from the church grounds. We all piled in excitedly, however, the journey was short. We pulled up outside The Rivoli Ballroom. I looked at Adam.

      “I’m just as clueless as you!” he grinned.

      “I ‘ad a word in Bunty’s ear,” said Ethel with a wink as we climbed the steps to the front entrance.

      It was the most stunning wedding reception. In the red velvet splendour and bedazzle of the ballroom, we ate proper fish and chips washed down with champagne. We cut Meryl’s beautiful cake to a round of applause and then we danced: we danced until we could drop. Chris had arranged a free bar and it was one of those fabulous nights which passed in a whirl of happiness. I didn’t want it to end.

      Meryl got completely slaughtered and switched back to her cockney accent of birth.

      “I’m pissed out of me brains!” she trilled, as she flew past as the head of a conga line.

      I don’t remember a lot about the reception, much of the wedding is a happy blur. I just remember being with Adam, seeing his face, holding him in the knowledge he’s not going to be snatched away from me.

       

      We emerged from the Rivoli early next morning as it was getting light. It was a perfect summer morning. Crisp and bright with dew on the grass. We spent a long time on the steps saying our goodbyes before everyone dispersed happily into taxis and cars, wishing us luck and happiness.

      We staggered home, me with my dress hitched up and bare feet, Rocco asleep in Adam’s arms. I have never enjoyed the walk home to my little flat as much as I did. When we got back in, we found on our pillow an envelope. Inside was a note from Ethel.

      
        
          [image: letter]
        

      

      We’re on our way to the airport now. A week ago I never imagined we would be together, let alone married and off on our honeymoon to Italy. Thank you for all your love and support, Angie. See you in a week!

       

      Love Coco xxx

       

       

       

      
        
        Saturday 20th August 14.50

        TO: rosencrantzpinchard@gmail.com

      

      

      Hello love, we are about to board the plane and I forgot to tell you that Rocco is going through a bit of a chewing phase.

      So if Chris comes over, make sure you put his Dolce and Gabbana shoes somewhere he can’t reach them (Rocco, I mean).

      Also, Angie is in Los Angeles and she just phoned me terribly excited and breathless.

      “Jeez girl,” she said. “Things have gone ape shit here in Hollywood!”

      “What do you mean?” I said.

      “I think I’m gonna sell the film rights for Chasing Diana Spencer and Agent Fergie!” she said. “Two of the big studios suddenly got interested, and there’s gonna be an auction later this week! Also, now that Adam has been released, your publishing house is planning to publish Agent Fergie!”

       

      She’s told me to keep my phone on whilst I’m in Italy.

       

      See you in a week!

       

      Love, Mum xx
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      Sunday 1st January

      

      I’ve decided to write a diary. So much has happened in the last few years, and I feel I must document everything. It’s true, I like to jabber away via email, but where are those emails now? Where are the texts, and occasional tweets?

      Adam just poked his head over my shoulder and said. ‘They’re all on your laptop and phone, you twit.’

      ‘What if someone pulls the plug on the internet? What if there is a nuclear war?’ I asked.

      ‘Coco, if there is a nuclear war I doubt that WH Smith exercise book would survive.’ He pointed at my diary and then continued trying to locate his pedometer. We’ve just moved back into my house, and the removal guys dumped everything in the empty living room, piling all the boxes we’ve had in storage up to the ceiling. We can’t quite motivate ourselves to unpack, so we’re sleeping on two sofas pushed together and using the boxes as a coffee table, and a place to pile books and magazines.

      I watched Adam from my spot on the sofa, heaving and shifting boxes in faded jeans and a white t-shirt, all lithe and muscular. He is one of those annoying people who are naturally athletic – but still works out.

      I noticed a very small hole in the left buttock of his jeans (he’s going commando, underpants are in another box somewhere). The tiny piece of his bare flesh poking through is quite thrilling. It reminds me of that scene in ‘The Piano’ when Holly Hunter has a hole in her tights, and Harvey Keitel gets all excited. Well, it’s completely different. I’m not a deaf mute from Scotland, and this is London. Nor do I have Holly Hunter’s willowy bone structure. And Adam is far more blessed downstairs than Harvey Keitel.

      I gave a little sigh of happiness at my new hot husband. You could crack a walnut between his buttocks. Which is good because since we’ve moved I can’t find the nutcrackers either.

      ‘Yes!’ Said Adam finally locating his pedometer. ‘So we start running tomorrow, yes?’

      ‘Yeah, sure,’ I lied rooting around in the Quality Street tin for something that wasn’t coconut.

      Anyway, what was I talking about? Oh yes, my social documenting. I read somewhere that there will be no record of us in the future because we’ll all have frittered it away, tweeting videos of fat ladies pole dancing.

      So here is my diary. Hopefully I’ll make it past mid-January, where all other diaries have ground to a halt in the past.

      

      Monday 2nd January

      

      I’m very sad the festive season is now officially over. It’s been our first Christmas as newly-weds, and it was wonderful. Just simple and romantic. We’ve had no stress, no fuss, no television, no hectic round of parties with people we barely know, and no in-laws. I know I must sound horribly anti-social but I’m far from it. I worked out that in my forty-four years on this earth I’ve hosted twenty-two Christmas lunches in this house! Every year my ex-husband’s family would descend for ten days, yes ten days. My mother-in-law Ethel criticised the way I cooked all twenty-two turkeys, there were more than twenty-two arguments over custody of the remote control, and twenty-two hideously competitive games of Monopoly were played.

      I did miss my son Rosencrantz this year. He’s been on holiday with his housemates in Ibiza. He hasn’t phoned, but he’s been very busy on Instagram, posting sun-soaked pictures of party mayhem – all with a 1970s tinge.

      Back here in London it’s been freezing. A row of icicles have been a permanent fixture on the bare branches of the pear tree in the garden, but we’ve been warm inside, cuddled up on the sofa with Rocco, our little dog, curled up on our feet. He is an excellent foot warmer with his fluffy white fur.

      Adam lugged in wood from the shed, built huge fires, and we watched them roar. We dined by candlelight, and spent hours watching snow fall past the French windows onto the terrace. Bliss.

      We’ve only left the house to walk Rocco. Marylebone looks beautiful in the snow. The posh houses all have Christmas trees twinkling in the bay windows, wreaths of holly on their shiny black front doors, and the whimsical little independent shops on the high street have Christmas displays.

      This morning Adam went out and bought us breakfast from the caff on Baker Street.

      ‘Is this to cheer me up, now Christmas is over?’ I asked when he came back with a pile of bacon sandwiches.

      ‘Yes, and we’re carbo-loading, we’re going on that run, remember?’

      After stuffing our faces, I scrambled around in the unpacked boxes to locate something I could wear for a run. It was slim pickings. We left the house and ran towards Regent’s Park.  Adam looked hot and athletic in his fancy shiny Adidas trackies, and I plodded along behind in a baggy fleecy thing I should have chucked away years ago. (The only choice I’d had was this or a shell suit circa 1987).

      We were only a little way round Regent’s Park when I started to feel faint. I stopped outside my friend Chris’s house and sat down on the wall.

      ‘It looks so empty,’ I said, trying to catch my breath.

      ‘That’s because it is empty,’ said Adam jogging on the spot. The front windows stared back like two vacant eye sockets. I looked at my watch.

      ‘It’s three in the morning in Los Angeles. He’ll be asleep,’ I said.

      ‘Nah, he’ll be out partying,’ said Adam. ‘Here, you need to keep your fluids up.’ He offered me some of his sports drink but I suddenly felt like I was going to be sick. I pulled away and leaned over the wall of Chris’s garden where I threw up over some snowdrops just peeping through the soil. I sat back as a family jogged past, the parents in fancy running gear and their five year old too, but nausea rolled over me and I was sick again.

      ‘Eeeuw, Mummy, that lady is doing a puke!’ said the little boy stopping.

      ‘Keep away Eustace, she may be contagious,’ shrilled the woman. I heaved and chundered a third time.

      ‘Is it a woman? It might be a tramp, do come away Eustace!’ shouted the man in the direction of my bottom poking up in the air. I fumbled for a tissue, wiped my mouth and turned, ready to defend my honour, but they’d jogged off around the outer circle.

      ‘Are you okay?’ said Adam.

      ‘Yes, you could have told them I was a woman!’

      ‘That didn’t seem important… You were so sick.’

      ‘It’s more important. I don’t want to be mistaken for some fat-arsed man tramp! I told you this tracksuit looked horrible.’ I smoothed my hair and straightened my jacket.

      ‘You don’t look like a man-tramp, nor do you have a fat arse,’ he added quickly. ‘Are you okay? We didn’t drink much last night, did we?’

      ‘No, we were quite restrained… it must be something I ate.’

      ‘Do you think it was the bacon sandwiches? Do you think I’ll be sick too?’ asked Adam going into hypochondriac mode.

      ‘Do you feel sick?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Then probably not.’

      When the nausea had eased, we walked home and had a shower. When I came down in my dressing gown, Adam had lit a fire. He stood bathed in the glow of the flames. He was wearing just a pair of briefs, and the flames played over the rest of his taut, muscled body. I slid my arms round his waist.

      ‘Hey you, feeling better?’ he said.

      ‘Yeah. It went as soon as it came…’

      He turned to me and we kissed. I ran my fingers down his tight abs, and his hands found their way inside my dressing gown.

      ‘Ow!’ I shrieked.

      ‘What?’ he said pulling his hand away.

      ‘I’ve suddenly got really sore boobs… It can’t be my time of the month?’

      ‘No. You’ve been pretty normal…’ his voice tailed off.

      ‘What do you mean, normal?’ I said gingerly doing up my dressing gown.

      ‘Not that you’re not normal all the time, but you can be quite… stressed, emotional around your time of the month.’

      My phone began to ring.

      ‘Saved by the bell,’ I said. I grabbed it off a packing box. ‘Ooh it’s Marika,’

      ‘What about?’ he asked.

      ‘That can wait for twenty minutes, she’s calling from Slovakia.’

      Adam sighed, adjusted his briefs and went to the kitchen.

      ‘Hello?’ shouted Marika on the other end of the line. ‘Hello, Coco?’

      ‘Where are you?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m on the balcony; it’s the only place I get reception in my mother’s bloody flat. There’s a huge blizzard! What are you up to?’

      ‘I was about to have sex with Adam.’

      ‘Oh I’m sorry, I’ll call back.’

      ‘No! No, don’t. People seem to have left us alone since the wedding.

      ‘Talk to me. How was Christmas with your mother?’ I asked.

      ‘Awful. My sister and her husband went to his parents, my step dad was in the pub, so I was alone with Mum. Well, not completely alone. There were twelve giant statues of Jesus dotted around the house,’ sighed Marika.

      ‘Did you tell her about Milan?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What did she say?’

      ‘Nothing. She went to the kitchen cupboard, pulled out a scrap of paper, and wrote his name on it.’

      ‘That’s nice? So she doesn’t forget?’

      ‘No. It was to shame me, Coco. The piece of paper had the name of every boyfriend I’ve introduced to her. Fifteen names.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘It’s loads, isn’t it? I can tell by your voice,’ she said.

      ‘No! No. Not loads, that’s what? One a year… For a girl who lives in London, that makes you lucky in love!’

      ‘Ha ha, Coco…’

      ‘Marika, Milan seems lovely, he’s sexy and kind. He’s Slovak, like you…’

      ‘Then my mother conned me into going to confession,’ interrupted Marika.

      ‘How?’

      ‘I was a bit tipsy after midnight mass. She steered me towards the confession box, which I thought was the way out.’

      ‘What did you confess?’

      ‘Nothing. I recognised the priest through the lattice. We were at school together. He and another boy used to snog each other behind the canteen. I told him he didn’t have any right to cast judgement, when he’d been up to all sorts during the lunch hour.’

      ‘What did your mother say?’

      ‘She was listening outside with her friend Hedwiga. They yanked me out of the confession box, told me I was wicked and haven’t spoken to me since… I’ve screwed up my life Coco.’

      (Last year Marika jacked in her job as a secondary school teacher, and is now a dog walker).

      Adam appeared in the doorway and waved a bottle of gin and a bottle of vodka. I put my thumbs up to the gin.

      ‘You haven’t screwed up your life Marika,’ I said, reassuring her.

      ‘I have I’m just going round in circles. I wish I was like you and Adam. Settled. Happy.’

      I heard Marika’s phone beep.

      ‘Oh that’s Milan on call waiting. I promised him a bit of Christmas phone sex.’

      ‘Well be careful out there on that balcony, you don’t want frost bite.’

      ‘Ha ha. I’ll be back in London in a couple of days. I miss you Cokes, say hi to Adam.

      She rang off and Adam came in holding two gin and tonics and wearing only an apron.

      ‘What do you think?’ he asked turning round to show his lovely naked backside and footballer’s legs.

      ‘I think…’ I said but I didn’t get any further as I suddenly had to bolt to the toilet where I threw up again.

      ‘Hun, are you okay?’ asked Adam through the door. ‘What did I do?’

      ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I think it must be something I ate.’

      But we’ve both eaten the same things and Adam is fine.

      

      Tuesday 3rd January

      

      I was still feeling sick this morning, so Adam said he’d take Rocco for a walk. I hadn’t slept well, and woke up feeling bloated and old. We watched ‘The Curious Case Of Benjamin Button’ last night. When it got to the bit where the older Cate Blanchett sees the young Brad Pitt. Adam joked, ‘Ha! That’ll be us soon!’ I got VERY upset, but he couldn’t understand. ‘Cokes, it was just a joke,’ he kept saying.

      Do men know nothing about women? Adam is only six years younger than me, but men age so much better. Sean Connery is still thought of as sexy, but what about all his Bond girls?

      When Adam had gone, I stood on the back of the sofa, slipped off my long sleeping t-shirt, and took stock of my naked body in the huge mirror above the fireplace.

      My tummy was quite flat, bottom a bit big, but fairly smooth. My boobs were, well, quite wonderful… Sore but big and pert. Most unusual. I was about to start working out when my period was due, when I heard the front door close softly. There was a rustling noise of someone in the hallway. I thought it was Adam, but Rocco normally runs round the house when he comes back from a walk. I heard some quiet creaks moving away towards the kitchen and I immediately thought – it’s a burglar, and he’s after our Christmas presents!

      I pulled my t-shirt back on and slowly inched along the back of the sofa to the door. On the way out of the living room I pulled a rolling pin from one of the boxes.

      I peered round the door into the hall. The kitchen door was closed. It had been open before, I’m sure. I walked slowly towards it, took a deep breath and burst in brandishing the rolling pin shouting, ‘We’re Jehovah’s Witnesses, we don’t give gifts!’

      Ethel’s head appeared above one of the cupboard doors. A clear plastic rain hood was tied tightly under her chin. We both screamed.

      ‘Gawd,’ she said clutching at her rain mac. ‘You nearly gave me ’art attack!’

      ‘What are you doing here?’ I shrilled.

      ‘Since when are you a Jehovah's Witness?’ she said.

      ‘I’m not, I thought you were a burglar. I said that to scare him…’

      ‘I’d ’ave said I ’ad a gun,’ said Ethel rolling her eyes.

      ‘How did you get in?’

      ‘Wiv me key,’ she said.

      ‘What key?’

      ‘Me key!’ she was holding a dusty old packet of coffee machine filters from the open cupboard. ‘Don’t look at me like that Coco, you gave me a key!’

      ‘When?’

      ‘Oh gawd, I can’t remember back that far… nineteen ninety, was it? Ninety-one? When was Thatcher booted out?’

      ‘Ethel…you can’t just barge in. Adam and I have only just moved back.’

      ‘You gave me a key!’

      ‘Well, a lot has happened since then. You had a key because I was married to your son. I’m not anymore!’

      ‘And ’oose fault is that, eh?’

      ‘His, actually Ethel.’ She pulled a face. ‘Now, let it go, I’m not having this conversation again.’

      ‘Talking of letting things go, you’ve only been married to that Adam for five minutes,’ she said pointing the bag of filters at me.

      ‘I’m not dressed yet,’ I said pulling the t-shirt over my bottom.

      ‘Is that your way of letting the dog see the rabbit?’

      I ignored that.

      ‘You haven’t answered my question. What are you doing here?’

      ‘Mince pies,’ said Ethel.

      ‘Mince pies?’

      ‘I’ve started a book club,’ she said importantly. ‘’An’ I wanted to offer me book clubbers some sherry and mince pies, but no one’s got ’em. I’ve bin up the big Marks on Oxford Street but they’ve only got Easter Eggs. Easter Eggs in January!’

      ‘I haven’t got any mince pies,’ I said putting my hand over hers as she went to open another cupboard.

      ‘Ate ’em all ’ave ya?’

      ‘Yes.’ I said pulling my t-shirt down further.

      ‘Well ’ave you got any nice coffee?’

      I rummaged around and found her a packet. Ethel squinted at the label.

      ‘Bump n’ grind blend?’

      ‘Chris sent me a Christmas hamper from West Hollywood,’ I said.

      ‘Ooh no love. I can’t give my lady book clubbers gay coffee…’

      ‘It’s not gay coffee.’

      ‘Well it don’t sound straight! ’Ere, that Italian chap what rented yer house last year ’ad lovely cappuccino’

      ‘How do you know he had lovely cappuccino?’

      Ethel paused.

      ‘Well ’e was Italian, they don’t drink Mellow Birds over there, do they?’

      ‘Ethel? Did you break in when he lived here?’

      ‘Iss not breaking in when you’ve got a key,’ she said.

      ‘Come on you. Out!’ I said prodding her towards the kitchen door.

      ‘I think ’e was a bit of a playboy. There was always a different bra on the carpet, and often not the bedroom carpet!’ she said.

      ‘Out!’

      ‘You’re looking very peaky,’ she said as I shooed her to the front door.

      ‘I’ve been sick the last couple of mornings,’ I said. ‘I thought it was my time of the month, but… anyway.’

      ‘I’d get yerself down the doctor’s love,’ she said as I opened the door. ‘Sounds like you’re on the verge of the change.’

      ‘I am not having the change!’ I said with horror.

      ‘When did you last ’ave one of yer monthlies?’ she asked stepping out onto the front step.

      ‘None of your business.’

      Then I realised that my last period had been back in… well, November?

      ‘Menopause love,’ she nodded sagely. ‘’Appens to us all in the end.’

      ‘Can I have the key please Ethel?’ She reluctantly placed it in my outstretched palm and stomped off to the front gate. ‘And I’m not menopausal,’ I called after her.

      ‘Well congratulations love,’ she said rolling her eyes. ‘You must be pregnant!’ she slammed the gate and stalked off down the street.

      I came back inside and tried to unpack some boxes, but I kept hearing Ethel’s voice:

      Well congratulations love, you must be pregnant.

      Seized with fear, I grabbed my coat, walked round to the Boots at Marylebone Station, and bought a pregnancy testing kit. I felt a fool, really. What business have I got buying a pregnancy testing kit? I’m forty-four years old with a son in his twenties.

      It must be the menopause, I thought as I queued up at the till, but that little chink of pride in me was hoping I was still fertile, fertile enough at least to have a near-miss.

      I studied the girl behind the till as she put the Blue Pulse Pregnancy Test through and swiped my credit card. What was she thinking? Is she buying it for herself or her teenage daughter? I realised that either way I was a middle-aged mother, or a grandmother.

      ‘I work with troubled teens,’ I said trying to throw her off the scent, but she merely looked bored and bagged up the pregnancy test.

      When I got home I hurriedly tore the box open and, balancing awkwardly, peed on the stick. Technology has moved on so much that I nearly fell off the toilet when it wasn’t a blue line that swam into view, but the words: PREGNANT 9 WEEKS

      A chill swept through me. Shaking my head, I tore the rest of the cardboard off the second test in the packet and went to pee on it, but I had nothing left to pee. I looked for the toothpaste glass but it still wasn’t unpacked. Cursing, I pulled up my jeans, ran downstairs and filled up a pint glass downing it quickly, water dribbling down the corners of my mouth and onto my t-shirt.

      The front door slammed and Rocco came bounding in, followed by Adam.

      ‘Hey sexy,’ he said. He pulled the newspapers out of a carrier bag and put them on the kitchen island. Rocco had a drink from his bowl then ran out of the kitchen.

      ‘Has it been a fertile morning?’ said Adam.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You said you might unpack a bit?’ he added, looking round at the cardboard boxes.

      ‘Oh, yes, yes…’ I nodded. I straightened my hair and tried to look normal.

      ‘Hey hey!’ he grinned holding up the page three girl in the Sun. She was pouting, her pert nipples straining from a see-through wet t-shirt. I looked down and saw my own t-shirt had gone transparent.

      ‘That’s disgusting!’ I snapped crossing my arms over my breasts.

      ‘You are so much hotter than she is,’ grinned Adam. ‘How do you fancy being bent over the kitchen island?’

      ‘Maybe later…’

      Adam opened the fridge and put a new carton of milk in the door. He felt the inside.

      ‘You know, you being sick could be this fridge. It feels a bit warm… maybe it’s not keeping the food fresh. I don’t eat hummus. You do. Maybe you’ve been eating off hummus?’

      ‘Maybe…’ I said. On that cue, Rocco appeared in the doorway wagging his tail with the pregnancy test between his teeth. He gave a cheeky little wuff of excitement, thinking a game of chase was about to be played, then darted off. I dashed after him into the living room, and he jumped up and stood on the back of the sofa.

      ‘Rocco, come here, NOW!’ I hissed.

      ‘Or do you want to be bent over the sofa?’ asked Adam coming into the living room unbuttoning his shirt. ‘What’s Rocco got in his mouth?’ he added. Rocco spat out the pregnancy test on the sofa cushion.

      ‘Ooh there’s my iPod,’ I said grabbing it.

      ‘Isn’t your iPod green?’

      I put the test behind my back. I bit my lip.

      ‘Coco, what is it?’ he asked. I took a deep breath and showed him. I saw the penny slowly drop. He looked between the pregnancy test and me. Rocco barked again.

      ‘No…No…’ he shook his head. ‘We’ve been using… Condoms.’

      He sat on the sofa. I sat beside him.

      ‘There was that one time we didn’t, remember? Before The X Factor Live show,’ I said. Adam picked up the test and stared at it.

      ‘Bloody hell. We’re going to be parents!’ he grinned. It shocked me, the ease with which he said it.

      ‘Hang on, hang on, hang on… We are?’ I said.

      ‘Aren’t we?’ said Adam, his face clouding over. ‘When did you find out?’

      ‘When you were out.’

      ‘Do I have a say in the decision?’

      ‘I haven’t made a decision. All I’ve had time to do is pee on a piece of plastic and freak out!’

      ‘You don’t want it?’

      ‘I don’t know… I’m forty-four, I’ve had a son, you’ve got a daughter already.’

      ‘Coco. Having a child is such an amazing experience!’

      ‘Oh, you’re an expert are you?’ I asked. ‘You’ve done your bit, ten minutes in front of the X Factor and that’s you finished.’

      ‘Hang on!’

      ‘No. Adam. Are you mad? Me, have a baby?’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Why not? I’ll get fat, and have piles and stretch marks on top of the ones I’ve already got. And when I’ve been through the agony of childbirth, it’s not over – there’s years of clearing up poo and being responsible for a life. Then we’ll finally wave it off to college – if it hasn’t become a drug addict or a porn star – and I’ll be…’

      ‘You’d be sixty-two,’ he said helpfully.

      ‘SIXTY-TWO! Being a man you’re going to get more and more sexy, and they’ll think I’m your mother when we walk down the street… I’ve got a career I’m just starting to make work, and I want to go on some nice holidays.’

      I gave a heaving sob and burst into tears. Adam pulled me into him for a hug.

      ‘Okay, it’s okay,’ he said stroking my hair. Rocco barked and put his paws on my leg.

      ‘Let’s do another test,’ said Adam. ‘They aren’t 100% accurate…’

      ‘Ok,’ I said hopefully.

      We dashed upstairs, and I peed on the second test. PREGNANT 9 WEEKS showed up again.

      ‘How accurate are these things?’ I asked.

      ‘Pregnancy tests are ninety-seven to ninety-nine percent accurate,’ said Adam reading the leaflet. Clinging onto that two percent chance, I sent Adam back round to the station to buy more.

      Several pints of water later, we were both in the bathroom perched on the edge of the bath and staring at a row of eight pregnancy tests lined up on the radiator under the window.

      They all read: PREGNANT 9 WEEKS.

      ‘You should make an appointment with the doctor,’ said Adam, who was now quiet as things were sinking in.

      ‘Do you think there’s a problem?’

      ‘Course not, but you’ll need to have a check up and a scan, won’t you? Was ultrasound invented when you had Rosencrantz?’

      I turned to him.

      ‘What?’ he said.

      ‘Of course it was invented, it was 1989!’

      I’m going to see the doctor tomorrow. Surely it’s not natural that I have to wear reading glasses to find the surgery number and book a pregnancy consultation?

      

      Wednesday 4th January

      

      I can’t remember the last time I went to the doctor. And I certainly haven’t been to a pregnancy clinic since Madonna was young, fertile and singing Papa Don’t Preach. Although, this time round I have no father to judge me, just the whole world. These days no one bats an eyelid at an unplanned pregnancy (which is a good thing), but being an older woman having a baby seems, I don’t know, needy? Greedy? I had a whole speech prepared if anyone asked me why I was at the surgery.

      ‘Bunions.’ I was going to chuckle. ‘Years of wearing designer shoes and partying!’ and I’d stroke Adam’s arm which would indicate that I only want the bunion sorted so I could carry on partying. Although quite why I’d attend a pregnancy clinic with a bunion, I don’t know.

      At quarter to eight in the morning, the surgery waiting room was like a zoo. I don’t remember toddlers being so wild. At least I don’t remember them having so much stimulation. Mothers never used to bring along the whole playroom, plus a miniature DVD player. Several were serving chopped fruit from Tupperware to their disinterested darlings, and the kids – they were so damn fashionable!

      ‘His trainers are really cool,’ said Adam pointing at a five year old who was being fed papaya whilst selecting an episode of ‘Postman Pat’ on his iPad.

      ‘Don’t do the high street. Those trainers are cheaper online. Although they might not be your size,’ smiled a frazzled looking mother two seats away. She was clad in a huge coat, leggings and trainers. Parked beside her were two buggies, and a wreckage of soft toys were playing tunes and beeping. Two toddlers sat at her feet watching ‘Finding Nemo’ on a phone or a tablet – something with a big screen. Dotted around them were six or seven bags of shopping. The woman looked exhausted, but I could just see the person she used to be, the busy witty professional peeping out from behind her tired eyes.

      ‘I’m here for bunions,’ I said. ‘They really hurt.’

      ‘Do you want some mummy petrol?’ asked the little boy turning from ‘Finding Nemo’. ‘It numbs the pain…’

      ‘Just watch out for Nemo, like a good boy,’ snapped the woman and turned to face us with a pained smile. The little boy ignored her, leaned forward, and pulled a bottle of chardonnay out of one of the shopping bags.

      ‘Mummy says her mummy petrol takes away the pain,’ said the little boy. He strained to lift the bottle towards me with both hands.

      ‘Be quiet and watch the bloody film!’ she roared, snatching the bottle out of his little hands. The little boy started to cry; it was a low whining sound, like a plane coming in to crash land.

      ‘No, please. Mummy didn’t mean it…’ pleaded the woman.

      Thankfully my name was called out.

      We went into the consulting room and the doctor, an elderly chap, barely looked up when I told him I was pregnant. He didn’t check. In fact Adam could have said he was pregnant and this guy wouldn’t have noticed. He clicked a few things on his computer and said,

      ‘I’ve put you on the list to see the midwife, please go back outside and wait.’

      We trudged back out into the waiting room. The mummy petrol lady was called in next. She scuttled off, as quickly as a woman with two children and a playroom of toys can.

      A little while later I was called in to see the midwife.

      ‘You stay here,’ I said to Adam. ‘We haven’t been married long and I don’t want the illusion shattered by me being put in stirrups.’

      ‘They don’t do that on your first appointment, do they?’

      ‘I’ll probably have to wee in something though…’

      ‘Okay hun,’ he said kissing me. ‘I’ll be here, and it’s going to be fine.’

      A perky young midwife, who can’t be much older than Rosencrantz, saw me. What is it with this new generation of professionals? They use this singsong way of speaking. Very bright, yet condescending, and they emphasise certain words for no reason. I feel like I’m on a radio phone-in when I talk to them. Midwife Day insisted I call her Justine, and then made a big deal of it not being a big deal I was old, assuring me she would use the phrase ‘older mummy’ rather than ‘geriatric mother.’

      I was still reeling from the phrase ‘geriatric mother’ when she held up a cup saying,

      ‘Could you do a little wee-wee in this for me?’

      I went behind a curtain and managed to fill the cup almost to the brim.

      ‘Well done!’ said midwife Day when I handed it back. She undid the lid and tested it with a little stick.

      ‘The good news is you are pregnant,’ she said dropping the testing stick into the bin and washing her hands.

      ‘Right could you answer a few questions for me?’ she asked, drying her hands and sitting down at her desk. She rummaged in a drawer and pulled out a little green book.

      ‘You need to carry this around with you always,’ she said. ‘It’ll be the record of all things about your pregnancy, and I’ll write in it right up until you go into hospital and have your little baby.’

      ‘Hang on, I don’t know if…’ my voice trailed off.

      ‘You don’t know if?’ Justine had a large manic grin, a bit like one of those Plasticine characters from the Wallace and Gromit films.

      ‘I don’t know if I’m going to have the baby,’ I said in a small voice. Because midwife Day was young and new she didn’t hide her look of disappointment.

      ‘Oh. Right,’ she said, her pen in mid-air. ‘Well, I always say that…’

      ‘What do you mean, you always say? What are you, twenty-two?’

      ‘I’m almost twenty-three,’ she said.

      ‘My son is twenty-two! I can’t have another baby. I don’t want to have another baby!’

      Midwife Day looked shocked and moist-eyed at being shouted at.

      ‘I’ll remind you we have a no tolerance violence policy,’ she said in a reedy voice, pointing to a poster on the wall behind with her pen. Her pen had a tiny purple-haired troll on the end.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ I said. ‘You’ll know what it’s like in a few years. You have kids, you care for them and then you get your life back and you start to have a career. Well you’ve got your career; you’re a midwife. I’m a writer, which is a little less straightforward to navigate… Have you got a boyfriend?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said.

      ‘Always use contraception. Don’t get carried away and think, Oh just this once won’t hurt. Even if The X Factor is about to start and it’s the first of the live shows. Even if he’s just so damned attractive that you have to have him there and then… amongst the packing boxes…’ Midwife Day regarded me nervously and bit her lip.

      ‘Maybe one of my colleagues is better equipped to deal with this,’ she said picking up her phone. I wondered if she had a big red button she could press if she was stuck with a particular lunatic.

      ‘Hang on. I’m sorry. It’s just a big shock to be pregnant.’

      She gave me a sympathetic nod, replaced her phone and flipped open the green booklet.

      ‘Do you smoke?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Drink?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Have you stopped?’

      I realised that I hadn’t. Then I recalled just how much I had drunk and smoked over Christmas.

      ‘As long as you stop now, it should be fine,’ she said.

      ‘Could you be a bit more scientific?’

      She said she couldn’t. She asked more questions about my health, and Adam’s health and then booked me for a scan.

      ‘Can I have a scan earlier?’ I said. ‘I’m worried I’ve made my baby deformed.’

      ‘In two weeks’ time you can have your first scan and we can see if everything is okay.’

      ‘You just said everything would be okay.’

      ‘We can’t be sure until the scan.’

      ‘I don’t want this!’ I announced. ‘I don’t want this thing inside me!’

      ‘Mrs Pinchard. Do you wish to pursue a termination?’

      ‘I don’t know… I just want things to be normal, like they were before,’ I said in a small voice.

      

      When I came out to the waiting room it was even more crowded with rioting toddlers. Adam was sat pressed against the wall shielding himself with an old copy of Men’s Health.

      ‘So? How was it?’ said Adam.

      ‘She’s got a pen with a troll on the end.’ I said sitting down heavily in the seat beside him.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing… Well, she says I am pregnant.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘I’ve got a scan.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘And what? I’m pregnant Adam. We were on the brink of a new chapter. Me and you, childless and loving life. I wanted to go and hire a house in Italy and do nothing but drink wine, smoke cigarettes, eat unpasteurized cheese, and write my next book, but we can’t.’

      ‘There’ll be other summers,’ said Adam. I looked at him. He wanted to be a dad; I could feel it almost resonating from his kind eyes and warm smile.

      ‘What do you want to do Coco?’ he asked, gently, taking my hand. I thought about the woman with the kids and the Chardonnay.

      ‘I want one final glass of mummy petrol,’ I said. Adam, to his credit, didn’t look disgusted by my lack of maternal instinct. We skirted round the toddler chaos and came out into the cold street. I was about to take a left into a Wetherspoon’s when Adam grabbed my arm.

      ‘If this is going to be your last drink, at least let me take you somewhere decent.’ He hailed a taxi and we drove round for a bit until he spied a posh looking pub – the rustic type that has its own website and Facebook page, and does sharing platters. It had only just opened, and we were the only customers. There was a polished wood floor and comfy chairs.

      ‘This is lovely,’ I said.

      ‘I wanted to bring you here when your book gets published in April. Now we’ve got something else to celebrate.’

      I scratched my head awkwardly. We went to the bar and Adam asked for two glasses of red.

      ‘Red?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes, I read it has fewer toxins.’

      We took two seats by a picture window looking out onto the busy street and sat in silence. The only sound was the click clack of the cleaner winding up the power cord on her hoover. Several bar staff were standing around, trying to work us out. Why else do people neck wine at ten-thirty in the morning, unless they’ve just had terrible news?

      ‘What do we do?’ I whispered.

      ‘Let’s just sleep on it,’ Adam whispered back.

      All too soon our glasses were empty and we left. I had a warm feeling in my stomach; was it the wine, or the baby?

      

      Sunday 8th January

      

      I’ve been picking fights with Adam all week. I don’t want to say anything to anyone about the baby, so we’ve avoided all contact with people and stayed in. Marika is back in London, but I haven’t returned her calls. We still haven’t unpacked and are navigating the maze of boxes. Every morning I’ve spent three hours in the bathroom, throwing up my guts. Adam wants to hold my hair back. In defiance of this, I have taken to wearing it in a ponytail, something I haven’t done since I was eleven. This morning I couldn’t find my hairband, and when Adam offered to help, I told him to piss off. He said it was okay to swear at this difficult time, and reached out to hold my hair. I grabbed my nail scissors and went to hack it off so he couldn’t hold it back. Luckily I was stopped by another wave of nausea.

      I despair that I’m going crazy. I have terrible cravings for cigarettes, and I succumbed this afternoon. I lit a rogue Marlboro Light in the bathroom and hung out of the window to smoke it, but Adam shouldered the door and burst in breaking the lock. He was furious, and then I started crying because he’d scared me… He was mortified.

      Ugh, so much emotion. It’s most unlike us. We should be talking sensibly, but I’m not sure what we can discuss. Adam wants this baby, and I don’t.

      

      Saturday 14th January

      

      I’ve been stationed on the sofa all week; close enough to use the downstairs bathroom for my ongoing morning, afternoon and evening sickness. This morning Adam called a truce.

      ‘Cokes. I don’t want to talk about anything to do with, well, you know. Let’s go for a walk. Me, you and the… Me and you, together. Fresh air and sunshine will make things better.’

      ‘So we’re trying not to mention the elephant in the room?’ I snapped.

      ‘You’re still looking very slim,’ said Adam. Then he realised his mistake and busied himself dressing Rocco in his coat. The word ‘walkies’ gets Rocco incredibly happy and excited. I just wish it could do the same for me.

      Regent’s Park was bright and sunny but very cold. The ice was starting to melt on the lake, and there were a lot of Londoners all enjoying themselves whilst trying to avoid eye contact with strangers. We walked past the coffee house, still boarded up for the winter, and through the trees to the sports fields. I had Rocco on the lead and he looked very handsome as he trotted beside us in the new tartan coat we bought him for Christmas.

      ‘How are you doing Cokes?’ said Adam. I realised that I felt more maternal towards my dog than my baby.

      ‘The air is so cold,’ I said.

      ‘But it’s fresh! It’ll clear your lungs out, now you’ve given up smoking.’

      I found a bench at the edge of the big field and sat down. The sun was glinting off the curved windows of the Sports Hub centre and a few people were dotted about.

      ‘Come on Cokes, you can’t stop!’ he said. ‘You need to walk briskly, get your blood flowing… What’s wrong?’

      ‘Didn’t I ask you not to talk to me about smoking? Now I’ve got cravings on top of the nausea.’

      ‘Isn’t some maternal instinct meant to kick in, so you don’t crave them?’ Adam said jogging on the spot and stretching as Rocco ran around in circles barking.

      ‘So I’m not normal?’

      ‘I didn’t say that. I just thought biologically you’d be concerned for the baby’s welfare…’

      I went to protest but noticed a pair of runners moving rapidly along the path parallel to where we were sitting. It was Marika with her new boyfriend Milan. She had on leggings and a pink sporty jacket, her long dark hair was tied back in a ponytail. Milan was wearing a shiny red tracksuit. He looked handsome and athletic, but also endearingly gangly. Marika saw us and they came over. Adam and Milan shook hands. Marika leant over and pecked me on the cheek with an inquisitive look.

      ‘Are you okay?’ she said. ‘I’ve called you five times…’

      ‘I dropped my phone down the toilet…’

      She looked at me sceptically. ‘Since when do you run?’ I added.

      ‘I always run,’ she said. ‘I’m even thinking of doing the London Marathon!’

      We were so obviously lying to each other.

      ‘Cool,’ said Adam. ‘I’ve always wanted to do the marathon.’

      ‘You should join us,’ said Milan. ‘All the guys who work for me are running.’ Milan has very dark, handsome features and a cute little gap between his front teeth. He smiled and leant across to Marika. She thought he was going to kiss her, but instead he put two fingers on her neck and timed her pulse with his watch. She recovered quickly before he noticed.

      ‘You’re definitely in the fat burning zone,’ he said. ‘You want to keep going?’

      I looked at him and Adam, all jumpy and ready to run.

      ‘Maybe Marika could keep me company for a bit. Why don’t you two have a race?’ I suggested, like a mum who wants her kids to go on the swings.

      ‘You up for that?’ said Milan.

      ‘Yeah!’ said Adam. They synchronised their watches and went zooming off followed by Rocco. Marika sat down beside me.

      ‘So you dropped your mobile down the toilet?’ she said.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘And your landline too?’

      ‘Well, no. I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance to get back to you…’

      ‘What have you been doing so much of that you haven’t had the chance?’ she asked pointedly. I was dying to tell Marika everything. But for the first time ever I felt I couldn’t. I’ve known her for twenty years; she’s been a confidante for nineteen of them. Back when I was married to Daniel, things were always a bit ropey between us, so very little was sacred. With Adam, this was different. It wasn’t only my secret to tell.

      ‘Just, stuff,’ I said feeling super guilty. Marika regarded me for a minute then, noticing that the guys and Rocco were far across the field, pulled a lighter, a pack of slim cigarettes and a yellow washing-up glove from the pocket of her jacket. She pulled on the glove, lit two cigarettes, and put one in my mouth.

      ‘That’s better,’ she said exhaling. ‘I hate running.’

      ‘Why did you tell Milan you love it?’

      ‘Are you going to smoke that?’ she snapped. I put the cigarette to my lips and inhaled. The foul smoke surged into me, and I pictured the baby inside also inhaling. I exhaled feeling ten shades of guilt and bit my lip to stop myself from crying. Milan and Adam were now charging round the park competitively.

      ‘Why the hell do they bother?’ asked Marika. ‘Look at them… tearing around like prats. They want to beat each other. They want to win.’

      ‘That’s blokes for you.’

      ‘But it’s ridiculous,’ said Marika. ‘We don’t want to race each other.’

      ‘No, we don’t.’

      ‘We can deal with our emotions on a sensible level. We can be honest about our feelings.’

      There was an awkward pause.

      ‘Is it going well with Milan?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes. Amazing. Although he thinks I love running, and watching ‘Top Gear’ and ‘Match of the Day’, and I told him I’ve only slept with a couple of guys… He doesn’t know I smoke.’

      ‘Hence the rubber glove,’ I said. ‘Do you have to pretend you like washing up too?’

      ‘He happens to have a dishwasher in his big house, which he owns.’

      ‘He’s a man of means.’

      ‘Yes. And more importantly he’s a lovely, funny, sexy guy. He’s given me a whole drawer, half the wardrobe, and a shelf in the bathroom cabinet. Oh Cokes, I’m going to blow it.’

      ‘Maybe it doesn’t matter. Just tell him.’

      ‘Come on Coco. Wouldn’t it be lovely if it were that simple? No, I’ve lied and I’m going to have to live with it.’

      ‘So you’re going to keep running and wearing one oversized rubber glove?’

      Marika flicked the ash off her cigarette gloomily.

      ‘Why do they offer so many degrees in women’s studies at university?’ she said. ‘Women I get. I know the rules. It’s men’s studies they should offer.’

      ‘I’d pay those tuition fees,’ I said.

      ‘Coco are you sure you’re okay?’ I went to say something but the guys suddenly turned and came thundering towards us. Marika dropped her cigarette, whipped off her glove and wrestled an extra strong mint out of a tube in her pocket.

      ‘Do I smell of fags?’ she said sucking madly on the mint. I shook my head.

      Milan and Adam slowed and came to a stop in front of us, out of breath and covered in sweat. Rocco ran up too and barked happily

      ‘Adam narrowly beat me,’ grinned Milan. ‘How’s your disystolic heart rate mate?’

      ‘I dunno,’ said Adam.

      ‘I can tell you. I’ve got a blood pressure monitor here,’ said Milan pulling a little box out of his jacket. He and Adam spent the next ten minutes bonding over their blood pressure, then the blood pressure monitor. Milan invited us for dinner at his place next week and Adam instantly said yes.

      ‘Cool, we’ll look forward to it,’ said Milan. ‘Shall we go Marika, we’ve still got seven miles to go.’

      ‘Call me, Cokes,’ said Marika, still not convinced I was okay. I promised I would and they ran off towards the Sports Hub.

      ‘Milan is a vast improvement on the last few,’ I said when we were walking back with Rocco.

      ‘He is really cool,’ said Adam. ‘He runs his own boat-building business and everything…’

      I was quiet.

      ‘Did you tell Marika?’ he asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘I’ll know if you did.’

      ‘So what if I did? But I didn’t, I’m living with this misery alone, as you wanted.’

      Adam looked at me and all the happiness drained from his face. We walked the rest of the way home in silence.

      

      Monday 16th January

      

      The rest of the weekend was spent rowing with Adam. Terrible arguments about keeping the baby and not keeping the baby.

      ‘You’re just selfish. A selfish woman!’ he shouted.

      ‘Are you pregnant Adam? No. You have no idea.’

      ‘Bullshit. Just because you’ve done the middle-class thing, signed a few pro-choice petitions on the street, and been given a little sticker doesn’t mean you’re an expert,’ he shouted back.

      ‘Pro-choice works both ways!’

      ‘Yes. It means including the father too! You opened your legs and let me in, now you have to share the consequences. But sharing isn’t your thing. You’re selfish.’

      ‘Why would I want a child with you? You’re a loser just like my other husband.’

      ‘I’d rather be a loser than a murdering bitch…’

      We stared at each other. I was shocked at what Adam had just said, and I think he was too. He turned, left the room, then the front door slammed.

      A couple of hours later, I was sobbing and throwing up in the bathroom when I heard the front door close. I curled up by the bath, dreading that Adam was back. I got a shock when Ethel poked her head round the bathroom door.

      ‘Gawd, you alright love?’ she asked.

      ‘Yeah. I’ve just got a cold,’ I said.

      ‘You don’t sound bunged up…’ She tottered over to the sink and filled a glass.

      ‘’Ere,’ she said handing it to me. I took a tiny sip. Ethel regarded me quizzically. I took another sip.

      ‘Ugh. Even water tastes disgusting,’ I said screwing up my face.

      ‘What do you think of me new perfume?’ she said holding up her wrist. ‘Iss Ma Griffe.’

      The smell was overwhelmingly awful. I gave a dry heave and shrank away.

      ‘’Ow far gone are ya?’ she asked.

      ‘What? No. Don’t be silly. No… I’m nowhere.’

      ‘’Ow far?’ Ethel perched gingerly on the bidet. I snorted a bit and blew my nose and eventually admitted I was about eleven weeks.

      ‘Does Adam know?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Is it, ’is?’

      ‘Of course it’s his!’

      ‘An’ you don’t want to keep it?’

      I looked at her. ‘You don’t know me,’ I finally said.

      ‘I don’t know yer. Ha! Pull the other one. I’ve known yer since you was eighteen Coco. I remember the malarkey when you fell with Rosencrantz.’

      ‘It’s different now, things are more complicated,’ I said.

      ‘No, I think it was more complicated the first time round love.’

      I bit my lip as fresh tears began to flow. ‘I’m scared.’ I finally said.

      ‘Course you are love, but a thing ain’t worth doing unless it makes you crap yerself a little bit.’

      ‘Is this your pep talk?’ I snapped.

      ‘I’ll tell you something Coco, an’ I tell it with love. Yer spoilt. You’ve got a lovely ’usband, a super career, a big ’ouse what you own. Don’t you think a baby would be the icing on the cake?’

      ‘But... I want to go on nice holidays…’ As soon as I said it I realised how selfish it was.

      ‘’Olidays eh? Well I’ll come back in ten years’ time, when you and Adam ’ave bin on every ’oliday going, full of randy old middle-aged people drinking Cinzano and ’avin orgies… orgies in prescription glasses, mind. Iss a risk to have things coming at you and not knowing what they are until the last minute…’

      I was intrigued but she didn’t elaborate.

      ‘Coco, just think about it fer a minute… Now my Danny. I love ’im, but ’e was a fool to ’ave it off with that slag in your bed… Then ’e divorced you in yer twilight years, when yer looks were goin’… Left you on the scrap ’eap… Then Adam came along. Young, gorgeous, divorced. ’E could ’ave ’ad ’is pick of any woman, but ’e chose you.’

      ‘Where are you going with this? You’re telling me to have this baby?’

      ‘I’m not telling yer nothin’ love… But I think the good Lord likes you Coco. ’E’s blessed you. Just imagine what life would ’ave been like if you ’adn’t ’ad Rosencrantz.’

      She patted me on the head and tottered off downstairs.

      ‘’Ere, I ’ope you don’t mind,’ she shouted up. ‘I’ve nicked a packet of Jammy Dodgers for me book club. We’re reading The ’unger Games, an’ they’ll be nice with a cuppa if it makes us peckish.’

      A moment later the front door closed and there was silence.

      

      Sunday 22nd January

      

      Forgetting your pregnancy symptoms must be genetically programmed into us so we have more than one child. When I think back to Rosencrantz all I can remember is craving fish fingers, and wearing a big floaty dress.

      I’m sweating constantly. My stomach and abdomen are woefully tender and seem to be filled to capacity with no chance of an evacuation to ease the pain. Nausea is my constant companion. Being sick is bearable; it’s the thought that I’m going to be sick at any moment, which incapacitates. The only thing I can keep down for any length of time are ginger biscuits. Although they have to be loose on a plate. If I see the packet with ‘ginger nuts’ written on it, I think of things anatomical and it makes me heave even more. Every hair follicle hurts, so when I push my hair back from my face, or rest the back of my head against the cool wall of the bathroom, it’s as if tiny hands are yanking at the roots.

      We haven’t mentioned the row we had. Neither of us has apologised, but neither of us is being more than civil.

      And Mother Nature is such a cow. My breasts look incredible. Even in the state I’m in, I can acknowledge how fabulous they look. I almost have the full breasts of a twenty year old. The kind that can literally open doors for me and make men my captive slaves; but they are on fire. The shift of fabric brushing against them is agony. Soon they’ll balloon to terrifying proportions with veins like an aerial map of the M25. Then a hungry little mouth will clamp down on them until they’re sore and cracked, and when it has drained me dry, they’ll shrink and shrivel and I’ll be able to toss them over my shoulder like an old African woman.

      

      I had forgotten we agreed to go to dinner with Marika at Milan’s house. Adam kept saying we could cancel, but to spite him, I said we were going. He offered to call a cab, but I opted for the tube. I could cope with throwing up on the tube more than I could in a taxi. In the event I didn’t throw up, but I managed some rather theatrical dry heaving which caused panic amongst the tube-goers.  The tube was a smorgasbord of vile aromas, all the food consumed and perfume ever sprayed assaulted my senses, along with the stench of pee in the clanking lifts on the way up from the depths of the platform at Kennington.

      Milan lives in Stockwell, and owns a tall, thin, white-stuccoed terraced house in a beautiful Victorian square. Adam rang the doorbell and Marika opened the door. She was dressed in an apron (most unusual) and was sparkling with happiness. Milan came up behind her grinning his gap-toothed smile. I could see past them into a long cosy candlelit hallway. The sandblasted oak floor glowing gold. We went to cross the threshold, but a smell hit me; it was like running full pelt into a brick wall. I normally love it when Marika makes Bryndzove Halušky, which is special pasta served with sheep’s cheese and bacon.  But that night the aroma of it was so vile to my pregnancy-addled brain that my stomach contracted, and I puked up a little lumpy mouthful of ginger biscuits, which splattered on the doorstep. I pulled out some tissues, which were whipped out of my hand by the wind and blown into the green in the centre of the square. I managed to keep hold of one, wiping my mouth, as I fled from the scene leaving Adam to explain to a very confused Marika and Milan. He caught up with me a few minutes later. I was bent double, in tears by a phone box outside an off license, trying to get the goaty tang of cheese and bacon out of my nose. He went into the shop and emerged with a bottle of water, tissues, and ginger biscuits.

      I took a sip of the water gratefully.

      ‘You should keep out of the cold, even if you are boiling hot,’ he said. He opened the phone box but it was disgusting inside. ‘Can you walk?’

      ‘In a minute…’ I said. We moved over to a long low wall surrounding some council flats and sat down.

      ‘Coco. We can have… you can… You don’t have to have this baby,’ said Adam. ‘I’ll support you whatever you want to do.’

      We sat on the wall for a long time in silence, cars swooshing past.

      ‘What did you say to Marika and Milan?’

      ‘I told them you had food poisoning.’

      ‘And they believed you?’

      ‘Why wouldn’t they?’ he said. We looked at each other for a long moment.

      ‘There is one thing I’d like to ask,’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Can I take a picture of your tits on my phone? They look incredible…’

      For the first time in ages, we laughed.

      

      When I had my breath back, we hailed a taxi and it was thankfully an uneventful journey home. I brushed my teeth, had a long warm shower, before pulling on a pair of Adam’s pyjamas and joining him on our improvised bed on the sofa.

      ’Do you want me to phone up tomorrow?’ he asked. ‘What do you do? Just ask for a…’

      ‘It’s an abortion. I’ll book the abortion,’ I said. Rocco jumped up and curled himself up in between our legs. He rested his warm muzzle on my foot and gave a snort of contentment.

      For the first night in ages I fell into a deep sleep.

      

      Monday 23rd January

      

      It was getting light through the window when I was woken by the whistling noise of my phone. A text had come through. I unhooked Adam’s arm from around my waist and reached up on the armrest of the sofa. It was from the NHS to say I was booked in for my scan at 9.30am at University College Hospital. I saw Rocco had woken up, and was sitting to attention, staring at me intently. Adam was still asleep. Rocco gave a quiet and considerate little wuff, so I quietly got up and took him out for a walk.

      Regent’s Park was almost empty, and very grey, but I was calm. I’d made a choice. I didn’t know if it was the right choice, but I’d made it. I pulled my phone out to cancel the scan but it rang in my hand. It was Chris.

      ‘Hi Cokes! Did I wake you?’ he asked.

      ‘No I’m up. Are you okay?’

      ‘Yes… No,’ he said. ‘I’m lying in my beautiful apartment, looking out of a glass wall at miles of Los Angeles, lit up in the darkness. The entertainment world is literally at my feet, and I have no one to share it with.’

      ‘I thought you were loving it there?’ I said.

      ‘I’m lonely Coco. I’ve got all this bloody money, but it can’t seem to buy me out of loneliness.’

      ‘I thought you’d made some friends?’

      ‘I did, but they disconnected me.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I didn’t know they were Scientologists, and I might have mentioned, as a joke, that I thought it was a lot of mumbo jumbo.’

      ‘Oh. Sorry. Have you seen any famous people?’

      ‘Ooh! Yes. I did see someone we both like,’ he said excitedly.

      ‘Was it Jennifer Lawrence?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Cameron Diaz?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Kirstie Alley?’

      ‘No. No, it was that girl, the one who was down the well in ‘The Silence of the Lambs’.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘You know in ‘The Silence of the Lambs’… The Senator’s daughter, captured by Buffalo Bill… She coaxes the little Bichon Frise down the well with a chicken bone? I saw her in the supermarket. She was buying kale.’

      ‘Since when do I like her?’

      ‘You like ‘The Silence of the Lambs’…’

      I realised I had to get off the phone and ring the hospital.

      ‘You’re right Cokes. She was a crap spot,’ said Chris.

      ‘I didn’t say that.’

      ‘You didn’t have to say it,’ he sighed. ‘I’ve had so much time to think since I moved out here. What will be my legacy? I have to make this career work as a film director, because I have nothing else. I’m hideously old.’

      ‘You’re only forty-five.’

      ‘Exactly. In gay years that’s geriatric… And you aren’t getting any younger Cokes.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘No you look great, but you were always my Plan B. The one I thought I could have a baby with and now, well, no offence. I doubt a miracle could happen – you’ll soon be forty-five.’

      He took me off guard. I forced out a little laugh. He went on,

      ‘And Marika’s womb is spoken for. She sounds very serious about this Milan guy.’

      I was now rounding the corner that would take me back home.

      ‘Look, I’m sorry Chris. I have to go. I’m out with Rocco,’ I said.

      ‘Yes, you go… Maybe I’ll get a dog. A dog would give my life purpose… but my carpets are white…’

      ‘I’ll call you in the next day or so. Love you,’ I said. I rang off as the sun came out. The park was transformed, sun glinting off the water and making it all come alive. Rocco came bounding up and gave my hand a lick, before running off again. I couldn’t get Chris’s word out of my head.

      Miracle.

      I arrived home as Adam was folding up the duvet.

      ‘Are you okay?’ he asked.

      ‘I’ve got a scan at nine-thirty.’

      We looked at each other for a long moment.

      ‘Do you want me to cancel it?’ he asked. I could see he was clamping up every emotion inside him. I tapped my phone against my teeth.

      ‘No. I should go,’ I said quickly, and then scuttled off to the bathroom. I spent a long time zoned-out under the water until Adam started knocking, saying he’d ordered a taxi.

      It was a short ride to University College Hospital. We rode in silence, holding hands. We took a lift up to the maternity unit, and we were shown straight away into the consulting room. The sonographer was a thin woman in white, with long grey hair wound up in a bun.

      ‘Right, would you like to hop up onto the table please,’ she asked, pulling a roll of paper out for me to lie on. I swung myself up on the examination table and hitched up my jumper. I remembered the smell of the disinfectant and the feel of the rough paper sheet under my back from all those years ago. The sonographer pulled over a trolley with wires hanging from a monitor.

      ‘The gel might be a bit cold,’ she said. Her voice was soft and soothing. She squeezed a bottle and gel plopped out on my stomach, on top of the faded stretch marks from when I’d had Rosencrantz.

      Adam was sitting beside me and grabbed my hand as she began to slowly smooth out the gel on my stomach with the scanner.

      ‘It’s quite overwhelming, being pregnant,’ she said softly. ‘It happens every day, but it never ceases to be wonderful.’

      A loud whoomping echoing sound, like a ball bouncing around a tunnel came out of the speakers.

      ‘And that’s the heartbeat,’ she smiled as she carried on smoothing the scanner across my stomach. Adam and I were speechless. It was so quick and strong and vital.

      ‘Right, I’m just doing a check to see that everything is okay.’ There was a silence as she peered at the screen, a few minutes ticked past.

      ‘Everything looks…. Perfectly normal,’ she said turning the monitor round to face us. The liquid black screen had what looked like a shard of light illuminating the profile of a baby. It was lying on its back with a big round head and little feet sticking up in the air. I couldn’t believe how detailed it was.

      ‘That’s in here?’ I asked, pointing from the screen to my stomach. The sonographer smiled and nodded.

      ‘You can see a nose and a mouth,’ said Adam his voice catching in his throat. ‘A head! And a body! Look Coco, the mouth is moving.’ Just then the baby on screen lifted a tiny arm.

      ‘It’s lifting an arm! It’s got an arm and fingers!’ shouted Adam excitedly. ‘Did you count them alright? Has he got ten fingers?’

      ‘No,’ said the sonographer.

      ‘No? Is there a problem?’ said Adam.

      ‘Your baby has eight fingers and two thumbs,’ she grinned.

      ‘Oh my god, a baby, our baby,’ I said in wonderment.

      ‘That baby is really inside her, right now?’ said Adam. In our shock we were coming across as two utter plonkers, but the sonographer was very kind and nodded.

      ‘Hello,’ said Adam running his finger along the tiny hand on the screen. ‘He’s so tiny, how big is he?’ The sonographer moved the scanner around my stomach.

      ‘I can’t see if your baby is a he or a she, but it’s about the size of a Mars bar.’

      ‘What size?’ I said seriously.

      ‘A Mars bar,’ she repeated.

      ‘Is that normal? It being as big as a Mars bar?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘A king-size Mars? A normal Mars, a fun size? What’s normal?’

      ‘A normal Mars bar,’ grinned the sonographer.

      ‘It’s just I drink, drank a lot,’ I said. ‘Well, that was my diagnosis.’

      ‘What have you been diagnosed with?’

      ‘I haven’t been to a doctor. We added up our units on the BBC website and we found out we’re binge drinkers.’

      ‘Which is surprisingly little,’ said Adam. ‘And she stopped drinking completely when she found out she was pregnant a month ago.’

      ‘Your baby is healthy,’ smiled the sonographer. Adam and I stared at the screen, the minutes ticked by and we just stared, open-mouthed. There was a soft whirring sound as she printed off some pictures. She went on to say that I was actually twelve weeks pregnant, and my due date would be August 8th.

      ‘August the eighth, have we got anything on that day?’ said Adam quite seriously.

      ‘No, I think it’s free,’ I said still in a daze. ‘You’re sure it’s not a crossed signal from another scanning machine?’

      ‘No, it’s your baby,’ said the sonographer. I’m surprised she didn’t suggest a visit from social services. How could these two morons bring up a child?

      We were both crying, tears running down our cheeks. Adam grinned and leaned across and kissed me. I knew then we were going to have this baby.

      The sonographer gently wiped off my stomach with some paper towel.

      ‘You’re past the first trimester now… and out of the most dangerous bit of your pregnancy. You might like to consider telling people,’ she said and handed me printouts of the ultrasound.

      

      It was a different world when we came out of the hospital. The sun was shining, we were both smiling from ear to ear, and I suddenly felt this warm maternal feeling kicking in. I am pregnant; I’m going to have a baby, our baby.

      ‘We have to tell people!’ I said.

      ‘Tomorrow,’ said Adam. ‘Let’s keep this between you and me for one night. Our secret.’

      We came home and talked and talked, about if it was going to be a boy or a girl, what it would look like, and which room would be the nursery. He pulled out the ultra sound picture and leant down and kissed my stomach.

      ‘I can’t believe there’s a baby in here!’ he said.

      ‘The second I saw it everything changed,’ I said. We felt this incredible bond of love and warmth and excitement.

      ‘Of course now we have to unpack,’ said Adam looking round at the boxes in the living room.

      ‘Let’s do it in the morning,’ I said.

      

      Thursday 26th January

      

      We invited Rosencrantz over this evening. I wanted to tell him face to face that at the age of twenty-two he will shortly have a baby brother or sister. He was the person I was most looking forward to telling, and I was excited all day in anticipation.

      Adam ordered pizza and we took the plastic off another chair and lit a fire. When Rosencrantz arrived he looked handsome, but a bit thin. He was wearing big timberland boots, jeans, and a checked shirt. His dark hair was now cropped close to his head.

      ‘You’re not on another diet love?’ I asked.

      ‘No, Ibiza was crazy, I sort of forgot to eat!’ he grinned. ‘Did you see my Instagram photos?’

      I said we had; all five hundred of them. He gave Adam and me a huge hug, and then knelt down to tickle Rocco’s little furry face.

      ‘Can I get you a drink Rosencrantz?’ said Adam.

      ‘I’ll have a beer, thanks.’

      Adam went off into the kitchen and we came into the living room, Rosencrantz carrying Rocco.

      ‘As you can see we haven’t quite got round to unpacking,’ I said.

      ‘You’ve been back for a month,’ he laughed. ‘That’s classic Mum!’ Adam came back in with drinks, beers for them and an orange juice for me.

      ‘Let’s sit down,’ I said nervously. We all sat by the fire. Rosencrantz downed half his bottle of beer in one gulp. I looked at Adam. I went to open my mouth when Rosencrantz said,

      ‘I’ve got huge news!’

      ‘What’s that love?’ I asked.

      ‘You know Oscar, my housemate? Well he’s no longer my housemate…’ he looked at us with a grin.

      ‘Is he moving out?’ asked Adam.

      ‘No. He’s no longer my housemate because he is my boyfriend.’

      ‘That’s lovely,’ I said. Rosencrantz went on,

      ‘Do you think it’s going to be weird? I don’t think it will be because we’ve lived together in the house share with Wayne for a year now, and I really love Oscar, and he loves me. He told me so the other night at Pizza Hut.’

      We stared at him with fixed smiles. This wasn’t going to plan. I’d wanted to get it over with, and tell him about the baby as quickly as possible. All I could say was,

      ‘Ooh. Pizza Hut?’

      ‘Yes I know what you’re thinking, Pizza Hut, how can that be romantic? But it was romantic because it was so low key… I mean you watch those shows like ‘The Bachelor’ where they have a meal under the stars with champagne, but it’s just so staged and pre-meditated.’

      Adam and I still didn’t know what to say. All I could come up with was, ‘I’ve never seen ‘The Bachelor’.’

      ‘Oh it’s quite good Mum,’ he said. ‘I know I’ve never told anyone I loved them before. I don’t want you to worry; we are serious but I’m not going to do it without a condom.’

      ‘Rosencrantz, I’m your mother!’ I said.

      ‘Surely you want me to be honest with you? It’s the next step in a gay relationship, to take HIV tests and have unprotected sex. You always told me to use a condom, and that’s what I’ll do. Of course that was when you thought I liked girls and could get them pregnant, but it’s just as important when you’re gay.’

      I went to interrupt but he laughed saying,

      ‘Just think yourself lucky I am gay and I won’t get some girl pregnant. You two have only just got married, and you wouldn’t want to have to babysit some screaming tot!’

      ‘Rosencrantz, we’ve got something to…’ but he cut me off.

      ‘We might do a Civil Partnership though, wouldn’t that be cool?’ he finished off his beer.

      ‘Are you not drinking Mum?’ he asked, noticing my orange juice.

      ‘No, I’m not…’

      ‘What? Come on Mum, you’ve moved back home, and I’ve got a gorgeous new man. Let’s celebrate! I’ll grab you a beer.’ He left the room and came back with two beers, and downed half of one again.

      ‘No, I’m fine thanks love.’

      ‘Go on Mum. You’re not on some stupid January detox?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Then have a drink silly,’ he said pushing the bottle at me.

      ‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘Look, sit down, I have to tell you something.’ Rosencrantz sat down. I suddenly felt embarrassed.  Adam held my hand.

      ‘Rosencrantz, love… It started a couple of weeks ago, when I couldn’t keep my food down, so I went to see the doctor…’

      ‘Oh my God,’ said Rosencrantz, his beautiful green eyes filling up with tears. ‘I’ve been going on and you’ve been diagnosed with …’

      ‘No,’ I smiled. ‘No. I’m not ill; I’ve not been diagnosed with anything. Well I have been diagnosed… As pregnant… Rosencrantz love, I’m pregnant.’

      Rosencrantz froze, his mouth agape. There was a long awkward silence.

      ‘It is mine, of course,’ said Adam. I gave him a look. Rosencrantz remained frozen with his mouth open.

      ‘Well say something. You looked happier when you thought I was dying.’ Rosencrantz finished his second beer, then started on the third.

      ‘You’re going to have a baby?’

      ‘August the eighth,’ I said. ‘And steady on with those beers.’ He ignored me and took another big slug.

      ‘But how?’

      ‘It’s a bit late for the birds and the bees chat,’ I said, trying to make light of the situation. ‘You remember that? When your father sat you down? He did his best; it’s not his fault he can’t draw.’

      ’Don’t try and be funny Mum… You weren’t using protection?’

      I looked at Adam.

      ‘It was only the one time,’ I said.

      ‘Only the one time. And neither of you have a job right now. Who’s going to pay for this baby?’

      Neither of us had expected this.

      ‘I’ve been applying for jobs,’ said Adam.

      ‘And my book is being published in April,’ I added. Rosencrantz got up and went to the window. He looked horrified.

      ‘But what about your career mum? You had such ambitions to be an author.’

      ‘I am an author!’ I said.

      ‘When will you have time to write? You’ll be a middle-aged pram face.’

      ‘Hey! Don’t talk to your mother like that,’ said Adam standing up.

      ‘Adam I looked up to you,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘I thought Dad would be the one to knock up some bird,’

      ‘You watch your mouth,’ I said jumping up from the sofa. ‘I am not knocked up! If you haven’t forgotten Adam and I are married. And you might be twenty two but I don’t like your tone.’

      ‘You’ll be pensioners soon, you can’t have planned this?’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘No it wasn’t planned, but I’m a damned sight better off than when I had you, and you certainly weren’t planned!’ As soon as it came out of my mouth I regretted it. Rosencrantz thumped down his beer, grabbed his coat and stormed off.

      We sat there in silence after the sound of the door slamming.

      ‘And I thought Ethel was going to be the tough one,’ said Adam.

      ‘Well, Ethel kind of already knows,’ I admitted.

      ‘How?’

      ‘She guessed.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘Couple of weeks ago.’

      ‘And you didn’t tell me? I thought it was just me and you who knew, who else knows?’

      ‘No one.’

      ‘Just when I think I can trust you!’ said Adam. He then stormed out and slammed the living room door.

      Rocco came and put his head on my lap and looked at me with his wise little eyes.

      ‘I hope I’m having a girl,’ I said. ‘Men never seem to grow out of being children.’

      Rocco gave my hand a little lick.

      ‘Apart from you of course,’ I said.
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      Wednesday 1st February

      

      My nausea seems to have waned, but overnight my bladder has shrunk to the size of a peanut. I slept fitfully and woke every half hour, busting to pee, which involved climbing over Adam and Rocco to use the downstairs loo. I was flushing the toilet just before six, when the doorbell rang. It was still dark outside so I kept the chain on when I opened the door. It was my neighbour Mrs Cohen, in a long buttoned up nightie and curlers. She peered through the gap at me with her beady eyes.

      ‘Hello there Mrs Pinchard. I’m sorry I haven’t had time to come round and welcome you back to the neighbourhood… I’ve been so busy.’

      ‘So you came over at quarter to six in the morning?’ I said.

      ‘No,’ she said smiling awkwardly. ‘I came to ask who keeps flushing your toilet?’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Could you not?’ she said. ‘Mr Cohen is having terrible problems with his hip, so we’re having to sleep downstairs. Our bed is up against your soil pipe!’

      I apologised.

      ‘Why aren’t you using your en suite? It can’t do your hips any good, up and down the stairs.’

      ‘We’re sleeping downstairs too, until we get unpacked,’ I said. Mrs Cohen tried to see past me into the hallway.

      ‘So you’ll stop all that flushing? We’re stuck downstairs until Mr Cohen gets to the top of the list.’

      ‘List?’

      ‘He’s on the waiting list for a new hip. So? No more flushing?’

      ‘The reason I’m flushing the toilet so much, is because, I’m pregnant.’

      Mrs. Cohen’s mouth fell open; it stayed close to her chin long enough for me to count six fillings.

      ‘Oh, um, congratulations,’ she said composing herself. She looked at me with a horrified curiosity. ‘Was it expensive? The IVF?’

      ‘It wasn’t IVF.’

      ‘But you’re…’ she was going to say old but just stopped herself.

      ‘I’m forty-four and I conceived naturally.’

      ‘Shouldn’t you be in bed?’

      ‘I’m not ill, I’m pregnant.’

      ‘Well, um, you should get unpacked, and then take it easy, Mrs Pinchard…’

      She turned in her curlers and staggered off down the steps. She looked back at me with a pained smile. I closed the door, and joined Adam and Rocco on the sofa.

      ‘Who was that?’ asked Adam.

      ‘Mrs Cohen… Am I freakishly old to be having a baby?’

      ‘Don’t ask me trick questions so early in the morning,’ mumbled Adam into his pillow.

      ‘This isn’t a trick question. I’m talking medically. I’m serious.’

      ‘What did the doctor say?’

      ‘You were there, he said, wait in the waiting room.’

      ‘What about the midwife?’

      ‘Nothing really, she is rather young and inexperienced.’

      ‘Didn’t Jane Seymour have twins? And that was way back in the fifteen hundreds.’

      ‘No. That was the other Jane Seymour, Dr Quinn Medicine woman.’

      ‘Oh yeah,’ said Adam and then started to snore.

      I couldn’t sleep so I fired up my laptop and scared myself even more. I scoured the internet but found conflicting information. It said, many older women have healthy babies at 45, 46 or 47, and also lots miscarry in the first stages of the pregnancy. Typical internet, gives you all the answers but also none of them.

      

      I took the train over to see Marika in South London. I’d been avoiding her calls again, and in her last message she’d said how concerned she was about my well being.

      I’d agreed to meet her on One Tree Hill, just down from her flat in Honor Oak Park. I got there early, and sat down on the bench that looks out over London. It was clear and still and I could just see the London Eye turning silently in the distance. A few minutes later Marika appeared at the bottom of the hill being pulled along by two enormous Alsatians. They strained against their leads, froth dripping from their mouths. As Marika reached me, she let them both off the lead and I screamed hitching up my skirt and climbing on the bench.

      ‘They won’t hurt you, will you Steve and Bob?’ she said scratching both of them. They ran up and started to lick my leg. I looked down at their huge incisors, millimetres from my skin.

      ‘It’s okay. They love cream, hand cream, body lotion, come on, it’s okay,’ said Marika coaxing me down.

      ‘What about face cream? I put loads of face cream on,’ I said imagining my face being torn off by their appetite for L’Oréal.

      ‘I brought them something to play with,’ said Marika. ‘They’ll be fine when they settle.’ She took off her backpack and pulled out two enormous lumps of bone, covered in bloody meat. ‘Here you go boys,’ she said and tossed them away from us. The Alsatians ran over and settled down to chew.

      There was silence.

      ‘Marika, I need to talk to you,’ I said.

      ‘Hang on,’ she said. She pulled out her phone and started to call someone.

      ‘Marika, I’m trying to tell you something,’ I said. She put the phone on speaker and held it out in front of her, like they do on reality shows. Chris answered.

      ‘Marika, is she with you?’ he asked, his voice coming through a little tinny.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Hello Cokes. I love you,’ he said.

      ‘I love you too,’ I said, confused.

      ‘And I love you Cokes,’ said Marika.

      ‘Ok, we all love each other,’ I said. ‘Now I need to tell you something.’

      ‘Just before you do Cokes. We want to re-iterate that we love you. It hasn’t escaped me that you’ve been weird these last few weeks,’ said Marika. ‘I’ve been keeping Chris updated.’

      ‘She has, Coco,’ said Chris. I could detect excitement along with worry in his voice.

      ‘Ok. I’m sorry I’ve been weird. I’ve wanted to tell you both, but I promised Adam we’d keep it a secret, but now it’s resolved and I’m past the twelve week mark.’

      ‘Oh Coco, has it been hell?’ asked Marika. ‘The mood swings, weird sweating, your nose running, and you threw up on my doorstep!’ She took my hand. ‘Congratulations.’

      ‘Yes. Congratulations Coco,’ said Chris through the speakerphone. ‘Getting through the cold turkey is the hardest bit.’

      ‘Hang on. What? Cold turkey?’ I asked. I looked between Marika and her phone. ‘You think I’ve been on drugs?’

      ‘Not hard drugs like Cocaine or Heroin… We thought maybe something quite middle-class, like painkillers,’ said Marika.

      ‘Paracetamol or Ibuprofen,’ said Chris. ‘Once you pop, you can’t stop…’

      I started to laugh and shake my head.

      ‘Well, what is it Coco?’ asked Marika looking genuinely concerned.

      ‘I’m pregnant,’ I said. I repeated it again to her shocked face. She suddenly squealed in excitement, dropped the phone and grabbed me in a hug.

      ‘Oh my God! Congratulations!’ she said. Chris demanded he be picked up, and what followed was an enthusiastic barrage of questions: What sex is it? When’s it due? What names have we picked out? Can they be Godparents?

      I said I hadn’t thought of anything yet.

      ‘Do you want me to get the foetus on the list for Eton and Cheltenham Ladies’ College?’ said Chris.

      ‘Hang on guys,’ I said. ‘It’s early days. I’m really sorry I haven’t told you till now. It’s been a horrible time. The shock of finding out, then deciding whether to have the baby. Then we had the scan and that decided things.’ I pulled out the ultrasound pictures from my coat and Marika had another round of squealing.

      ‘God I wish I was there! What does it look like? ’ said Chris through the speakerphone. We described the scan as best we could, and I promised to email him a copy.

      ‘I miss you two, I miss London. I’m missing all this,’ he said.

      ‘Get on a plane then,’ I said as Marika hugged me again. ‘Come home!’

      ‘No, I should stay here, try and make a go of it,’ he said. We sat there in silence.

      ‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m fine Cokes. I’m relieved you’re not a drug addict, and so happy you’re going to be a mum, again. Look I’d better go.’ He rang off.

      ‘I hope he’s okay, maybe he’s the one we should be worried about?’ I suggested, but I couldn’t get anything sensible out of Marika, as she kept squealing excitedly.

      ‘Oh my God Coco! A baby. I’m going to be there all the way. I’ll babysit, oh a baby!’

      

      I came home to find Adam bustling about with a J-cloth.

      ‘Hey babe,’ he said. He’d unpacked the kitchen and was polishing the chrome coffee machine. ‘How did it go?’

      I told him that they had thought it was more feasible I could be a middle-aged ibuprofen addict than a forty-four-year-old mother. My laptop, which was sitting on the kitchen island, began to trill. It was my ex-sister-in-law Meryl calling on Skype.

      ‘Oh, not now,’ I said.

      ‘We might as well tell them, get it over with,’ said Adam.

      Meryl and Tony came in to view. Little Wilfred was sitting on Meryl’s lap, with big solemn blue eyes. A row of china geese on the living room wall were taking flight and vanishing above Meryl’s neatly-coiffed hair.

      ‘Hello Coco! Adam!’ she said. ‘We’ve just heard the news that you’re with child!’

      ‘Congratulations,’ said Tony, his red face bearing corpulently down into the camera.

      ‘Thanks,’ we chorused.

      ’Say congratulations to ex-Auntie Coco and Adam,’ said Meryl to Wilfred.

      ‘Don-dat-tulations,’ he said shyly.

      ‘Wilfred wishes you sincere congratulations,’ said Meryl, as if she were translating a political interview on the BBC, and not her toddler.’

      ‘Ethel just rang,’ said Tony. ‘Told us you’ve had a scan!’

      ‘Yes, I’m twelve weeks gone,’ I said pulling out the baby scan.

      ‘Do you know what it’ll be?’ asked Meryl.

      ‘Not yet.’

      ‘Well? What does the ultrasound show?’ said Tony.

      ‘The ultrasound only shows the outline and only in black and white,’ said Adam.

      ‘Well, which will it be, black or white?’ asked Tony. Meryl nudged him.

      ‘Tony!’

      ‘What? It’s a legitimate question.’ said Tony.

      ‘Yes but –’

      ‘But what?’

      ‘Go and get the potatoes started,’ she hissed. ‘Go on!’

      ‘Ah. My wife seems to be caught up in the PC brigade! Roger wilco, pip pip Coco, Adam. Very happy for you whatever colour or race your baby will be. Here, what if it comes out green, or yellow!’ said Tony.

      ‘Just go!’ said Meryl pushing him off the chair. Tony adjusted his belt and sloped off to the kitchen.

      ‘Tony means jaundiced, of course, when he says yellow, not Chinese, though if it’s Chinese it would be lovely also,’ said Meryl. ‘I take it he or she will be, um, a mixture, a lovely cultural mixture I expect, Adam?’

      I shot Adam a look to help poor Meryl out of her politically correct quagmire.

      ‘Yes, I expect the baby will be mixed race,’ grinned Adam.

      ‘Lovely,’ said Meryl going uncharacteristically red. ‘Well look, well done and I’ll keep in touch. I’ve got a mountain of hand-me-downs you can have, a breast pump, and a lovely Villeroy Boch potty, which I’ve only let Wilfred poo in on special occasions.’ She flashed us her Margaret Thatcher smile and then rang off.

      ‘Is anyone going to have a normal reaction to you being up the duff?’ said Adam.

      ‘I’ve still got to tell Daniel,’ I said.

      

      Thursday 2nd February

      

      Adam offered to come with me, but I said I’d like to go alone and tell Daniel. I haven’t seen him in ages; in fact I don’t know if I’ve seen him since we got married, which would make it almost five months. I texted him to ask if he would like to meet for a drink. He said he would be in Covent Garden to pick up some new sheet music from the Dress Circle music shop. I caught the tube across to King’s Cross and bumped into him on the platform. He was looking good; he’s lost some weight and his hair is very long, past his shoulders. He was wearing a beaten-up old leather jacket and jeans, and he had his guitar slung over his shoulder.

      ‘Hey Cokes,’ he said as my train whirred past and away. I gave him a hug. We made our way through the crowds and found a spot on a Piccadilly Line train to Covent Garden.

      ‘Where’s hubby number two?’ asked Daniel as we rocked through the dark tunnel.

      ‘He’s at my house – I mean our house, Adam’s and my house…’

      Daniel laughed. ‘Ah, poor bastard. He’s just like I was, under the thumb eh?’

      ‘No. Where’s your girlfriend?’

      ‘Jennifer’s not coming.’

      ‘Is she busy polishing her trombone?’ I asked, a little cattily.

      ‘It’s the bassoon she plays, not the trombone. And she didn’t come because she’s only got four points left.’

      ‘On what?’

      ‘Weight Watchers’ points. If she came with us she’d have to use two of them for a drink, blah blah blah…’

      ‘Jennifer isn’t fat,’ I said.

      ‘Well she’s almost a fourteen,’ said Daniel, as if she were bed-bound with obesity.

      ‘I am a fourteen!’ I said. ‘Well, I’ve got an excuse…’ I bit my lip. I hadn’t planned to tell him on the Piccadilly Line. We were silent until we had a spot in the clanking lift up to Covent Garden.

      ‘I think it’s ’cos you’ve got good tits for your size,’ said Daniel.

      ‘What?’

      ‘That you don’t look like you’re, you know... Big girls with big tits look less big than big girls with small tits…’

      ‘I’m not big.’

      ‘No, ’cos you’ve got the tits to soften it, you know?’ An elderly lady in a smart suit was staring at us.

      ‘Go on, just objectify us Daniel. Women are simply objects with varying sized tits hanging off them,’ I snapped. The elderly lady was now looking at me disapprovingly. Why not Daniel? He started the tit debate.

      ‘Alright, sorry. Voluptuous. I like voluptuous girls. I did marry you,’ said Daniel.

      ‘Oh thank you. Thank you so much,’ I said. We emerged into the crowds surging past the station. Daniel suggested the pub beside the covered market.

      It wasn’t too busy and we found a seat in a cosy corner. A flirty young waitress approached with her pad. Daniel ordered two steak and blue cheese pasties with a pint of Guinness. Then he checked out her backside as I ordered the same minus the Guinness. He watched her pert little backside slink away, then said,

      ‘Eating for two, Cokes?’ I suddenly felt sorry for Jennifer at home, miserable, and saving up her four points whilst Daniel ordered fatty food and ogled the twenty-year-old waitress.

      ‘Yes,’ I said. I kept staring at him.

      ‘Yes what?’

      ‘Yes, I am eating for two. I’m twelve weeks pregnant.’ The waitress slinked up with our drinks. He stared at me as she put them down, then slinked away.

      ‘Ahhhh. Good one Cokes. Very funny.’

      ‘I’m not joking. Look.’ I pulled the ultrasound scan out of my pocket. Daniel grabbed it and stared. He handed it back then took a sip of his Guinness, changed his mind and downed the whole pint. He sat back.

      ‘You’re having an abortion, yes?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘But you’re old! What? You had IBF?’

      ‘You mean IVF, you moron. And no. I conceived naturally.’

      ‘What’s natural about it?’

      ‘Don’t you dare be disgusted by me! What’s natural about you thinking you can have it away with that waitress? I saw you. She’s what? Eighteen and you’re nearly forty-six!’

      Daniel still looked disgusted.

      ‘It’s different. It’s biological that guys go for younger women. It means they’re more likely to have a good baby.’

      ‘A good baby. You are such a dick Daniel.’

      ‘You’re just jealous.’

      ‘Yeah really jealous. You look like you’ve got it all sorted…’

      We stared at each other for a few minutes.

      ‘So. When are you having it?’ he asked.

      ‘August.’

      He carried on staring.

      ‘You could say congratulations!’ I said.

      ‘What is it? Attention seeking?’ he said.

      ‘No.’

      ‘You need a gimmick to promote your next book?’

      ‘It wasn’t planned and I conceived naturally. What’s gimmicky about that?’

      ‘So you’re just doing it to piss me off?’

      ‘Yes. Adam and I decided to conceive a child which we’ll be responsible for for the rest of our lives, just to annoy you.’

      ‘So you’re saying you and Adam are serious?’

      I started to laugh.

      ‘Don’t laugh at me. You’re making a big mistake, I’m telling you. That baby won’t be happy.’

      I stopped laughing.

      ‘Is that what you think?’

      He nodded. I was really angry now.

      ‘Is that the same jacket you had at University?’

      ‘Yeah, still fits,’ he said.

      ‘And the same guitar?’

      ‘Yeah. I was going to busk later.’

      ‘So a forty-six-year-old busker is giving me tips on how to live my life?’

      ‘What’s wrong with busking outside the Royal Opera House? It’s bloody good money.’

      ‘With your talent you should be inside the Royal Opera House conducting an opera you’ve written!’

      ‘I haven’t written an opera.’ he sniffled.

      ‘I know. How can you have let this happen?’

      ‘What?

      ‘You’re frozen in time. Still a bloody eighteen year old.’

      ‘I am not!’

      ‘You’ve jumped from one woman to the next and let them take care of you. You went from your mother, to me, back to your mother via a few skanks, and now Jennifer with her house in Hampstead and trust fund.’

      ‘Leave it out Coco.’

      ‘No. You tell me this baby won’t be happy, but I’ve already cared for two children, Rosencrantz and YOU.’

      We sat in silence eyeballing each other. Then Daniel said he was going for another drink. I watched him walk off to the bar. I remember Chris constantly telling me that I was the enabler in Daniel’s and my relationship. I thought it was fancy chat from his therapist. It was a revelation to finally understand.

      ‘Have you got two quid?’ asked Daniel popping his head back from the bar. I gave him a look. ‘What? I’ve only got fifty six pence on me…’

      ‘Daniel,’ I said. ‘You need to realise something. We are divorced. You cheated on me and left me. Things aren’t the same anymore.’

      He stared at me. ‘Okay. But have you got the two quid? Come on you can afford it.’ he looked back at the waitress decorating the top of his Guinness with a four leaf clover, she grinned at him.

      ‘I can, but I’m not giving it to you.’

      ‘Come on Cokes,’ he said doing his cheeky little smile.

      ‘I’m not your enabler.’

      ‘Oh enabler. Did Chris pull that out of his arse again?’

      ‘Let me put it another way. This whole cheeky little Peter Pan act was fun in your twenties, you even got away with it in the early part of your thirties.’

      I watched the waitress waiting for Daniel, and she looked like she wanted to give him more than a pint. He nodded at her and pulled a face.

      ‘I’d say you’ve got a couple of years left of being the sexy older man before you’re in Roger Moore territory with no chance of a James Bond pickup.’

      Daniel looked shocked.

      ‘Now I say this with love. Get a life.’ I picked up my handbag and left him owing two quid to the horny waitress.

      

      Friday 3rd February

      

      We ordered in pizza tonight, to celebrate having told everyone that I was pregnant. I was just thinking that everything would be perfect if Rosencrantz was here, when the doorbell rang. He was standing outside in the snow with Oscar.

      ‘Peace offering?’ he said holding up a present wrapped in a bow. They came through to the kitchen, and Adam grabbed some extra plates and glasses from the cupboard.

      ‘I want to say sorry to you both,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘I was just a bit shocked. You’re gonna be the most amazing parents.’

      He gave me a big hug.

      ‘And I get to have a baby sister… or a brother?’

      ‘We won’t know for a while,’ said Adam hugging him.

      ‘Congratulations Mrs P, and Mr R,’ said Oscar hugging me and shaking Adam’s hand. ‘Or are you now Mrs R ?’

      ‘Um, bone of contention Oscar,’ said Adam pouring us all some wine.

      ‘Well, my professional name is Coco Pinchard,’ I said. ‘I think it would cause complications…’

      ‘You can have both, Mum,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘Or you could go double-barrelled! If Oscar and I get married, we could be Pinchard-North or North-Pinchard.’

      There was silence. Oscar cleared his throat nervously.

      ‘Although I think Oscar wants to keep his name,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘He’s getting far more acting work than I am. He’ll probably be hugely famous before the end of the year.’

      ‘You’ll get work,’ said Oscar kindly.

      ‘Well my agent seems to think I should shape up,’ said Rosencrantz pouring himself some more wine.

      ‘He just suggested you go to the gym and bulk up a bit,’ said Oscar.

      ‘I’m naturally slim,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘We can’t all be muscle men like you.’

      ‘Well you’re not going to get fit pouring another glass of wine, and I’m not dealing with you sloshed again,’ said Oscar.

      There was another awkward silence.

      ‘Well, look, congratulations to you both,’ I said hugging Rosencrantz. ‘On being a couple.’ Oscar grinned back. He has the cutest dimples.

      ‘I propose a toast,’ said Oscar. ‘To a beautiful healthy baby.’ We all clinked glasses.

      ‘Come on, open your present,’ said Rosencrantz. I tore off the paper. It was a lovely bottle of champagne, and an envelope.

      ‘We got you a voucher for a his and hers spa day,’ said Oscar.

      ‘And the champagne is to have after you’ve given birth,’ added Rosencrantz. ‘We couldn’t think of any other time a woman is more deserving of a lovely glass of champagne.’

      I got quite emotional as we thanked the boys.

      ‘And don’t worry about being an older mum, Mum,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘You guys are in a great position to have a baby. You’ve done it before, you’re more established. You own this house, and Adam’s flat round the corner. It’s perfect.’

      ‘Cool, you’re in property?’ asked Oscar. ‘My mother is too.’

      ‘Well I wouldn’t say we’re ‘in property’,’ said Adam. ‘Renting out the flat pays the mortgage and gives us a little extra to live on.’

      ‘Isn’t the Tenancy Deposit Scheme a bureaucratic nightmare!’ said Oscar.

      ‘The what?’ asked Adam.

      ‘The Tenancy Deposit Scheme, I had to help my mother transfer all our tenants’ deposits over when the scheme launched. Nightmare.’

      Adam looked blank.

      ‘Did you do this tenancy deposit thing?’ I said.

      ‘Not yet,’ said Adam shifting uncomfortably.

      ‘Don’t worry, your letting agent must have done it for you,’ said Oscar.

      ‘I didn’t use a letting agent,’ said Adam. ‘I put a card up in the caff on Baker Street.’

      ‘You should have used an agent. Running credit checks on all the people you interviewed must have been so pricey,’ said Oscar.

      Adam looked blank again.

      ‘You did run a credit check on our tenant? What’s her name?’ I said.

      ‘She showed me her savings booklet…’ said Adam. There was a scandalised silence.

      ‘So what job do you do?’ asked Oscar changing the subject.

      ‘Nothing at the moment. I’m looking for work in the public sector,’ said Adam.

      There was yet another awkward silence. Rosencrantz changed the subject to safer ground, and they chatted on about their acting auditions and trip to Ibiza, but the happy atmosphere between me and Adam had evaporated.

      ‘Can I see the tenancy agreement for the woman who rents your flat?’ I asked, when the boys had left.

      ‘I haven’t got one,’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘She’s been there for over a year now and we’ve had no problems.’

      ‘So you’re telling me that our main source of income depends on a word-of-mouth agreement with a dotty old spinster?’

      ‘She’s not dotty!’

      ‘What job does she do?’

      ‘I think she’s on disability allowance…’

      ‘I don’t believe this. We have no savings Adam! We’re screwed.’

      ‘Coco. Why have you never brought this up before?’

      ‘It didn’t seem as urgent,’ I said. ‘But we’re having a bloody baby. The most expensive thing you can have!’

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ said Adam, but I could see from his face he didn’t believe it either.

      

      Saturday 4th February

      

      Adam phoned our tenant this morning. I perched beside him on the sofa when he made the call.

      ‘Hi Tabitha? It’s Adam. How are you?’ he said. There was a long pause as he listened, an indulgent smile on his face.

      ‘Yeah, this damp weather will do that to your knees… No, thank you, I don’t want any of your Victoria sponge… Yes it is delicious, but I’m on a new workout regime… Thank you. I do look after myself… No, I’ve never tried modelling.’

      I rolled my eyes and nudged him to get on with it.

      ‘Listen, Tabitha. I need to talk to you about the flat…’ he said. ‘No, there’s no problem… I wanted to see what you thought about getting yourself on a tenancy agreement…? Yes, signing one. Ok… well have a think… ok, bye.’ Adam put the phone down.

      ‘What the hell was that?’ I said.

      ‘She said she’d think about it.’

      ‘We need to make her sign one… it’s madness not to have anything in writing. We might as well have a squatter.’

      ‘You are being ridiculous Coco. Let me handle this,’ said Adam firmly.

      ‘She just wound you round her little finger.’

      ‘Coco you’ve taken zero interest in Tabitha. She’s paid the rent, on time, for nearly a year and a half.’

      

      Sunday 5th February

      

      I spent last night online, looking at websites on how to be a Landlord. They all say that you would be mad to rent a place out to someone and have nothing in writing. It also didn’t help that I discovered a baby calculator on the BBC website. Not for counting babies, of course, but counting the cost of them, which was eye watering. I think this persuaded Adam we need to act, and we found a site which had downloadable tenancy agreements and printed some off.

      This afternoon we filled two of them out, then walked round to Adam’s flat on Baker Street. I haven’t been there in yonks. I noticed the panel with the six buttons on it for the flats. The bell for Adam’s flat on the ground floor had a tiny image where the name should be. A little cluster of hearts. I pointed this out to Adam, who shrugged and said that Tabitha was a bit arty.

      I went to ring the bell when the main door opened. A bald middle aged man in glasses emerged. He was dressed smartly, and carrying a big hold-all. Tabitha was behind him. She must be in her late sixties, a buxom woman with very long grey hair parted in the centre, and wearing piles of red lipstick and eyeshadow. Her enormous bosom was bra-less, and barely battened down under a silk Kimono.

      ‘See you soon Dougie,’ she said wiggling her red painted nails at the bald man. Dougie blushed and scooted off down the road, looking furtively back at us.

      ‘Hello Adam,’ she said, gazing up at him with an appraising smile. As an afterthought she looked at me, ‘Have we met before?’

      ‘No,’ I said. ‘Hello, I’m Coco. Mrs Rickard. Adam’s wife.’ Adam gave me a look as if to say, now you decide to be Mrs Rickard.

      I had met Tabitha before. I’d mistakenly barged in when Adam first rented the flat out. We’d just split up, and I was hurt, angry and looking for a confrontation. Luckily she didn’t seem to remember me, and we followed her inside.

      When Adam lived in the flat, it was very clean and modern. Tabitha’s style was more Miss Havisham, a sort of sweet smelling decay. Loads of overgrown dusty plants, wicker chairs, coloured beads in the doorways. There were joss sticks on the go everywhere, leaving little trails of ash on her mismatched furniture.

      ‘Would you like some tea? Oolong? Lapsang Souchong?’ she said sashaying into the kitchen half of the open-plan living room. A cat was snoozing on top of a big old computer monitor, and there was a single bed under the window. The curtains were drawn, and the sheets were crumpled. Adam and I said yes and no at the same time.

      ‘No,’ I repeated. ‘We’re just here to see if you could sign this?’

      Tabitha lit the gas with a flourish, placed the kettle on the stove and sashayed back towards me taking the Tenancy Agreement.

      ‘Oh we don’t need this,’ she said flicking through. I looked at Adam.

      ‘Yes. We do, um Mrs?’

      ‘It’s Laycock. And I’m a Miss. I did toy with Ms. but I’ve met a lot of Mses and they always seem so uptight… What’s wrong with being available?’ she asked, admiring Adam’s backside in his tight jeans.

      ‘Miss Laycock,’ I said tartly, as if I were in an Oscar Wilde play. ‘We need an agreement to make this – you being here – legally binding.’

      ‘But it is legally binding,’ she said.

      ‘No,’ I said unsure.

      ‘But yes Ms Rickard. I have a verbal agreement with Adam.’

      ‘You do?’ I asked, looking at Adam.

      ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘He invited me to be his tenant. I said yes. I paid a deposit, he gave me a receipt. Voila we have a verbal tenancy agreement. Sure it’s not as watertight as if it were in writing, but I’m protected by all the same laws, you are too.’

      I was lost for words. I looked at Adam.

      ‘Do you want me to move out?’ she asked all wide eyed. Her nipples had now decided to join in the discussion too. They were straining against the material of her kimono like football studs.

      ‘No! No Tabitha. You are very welcome,’ said Adam to her nipples. I went to say something but the door buzzer went.

      ‘Ah. I’m afraid our time is up. That’s my next client,’ she said.

      ‘Client?’ I said.

      ‘I’m a healer,’ she said. I looked from the bed, to Tabitha in her kimono with obviously nothing on underneath.

      ‘What do you heal?’ I asked.

      ‘Oh, everything,’ she said vaguely. The buzzer went again and she ushered us out.

      ‘Let me leave it here so you can think about it,’ I said putting the tenancy agreement down on the hall table. She opened the door to a shifty looking lad of Rosencrantz’s age. His eyes lit up when he saw her bosom.

      ‘Do go through Dean. I’m just finishing up with this couple.’

      ‘Couple?’ he chuckled and nipped past us.

      ‘I promise to think about this,’ she said picking up the tenancy agreement. The door closed behind us. We walked down the steps and onto the street.

      ‘Interesting. So there is such thing as a verbal tenancy agreement.’ said Adam as we walked back.

      ‘That’s what’s interesting?’

      I stopped on the pavement by the crossing and pressed the button. Cars whizzed past. Adam looked at me.

      ‘Adam! She’s a prostitute!’

      ‘She’s a healer.’

      ‘Come off it. Did you see that young lad? There was nothing wrong with him. The only thing her healing hands are doing is unzipping his trousers…’

      ‘No. Not Tabitha,’ said Adam as we crossed the road. Why is it that men have this blank when it comes to women? I don’t know if Tabitha ticks some mother/goddess button for him, but he seemed to think butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. But I think it would, and very quickly too.

      When we got home I had the horrible realisation that our whole life is being funded from the spoils of prostitution.

      ‘Ok. If she is a prostitute, so what?’ said Adam.

      ‘So what? The food we eat, the bills we pay are all because she does… I don’t want to think what she does.’

      ‘If you look at the world like that, then everything is tainted,’ said Adam. ‘Our banks lend money to fund wars, our phones and computers are made by workers in terrible conditions, that shampoo you use is tested on fluffy animals. Consenting sex, in comparison, is pretty harmless.’

      I went to put a latte capsule in the coffee machine, then dropped it back in the box.

      ‘Coco,’ he said putting his arms round me. ‘Why are you being so prudish?’

      ‘I don’t know. We’re bringing a baby into the world… and I know there are bad things out there… I just don’t want us to be so close to them.’

      ‘Okay let’s spin it another way. If she is a prostitute, which we don’t know for certain, isn’t it a good thing? It’s recession proof.’

      ‘It’s also illegal.’

      ‘So is taping shows off the telly and keeping them… How many illegal episodes of ‘Eastenders’ are you hoarding in those packing boxes?’

      Despite everything I smiled.

      ‘Coco. I’m going to get a job. I always said I would in the New Year. You have a meeting with Angie tomorrow about your new book. We won’t be living on the spoils of prostitution for much longer.’

      

      Monday 6th February

      

      I left Adam this morning uploading his CV to job search sites, and took the tube over to see my literary agent Angie. She has finally finished re-modelling her house, a beautiful four-storey home in a quiet, elegant terrace in Chiswick. She opened the door wearing pyjamas, holding a cup of coffee, with a cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth.

      ‘Hi Angie… We have got a meeting today?’

      ‘Course Cokes,’ she said using the free side of her mouth. ‘This is the joy of working from home: you only need to get dressed up when it’s something important.’

      I wiped my feet and gave her a look.

      ‘Of course love, you’re important. But you’re a mate too,’ she said.

      She gave me a tour of the finished house. The basement has been excavated, and she now has a home cinema, underground parking, and her own spa with a jacuzzi. We finished the tour at the swimming pool. The huge expanse of water rippled softy under a vaulted sandstone ceiling. The bottom of the pool was tiled with a mosaic of her family.

      ‘I didn’t bank on the rippling water making me look so fat,’ she said, as we peered down at the bizarre Disney-esque cartoon mosaic of Angie, her fifth husband Mark, and her kids.

      ‘Course the kids all wanted to include their fathers in the mosaic, but why would I want to go for a swim with those bastards every morning?’ Angie is a proud four-by-four-er. Four kids by four different fathers. I often wonder if it’s her skill as a literary agent that has landed her this luxurious lifestyle, or her skill at negotiating a divorce settlement.

      We came up to Angie’s office via a sweeping staircase. The walls were adorned with photos of her kids, every Madonna concert she’s been to and, I was flattered to see, a big poster of my proudest triumph, ‘Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical’, which was adapted from my novel of the same name.

      Angie’s new office was lined with bookshelves containing the work of all her authors. I spied Recherche Lady Di, the best-selling French edition of Chasing Diana Spencer. It gave me a thrill to be getting back to work again after a few months away from it all. I took a squashy chair in front of her desk. Angie lit a cigarette and sat opposite. Behind her was a beautiful view of rooftops and the Thames in the distance.

      ‘What happened to your old assistant?’ I asked.

      ‘Brenda took me to a tribunal,’ said Angie.

      ‘That’s a shame, what happened?’

      ‘You know when they dug out my basement, they found that Roman settlement and the plague pit?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Brenda started taking tea down to the builders, but the daft cow didn’t wear a facemask. She caught the bubonic plague.’

      ‘That’s terrible.’

      ‘Oh, it’s nothing these days, Cokes. She had to take a course of antibiotics, and she was fine. But the cow got greedy and wanted more than statutory sick pay. I said to her, ‘Did they get statutory sick pay in 1665? No they bloody didn’t. They all died.’’

      ‘And what did she say?’

      ‘Well she repeated that at the tribunal, and it cost me a bloody fortune. So for now Chloe is working for me.’ Angie’s daughter Chloe came in with two coffees.

      ‘Thanks love, hold all my calls, unless of course it’s uh, Regina Battenberg.’ Chloe nodded and left us alone.

      ‘Regina Battenberg?’ I said.

      ‘Yeah. I signed her to the agency last week. She’s gonna make me a fortune, Cokes.’

      ‘What about her other agent?’

      ‘She fired him. He was mean about her dog, Pippin, said it was mangy.’

      ‘And that’s a good reason to fire him?’

      ‘She’s a multi-million selling author now Coco. She can do what she wants.’

      ‘I’m just shocked you signed her.’

      ‘What Coco? Because you hate her? Because she’s always rude to you? Because she’s fucking barking like her horrible little dog?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Coco this is business. And having her business will take this agency to the next level. I’m in talks to put her on cable in the USA.’

      ‘On the end of a cable, a noose?’ I asked hopefully.

      ‘No. The FX Network want to do a wine tasting show with her. It’s going to be mega bucks. Which reminds me.’ Angie pressed a button on her desk.

      ‘Chloe can you bring through the book for Coco.’

      Chloe came back in with a copy of Regina Battenberg’s latest bestseller, Winetime. Regina was pictured on the cover, sitting at a table in a square in Venice, drinking wine and laughing with some elderly Italian men. She was wearing her signature gold character turban and heaps of makeup. Inside she’d written:

      
        
        I dedicate my millionth copy to you dear Coco Pinchard. Maybe one day you can do the same for me? I won’t hold my breth! Ha Ha! (Just joking darling) xxx

        

      

      ‘Has she really sold a million copies?’ I asked.

      ‘She signed that a couple of weeks ago, so it’s about 1.2 million now.’

      ‘Angie, she can’t even spell the word breath!’ I said.

      ‘I know she writes mainstream rubbish, but I need authors like her so I can nurture my... literary writers. Like you.’ I didn’t like the way she made quotation marks in the air when she said literary.

      ‘I’ve sold lots of books too,’ I said.

      ‘Course you have love. But I need mega-sellers. The ebook revolution is doing me no favours. Especially now any old Tom, Dick or Harry living in a bedsit can upload a word document and have a bestseller. It makes my blood boil,’ she hunted around her desk for a cigarette.

      ‘Chloe, where are my bloody silk cut!’ she shouted. Chloe hurried in and lit her mother a cigarette.

      ‘Look, let’s not get into this again,’ I said. ‘Self-published authors are here to stay, there’s room for everyone.’

      There was an awkward silence.

      ‘Right,’ she said composing herself. ‘I’ve got a release date for Agent Fergie. Your publisher, The House of Randoms, is looking at April 16th, so we really need to start things moving.’

      ‘There’s just one other thing,’ I said. ‘I’m pregnant. I’m going to have a baby in August.’

      ‘Bloody hell!’ said Angie. She sat back and puffed on her cigarette, then as an afterthought waved the smoke away from me. ‘You know, that could be a brilliant promotion angle. Old mum.’

      ‘Old mum?’

      ‘Have you got an ultrasound?’

      I started to get it out of my coat.

      ‘No give it to Chloe to scan. It would be good to have on record if the press need it. This is such good news Coco! We could get Heat magazine to do a folic acid themed, ‘What’s in your fridge?’ You could recommend stretch mark cream in Boots Magazine. We could pitch something to Grazia or Cosmo about female incontinence – Ulrika Johnson has paved the way with that one. It’s perfect! Your readership is women over thirty five – and of course poofters. Could we do a mum and son thing in Gaytimes? Rosencrantz topless, and you in maternity gear?’

      ‘Hey! Angie!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’ve just told you I’m pregnant.’

      ‘I heard you love.’

      ‘And what do normal people say in response?’

      Angie looked confused. ‘Um. Whose is it?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘Are you gonna to keep it?’ Then it dawned on her. ‘Shit, congratulations Cokes.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      I showed her my scan and she became human again. She even asked if I wanted to be put in touch with her Harley Street gynaecologist.

      ‘He’s great,’ she said. ‘Got me into a private hospital that lets you smoke. I could choose when I had my Caesarean, and they did a bit of liposuction at the same time.’

      I lied and said I’d think about it.

      ‘Well when you get the next bit of your advance through you can afford it love.’

      Then Angie said our time was up. She had to prepare for a conference call with Regina Battenberg’s American publicist.

      ‘So what’s happening with Agent Fergie?’ I asked on the way out.

      ‘I’ll be in touch,’ she said. I came out and walked to Chiswick high street where I found a bus direct to Marylebone. I managed to bag a seat upstairs right at the front with a super view. But my nose had been put out of joint. Now Regina Battenberg is with Angie, I am no longer her number one client.

      

      Wednesday 8th February

      

      I was making tea this morning, when I realised we had run out of milk. Adam was reading the newspaper so I kissed him on top of the head and nipped out to the Tesco Metro. When I returned twenty minutes later, he was gone… I tried his mobile but the call was rejected after two rings. I tried again, and again I was rejected. I then burst into tears. As I write, I can see how ridiculous this is. But pregnancy hormones don’t make you think straight. I felt hugely rejected by his call rejection. Why hadn’t he told me where he was going? Why had he excluded me? I cried into Rocco’s fur for a few minutes then I tried him again. This time he answered.

      ‘What?’ he said.

      ‘You’re not here!’

      ‘I’m round the corner, at Tabitha’s.’

      ‘Why are you there? Why are you there alone?’

      ‘I’m changing a lightbulb for her…’ Then I heard Tabitha cooing in the background,

      ‘Adam, your Lapsang Souchong is getting cold.’

      ‘I’ve got to go, I’ll be home soon,’ he said and hung up!

      I let Adam have it when he came home an hour later. He looked shocked.

      ‘What’s the big problem? She’s our tenant. She needed me to screw in a light bulb.’

      ‘She spends all day screwing! A light bulb can’t be that hard for her!’

      ‘It was one of those fitted ones in the kitchen ceiling,’ he said. I asked him if he’d slept with her.

      ‘You’re mad. I’m not even going to give that the time of day,’ he said. Then he grabbed his workout gear and went to the gym.

      

      Friday 10th February

      

      Every morning I wake up vowing to be a yummy mummy, but by the time I get down to the kitchen, I’m just a distasteful bitch. In addition to my foul mood swings, I’m farting like a trooper. There are only so many times I can blame poor Rocco. I feel revolting, fat and frumpy whilst Adam radiates gorgeousness. I wish I could be a man right now. A nice muscly man. It must be so nice to walk down the street and have everything stay in the same place. My bottom seems to reach out behind me like a large pontoon. My stomach spills over my waistband, and my boobs swing pendulously.

      This morning a big box of baby books arrived from Angie. Or should I say, celebrity baby books; there was Myleene Klass, Jools Oliver… Denise Van Outen. All the books have pictures of them looking fabulous and pregnant on the cover. Denise Van Outen’s book is called Bumpalicious. For some reason this made me really upset. Bumpalicious….Bumpalicious… What the hell is ‘licious’ about my bump or being pregnant? Why do we still have to be under pressure to be sexy yummy mummies?

      I hurled Bumpalicious across the hall, and it hit the yucca plant by the front door, which pitched over spilling soil everywhere.

      ‘What was that for?’ said Adam emerging from the kitchen in just his briefs, holding a tea towel.

      ‘Look at you, not an ounce of fat on you, you’re gorgeous!’ I said.

      ‘Thanks,’ grinned Adam admiring his abs.

      ‘It’s not a compliment you wanker!’ I shouted. ‘Put some clothes on!’ He opened his mouth to say something and thought it wiser to retreat upstairs. Rocco padded out of the kitchen and surveyed the mess with his wise brown little eyes, then trotted upstairs after Adam. I was seriously considering having a cigarette, thinking that as Adam is so tall our baby wouldn’t be that stunted by my nicotine abuse, when I noticed a note inside the box from Angie.

      

      Dear Cokes,

      Some baby stuff for you. Last night, I had a brainwave. Why don’t we get Regina Battenberg to write a quote for the front cover of Agent Fergie? Endorsements like these always help to sell loads more copies!

      Chloe has left her a message, will keep you posted. Angie x

      

      Tuesday 14th February

      

      I slept badly, peed all night and realised this morning I had forgotten Valentine’s Day. I was wracked with tears of guilt when Adam presented me with a beautiful card. Inside he’d written,

      

      
        
        “Roses are red,

        Violets are blue,

        You’re a pregnant bitch,

        But I still love you…”

      

        

      
        Adam x

      

      

      

      It made me laugh for the first time in days.

      ’Yes!’ said Adam triumphantly. ‘She can still smile!’ He handed me a squashy present. I tore off the paper. It was a pack of baby-gros.

      ‘Thanks,’ I said. I stared at the five little pastel-coloured baby-gros, neatly arranged in a fan under the plastic.

      ‘They’re neutral colours,’ said Adam.

      ‘They are…’ I said. I knew he was being sweet.  It will make me sound like an unreasonable cow, I know, but I could have done with something for me. I shook these thoughts away and smiled.

      ‘Thank you. I forgot all about today being Valentine’s Day… Do you want to have sex?’ I sat up quickly and in the process farted loudly.

      ‘Um, maybe we shouldn’t, ’cos of the baby…’ said Adam. Rocco whined and jumped off the bed.

      ‘Oh lord, that really stinks.’ I said. We both started to laugh. ‘Adam. I just want to be normal, not pregnant.’

      ‘You will be, but for now you’re making our beautiful baby, even if the process isn’t so beautiful.’ He went and ran me a bath.

      

      Friday 17th February

      

      Adam has applied for thirty-three jobs, but has heard nothing back. I keep telling him it’s a quiet time of year but if I’m honest, I’m a bit scared. He’s been in contact with his old boss in the civil service and she’s promised to let him know if anything comes up.

      Marika has kindly offered me some dog walking, but I’m already exhausted and I’m only fifteen weeks in! It looks like for now we’re relying on Tabitha’s rent money, and whatever it is she does to earn it. I’m terribly emotional. I keep locking myself in the bathroom to have a good cry.

      

      Monday 20th February

      

      Angie phoned this morning, very excited. Regina Battenberg has agreed to provide a quote for the front cover of Agent Fergie.

      ‘She wants us to have a meeting here, tomorrow, at eleven,’ said Angie.

      ‘Why do we need a meeting?’ I asked.

      ‘She just wants to get a feel for the book from you.’

      ‘Can’t she just read the book?’

      ‘Cokes, she wants to meet you.’

      ‘Why?’ There was a pause.

      ‘Cokes, I got the impression it’s kind of compulsory.’

      ‘Compulsory?’

      ‘Well she said ‘impulsory’…’

      ‘So I’m auditioning for this bloody quote? You and Regina are going to sit behind a desk and I’ll come in and, what? Sing the synopsis? I bet she’s even asked for a big red buzzer?’

      ‘Of course not Coco. But getting this quote will be a huge deal. And remember, she’s doing it for free.’

      ‘Okay. I’ll be there,’ I said, with a heavy heart.

      

      Tuesday 21st February

      

      I lay awake all night dreading this meeting. I left the house early, but a delay on the Piccadilly Line meant I arrived outside Angie’s house at the same time as Regina Battenberg. She hasn’t changed a great deal in the two years since we last met. She was wearing her shiny gold character turban with a floor-length black and gold cape. She had on so much powder, eye makeup and blusher that she looked like she was about to go on stage. She was holding her little dog Pippin and peering up at the row of black front doors.

      ‘Excuse me dear,’ she said. ‘I’m looking for Angela Lansbury’s literary agency, do you know which house is hers?’

      ‘Hello Regina… It’s Coco Pinchard,’ I said offering my hand. Pippin growled.

      ‘No… Angela Lansbury.’

      ‘No it’s me, Coco Pinchard,’ I said. Regina took a moment.

      ‘Oh, hello dear, I didn’t recognise you,’ she said. ‘I left my bifocals at The Ivy last night. Had a lovely supper with Punch and Judy… I mean Richard and Judy… Richard flirted with me all night. Quite put Judy’s nose out of joint.’

      Her phone rang and she thrust Pippin at me. I’m not sure what breed he is. He looks like a wisp of grey hair that’s been fished out of a plug hole. I held him gingerly as she sorted through the folds of her cape for her phone.

      ‘Did you find a good parking spot?’ she snapped into the phone. ‘Five roads away! Leave it there for now… I’m waiting.’

      Pippin growled at me with bug eyes, and bared his yellow teeth. Regina came off the phone.

      ‘Right, so we’re both looking for Angela Lansbury’s house.’

      I went to correct her but Angie opened her front door. She was wearing one of her Chanel power suits, full warpaint, and a pair of towering Jimmy Choos on her tiny feet.

      ‘Angela!’ said Regina swooping into the doorway for a hug.

      ‘How was your journey?’ asked Angie as she and Regina air kissed with about six feet between them.

      ‘Fandabidoze!’ she grinned. Her teeth were now very white compared to two years ago. ‘Juan José is just parking the Subaru… Ah, here he is.’

      A pouty male model came up the path to the front door. He was wearing a dark suit and sunglasses. He took the growling Pippin from me and we all went in. Angie had barely acknowledged me.

      We took the staircase up to her office, where Chloe was fussing around, arranging a buffet. There were some bottles of very expensive wine, and plates of odd looking little biscuits arranged in fan shapes on Angie’s desk. The surrounding shelves were now groaning with every possible language edition of Regina Battenberg’s books.

      Regina sat in Angie’s chair and surveyed the bottles, choosing a 1994 Beaujolais. Juan José pulled a corkscrew from his pocket, opened the bottle with a flourish and poured her a glass.

      ‘Thank you Juan José, that will be all,’ she said. ‘I’ll ring you when I’ve finished.’ Juan José inclined his head and left the room. ‘He’s very witty, isn’t he?’

      Angie chuckled in agreement and sat down opposite Regina. I was left to perch on the arm of her chair.

      ‘Right, Coco. What’s this book about?’ asked Regina taking a sip of wine.

      ‘Didn’t Angie tell you?’ I said.

      ‘She emailed me the blurb, of course, but as I said, I left my bifocals at The Ivy. Pitch it to me… Give me your elevator pitch.’

      Angie nodded in encouragement. I began to tremble.

      ‘Well it’s sort of an unofficial sequel to Chasing Diana Spencer…’ I croaked. I cleared my throat. ‘Um the premise of the book is that, well it’s more of a running gag, no I suppose it is a premise. Um the premise is that Fergie – the Duchess of York Fergie that is, not Alex Ferguson England manager… Nor Fergie of the Black Eyed Peas…’

      ‘You say it’s a comedy?’ interrupted Regina. ‘It doesn’t sound very funny.’

      ‘I’m getting to that,’ I said.

      ‘Well the elevator went ping. I’ve reached my floor,’ she grinned nastily.

      My face began to get hot and I blinked back tears. ‘Okay, so we’ve got Fergie, Duchess of York Fergie… and…’ I went blank. Regina took another sip of her wine and regarded me over the glass.

      ‘Coco’s second book is highly anticipated, after the huge success of Chasing Diana Spencer,’ said Angie jumping in and saving me. ‘The basic premise is that Fergie, the Duchess of York, is actually an Agent working for MI6. The bumbling gaffe-prone Fergie portrayed in the Media is just a ruse. She’s a highly intelligent sleeper agent…’

      Relieved that Angie had taken over, I took one of the little brown biscuits off a plate and popped it in my mouth, but it was disgusting. Chloe, who’d been standing in the corner of the room looked panicked.

      ‘Coco,’ she hissed. ‘Coco!’

      I swallowed and looked at her; she was pointing to the biscuits and shaking her head. Angie stopped talking.

      ‘What is it dear?’ asked Regina, noticing Chloe.

      ‘Um, as you requested, Regina, all the biscuits on the table, well they’re dog biscuits,’ said Chloe. Regina cast her eye over me.

      ‘Oh yes! How silly of me… Those are Pippin’s dog biscuits!’ she said. I swallowed back the sour meaty taste and felt my stomach lurch. Angie carried on.

      ‘Agent Fergie manages to foil a plot to assassinate the Queen, during a State visit to America. It’s very funny and satirical… and I think it’s going to be a great beach read this summer.’

      No-one seemed bothered that I had just eaten a dog biscuit.

      ‘The baby!’ I realised. ‘I ate a dog biscuit. What about my baby?’

      ‘You’re pregnant?’ chirruped Regina. ‘You seem a bit old dear…’

      I could feel the colour draining from my face, and I started to sweat. My stomach twitched and I bolted out of Angie’s office, down the hall to the toilet. I jammed my fingers down my throat until I saw stars, but I couldn’t be sick.

      I sat down on the floor and whipped out my phone and typed, IS IT SAFE TO EAT DOG BISCUITS WHEN PREGNANT? into Google, but a blur of answers came up. I wiped the damp hair off my face. Then there was a rap on the door.

      ‘Cokes?’ said Angie. ‘Are you okay love?’

      ‘No!’ I shouted. Then I heard Regina.

      ‘Angela? Is she okay? Why would you eat a dog biscuit? She’s quite an odd woman isn’t she?’

      ‘Cokes. Are you okay to come out and finish the meeting?’ asked Angie.

      I was mortified, and no one seemed to care. I was just an idiot who couldn’t even pitch her own book. A dog-biscuit-eating idiot.

      ‘Um, I’ll be there in a minute,’ I said. I heard some muttering and they went back down the corridor to Angie’s office. I knew I had to see a doctor, and fast. I splashed my face with cold water then, opening the bathroom door, determined that the corridor was empty. I slipped down the stairs and was out on Chiswick High Street within minutes. I had my handbag, but I’d left my coat. I was too embarrassed to go back. Luckily a black cab rounded the corner. I flagged it down and got in.

      ‘Can I go to the nearest hospital,’ I asked. The driver nodded and pulled away from the kerb. Then I remembered I had midwife Justine – maybe I could see her first? I told the taxi driver to take me back to Marylebone. I scrabbled around in my purse and found the card midwife Justine had given me. I rang her number, but it went to a long recorded message about visiting hours. I then tried Adam, but his phone was off. Half an hour later I arrived at the Marylebone surgery, where I rushed at the front desk. Two receptionists sat facing me behind the glass partition. They ignored my distress and tear-stained face and continued typing. A minute passed, then another.

      ‘Am I invisible?’ I asked. They kept typing. ‘I said am I invisible?’ the younger of the two finally finished what she was doing.

      ‘Right, how can I help you?’ she asked.

      ‘I need to see my midwife.’

      ‘Have you got an appointment?’

      ‘No, it’s an emergency.’ I said. I bit my lip. I was not going to cry.

      ‘The midwife only sees emergencies in the morning and evenings,’ she said.

      ‘What? So we have to time our emergency ailments accordingly?’

      ‘I’d like you to calm down.’

      ‘And I’d like you to…’ But before I could finish I spied midwife Justine walking through the empty waiting room with a mug of tea. I threw myself at her mercy, and she reluctantly took me into her office.

      ‘This really is a one-off,’ she said sitting at her desk. ‘You need to make an appointment in future.’ I took the seat in front of her and explained that I’d eaten a dog biscuit. I looked at her expectantly.

      ‘I can assure you, eating dog food is perfectly safe,’ she said in her singsong tone. ‘Just don’t make a habit of it.’

      ‘Of course I’m not going to make a habit of it!’ I said. ‘I’m not here to check if it’s okay to eat dog food! I accidentally ate the dog biscuit.’

      I was interrupted by a crashing knock at her door, and a middle-aged nurse with a severe fringe barged in.

      ‘Midwife Day, can I remind you that patients are NOT allowed to bring in urine samples in Tesco apple juice bottles! Someone put the lunch order in the wrong fridge and now we don’t know what is wee and what isn’t!’

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry Sister Brown. Maybe you should give them a sniff?’ said midwife Justine.

      ‘Sniffing things for junior midwives is not in my job description,’ she roared, and slammed the door behind her. Midwife Day sat for a moment then broke down.

      ‘I’m sorry…’ she said waving her hands in front of her face. ‘It’s just, everyone here thinks I’m rubbish… It’s not my fault someone brought a urine sample in an apple juice bottle.’

      ‘You are very close to the Tesco Metro,’ I commiserated. She pulled some blue paper towel from the dispenser behind her and blew her nose loudly.

      ‘Can I ask you something Mrs Pinchard? Do you think I’m a good midwife?’

      ‘Uh, yes. And as a good midwife, what should I do about the dog biscuit?’

      ‘I turned down the chance to go to Afghanistan, and deliver babies on the front line,’ she said blotting her tears. ‘I was scared of the conflict, but a regional doctor’s surgery is far more brutal.’

      ‘So… What about me, and the dog biscuit?’ I asked. ‘I’m worried I’ve harmed the baby.’

      ‘I doubt you’ve harmed your baby Mrs Pinchard,’ she said composing herself. ‘Dog biscuits have to be manufactured as safe for human consumption. How many did you eat?’

      ‘Just one, and it was little. Do you think I should have my stomach pumped?’

      ‘Goodness no! You’re having plenty of roughage in your diet?’

      ‘I think so.’

      ‘You’ll poo it out soon enough. How are your poos?’

      I didn’t know how to answer a question like that, especially when it was so conversational. I said they were very firm. I almost felt like I had to ask her back to be polite.

      ‘I really wouldn’t worry,’ she said. ‘And thank you, for saying I’m a good midwife.’

      I left realising that the next few months would be taken up with awkward conversations about bodily functions, and I’m sure a selection of men and women I’ve never met before would have a good poke around in my nether regions (I’m talking about doctors, of course).

      I came out of the surgery into the cold. I had no coat. I felt embarrassed and stupid. I hurried home to see Adam; he would make me feel better.

      When I got in, he was in the hallway adjusting a huge framed black and white photograph of Brockwell Lido.  Adam’s ex wife Nanette is an artist, and she had taken the photo, which is very beautiful. But after everything that had happened, I took it as another affront.

      ‘Hey Cokes,’ he said. ‘How did it go with Regina Battenberg?’

      ‘Why is that hanging on my wall?’ I said, putting my handbag on the now clear hall table.

      ‘I’ve almost finished unpacking,’ he said. I walked through to the living room where he’d hung another of Nanette’s photos, of Tooting Bec Lido.

      ‘What the hell is all this?’ I shouted.

      ‘What?’ he asked, shocked. ‘These are my pictures, I thought you liked them in my flat?’

      ‘Yes, in your flat, but they look bloody awful here!’

      The living room was now unpacked. He’d put down the huge Axminster rug, the plastic was off the sofas and chairs, bookshelves were filled, the television was plugged in, and a fire was burning, casting a warm homely glow over everything, but I just kept ranting.

      ‘Where is the mirror that goes in the hall? Where is the picture collage of Rosencrantz that goes there?’ I shouted advancing on him like a crazed terrier. I finally had him backed up against the bookshelves when he said,

      ‘Coco. It’s my house too….’

      I yanked the Tooting Bec picture off the wall and hurled it to the floor. The glass shattered. Rocco whimpered and ran out. Adam just stared at me.

      ‘I ate dog biscuits!’ I shouted.

      ‘Okay,’ said Adam cautiously. ‘Do you want some more?’

      ‘Why would I want some more?’

      ‘Are you craving them?’

      ‘I’m not craving bloody dog biscuits. I ate some of Regina Battenberg’s by mistake.’

      ‘Why was she eating dog biscuits?’

      ‘They were for her dog! I’ve made an idiot of myself… and I left my coat…’

      Adam bit his lip and regarded me for a moment. He thought I was an idiot too. I ran upstairs, came into the bedroom, slammed the door and threw myself on the bed. I recalled doing the same thing when I was eleven years old. I lay there in a rage. Slowly, I stopped hyperventilating and noticed he had put the bedroom back together beautifully. My favourite sheets were on the bed, my pyjamas under the pillow. My bedside table was loaded with all my things, my Kindle on its charger; the books I’d recently bought from Waterstones. The piece of crystal ammonite I love, and my Roberts digital radio. He’d even tuned it to my three favourite stations. I haven’t listened to it in ages, but he’d remembered I listen to Capital Radio in the morning, Classic FM in the afternoon and Radio 4 in the evening. Daniel barely remembered anything about me after twenty years of marriage. My phone rang. It was Angie.

      ‘Good news love, Regina Battenberg said yes to the quote, we’ve settled on, I laughed and laughed and laughed, what an imagination this author has! Sound good?’

      ‘Yes,’ I said. There was a pause. ‘I’m okay Angie, thanks for asking.’

      ‘You left your coat behind Cokes… You know Regina Battenberg isn’t that bad, when you get to know her. If it’s any consolation love, my Barry used to eat out of the dog’s bowl when he was little and it never did him any harm.’

      ‘Yeah, but he became a drug addict, Angie...’ Immediately I wished I hadn’t said it. Angie hung up on me.

      

      Wednesday 22nd February

      

      I lay in bed as the sun went down, and waited to see if Adam would come upstairs. He didn’t. At one in the morning, I opened the bedroom door. I couldn’t hear the television. I crept out onto the landing, and down the stairs. I heard Adam snoring softly. When I got to the bottom of the stairs. I saw he was asleep under a blanket on the sofa. Rocco, the little traitor was lying on his feet.

      ‘Why are you down here?’ I whispered. Rocco twitched his ears and gave a little snort. I tiptoed upstairs, and got back into bed. It was the first night since we got married last August that we’ve slept apart.

      I got myself really worked up. By two in the morning I was convinced Adam was going to leave me. Angie was going to let me go too. And everyone else in my life has moved on. Chris is in America, Marika has Milan, Rosencrantz has his own life. Even Daniel has a girlfriend, albeit one who has to count her Weight Watchers’ points.

      It would just be me and Ethel. Luckily I fell asleep, just as things got ridiculous, imagining how I would ask Ethel to move in and split her pension with me.

      I woke up at ten the next morning. The sun was blazing through the bedroom window. Rocco was lying in the doorway watching me. The house was silent. I got up and came downstairs. Adam was nowhere to be found. He’d folded up his blanket and put it back in the airing cupboard. His phone was gone from the kitchen, and so was its charger.

      I rushed up to the bathroom and his toothbrush was missing. Panic reared its ugly head. He’s moved out! I thought, Oh my God, he’s left me and moved out!

      

      I stood in shock for a few minutes, with only the sound of the kitchen clock ticking. I switched on the coffee machine and tried to think. What would I do as a single mother? The light blinked on to say the machine was full of capsules. I didn’t have a clue how to empty the machine. I stared at that little red light, mocking me. Then I thought about all the other things I couldn’t do, like work a bottle steriliser, or know what temperature a baby’s bathwater should be…

      Then the front door slammed, Adam strode in in his leather jacket and put a full Tesco bag on the kitchen island. He came over and pressed a button on the coffee machine. A little drawer at the base of the machine popped open full of empty capsules. He looked at me for a second, then started to unload the bag. He opened the fridge and put milk and butter inside.

      ‘I got you a new toothbrush,’ he said holding two up. ‘Do you want green or blue?’

      ‘Blue!’ I cried rushing at him and throwing my arms round his neck. ‘Blue, or green, I don’t care!’

      ‘It’s just a tooth brush.’

      ‘It’s not, it’s everything. It’s you. I love you. I’m sorry…’

      ‘I’ve taken the other photo down,’ he said.

      ‘No let’s have them up. I like them. I like Nanette,’ I said. ‘I just feel like I can’t cope with anything.’

      Adam sat me down and we had a long talk. He told me to try to enjoy life and live in the moment. Stop trying to be perfect at everything.

      ‘You are a great writer. A great mum. And I’m not going anywhere,’ he said.

      

      Monday 27th February

      

      Living in the moment is tough. I’ve spent the past few days trying to appreciate the simple things. Trying not to worry that I haven’t heard from Angie, or that Adam hasn’t had any job interviews, or what it will be like when this baby stops being a bump and becomes, a screaming baby. Then I had a phone call this morning, which really made me appreciate what I have. It was Chris saying his father had a colossal heart attack on the golf course this morning and is dead.

      ‘I have to come back to London,’ he said listlessly.

      ‘What can I do to help?’ I asked.

      ‘Can I stay with you, just for a bit? My house is all closed up.’

      ‘Of course. Aren’t you going to your parents, I mean your mother’s house in the country?’

      ‘No. Not right away. I just need somewhere to… She’s already telling me I’m now the head of the family.’

      ‘She’ll need help to organise the funeral,’ I said.

      ‘No, that was arranged years ago. My mother booked the cathedral back in the 1980s… It’s just… ’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Coco. I’ve inherited his title. I’m now Lord Cheshire.’

      I didn’t know what to say, congratulations? Chris mumbled that he’d let me know the flight times then rang off.

      

      Tuesday 28th February

      

      There was a piece on the BBC News website today;

      

      Sir Richard Cheshire, businessman and entrepreneur who patented the ‘Cheshire napkin’, has died aged 79. He suffered a heart attack during a game of golf at the Brookwood Country Club in Surrey. Despite efforts to revive him on the fourteenth hole, he was pronounced dead at the scene.

      

      Richard Cheshire may not be a familiar name, but it is estimated that at least 80% of the UK population has used one of his super-strong super-absorbent napkins.

      

      Born in 1943 to a working-class family in Kent. He was educated at Thornton Heath Grammar, and went on to read Chemistry at Oxford, developing a groundbreaking method of manufacturing a plastic/paper hybrid. This, coupled with a keen business acumen, led to the birth of the Cheshire durable paper napkin.

      

      In 1963 Richard married the honourable Edwina Roquefort, herself an outspoken and controversial figure. In 1990 she was given a four-year suspended sentence and 300 hours of community service for shooting her gardener in the tentacles. She maintains it was an accident, and that the gardener in question “got in the way of the pheasant.”

      

      In 1981 Cheshire was created a Baronet for services to manufacturing. One of only two people to be bestowed this honour since 1964.

      

      He leaves his wife, Lady Edwina, two daughters, and a son Christopher who inherits his title.

      

      It’s a shock to see it in print. Chris is now Sir Christopher 2nd Baronet of Borringbrook!  I’m also a little shocked at the lack of proofreading at the BBC. Lady Edwina shot her gardener in the testicles, not the tentacles.
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      Thursday 1st March

      

      Marika and Rosencrantz came round at six, bringing some of Chris’s favourite sushi, and four bottles of champagne. They busied themselves putting it out on plates, whilst Adam rooted round in one of the unpacked boxes and found some extra glasses. We were all a bit tense, not quite knowing what we were going to say to him.

      ‘What time does he land?’ asked Marika.

      ‘He told me five o’clock, so he should be here around seven,’ I said.

      ‘Who’s picking him up?’ asked Rosencrantz.

      ‘I booked him a taxi,’ said Adam. Then Ethel appeared in the kitchen doorway. Rocco ran up to her for a cuddle.

      ‘’Ello loves,’ she said putting a Tesco bag down on the kitchen island.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ I asked.

      ‘Oh thas’ nice, good to see you too Coco,’ she said taking off her coat and folding it over a chair. ‘I’m ’ere fer Chris.’

      Rosencrantz gave her a big hug.

      ‘Ooh you smell nice love,’ she said. ‘Woss that you’ve got on?’

      ‘It’s the new Paco Raban,’ he said. ‘A two month anniversary present from Oscar.’

      ‘Is ’e comin’ tonight? Seeing as I’m the only one not invited,’ she said.

      ‘No. He’s up north, filming a part in Emmerdale. He’s a sexy passerby who mends a puncture for Lisa Dingle,’ said Rosencrantz. His voice had a tinge of bitterness.

      ‘Gawd she’s a poor old cow Lisa Dingle…’ said Ethel. She went and hugged Adam and Marika.

      ‘I didn’t hear the doorbell. How did you get in?’ I asked.

      ‘If you really don’t want visitors, you should put the deadbolt on Coco,’ she said poking at some mahi mahi on a plate. ‘Someone could break in and ’ave is way with you, although I think you’d be safe… ’ow far gone are you?’

      ‘I’m eighteen weeks,’ I said, as she hugged me.

      ‘Thas’ gonna be a big baby! Congratulations.’

      ‘Thank you. Now can I have your key?’ I put out my hand and she reluctantly placed another door key in my palm.

      ‘I’ve never met a real life Lord before,’ said Ethel. ‘Well, I once went backstage in Bromley and met Michael Flatley after ‘Lord of the Dance’, but I don’t think that counts…’

      ‘Chris wants to be treated normally. He’s just lost his father,’ I said.

      ‘I din’t come empty ’anded,’ said Ethel pulling three bottles of Lambrini out of the Tesco bag.

      ‘Ah Lambrini,’ said Marika. ‘We used to mix this with Blue Bols, didn’t we Cokes? What did we call it?’

      ‘Anti-freeze,’ I grinned.

      ‘Sounds hardcore,’ said Adam.

      ‘It was, there was this one time Coco got so drunk that she…’ Marika saw everyone’s expectant faces. ‘Maybe that’s a story for another time…’

      ‘’Ow much money do you think Chris ’as got now?’ asked Ethel, changing the subject.

      ‘Ethel his dad isn’t even cold, let’s talk about something else.’

      ‘We’re all thinking it, Mum,’ said Rosencrantz sheepishly.

      ‘I heard ninety million,’ said Adam.

      ‘I heard a hundred,’ said Marika.

      ‘An ’undred million quid!’ shrieked Ethel.

      ‘Whatever we’ve heard. We’re just going to act normally,’ I said. ‘Chris is grieving.’

      ‘An ’undred bloody million quid!’ cried Ethel again.

      The doorbell rang.

      ‘Shit, do I ’ave to cursty?’ she asked.

      ‘I Googled greeting a Lord, and you have to use his title unless he invites you to call him otherwise,’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘That’s ridiculous,’ I said. ‘No one is curtseying, or calling him anything other than Chris.’

      The doorbell rang again and we all fussed our way to the hall. When I opened the door, Chris was standing in the drizzle, looking nothing like a Lord. He was wearing a gold bomber jacket, ripped jeans, and sliver high-top trainers.

      ‘Oh Coco!’ he said falling into my arms on the doorstep. His blond hair was sticking wildly out from under a baseball cap and he had foregone his contact lenses for glasses. We all gave him a hug.

      ‘Yer Lordship,’ said Ethel, and she squatted down as if she’d stopped in a motorway lay-by to relieve herself.

      ‘Please, no Ethel, get up,’ said Chris. She stayed in her squatted down position.

      ‘Ethel, get up!’ I said.

      ‘I can’t,’ she groaned. ‘My bloody knees ’ave gorn!’ Marika and Rosencrantz pulled at her arms, and Ethel slowly rose to a standing position with a loud click.

      ‘I won’t do that again yer Lordship, if you don’t mind love,’ she said.

      ‘Don’t do it ever, I just want to be normal,’ said Chris. ‘Please just call me Chris.’

      ‘Come on gaylord let’s get you a strong drink,’ said Marika. ‘I take it gaylord is allowed?’

      Chris grinned bleakly.

      ‘I’ve so missed you all,’ he said. Marika took him down the hall to the kitchen.

      ‘An ’undred million quid an’ ’e dresses like that!’ whispered Ethel watching the back of his gold bomber jacket.

      ‘Stop it,’ I hissed. ‘Go and offer him some sushi!’ I followed Adam and Rosencrantz outside where they were helping the taxi driver unload a series of Louis Vuitton cases onto the pavement.

      ‘Good job you ordered him a mini van,’ I said seeing the cases pile up. ‘How many are there?’

      ‘Fourteen’ puffed the taxi driver, red in the face. ‘Who is he? I’ve driven Joan Collins and Victoria Beckham and they pack lighter than him.’

      ‘He’s Lord Cheshire,’ piped up Rosencrantz. The taxi driver rolled his eyes and heaved another huge case.

      I went back into the kitchen where Marika was now pouring the Lambrini and Ethel was shoving a tray of mahi mahi under Chris’s nose. He was sitting on the floor cuddling Rocco.

      ‘How was your flight love?’ I asked.

      ‘So much turbulence,’ said Chris. ‘And I left my Xanax in my luggage. I had absolute clarity, which was awful.’

      ‘Get this down you then,’ said Marika handing him a full glass. The landline began to ring, so I went and hunted for it under the luggage piling up in the hallway.

      ‘Hello, hello? Is this Coco Pinchard?’ said a posh smoker’s voice. It was Chris’s mother.

      ‘Hello Lady Cheshire,’ I said.

      ‘I am now the Dowager Lady Cheshire… But you are correct still to address me as Lady Cheshire.’

      ‘I’m so sorry about Lord Cheshire, he was so young,’ I said.

      ‘Yes, thank you. It happened during his usual game of golf. Such bad timing too, it was his best handicap…’ she said. ‘Look I haven’t got time to chit-chat. Is Chris-tah-fah there?’

      Chris had heard the phone ring and staggered into the hallway with his glass, making frantic movements not give his whereabouts away.

      ‘Um, no, no he’s not,’ I said. ‘I think he’s still in the air.’

      ‘Coco, I know you two are close. When you do hear from him, order him to call me. He is needed not just by me, but by the British aristocracy… Are you writing this down?’

      ‘No I think I’ll remember, Dowager.’

      ‘Don’t call me Dowager. You’ve been watching too much bloody ‘Downton Abbey’,’ she snapped and hung up. I relayed the message to Chris.

      ‘This is all my nightmares rolled into one,’ he said. ‘She’s going to make me be Lord Cheshire. I’m going to have to wear a tie, and make complicated business decisions, and do charity work… I’ll have to plant trees. You know I’m hopeless with a spade! I’m going to look an idiot.’

      I put my arm around him.

      ‘You only have to tip a little soil in with a polished spade. It’s just a formality… no real digging…’ I said.

      Chris buried his head in my neck and sobbed. Ethel crept into the hall with a big grin.

      ‘’Ere Chris, can I get a photo?’ before he could say yes, she held her phone out in front of us and took a picture. The picture popped up on her screen.

      ‘That’s horrible Ethel,’ he said. ‘I look jet lagged and puffy.’

      ‘Iss fine love,’ she said pocketing her phone gleefully. I dragged her into the living room.

      ‘Did you listen to anything I said?’ I hissed.

      ‘Coco, I ’ave to get a picture of me with a rich lord! Irene ’as got a picture of her and David Hasslehoff, an I never ’ear the end of it. This’ll show ’er!’

      ‘Ethel this is unacceptable. How would you like it?’

      ‘Everyone loves ’avin their photo taken,’ she said staring at the picture on her phone.

      I went to the kitchen and grabbed Ethel’s coat. I came and found her in the hall where she was peering at Chris’s cases piled high.

      ‘I bet these set ’im back a few bob,’ she said.

      ‘Come on, you’re leaving,’ I said. I opened the front door, pulling her out onto the step, and closed it behind us.

      ‘I’m ’ere for Chris,’ she protested.

      ‘No you’re not. You’re taking photos, you keep talking about money. It’s insensitive.’

      ‘If I won that much on the lottery we wouldn’t talk about anything else!’

      ‘This is different. He hasn’t won anything. He’s just lost his father.’

      Ethel started to protest but saw my face.

      ‘Well ’ow do I get home?’

      ‘I’ll get you a taxi,’ I said pulling her down the steps and out onto the street. A taxi saw me waving and came to a stop by the kerb.

      ‘Are you free to go to Catford?’ I asked through the window.

      ‘That’ll cost a fortune!’ said Ethel. ’Ere there’s a bloke in ’er house ’oose just won…’

      ‘No Ethel, not won…’

      ‘Alright. Inherited an ’undred million quid!’

      The driver didn’t seem impressed. ‘How many bags?’ he asked miserably.

      ‘Just one,’ I said indicating Ethel. Before she could protest I pushed her in, slipped him some cash, and he drove away.

      

      When I came back inside, everyone was in the living room where Adam was lighting a fire.

      ‘What is this champagne?’ asked Chris who was now on his third glass.

      ‘It’s Lambrini,’ said Marika. ‘Ethel brought it.’

      ‘Do you remember when we used to add Blue Bols and make anti-freeze?’ said Chris. ‘That was so much fun…Hey remember when we went to Alton Towers and got so drunk on it that Coco pissed herself on the Nemesis ride?’

      ‘Thank you Chris,’ I said seeing Rosencrantz and Adam’s faces.

      ‘You told me you all got soaked on the Log Flume,’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘No, it was when Nemesis went upside down,’ laughed Marika. Everyone joined in and despite being mortified I was so pleased Chris was smiling.

      ‘Of course, those carefree days are over,’ he said and we all went silent.

      Then he changed the subject. He wanted to know everything about Marika and Milan, our baby, Rosencrantz and Oscar. He didn’t want to talk about his time living in Los Angeles, or the future.

      We stayed up talking until late. Chris, Rosencrantz and Marika got very drunk on anti-freeze, (Rosencrantz had wanted to try it) so they all stayed the night, curling up on the sofas downstairs.

      

      ‘God, I’d love to be a millionaire,’ said Adam as we were brushing our teeth before bed.

      ‘This house is worth quite a bit, and you own half,’ I said.

      Adam laughed, dropped his toothbrush in the cup and went to the bedroom.

      ‘What was that laugh for?’ I said, following. Adam was now in bed and I climbed in beside him.

      ‘Daniel was married to you for twenty years, he didn’t get a bean.’

      ‘Because he had an affair.’

      ‘But it’s not real, half of the value of a house, it’s all hypothetical,’ said Adam.

      ‘If we sold this house we would have the money, and half would be yours,’ I said.

      Adam laughed again.

      ‘You would never sell this house! It defines you. It’s been in your family for, what? A hundred years?’

      ‘A hundred and fifteen. But it doesn’t define me… Do you want to sell the house?’ I added.

      ‘No. And even if I did, you don’t want to live outside London. And we need the good schools, and hospitals.’

      ‘You say it like it’s not negotiable?’

      ‘It isn’t, and that’s fine,’ he said grinning and kissing my belly. ‘I know I’ll never be as rich or successful as you, and I just have to deal with it.’

      There was a pause and we lay there.

      ‘You own your flat Adam,’ I said remembering.

      ‘The bank owns most of my flat,’ he said. ‘And it comes with its own elderly prostitute…’

      With that he turned over, clicked off the light, and within minutes he was snoring. I stayed awake for a long time mulling over what he had said.

      

      Saturday 3rd March

      

      Chris was here for one night before his mother tracked him down. Lady Cheshire sent the family solicitor, Mr Spencer, who knocked on the door on Friday night. He was terribly polite but told Chris in no uncertain terms that his presence was required immediately.

      We drove Chris up to Cheshire Hall this morning. I had to sell the Land Rover last year, and its replacement, a rusty second-hand Fiat Panda could only cope with a few of Chris’s cases; even then it was almost scraping the tarmac on the motorway.

      When we turned into the gothic iron gates of Cheshire Hall, it started to rain. The Fiat’s suspension creaked and groaned on the gravel driveway, which went on for miles, past acres of fields and trees. Chris became more agitated. I stared up at the canopy of bare trees as their reflections moved across the windscreen and hoped that he would be okay. Then Cheshire Hall rose up from the gravel road ahead. An imposing Jacobean mansion with lots of cream carved stone, red brick, proud windows and a grey roof. Chris now owns the place with its seventeen bedrooms, a ballroom, library, billiard room, umpteen reception rooms and fully-functioning servants’ quarters. Two fields away we could just make out the squat factory, where the Cheshire brand paper napkins are manufactured and shipped all over the world. Chris is now Managing Director and majority shareholder in this multi-million pound company. I looked at him wrestling with the wrapper on his Starburst. How was he not prepared for this day?

      Adam parked the Fiat outside the main doors, and we climbed out. Lady Edwina came bowling down the steps in her wax jacket and wellingtons. She has terrible teeth and a bowl cut of bristly steel-coloured hair. The Honourable Rebecca (Chris’s sister, blonde, in padded hairband, and matching wax jacket and wellington boots) followed, and six Labradors all poured out after them. Rocco was soon surrounded by them and whined nervously, so Adam scooped him up.

      ‘Chris-tah-fah, what are you doing in that car?’ asked Lady Edwina, horrified.

      ‘Coco and Adam were kind enough to give me a lift,’ he said.

      ‘You didn’t have to take them up on it darling,’ she said. ‘Even the man who empties the septic tank has a nicer car.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I said.

      ‘No Coco, I don’t mean to be rude but this is Lord Cheshire! He must travel in style… There is probably more horsepower in one of Rebecca’s marital aides.’

      ‘Mummy!’ shrieked Rebecca.

      ‘Come on darling, we all love dear old Squiffy but he’s far more interested in Tom.’

      ‘My husband is not interested in the gardener!’ said Rebecca.

      ‘Darling, there’s nothing wrong with turning a blind eye. Of course if he was my gardener, you know what I’d do…’

      Rebecca blinked back some tears.

      ‘Now Coco, Adam. Would you like some tea?’ asked Lady Edwina. We climbed the steps and were shown through the huge oak front door into a hall with a giant red-carpeted staircase. We took a left into a fabulous drawing room with classical paintings on the walls and a huge stone fireplace. It was like being in a National Trust stately home, but there were no roped off bits, and Lady Cheshire’s iPod was strewn across a 17th-century table.

      ‘I thought Lord Cheshire might want to ring the bell,’ said Lady Edwina. Chris looked around.

      ‘She means you!’ snapped Rebecca. He squeaked meekly over in his high top trainers and pulled the bell by the fireplace. He didn’t know what to do next, so came back to his place beside me. I opened my mouth to say how sorry I was for their loss but Lady Edwina interrupted,

      ‘Were the roads dry?’

      ‘Um, yes…’ I said.

      ‘Now you’re the chap who went to prison? Business fraud wasn’t it?’ said Lady Edwina sizing up Adam.

      ‘He was wrongly imprisoned, someone in his company set him up,’ I said. Adam gave me a calming look.

      ‘Yes, and Lord Cheshire was very kind,’ said Adam. ‘He pulled some strings and speeded up my transfer to a category D prison. He was a really good man. I’m sorry for your loss.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Lady Edwina. She looked as if she was going to cry. She leant across to Rocco who was still in Adam’s arms and scratched him behind the ears.

      ‘What a handsome little chap,’ she said. ‘Is he a Maltese?’

      ‘Yes, he’s called Rocco,’ I said. Rocco gave a contented sigh and licked her hand.

      ‘Where is Sofia?’ said Chris.

      ‘Your sister will be back tonight,’ said Lady Edwina. ‘She’s been in Zimbabwe, talking about buying a stake in a diamond mine. Apparently President Mugabe is an absolute sweetie.’

      Chris looked horrified.

      ‘Right Christopher,’ she said going over to the fireplace and giving the bell another pull. ‘We’ve got a meeting about the funeral at one, and then someone from Coutts will be here to record your signature and run you through the accounts.’

      ‘For fucks sake!’  Shrilled Rebecca. ‘He comes in and suddenly it’s all his! Do you know anything about this place? Anything about how it runs?’

      ‘Pull yourself together Rebecca,’ said Lady Edwina.

      ‘No! The house, the business, it’s all his now because he was born with a penis? A penis which he doesn’t even stick in the right places!’ Rebecca’s chubby little face was bright red now. A young girl arrived carrying a wide tray covered in a china tea set. Everyone was quiet as she laid it out on the table.

      ‘Thank you Louise, that’ll be all,’ said Lady Edwina. We took our seats round the table. She sat down and picked up a small plate with slivers of lemon arranged in a fan shape.

      ‘Oh for God’s sake! That stupid girl has forgotten the tongs.’

      ‘Daddy is dead! And all you worry about is how you’re going to put the lemon in your tea? Well I’ll tell you where you can put it!’ said Rebecca.

      ‘Chris-stah-fah ring the bell again, we need tongs and Rebecca needs one of her pills,’ said Lady Edwina.

      ‘I think we’re going to head off Chris,’ I said.

      ‘No, no please don’t leave me,’ he whispered.

      ‘You all have family things to talk about.’

      ‘Yes. We do,’ said Lady Edwina pointedly. A servant was sent out to collect Chris’s luggage from the roof rack.

      ‘Promise me you’ll keep in contact,’ said Chris.

      ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I’ll get the rest of your cases sent up here, and call me, whenever.’

      As we drove away I glanced back at Chris waving from the front door. It felt like we were leaving a little kid on his first day at school.

      ‘When’s the funeral?’ asked Adam as we pulled out of the gates and onto the country road. He changed gear to accelerate but the car screamed in protest. I winced.

      ‘I don’t know. They’ll probably spend so long arguing over the house and money they’ll forget to bury the poor guy,’ I said.

      ‘They don’t seem very happy.’

      ‘Someone just died.’

      ‘No, it’s more than that, like ingrained unhappiness… Aren’t you glad we’re not rich?’ Adam grinned.

      ‘We’re not poor!’ I snapped.

      ‘How come we’re driving a crappy old car then?’

      Adam tried again to get the car to change gear. The engine churned and we lurched forward.

      ‘It’s not crappy. That teenage boy we bought it off said it was very reliable.’

      The car began to shudder violently, and the engine died. He tried the ignition but there was no response. The car slowed to a halt in the middle of the road.

      ‘Shit!’ said Adam slapping the dashboard. ‘Shit! It was all that bloody luggage on the roof!’

      ‘You were grinding the gears!’

      ‘I was not. The clutch sticks.’

      ‘It doesn’t stick when I drive,’ I said.

      ‘Ha! You’re the expert? Didn’t you fail your test three times?’ said Adam.

      ‘Four. But they say it makes you a better driver.’

      Adam tried the ignition again, nothing. I pulled my phone out. I didn’t have a signal, nor did he.

      ‘So what do two poor people do next?’ asked Adam. ‘Revel in the fact we haven’t got too much money to tie us down?’

      ‘Shut up. I’m thinking.’

      It was suddenly very quiet. The car rocked as the wind roared across the fields surrounding the road, making ripples in the grass. Adam tried to put the hazard lights on, but the car was dead.

      ‘We’re in the middle of the road. We’re going to have to move it to the verge,’ said Adam. ‘Come on, let’s push.’

      ‘I’m pregnant.’

      ‘Oh yeah,’ he said.

      ‘You forgot?’

      ‘Coco, look at the bigger picture!’

      Adam got out of the car and told me to steer. I clambered over to the driver’s side and put the car in neutral. Adam went round to the back and started to push. The car wouldn’t budge. He strained and pushed harder. He came back round and I rolled down the window.

      ‘I think you’ll have to get out, you’re too heavy.’

      ‘I’m not that heavy,’ I said.

      ‘It’s okay, it’s normal to put on a bit of baby weight.’

      Then I noticed that the hand brake was on.

      ‘So you didn’t think I might have the handbrake on? You just think I’m some big fat lump of ballast stopping the car?’

      We were still bickering twenty minutes later when a black Mercedes purred up beside us. The tinted windows slid down.

      ‘Need a lift?’ asked Rebecca. We turned and grinned awkwardly.

      

      Rebecca’s car was seriously cool. White leather heated seats, a screen on the dashboard showing CNN. She dropped Adam off at the local garage and then took me back to London.

      ‘This is very good of you,’ I said when we were on the M25. Rocco sighed comfortably on my lap and began to snore. Rebecca glanced at me nervously.

      ‘Coco, can I talk to you about something?’ she asked.

      ‘Don’t worry, I know plenty of people who use, um, marital aides,’ I said.

      ‘What? No, not that. I wanted to see if you could talk to Christopher.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘I think you know,’ she said carefully.

      ‘You want me to talk to him about the inheritance?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why me?’

      ‘He adores you, you’re probably the closet person in the world to him.’

      I was now feeling uncomfortable.

      ‘That’s why we’re so close Rebecca. We never discuss his, business.’

      ‘It should be my business Coco, and Sofia’s. We worked with our father for fifteen years. Chris has just… well he’s been Chris.’

      ‘Do you think dropping me off in London earns you the right to ask me?’

      ‘I’ve got some business in London, and I’m meeting Squiffy at Annabel’s later,’ she shrilled, her pudgy face going red again. ‘And a bloody lift must be worth something?’

      ‘It’s not worth a hundred million quid Rebecca.’

      ‘Coco it’s very common to talk about money... And it’s all tied up you know.’

      We were silent for the rest of the journey. When we pulled up at my house I said, ‘Don’t ever try to use me to manipulate your brother. He is one of the kindest most loyal people I know.’

      Rebecca remained stony faced and said nothing. As I watched her Mercedes purr away, I was inexplicably jealous. She lives in a velvet-lined pocket of British life I can only dream of. Now with this baby coming I realise how tenuous it all is. Adam is right, being poor stinks.

      Just after I got indoors Adam phoned to say the Fiat is dead, which I already knew. We can either spend thousands on a new engine, or buy a new car. Neither is an option. The garage had offered him £50 to take the car away for scrap. I told him to take it.

      

      Adam got home a few hours later. His train ticket home had cost £49.95. So, essentially, we sold our car for five pence.

      

      Wednesday 7th March

      

      Adam had three interviews on Monday. He’s now had phone calls from all of them saying he hasn’t got the job. He’s been told he is ‘overqualified’ that he’s ‘not got the correct skills mix’ and that ‘despite a strong CV other candidates have more to offer.’

      On our morning walk with Rocco I asked him to go through what had happened.

      ‘Were you on time?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes!’

      ‘Do you think it’s your age?’

      ‘The other candidates I waited with were my age,’ he said.

      ‘Do you think they’re racist?’

      ‘Three of the guys who interviewed me were black, so I doubt it.’

      ‘What about your skills mix?’

      ‘Coco, I’ve worked in management for years…’

      ‘Did you brush your teeth before the interview?’ I asked, exasperated.

      ‘Coco! I just didn’t get the job!’ he said.

      I know he needs comforting, but I’m so worried about money and how we’ll manage. I’m nearly halfway through my pregnancy and my second scan is looming on the horizon. The make or break one where we find out if the baby is healthy.

      When we got home I had a message from the bank to call urgently. I phoned back, and a snotty bloke in their call centre told me our account was several hundred pounds overdrawn, and asked if we were planning to put any money in, as it’s an unauthorised overdraft. We did some detective work and discovered Tabitha hasn’t paid her rent.

      

      Thursday 8th March

      

      We’ve tried calling Tabitha, and Adam has been round to the flat, but she’s not answering. He went off to another job interview this morning, so I decided to go and pay her a visit. Tabitha wouldn’t be able to wind me round her little finger like Adam.

      I rang her bell repeatedly, but no one answered. Her curtains were drawn in the window at the front. Then I thought, what about the window at the back? It looks out onto a tiny concrete garden, which I vaguely remembered could be accessed by a little side gate. I walked round the side of the building to the back, and found the gate. It was a little taller than me and made of dark stout wood, beside it was a big square concrete flowerpot full of weeds. I thought about it for a minute, checked no one was looking, and using the pot, heaved myself up and managed to get one leg over the gate. Then I realised there was nothing to step down onto on the other side! I sat there wobbling astride the gate. I could see some people crossing at the traffic lights and coming towards me. I panicked, wobbled some more, and threw my other leg over. Using my arms I half slithered, half fell onto the concrete on the other side. I managed to land on my feet, but yanked my shoulder supporting my weight. I had to wait a few minutes until the pain passed, then took stock of where I was. I was in a dark and narrow passageway. The four-storey wall of Adam’s building was on one side, and the four storey wall of the next building on the other. I squeezed my way down the passage, feeling the bricks brush against my shoulders, until the passage opened out to a tiny square of concrete.

      The walls of the surrounding buildings towered above me, and the only light came from a little square of grey sky high above. The living room/kitchen window of Adam’s flat looked out onto this, but the curtains were tightly drawn. I put my ear to the window and could hear some muffled sounds. I held my breath and listened closer. A voice got a little louder. Suddenly the curtains opened and there was Tabitha, completely naked! Her enormous pale bosoms hung down over a giant white belly. In the background a balding man in his late forties was pulling a sheaf of fifty pound notes from his trousers. Unfortunately he wasn’t wearing the trousers. He was naked too. I froze. So did Tabitha, staring back at me. Then I saw a realisation flicker across her face. She smirked and pulled the curtains shut. I ran back to the gate, but I couldn’t heave myself up. I was trapped. I stood there for a few moments in a panic, then I heard a tapping on the window and her voice echoed along the passageway.

      ‘Coco… Coco… I know you’re there,’ she said. I ignored her. Why had I left the house without my phone!?

      ‘Coco. I think you’re in a pickle…’ she goaded. I marched back to the window. Unbelievably she was still naked.

      ‘Put some clothes on!’ I snapped haughtily averting my eyes.

      ‘It’s my flat. I can do what I want,’ she said. I turned back, taking care to keep my eyes above her neck.

      ‘It’s not your flat, you haven’t paid the rent! Are you a prostitute?’

      ‘What do you think dear?’ she cooed.

      ‘You know it’s illegal…’

      ‘What’s illegal is breaking and entering.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘This sad little patch of concrete is classed as my garden. As the landlord you have to give me twenty-four hours’ notice before you come onto the property… So technically you are trespassing.’

      ‘No! Not if you haven’t paid the rent! Are you going to pay it?’ I shouted.

      She didn’t answer, and just stood there, shamelessly, stark naked. I turned and marched back down the passage to the gate and tried to pull myself up, but my arm was killing me.

      ‘Maybe I should phone your delicious husband, Mrs Pinchard,’ her voice echoed down the passageway. ‘What would he think of you spying on me?’

      ‘Phone him!’ I shouted. ‘I’ve got nothing to be ashamed of.’

      Then Tabitha was quiet. I leaned against the wall by the gate and waited. After what seemed like an age, the gate opened. Adam was standing with Tabitha and he looked mad, with me! What was most disturbing was that she was completely different around him. Like a kind, if slightly corpulent old lady. I looked at the sensible dress and shoes she was now wearing, and how Adam couldn’t be more apologetic.

      ‘What about the rent?’ I said pointedly, as we made our way round to the front of the flats.

      ‘Tabitha has explained that she’s having some troubles at the moment, but it should be paid very soon,’ said Adam.

      I looked at her.

      ‘I’m on to you,’ I said. She pulled a woe is me face and went back indoors.

      ‘What the hell were you doing?’ asked Adam on the walk back home.

      ‘I saw her through the window, she was taking money for sex Adam.’

      ‘Oh my God, Coco. You can’t just go and break into her garden.’

      ‘Did you hear me? A prostitute. I was right. And that’s not a garden it’s a crappy square of concrete.’

      ‘Coco. Enough. Now thanks to this we don’t have a leg to stand on with getting the rent out of her.’

      ‘She has to pay.’

      ‘Yes but we have to go through the correct procedure. Do you know how many rights tenants have? You can’t just climb into her garden and peer through the windows.’

      ‘This is so unfair,’ I said. We carried on walking. ‘But you do believe me?’

      ‘Coco,’ said Adam rolling his eyes.

      ‘No. You have to believe me. She is a prostitute. Now I know you were being polite to her but you do believe that she is a prostitute?’

      Adam stopped and took my hands.

      ‘Of course I believe you,’ he said. I felt hugely relieved.

      ‘How was your interview?’ I asked.

      ‘I never got to go in. I had a hysterical call from my tenant that my wife had broken in and was being threatening.’

      ‘She threatened me!’

      We came to Baker Street station and Adam stopped.

      ‘Coco, please. I have to go back to this company and hope that they’ll still let me interview. I told them my wife was ill.’

      He took out his ticket and went through the tube barriers. I watched as the top of his head disappeared down the escalator, but he didn’t look back. Then I trudged home.

      

      Friday 9th March

      

      Still no rent from Tabitha. We’ve had to transfer some of our precious savings to clear the overdraft. Adam had three more interviews today, and is experiencing interview fatigue. The people from yesterday agreed to interview him, but then said no. He’d told them his wife was claustrophobic and had been scared to take the wheelie bin out.

      ‘That’s ridiculous,’ I said. ‘No wonder they didn’t give you the job.’

      ‘It’s not that ridiculous. You can get fined if you don’t take your bin out, then there’re other fines if you put recycling items in with normal waste…’

      There seemed to be one glimmer on the horizon. Angie wants to meet me on Monday, my publishing house has come up with some marketing ideas they’d like to run past me.

      

      Monday 12th March

      

      I helped Adam choose a tie this morning for another interview. He must be doing something right because he keeps getting interviews. He just doesn’t get the jobs. He looked so good in his black suit, so sharp and lean and handsome.

      ‘I would hire you in a second,’ I said. We walked to Baker Street tube together, and parted at the bottom of the escalator. Adam was taking the Jubilee line into the City, I was grabbing a district line train out to Chiswick.

      ‘Good luck,’ I said. He leaned down and kissed me.

      ‘I forgot what a pain it is to wear a suit every day,’ he said grimacing and running a finger under his shirt collar.

      ‘Don’t moan about the pain of looking good,’ I said. ‘Try being a pregnant woman. I need maternity clothes, maternity bras.’

      ‘You might get some sexy new clothes, if Angie has lined up magazine interviews. Don’t they come with stylists?’

      ‘Here’s hoping.’ I grinned and we went our separate ways.

      

      When I came out of the tube in Turnham Green a text message came through from Angie.

      

      
        
        CHANGE OF PLAN.

        MEETING NOW IN THE GEORGE IV

        ON CHISWICK HIGH RD. A x

      

      

      

      The George IV sounded very pub-like. Would Grazia or Cosmopolitan want to meet in a pub I thought? The George IV was a pub, but a very nice one. Angie was outside smoking furiously. Since the smoking ban she avoids pubs, so my heart lifted a little. For her to set foot inside one meant the meeting must be important.

      ‘Alright Cokes?’ she asked blowing smoke out of the corner of her mouth. I gave her a hug.

      ‘I’m sorry for what I said…’

      ‘What did you say?’

      Shit, I thought, she didn’t remember…

      ‘The thing I said about Barry being a drug addict. I know he’s cleaned himself up and it was a bit of a low blow…’ I started to say more but Chloe came outside.

      ‘Hi Coco. Mum, we need to get inside as Aerone can only give us twenty minutes.’

      Angie stubbed out the cigarette with the pointed toe of her tiny designer shoe, and we went inside. A huge overweight lad was sitting by a flashing fruit machine. Several crisp packets were open on the table, and he had a pint on the go. I was expecting us to move past him, and over to some smart executive in a cosy corner, but Angie and Chloe stopped at his table. He rose, hitching up his tracksuit bottoms.

      ‘Coco this is Aerone Eldersson from Mashed Potato Productions,’ said Angie. He shook my hand.

      ‘Another drink?’ she said.

      ‘Lager top,’ said Aerone. He had a thick London accent.

      ‘Coco? What about you?’

      ‘I’ll just have a J20,’ I said.

      ‘She’s got a baby on the way,’ said Angie rolling her eyes. She went off to the bar with Chloe.

      ‘Me too,’ he grinned.

      ‘You too what?’ I said.

      ‘I’ve got a baby on the way too. A beer baby!’ he lifted up his t-shirt to show a huge saggy belly, covered in mousy hair. I gave a high pitched laugh then we sat in awkward silence until Angie and Chloe came back with the drinks.

      ‘Right let’s get down to business,’ said Angie when we were all settled. ‘Aerone is a very talented reality tv producer.’

      ‘I prefer guerrilla documentary film maker,’ said Aerone.

      ‘He’s done some groundbreaking stuff for cable,’ said Angie. ‘Shows like, ‘Exhuming The Parents’, ‘Romanian Spider-Baby’, and ‘Serial Killer Cribs’ to name a few. I’ll let him do the rest of the talking.’

      Aerone went on to say that he’s making a new documentary series called ‘Unknown Knowns’, where people known for one thing, reveal a fact about them that nobody knows.

      ‘Where do I factor into this?’ I said.

      ‘Well your ‘unknown known’ is that your husband was in jail,’ said Aerone. I looked at Angie.

      ‘I think a better way of pitching it, is that Coco refused to believe Adam was guilty, and she didn’t stop until the sentence was overturned,’ said Angie.

      Aerone went on to say that they’d like to interview me and Adam, so we can tell our story. They’ve found news footage of his release, and the TV company has been granted permission to film inside Belmarsh Prison.

      ‘We’d love to take you and Adam back to his original prison cell and film your reactions,’ said Aerone.

      I looked at them all. Aerone was grinning, so was Angie. Chloe was busy writing things down.

      They were serious.

      ‘Can I have a moment with you Angie?’ I asked.

      ‘No probs, I need to take a shit,’ said Aerone. He squeezed past us and loped off.

      ‘What’s this got to do with my book launch?’

      ‘Everything. This is about you Coco, your life,’ said Angie.

      ‘Yes, but I’m a writer.’

      ‘The problem is, that on its own that doesn’t sell,’ said Angie. ‘If you’re Dan Brown or Regina Battenberg it’s no problem, but for you we need an angle.’

      ‘What about magazine articles? Grazia, Cosmo?’ I said.

      ‘They said for now they’re not looking for the prisoner’s wife angle…’

      ‘What do you mean the prisoner’s wife angle?’

      ‘It’s a great angle Cokes,’ said Angie

      ‘Well, I can’t do this,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to be exploited for some cheap documentary. Nor does Adam. He’s trying to find a job, think what would happen if someone saw it?’

      ‘Coco we’ve made a big effort to set this up,’ said Angie. ‘Aerone is much in demand. I had to, well, not beg, but close enough.’

      ‘Is there really no magazine interested? Not even a little corner piece in Take a Break?’

      Chloe and Angie shook their heads.

      ‘So what are my other options?’ I asked.

      ‘We’ve got Regina Battenberg’s quote for the front of the book, ‘I laughed and laughed and laughed, what an imagination this author has!’ said Angie.

      ‘And there’s social media,’ said Chloe. ‘Start going on Twitter and Facebook.’

      ‘Does that work?’

      ‘Well, your publishing house would like you to,’ said Chloe. ‘We don’t know if it does work. But we don’t know if it doesn’t work either, and of course everyone’s doing it, so until it’s absolutely proved that it doesn’t work, we think you should do it.’

      ‘So what do I put on social media?’ I said.

      ‘Just, you know, tweet about stuff and mention your book,’ said Angie.

      ‘But keep stuff about your book to a minimum,’ said Chloe. ‘People get really pissed off.’

      ‘So you want me to go on social media to promote my book, but not mention my book too much?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Chloe. There was silence. Aerone came back from the toilet and I, very nicely, apologised and said I wasn’t interested.

      ‘No biggie. I didn’t have a clue who you were anyway,’ said Aerone. He hitched up his trackies and left the pub.

      

      Wednesday 14th March

      

      The rent still hasn’t been paid.

      Chloe emailed me a list last night of all the social networks I should join: Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram, Google Circles, Stumbleupon, Goodreads, Tumblr, Digg, Reddit… Diaspora.

      When I published Chasing Diana Spencer in 2008 all this barely existed. Even ebooks barely existed. Facebook was just something you arsed about on, and Twitter was something that only Stephen Fry did.

      I decided to start with Twitter, as I have some minor experience, and an old twitter account. I logged on and sought out Regina Battenberg. She seems to be doing something right because she has nearly a million followers. Her latest tweet reads,

      

      @ReginaB Ah! just found a drinks coaster I was looking 4 down back of sofa #luckyday

      

      She had included a picture of herself with the drinks coaster, which was plain and made of cork. This tweet has had six hundred re-tweets, including one from Colin Thomas the head of The House of Randoms; the CEO of the publishing company! He had replied saying,

      

      @RandomColin I love that coaster! #wineoclock

      

      Imagine if I went into a meeting with Colin Thomas, and started talking about finding a coaster down the back of my sofa. He would look at me if as if I were mad; he’d tell me to stop wasting his time. Yet on Twitter these banal conversations are the norm. I don’t mean to be a misery, and I see how Twitter can be fun, but couldn’t someone just come out and say it’s a load of old bollocks, and reassure us we don’t have to do it.

      The problem is that the Prime Minister and the US President are doing it too. If they think they’re going to miss out, I think we’re in trouble. I sat there for two hours with my hands poised like chicken feet over my keyboard, trying to think of something to tweet, but I couldn’t. I just don’t get the rules. If there are any rules?

      

      Friday 16th March

      

      I’d forgotten what social media really is about. Spying on people. Over the past few days I’ve been spying on Regina Battenberg’s Twitter feed. She’s been going to a lot of celebrity parties with Angie.

      On Tuesday Regina Battenberg tweeted pictures from a lingerie launch party. Most of Angie had been cropped out of the picture, but I could just make out her ear next to Regina, who was carrying a goody bag of free knickers.

      On Wednesday they attended a charity benefit for adults with alopecia. This time a little more of Angie was on display, (a whole ear plus side of mouth with cigarette). Regina Battenberg had decided to forgo her usual gold turban, and wore her hair down. She could be seen in the pictures fluffing it up for the cameras, whilst the bald people with alopecia looked on jealously.

      On Thursday both Regina and Angie got a free iPad. I’m not sure what the event was, but they were pictured side-by-side with an iPad each. On the screen was an image of the cover for Winetime.

      Last night Regina and Angie dined together at The Ivy. Regina had tweeted a paparazzi photo, taken as they were leaving the restaurant. She is striking a pose on the pavement in her gold turban and black cloak, whilst Angie is in the background with a fag in the corner of her mouth trying to pull Pippin away from humping the doorman’s leg. Regina had written,

      

      @ReginaB Just had scrummy dinner with my agent, Angela Lansbury. #Beasties

      

      I think she’d meant to write #besties … but maybe not. My book launch is only a month away.

      

      Tuesday 20th March

      

      It’s all very fraught, there is still no rent from Tabitha, Adam is starting another week of job interviews, my twenty-two-week ultrasound scan is looming, and my book? Who knows what is going on there.  Adam keeps saying Try not to get stressed. But when has this ever succeeded in working for a stressed person?

      I woke up this morning as Adam was adjusting his tie in the bedroom mirror.

      ‘Morning beautiful,’ he said picking up his phone and keys from the dresser.

      ‘I’ve got a good feeling about today,’ he said. ‘I’m through to the fifth round for this job.’

      ‘How many rounds are there?’ I asked.

      ‘Twelve,’ said Adam. He kissed me, cuddled Rocco and went off. I came downstairs, fed Rocco and made some decaf coffee. Then my phone jingled, it was a text from Chris.

      

      
        
        Dad’s Funeral is Thursday. Have arranged 4 car 2 pick U up. Mum & Rebecca had a terrible argument about the flowers, M slapped R so hard there is still a handprint 2 days later. Only Dad knew how to make them get along. I’m missing him like mad - Chris x

        

      

      

      I texted him back,

      

      
        
        Need 2 talk? I’m here whenever you need me  Cx

        

      

      Then he said,

      

      
        
        No time. Being Lord Cheshire is a full time job. Don’t know how my Dad did it all and stayed sane - speak soon, Chris x

        

      

      I put my phone down and then the oddest thing happened. I really missed my mother… which is not a feeling I’ve had in years.

      My mother was judgemental and pushy and drove me crazy. She’d have known how to deal with Tabitha and my scan and Angie though…  and if she’d approved of Adam (which I doubt) she’d have known how to get him into a good job. I bet she’d even have been brilliant on Twitter. She had a very cruel, but very funny sense of humour. I thought of all the things she never knew about me, and all the things she never got to do, and I was gripped with an urge to see her.

      I met Rosencrantz an hour later at the entrance to Kensal Green Cemetery. He was wearing black jeans, a winter jacket, and he looked a little tired. He gave his cigarette a last puff, and ground it out with one of his winter boots, the red embers flaring up for a moment against the dark earth.  He gave me a big kiss on the cheek, and put his arm around me as we walked along the gravel path, past scores of wonky gravestones.

      ‘Where is she?’ he asked, after a moment.

      ‘By the trees over there.’

      We carried on walking, our shoes crunching on gravel.

      ‘I’ve never known what to call her.’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘It’s okay. You never knew her,’ I said. ‘She died a few days before I found out I was pregnant with you… I think she would have wanted to be called ‘Grandma’.’

      ‘Not, Nan?’ he said.

      ‘No. Ethel is Nan.’

      ‘Did they ever meet?’

      ‘Far too many times,’ I laughed. The long path between the endless gravestones rose up then dropped, and there she was. Evelyn Willoughby. The black marble headstone had weathered in the twenty-three years since she’d died. The little basket of silk flowers that Adam had insisted on putting there six months ago, were now faded. I lay the bunch of red roses I’d bought beside the marble slab, then pulled out a tissue and wiped off the film of dirt.

      ‘What was she like?’ asked Rosencrantz. I decided to be diplomatic.

      ‘I think she was always trying to be good enough… My dad, your granddad, was from a well-off family, and they didn’t approve of her.’

      ‘Didn’t she like Dad?’

      I shook my head. ‘She wanted me to marry someone else.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The son of friends of theirs, posh friends of theirs.’

      ‘Why didn’t you?’

      ‘I was crazy about your father. Hard to believe now.’

      ‘What was this posh guy called?’ asked Rosencrantz.

      ‘Kenneth.’

      ‘And did this Kenneth guy love you?’

      ‘No. He loved someone else too.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Chris,’ I said softly.

      ‘What? Chris, our Chris?’ asked Rosencrantz, shocked.

      I nodded.

      ‘Jeez. What happened?’

      ‘Kenneth’s mother made him marry a girl, and he broke Chris’s heart. Of course Kenneth was in denial about being gay, but he carried on meeting guys in secret, and he contracted HIV.’

      ‘That’s awful,’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘It was 1987 and, well, he didn’t live long. When Kenneth’s parents found out, they disowned him, his wife filed for divorce, and my bloody mother took their side. It was Chris who looked after Kenneth until he died.’

      ‘Is that why you didn’t talk to her for years?’

      ‘Yes… and then suddenly she died.’ We stood in silence for a few minutes. Tears rolled down both of our faces.

      ‘And now I’ve got this baby, and I’m the same age as she was when she died, and… and I’m scared.’  I took a deep breath. ‘Oh well, nothing I can do about things now,’ I said.

      ‘Mum, it’s all going to be okay,’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘Is it?’ His face was full of love, and youth and hope.

      ‘Yes, it is,’ he said. ‘I’m here for you.’

      ‘The lesson I learned from all this, is that when you told me you were gay, I knew it would never be a problem, and if anyone else had a problem, they wouldn’t be welcome.’

      ‘Luckily no one did.’ Rosencrantz grinned. ‘So where is Grandpa?’

      ‘I think he would have liked being called Granddad,’ I said. ‘His ashes are scattered around her headstone. It was a heart attack, shortly after she died. I think he died of a broken heart. He couldn’t live without her. All he wanted was her, but she spent most of her life trying to be something she wasn’t.’

      We stayed and had a good cry, which made me feel miles better, and we then made our way back out of the cemetery. Rosencrantz pulled a hip flask out of his pocket and took a long slug.

      ‘Since when do you have a hip flask?’ I asked.

      ‘Since I’ve got a really important audition, for a big theatre tour… For nerves,’ he explained.

      ‘Okay, well good luck love,’ I said. He gave me hug and went off to the bus stop. I went in the opposite direction to the train station. When I got home I decided that, as a pregnant woman, I should start napping.

      

      Wednesday 21st March

      

      Adam is getting desperate for someone to hire him, and I think this might be coming across in his interviews. He talked last night about getting a bar job, and I told him absolutely not. I’d never see him, and who can bring up a baby in London on one bar wage? I went on Twitter and saw that the Angie-Regina Battenberg love-in continues. Angie is now re-tweeting everything Regina tweets. Six boss-eyed selfies in a row of Regina with Pippin, and a picture of the Japanese language edition of Winetime. I tweeted to Angie:

      

      @AngieLangford Remember me? It’s @CocoPinchard… I’ve got a book out in 3 weeks!

      

      I waited ten minutes for an answer, but she ignored it, then re-tweeted Regina again. They are sending Regina to Africa to do a report on clean drinking water for Comic Relief! Has the world gone mad? Despite myself I clicked on the link.

      A few minutes later I heard a coo- ee and Ethel let herself in (another spare key?) she came into the living room and I quickly wiped my eyes.

      ‘Alright love? Feelin’ emotional?’

      ‘Yes,’ I said. She came round and started reading off the screen.

      ‘Little Amina ’as to walk twenty miles a day to the well to get clean water… Gawd, you think ’er parents would move a bit closer!’

      ‘Ethel!’ I said the tears rolling down my face.

      ‘Well ’oo lives that far away from a bloody well when you’ve got no taps?’

      ‘Maybe they can’t move?’

      ‘Iss not as if they’ve got a mortgage. They just untie the goats, pack up the tent, bob’s your uncle…’

      She put her hand on my shoulder, ‘Come on love, you can’t get sucked into those charity ads.’

      ‘It’s not the advert.’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘Everything. I thought Angie was my friend, I’ve got my twenty-two week scan coming up, Adam can’t find a job, we sold our car for 5p, the old prostitute round the corner owes us five weeks’ rent… and I’m failing in everything. ’

      ‘There there love,’ she said, giving me a hug. ‘What?’ she said after a minute. ‘A prostitute owes you money?’

      I told Ethel all about Tabitha. When I’d finished she grabbed her handbag and left saying, ‘Don’t you worry love, I’ll sort it out.’

      Half an hour later, Ethel returned with an envelope containing all the rent Tabitha owes. I couldn’t believe it.

      ‘She usually does a bank transfer,’ I said counting out the fifty pound notes.

      ‘She ’ad ’alf of this in ’er bra,’ said Ethel.

      ‘How did you get it?’

      ‘I put the fear of God up ’er,’ said Ethel.

      I was very impressed. Tabitha seems a rather godless woman, and in the space of twenty minutes, Ethel had managed to convince her of His existence, the consequences of His wrath and five weeks’ back rent in cash. When Adam got home he was stunned.

      ‘How did she do it?’ he said.

      ‘She can be very scary,’ I said. ‘When she worked as a cleaner at Catford police station, they used to threaten to set her on problem prisoners.’

      ‘Very funny,’ he said.

      ‘I’m serious. They landed many a confession using Ethel and her mop and bucket.’

      

      Thursday 22nd March

      

      Marika phoned this morning.

      ‘Should I bring Milan to the funeral?’ she asked.

      ‘Why wouldn’t you bring him?’ I replied.

      ‘Well, I’ve brought so many different boyfriends to so many different events…’

      ‘I wouldn’t call Lord Cheshire’s funeral an event.’

      ‘You know what I mean. There’ve been weddings, and christenings, opening nights, and launches. Each time I brought someone different. You remember Lady Cheshire called me the revolving door girl at Chris’s sister’s wedding.’

      ‘Wasn’t that because you did get stuck in the revolving door?’

      ‘I know, but there was a mean metaphor in that name, I could see it in her eyes…’ she said.

      ‘Okay, well how are things going with Milan?’ I asked.

      ‘He wants to put my name on his mortgage.’

      ‘That’s brilliant.’

      ‘Is it? The stakes are just getting higher and higher, he keeps being nice to me. It doesn’t stop. I can’t find a flaw, which means when I do find one, I’ll be in so deep it will devastate me.’

      ‘Marika, how are you feeling lately?’ I asked.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘When you see Milan, how do you feel?’

      ‘My heart starts beating fast, and I get overwhelmed and flustered. Warm inside. Content. I feel complete. I’m excited to see him again, even if he just takes the rubbish out…’

      ‘It sounds like you’re in love.’

      ‘What? No…’ There was a long pause. ‘So what are you wearing to the funeral?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t know, something black and tent-like, maybe a tent… So you’re going to bring Milan, the man you have all the symptoms of love for, but don’t actually love?’

      ‘I’m not in love! Yeah, maybe I’ll bring him. And you?’

      ‘I’m bringing Adam. It would look odd if I didn’t.

      ‘No, how are you, silly?’

      ‘As well as can be expected. Filling up with anxiety, and baby.’

      ‘Ring me whenever, I’m here for you,’ she said.

      ‘And I’m here for you too. And call the doctor if you have any more of those terrible symptoms of being in love!’

      ‘I’m not in love,’ she said, but she didn’t sound too sure.

      

      Friday 23rd March

      

      A Daimler arrived to pick us up and take us to Rochester Cathedral for Lord Cheshire’s funeral. Adam, Rosencrantz and Oscar, being lucky to be born male, had pulled on their black suits and looked wonderful. I seemed to be dividing and multiplying in all the wrong places.  I wished I’d got my act together and shopped for maternity wear. I had managed to unearth a black elasticated A-line skirt (last worn when I worked as a teacher and we had a ‘Victorian Evening’) but it was still tight. My shoulders seemed to have broadened, so I had to wear the rest of my Victorian Evening costume of a white pleated blouse and black jacket. I toyed with wearing the little round frilly hat too, but I would have looked like a Queen Victoria impersonator.

      When we got to Catford, Ethel was waiting outside her nursing home, dressed beautifully in a black dress nipped in at the waist, high heels and black hat with a small lace veil.

      ‘You look elegant Nan,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘Where did you get your outfit?’

      ‘Enid Catchfly,’ she said.

      ‘Have you made a new friend?’ asked Adam.

      ‘No she died, poor cow. Superbug finished ’er orf.’

      ‘She left you her clothes?’ I asked.

      ‘No, ’er family took them all to the charity shop. I followed in a taxi… She ’ad some lovely stuff. When you’re thinner love you should try ’em on.’

      I know, for once, Ethel was being nice, but it felt like a total drive-by. I was too big for even dead old ladies’ hand-me-downs. No one batted an eyelid. They changed the subject, chatting on about ‘Britain’s Got Talent’ whilst I sat in the corner. Fat.

      Our car pulled up outside Rochester Cathedral. Streams of people dressed in black were moving across the courtyard to the entrance. Chris cut a forlorn figure by the steps, giving out the order of service with the family solicitor Mr Spencer. His blond hair was now a sombre Just For Men shade of brown and parted to one side. His earring now the tiniest gold stud, and to see him dressed in a morning suit with no quirks was startling. He looked, middle aged. Marika and Milan were waiting outside with Meryl and Tony, Daniel and Jennifer. As we entered the cathedral, solemn organ music played. Lord Cheshire lay in an open casket at the front, a bizarre waxwork of himself. He looked like he was just having a snooze. I felt weirdly obscene, attending a funeral in my condition.

      ‘Do I look really pregnant?’ I whispered to Ethel as we made our way down the aisle.

      ‘No, love you just look fat,’ she said patting my hand.

      The Cathedral was filling up, and we didn’t find a free pew until we’d nearly reached the front. I let Ethel in first. An elegant older lady was sitting alone at the end, and she shuffled up to make room. She lifted up her order of service, and underneath was a muffler made from a dead stoat.

      ‘Jesus Christ!’ shrieked Ethel and walloped it with her handbag. There was a hush as the well-dressed people in the pews around us turned away in disgust. The elegant lady grabbed at her muffler in horror.

      ‘Ethel! Have you no manners? This is a funeral,’ said Jennifer leaning across everyone. We all froze in shock. A woman publicly chastising her mother-in-law is a brave act, but a girlfriend? Throw into the mix that this is Ethel, the ultimate monster-in-law. If Jennifer hadn’t had her card marked before, it certainly was now. We took our seats as the last of the mourners filed in. Finally Lady Edwina entered, with Rebecca and Chris’s other sister Sofia. Lady Edwina and Sofia seemed to be supporting Rebecca who could barely walk with grief. Chris followed and looked back, giving us all a weak smile as he took his seat at the front.

      The funeral was a rather dry corporate affair as various captains of industry gave us their take on Lord Cheshire’s business acumen. The only nice part was when Chris gave a lovely speech about his father, what a generous man he had been, and how he hopes he can do his memory justice. Just as he finished, he was heckled by Rebecca, who shouted,

      ‘Yeah, we can’t all have a penis…’

      We realised she wasn’t being supported in her grief when she’d arrived. She was completely plastered. Lady Edwina ignored her and stared stoically ahead.

      When we had the opportunity to take communion, the boys didn’t want to go, so I went up with Meryl, Ethel and Jennifer. I could see Ethel was still stewing. When we reached the priest, Jennifer kneeled first to take the wafer.

      ‘The body of Christ,’ said the priest, and went to place the wafer on her tongue but Ethel put her hand over his saying,

      ‘Sorry yer worship. ’Ow many Weight Watchers’ points is a communion wafer?’

      Jennifer looked stunned.

      ‘Ummm. Madam, this is the body of Christ,’ said the priest who looked just as surprised.

      ‘It must ’ave a calorie count though?’ went on Ethel. ‘’Cos this one ’ere, well, you can see she struggles with ’er weight. She’s the kind of girl, once she pops, she can’t stop…’

      The line for communion wafers was backing up, and people were craning their necks to see what the hold-up was.

      ‘This is the body of Christ,’ repeated the Priest.

      ‘But will it give ’er the body of a supermodel?’ asked Ethel. Jennifer burst into tears and fled from the altar. The rest of us took communion in a stunned silence.

      ‘She needs to learn not to cross me. Did you ’ear ’er, telling ME to be quiet! Cheeky cow,’ said Ethel as we made our way back to our seats.

      ‘Ethel. This is a funeral, and she’s Daniel’s partner!’ I said.

      ‘For all of five minutes. Great fat lump. I didn’t like ’er the second I met ’er.’

      ‘You never like anyone Daniel goes out with.’

      ‘I liked you, didn’t I?’

      ‘Pull the other one,’ I said.

      ‘Well, you grew on me,’ she said. When we sat down, Daniel was comforting Jennifer.

      ‘Grassed on me, ’ave ya?’ said Ethel.

      ‘If you mean have I told Daniel about his vile mother? Yes,’ hissed Jennifer.

      ‘’Ow dare you! I ain’t vile, am I?’ asked Ethel. Thankfully the Cathedral was filled with choral music, and none of us had to answer.

      Chris stood waiting outside the cathedral as the mourners filed past. We had to wait in line for a few minutes as people gave him their condolences.

      ‘What should we call him?’ whispered Meryl touching up her face with a powder compact.

      ‘Call him Chris,’ said Marika.

      ‘Aren’t there rules amongst the aristocracy?’ asked Meryl. ‘It would be like me calling the Queen ‘Liz’.’

      ‘He just wants people to be normal,’ I said. Looking back at my collected in-laws normal seemed quite ambitious.

      ‘Was it mahogany? Blue velvet lining?’ asked Tony when he reached the front of the line.

      ‘What?’ said Chris.

      ‘The coffin. I’ve got a frightfully good nose for a coffin…’

      ‘Tony! Don’t talk shop to Lord Cheshire,’ said Meryl.

      ‘I’m not talking shop, his dad was lying in one at the front, so it’s relevant.’

      ‘Yes, it was mahogany, and please call me Chris.’

      ‘Of course, Lord Chris,’ said Meryl.

      ‘Or is it Sir Chris?’ said Tony.

      ‘Just Chris.’

      I was at the back of the line with Adam.

      ‘Are you coming back for the wake Cokes?’ asked Chris when we reached him. I could see the cars were lining up. Rebecca was sitting on the cathedral steps crying, Ethel was giving Jennifer daggers, Meryl was arguing with Tony, something to do with China.

      ‘Do you mind if we head back?’ I said. ‘I feel like I’m going to drop.’

      ‘Of course not. You look after this little one,’ said Chris patting my tummy. We gave him another hug and Adam and I took a car back to London.

      Halfway home his phone beeped. He pulled it out of his pocket, looked at it with a resigned face and put it back.

      ‘Damn. Another company said no,’ he said quietly.

      

      Monday 26th March

      

      Today I had my twenty-two-week scan. Adam booked us a taxi to University College Hospital. This time we sat in the waiting room for an hour, and an hour is a very long time with a full bladder.  Babies were crying, and one of the fluorescent lights was flickering. Just before we were seen, a young couple emerged from one of the doors lining the wall; a short dark-haired woman was in tears, supported by her tall, thin husband. Everyone looked away. I had been expecting our lovely lady sonographer from the last time, but we got a rather grubby man in his late forties. His greasy hair stood on end and big belly hung over his trousers.

      He yanked the paper across the examination table and was a little impatient when I took my time hopping up onto it. Going as far as huffing when I got in his way pulling the machine over.

      ‘If you could get up on the bed please,’ he asked.

      ‘What does it look like I’m doing?’ I snapped easing my legs up.

      ‘She’s nervous,’ said Adam.

      ‘No, I’m about to piss myself,’ I said. The sonographer seemed to find this distasteful as he squeezed a dollop of gel on my tummy and then got cracking, smoothing away.

      ‘This is your twenty-two week scan,’ he intoned dispassionately. ‘Also known as the anomaly scan where I’ll be checking for major heart problems, a cleft palate, spina bifida, anencephaly, hydrocephalus, diaphragmatic hernia, exomphalos, gastroscisis, kidney and limb abnormalities and Down’s syndrome.’

      With a flick of his wrist he changed direction with the scanner and peered at the screen sticking his tongue out. He continued staring, changing direction with the smoothing motion. Each time he did this he switched sides with his tongue. Minutes ticked by. I squeezed Adam’s hand and tried not to panic.

      ‘Why can’t we hear the baby’s heartbeat?’ I asked.

      ‘Oh, I muted it,’ he said, as if it were a repeat of ‘Midsomer Murders’ and not our baby’s vital signs.

      ‘Can we hear it please?’ asked Adam. The sonographer reached down, not taking his eyes off the screen and pressed a button. The same whoomph whoomph sound like a tennis ball in a tunnel came out. It was strong and vital like before.

      ‘That sounds healthy.’ I said. The sonographer said nothing. He flicked his wrist, and his tongue switched sides.

      ‘Riiiiight. Um, will you just excuse me for a moment?’

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘I’ll be back in a moment,’ he said. He got up and left the room. He’d left the scanner on the side of the machine so the sound of the heart had stopped. A breeze from under the door played across my stomach and made the gel feel even colder. The clock ticked.

      ‘There’s something wrong, isn’t there?’

      ‘We don’t know that,’ said Adam.

      ‘He’s gone to get a doctor, there’s something wrong with our baby… I knew all that drinking and smoking in the first trimester was bad.’

      ‘Coco, please.’

      ‘No, we have to prepare for the worst. What if…’

      I didn’t get to finish as the sonographer came back in. He took his seat, squeezed some more gel on my stomach and resumed smoothing. With his other hand he slipped a can of Tango out of the pocket of his scrubs and onto the counter beside him. The tongue switched sides once more.

      ‘Right. Everything looks okay,’ he said. With a quick movement he swung the screen round. It showed a face, a close-up face with eyes, a pouty mouth and a button nose. A little hand came up and our baby began to suck its thumb.

      ‘Are you sure? You’re sure everything is okay?’ I asked. overwhelmed to see our baby again.

      ‘Yes. All clear, spine is fine, skin all there, everything in correct proportion.’

      He turned the screen round again.

      ‘Hey, we were looking,’ I said.

      ‘Other people are waiting too.’

      ‘Just one more minute…’

      He actually huffed and turned the screen round, but he’d spoiled it. Our little baby wiggled about and waved his arms.

      ‘Do we get a printout?’ I asked. The sonographer huffed again and printed some images.

      ‘I really have to ask you to leave…’

      ‘Oh hang on, what about the sex, of the baby?’

      ‘It’s our policy not to reveal the sex due to wrong gender terminations.’

      ‘I don’t care what it is. I just want to know.’

      ‘I’m very sorry. I can’t tell you.’

      ‘But you know?’

      ‘As I said. It’s our policy not to reveal the sex due to wrong gender terminations.’

      I noticed the can of Tango sitting on the side.

      ‘You went out to get a drink didn’t you?’

      ‘Here are your images.’

      ‘You left me here to get a bloody drink, didn’t you?’

      He twitched his tongue from left to right.

      ‘Mate that is not cool,’ said Adam. The sonographer dropped his singsong corporate tone and got whiny.

      ‘I have set breaks but we’re running behind… I have no chance to get anything to drink.’

      ‘What do you think it did to my stress levels when you buggered off?’ I asked.

      ‘I’d mind your language,’ he said.

      ‘And I’d mind your etiquette. If you want to be rude and abrupt go and work in a bloody bank, not here. Now before you enjoy your Tango. Tell us what sex our baby is. ’

      He did a weird smile and his tongue twitched again.

      ‘As I say, it’s our policy not to reveal the sex.’

      I couldn’t hold my bladder any longer. I wiped off my belly and ran for the loo. I grabbed the first cubicle and, my God, the relief. When I came out Adam was waiting by the lift. When we were inside and the doors closed, he grinned.

      ‘We’re having a boy!’ he said.

      ‘What? How did you find out?’

      ‘The sonographer told me.’

      ‘How did you get him to?’

      ‘I nicked his can of Tango.’

      ‘Very funny. Did you threaten him?’

      ‘Yeah. I said he could only have it back if he told me.’

      ‘Come on, you must have threatened him?’

      ‘No, all it took was the Tango. It’s sad. He wanted that can so badly, enough to spill the beans. A boy!’

      We walked along and found a Starbucks. Taking a seat in the window we talked excitedly about our new son.

      ‘What about names?’ I said. ‘I like Thomas. Tommy…’

      ‘Tommy Rickard? He’d sound like a simpleton. What about Richard?’

      ‘Ricky Rickard?’ I said.

      ‘Le Bron?’

      ‘No! I quite like Quintus,’ I said.

      ‘No, you’ve had your crack at obscure names with Rosencrantz.’

      ‘Phinaeus?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Pablo?’

      ‘No! Why does he have to have some weird name?’

      ‘A name is like a brand,’ I said. ‘You have to choose something to set your baby up in life.’

      ‘Keith?’ said Adam.

      ‘Keith Rickard. No. He’d sound like some regional radio presenter. Late Night With Keith Rickard…’

      Adam’s phone rang, he pulled it out of his pocket and answered. He listened and a huge smile broke out on his face.

      ‘That’s great, no really happy, thanks Serena,’ he ended the call. ‘I’ve got a job!’ he grinned.

      ‘What? Your old job?’ I squealed happily.

      ‘Yep. Civil Service, Band two.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘A fabulous salary, six weeks holiday plus a day off for Christmas shopping and the Queen’s birthday!’

      ‘Oh my God,’ I said relieved. I gave him a huge hug. ‘I love you, you’re so brilliant.’

      ‘They have to put it through HR and everything, as a formality, but she says I can start in two weeks.’

      We walked back home floating on air. The baby is well, Adam has a very secure job, life felt perfect. As we rounded the corner to our house, we were still in a state of bliss.

      Then we saw a hearse parked outside. The faint strains of the ‘Teletubbies’ theme tune floated toward us. The driver’s door opened and Meryl’s head popped out, hair on end. She was half shouting to get our attention, and half singing the Teletubbies’ tune.

      ‘Adam, Coco! Dipsy, La-La, Po- o - over here, say hel-lo. Hello!’

      ‘Meryl. Are you okay?’ I asked as we hurried over. Wilfred was dressed in a nautical-themed outfit and strapped in his car seat with an iPad.

      ‘I’ve left Tony!’ she said dramatically. She slammed the door and came round to the passenger side. Her eyes were red from crying.

      ‘What? Why?’ I said.

      ‘I’ve told him that’s it, it’s… time for the teletubbies, time for the teletubbies!’

      ‘What have you told him?’ I said as Meryl pulled a tissue from her handbag and blew her nose.

      ‘I’ve told Tony it’s, time for tubby bye bye’s!’ Meryl yanked open the passenger door. ‘Wilfred don’t fast forward to the end. Sit nicely while I talk to ex-Auntie Coco and ex step-Uncle Adam!’

      Wilfred looked solemnly at us all and began to prod at his iPad.

      ‘Meryl, what have you told him?’ I asked trying to get her to focus.

      ‘I caught him in our local Budgens with, tubby custard yayyy! Yes lots of tubby custard!’

      ‘Meryl!’ I shouted, closing the door on the hearse. ‘Leave Wilfred. Tell me. What is going on?’

      Then she broke down completely. I left Adam to bring Wilfred, and helped Meryl indoors, pleading with Rocco not to jump up when we got in the hallway. I took her into the kitchen and we sat down at the breakfast bar.

      She told me through tears that Tony has been having an affair. He has recently made three trips to China to talk to a factory about making some ‘Only Fools and Horses’ three-wheeler themed coffins for their funeral business, (Meryl’s idea). There Tony met Mai Ling, the nineteen-year-old daughter of a local factory manager.

      ‘He’d told me about her, how helpful she was, translating for her father,’ said Meryl. ‘Tony even posted pictures of him with her on Facebook when he was away. I even ‘liked’ them.’

      ‘How can you prove Tony was having an affair with this Mai Ling?’ I asked.

      ‘We saw her in Budgen’s last week,’ she said bitterly. ‘Of course Tony pretended it was a coincidence… Then I found out she’s rented a flat above Budgen’s, so she could improve her English.’

      ‘Oh Meryl,’ I said giving her a hug. Adam came in carrying Wilfred who was now asleep.

      ‘It’s our Budgens, Coco,’ said Meryl. ‘It’s got a very nice bakery, they’ve always got fresh rolls, even on Easter Sunday. We go there for all our bits. It turns out Tony’s been going there for more bits than I realised.’ Meryl gave a heaving sob.

      ‘Shall I put Wilfred in the spare room to sleep?’ asked Adam.

      ‘Could we come and stay with you both?’ said Meryl. ‘I’ve got nowhere else to go.’

      Adam looked at me.

      ‘What about all your friends in Milton Keynes?’ I asked.

      ‘They’re fair weather friends Coco, you were right.’

      ‘I never said that.’

      ‘But I could see you were thinking it, at Wilfred’s christening.’

      I was racking my brains to find an excuse.

      ‘I thought of driving over to you, straight away,’ she said softly. ‘You inspired me, with how you picked up the pieces, when you found Daniel in bed with that girl… you’ve rebuilt your life.’

      ‘Of course you can both stay,’ I said. Adam’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline.

      ‘For a few days,’ he added.

      ‘Thank you Coco, and you too Adam,’ she said.

      A little while later I came out with Adam to the hearse. He grabbed Meryl’s suitcases and I stuck a visitor’s permit on the dashboard.

      ‘Why did you say she could stay?’ hissed Adam.

      ‘I was trying to think of an excuse! You could have said something…’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘I don’t know, that we were about to start remodelling for the baby?’

      ‘Yeah, that would have been a good one,’ he said wistfully.

      Adam took their cases up to the spare room, and I poured Meryl a large gin and tonic and ran her an equally large bath. When I came back down Adam was sitting on the carpet with Wilfred and playing quietly with some building bricks. I stood in the doorway for a moment, just watching them. That’s going to be us in eighteen weeks I thought and tried not to panic.

      ‘Is she okay?’ he asked.

      ‘She’s having a bath with a large G & T.’

      ‘Did you tell her not to lock the door… you know.’

      ‘I don’t think she’s suicidal,’ I said. ‘This is Tony we’re talking about.’

      

      Tuesday 27th March

      

      The landline rang just after midnight, which set Rocco off barking, and then Wilfred crying. Adam ran downstairs, and called up that it was for me. It was Angie’s daughter Chloe.

      ‘Is everything alright?’ I asked, when I’d waddled my way down to the phone.

      ‘Mum asked me to call you and say that Agent Fergie has just gone on pre-order through Amazon and iTunes,’ said Chloe. Meryl appeared at the top of the stairs in curlers and cold cream clutching Wilfred.

      ‘Ok thanks. No offence Chloe, but why isn’t Angie phoning me?’

      ‘She’s got a meeting tonight about Regina, there’s a big media deal on the horizon for Regina Battenberg,’ said Chloe.

      ‘So the book is now published and that’s it, no publicity, nothing?’

      ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know, I’ll have to talk to Mum,’ said Chloe.

      ‘Can you get her to ring me please?’ I said. The doorbell rang which set Rocco and Wilfred off again. I said I had to go, and put down the phone. Adam got to the front door before me, where Mr and Mrs Cohen were standing in their matching rain macs.

      ‘Oh, who are you?’ asked Mrs Cohen. Adam introduced himself and I came to the door beside him.

      ‘Hello Mrs Pinchard. Is your husband here?’

      ‘I am her husband,’ said Adam. The Cohens looked surprised.

      ‘But you’re so um, um youthful,’ said Mrs Cohen.

      ‘Adam is only six years younger than me,’ I said.

      ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Now. We’ve just got back from France, with a car full of fine wines and cassoulet, and there is a hearse taking two-and-a-half spaces outside. Do you know anything about it?’

      ‘Yes, sorry it’s my sister-in-law,’ I said.

      ‘Well I hope she’s not dead inside?’ said Mr Cohen. He wasn’t joking.

      ‘No I’m here, very much alive,’ said Meryl coming down the stairs holding Wilfred. Mrs Cohen looked at him, confused.

      ‘Have you given birth already?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes, earlier this evening,’ I said. ‘I’m still a bit sore; as you can see he weighs nearly two stone!’

      ‘Mrs Pinchard, there is no need to be rude,’ said Mrs Cohen. ‘I never understand what goes on at your house, the police raided you last year, several times your mother-in-law has been very foul mouthed, and when your son was a teenager there were so many half-naked men clambering out of his window that the wisteria was almost bald!’

      ‘You know what Mrs Cohen?’ I said. ‘Piss off. I’m done being polite. You can piss off. Go and enjoy your cassoulet and stick that French bread up Mr Cohen’s arse, give him a treat.’

      ‘How dare you!’ said Mrs Cohen. ‘Trevor did you hear how she spoke to me?’

      ‘Of course he heard, he’s right there under your thumb!’

      ‘Well at least I can keep a man!’ said Mrs Cohen.

      ‘Right, outside,’ I said.

      ‘Okay, okay, okay ladies,’ said Adam sliding between us. ‘Let’s calm down. No one is going outside. I’ll come and move the hearse.’

      He grabbed the keys and herded the muttering Cohens away. I slammed the door.

      ‘That bloody woman,’ I said.

      ‘You’re my hero Coco,’ said Meryl. ‘There are so many people at the Rotary club I’d love to say that to.’

      Adam came back an hour later saying he’d parked the hearse in the driveway at Chris’s old house.

      

      Wednesday 28th March

      

      My mobile rang at nine thirty this morning. I was lying spread-eagled in bed whilst Adam and Rocco were pushed into the corner with no covers.

      ‘Morning sleepy head, this is your wake-up call, breakfast is in ten minutes,’ said Meryl. On cue a delicious smell of bacon reached us. Adam and Rocco both woke up and began sniffing the air.

      ‘Cooked breakfast?’ asked Adam his eyes full of wonder.

      When we came downstairs, Meryl was singing along to Radio 2. She had on her twinset and pearls, her hair was curled, and she wore a neatly pressed apron. Wilfred was sitting in his high chair watching the proceedings with big solemn blue eyes. The breakfast bar was laid out beautifully with my fancy china, fruit and preserves. She’d even disrobed the butter from its foil, where it was sitting on a plate, like a little block of gold.

      ‘Morning, take a seat. Tea?’ asked Meryl. Adam asked for coffee.

      ‘It’s just tea. I’ve made a pot of PG or you can have peppermint, which is very good for poorly tummies. How is your tummy Coco? Not constipated?’

      ‘No. Where is the coffee machine?’ I asked.

      ‘I’ve packed it away Coco. Caffeine is bad for expectant mummies.’

      We sat down. She poured us each a cup of tea, and added milk from a jug.

      ‘Where’s the bread bin?’ I asked, noticing that everything was different.

      ‘By the toaster,’ she said.

      ‘Where is the toaster?’

      ‘By the plug next to the fridge.’

      ‘Why is it by the plug next to the fridge?’ On cue the toast popped up and Meryl put it in the little toast rack I never use. She then picked up her miniature Dyson and hoovered out the inside of the toaster.

      ‘Now you’ve got two plugs, and can get rid of your crumbs!’ she trilled.

      ‘You are a proper Martha Stewart,’ grinned Adam enjoying my annoyance.

      ‘Oh no,’ she said bashfully. ‘Besides, you’ve got more in common with her than me. You’ve also been to prison.’

      I suppressed a grin as Adam looked annoyed. Meryl went to the oven and, returning with two plates, laid out a full English breakfast before us.

      ‘Now have the two of you got anything dark you need washing?’ she asked taking off her apron. We shook our heads like two little children.

      ‘Nothing red? No red knickers Coco?’

      ‘No, my red knickers are safely in the drawer, poised for a sexy occasion in the future,’ I said.

      Meryl laughed and went off to scour the house for errant garments.

      ‘Does she cook a full English every morning?’ said Adam.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Wow.’

      ‘I’m not cooking you breakfast,’ I said.

      ‘I’m not asking you to!’

      Wilfred stared at us both and then said, ‘Red knickers!’

      

      I remembered my call from Chloe last night and logged on to Amazon. Agent Fergie has gone to #65,970 on pre-order.

      ‘That’s not bad,’ said Adam seeing my face.

      ‘It’s not great,’ I said. I tried Angie again, but she was busy, blah, blah, blah.

      

      Friday 30th March

      

      Agent Fergie is #67,089.

      I don’t understand why. I’ve bought a copy, so has Adam, and Rosencrantz, and Oscar, and their housemate Wayne… Surely this would have propelled it higher?

      Meryl has spent the last two days cleaning my house from top to bottom. She’s done the kind of organising I only read about in magazines. My pastas are now sorted in glass jars, I have a peg bag, I also have a cloth bag for my used plastic bags. I’m the one who should be nesting, but maybe Meryl is doing it for me. I googled nesting-by-proxy but nothing came up. Maybe I’m just a lazy cow.

      

      Saturday 31st March

      

      Agent Fergie is #71,480.

      However, I think it could soon be much higher. Chloe just phoned. I’m booked in to do This Morning with Philip Schofield and Holly Willoughby next week! Chloe knows someone on the production team and has pulled some strings. I’m so excited.

      Tony hasn’t rung Meryl.
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      Sunday 1st April

      

      The morning began so beautifully. I woke, cosy and warm next to Adam. The sun was pouring in through the window, diffused to a warm glow by the curtains. I’d slept deliciously and woke up feeling rested, like a normal human being. Morning sickness was a distant memory and I felt full of life. Rocco was asleep on his back between us, his four legs up in the air. Adam lay beside him, equally sprawled. The bedroom door opened slowly and Wilfred peeped round it shyly. I smiled, and he toddled in wearing his pyjamas. He stopped to stare at Adam sleeping, then reached up and traced the outline of his nose and lips. Adam didn’t stir.

      ‘Morning,’ I whispered. Wilfred lifted his hand and gave me a little wave.

      ‘Is Mummy up?’ He shook his head solemnly.

      ‘Do you want me to make you some breakfast?’

      Wilfred shrugged.

      ‘Are you hungry?’ I asked. Wilfred nodded, reached up to Adam’s bedside table and pulled off one of his job application forms and started to push it into his mouth.

      We’ve discovered Wilfred likes to eat paper. I wondered why we didn’t seem to have had any junk mail over the past few days. Then Meryl told me that Wilfred has been eating it off the mat.

      ‘No, no, no,’ let’s get some cereal,’ I said pulling the form out of his mouth. I scooped him up and held him to one side, perched on my growing tummy.

      ‘Is that comfy?’ I asked. Wilfred nodded again, seriously.

      I was in the kitchen making tea, with Wilfred sitting in his high chair, when Meryl came down. She was wearing a huge towelling bathrobe, she had dark circles under her eyes and her hair was wet and combed back flat. This was unprecedented. Meryl never comes downstairs unless she’s fully dressed with coiffed hair and pearls. She had her phone in her hand, and I could see she’d been crying.

      ‘Morning,’ I said cautiously. ‘You fancy a cuppa?’

      She nodded and slumped into a chair.

      ‘Wilfred is still eating paper,’ I said, but Meryl seemed distracted.

      ‘That slimy toad,’ she hissed. ‘Tony has just RSVP’d to the Twelvetrees.’

      ‘Who’s that?’

      ‘Mark and Sandra Twelvetrees. They’re both conservative councillors, and every year they hold an Easter Egg Hunt and finger buffet at their house in the country. Tony has RSVP’d  - and he’s taking Mai Ling! Chinese whore!’

      ‘Little ears can hear,’ I said indicating Wilfred.

      ‘She’s twenty-four, Coco! How can I compete with that?’

      I’d never seen Meryl so close to the edge before.

      ‘Coco,’ she said gulping nervously. ‘I feel I trust you, and I’d like your opinion on something.’

      ‘Sure,’ I said. Meryl gulped and rose to her feet, with her back to Wilfred, she closed her eyes, untied her bathrobe, and yanked it open. She was stark naked underneath!

      ‘Tell me, what do you think?’ she asked. Adam walked into the kitchen.

      ‘Whoa!’ he said covering his eyes. Meryl screamed and pulled her robe shut.

      ‘Adam, what are you doing?’ I asked.

      ‘What am I doing? What are you doing?’

      Meryl turned crimson and ran from the kitchen. ‘Is this an April Fool’s?’ he added.

      ‘Don’t be so stupid,’ I said. ‘Watch Wilfred for a minute.’ I came upstairs and knocked on the door to the spare room.

      ‘Go away,’ said Meryl.

      ‘Meryl, please let me in…’ After a moment she opened the door. I came and perched on the bed. She was sat with her back to me, brushing her wet hair. She couldn’t even look at herself in the mirror.

      ‘I want to die Coco, I actually want to die.’

      ‘It was an accident,’ I said. ‘And Adam is fine. He once walked in on Ethel when she was on the loo, which was far worse, believe me.’

      Meryl smiled weakly.

      ‘What made you flash me in the kitchen?’ I asked.

      ‘I don’t have friends like Marika and Chris.’

      ‘I don’t flash at Marika and Chris.’

      ‘But you’re open with them. You can talk about things. Look at me. I’m old. Alone. I’ve lost my figure and I’m a fool. Now you and Adam are just going to think about my decrepit naked body every time you see me…’ She started to sob. ‘I’m a single middle-aged mother. No one is going to want me.’

      ‘Meryl. Meryl, look at me,’ I said. She turned to me with red eyes. I took a deep breath, stood up, and yanked open my robe, where underneath I was naked too. She gasped.

      ‘Now we’re even,’ I grinned closing it. Meryl gulped.

      ‘Your bosoms, er, well they’re blooming,’ she said, as if they were Hydrangeas at the Chelsea Flower Show.

      ‘Yours are pretty good too.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes. Really. You’ve kept your figure Meryl.’

      She turned and looked at herself in the mirror. ‘And what about?’ she bit her lip.

      ‘What about what?’

      ‘My down below…’

      ‘Oh. I wasn’t really looking, there,’ I said. Now I felt uncomfortable.

      ‘I think I’ve got, what’s the phrase? A big hedge?’

      ‘It’s bush.’

      ‘Yes, I think I’ve got a big bush. Now your bush is nicely trimmed, Coco.’ We were back in Chelsea Flower Show territory. ‘Is that what men like?’ she added.

      ‘Meryl. What do you like? That’s the most important thing. You. Don’t do anything to please a man. What does Tony like?’

      ‘The lights out,’ she said bitterly. ‘Although now he’s ordered in Chinese, I’m sure he likes the bedroom lit up like Pyongyang.’

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her that Pyongyang was in North Korea.

      ‘Come on Meryl, you can’t mope; you need to pull yourself together, look forward not backwards. Put yourself out there.’

      ‘Should I plug in my Carmen rollers?’

      ‘That’s a start,’ I said.

      ‘Coco… Would you perhaps ask Adam what he thought? When he saw me in the altogether. Of course don’t let him know I asked you to ask, just find out casually and tell me the truth. Even if it’s not good. Promise?’

      I nodded and promised. It was the weirdest promise I’ve ever made, but Meryl seemed happier when I left.

      I came back downstairs. Adam had made me a fruit smoothie and was feeding Wilfred some chopped up banana and apple. I put my arms round him.

      ‘What?’ he asked.

      ‘Just thank you, for being you. Dependable, warm, sexy…’ Adam went to pick up another piece of banana and stopped.

      ‘Meryl hasn’t persuaded you into some threesome?’ he asked, cautiously.

      ‘No!’

      ‘Thank God, because you are a people pleaser Cokes.’

      ‘I’m not that much of a people pleaser. Anyway, she’s fine now, she’s settled, and we’re cool.’

      There was a thunderous sound as Meryl roared down the stairs, holding her phone out in front of her.

      ‘According to Tony’s Facebook profile, he’s ‘in a relationship’ with Mai Ling Wong Fook!’

      We were both rather shocked. This split must be serious. I had hoped it would all blow over. A horrible part of me is worried that we may be stuck with Meryl for a long time.

      

      Monday 2nd April

      

      Agent Fergie is number #63,445 on Amazon UK

      I received an email from Chloe to say I am booked in for my appearance on ‘This Morning’ on Thursday. A car will come and collect me at eight that morning to take me to The London Studios in Waterloo! If that wasn’t exciting enough, she said I’ve been paid the last part of my advance.

      I realised I had nothing to wear on ‘This Morning’, and didn’t think the Victorian evening/funeral outfit would cut it.

      I phoned Rosencrantz and he offered to take me shopping. An hour later I met him and his other housemate Wayne at Bond Street tube station. Rosencrantz looked gorgeous, dressed casually in jeans and a jumper, every inch the personal shopper. Wayne was a bit more eclectic, wearing a purple three-piece suit with a white 18th-century style ruff at his neck.

      ‘Oh Mrs P,’ he purred clasping a pudgy hand dripping with gold rings to his ruff. ‘You’re blooming, elegant and enceinte… it’s the French word for pregnant.’

      ‘Hello boys,’ I said hugging them both.

      ‘Now, I’ve taken the liberty of pulling a few outfits for you,’ said Wayne.

      ‘What he means is, I had a look round the ladies’ department of Selfridges, whilst he was in Mc Donald’s filling up on hash browns,’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘Handsome and funny yet can’t get any acting work?’ said Wayne.

      ‘I love the cut of your suit, Wayne. Where do the guy-ropes attach?’ asked Rosencrantz.

      ‘I’m big boned, you cocky streak of piss!’ shrieked Wayne.

      ‘Boys, boys, let’s be nice,’ I said. The boys took an arm each and we walked along Oxford Street. Wayne explained he now has a job as the Wig Master on the musical Chicago, which is still going strong at the Cambridge Theatre.

      ‘Would you like a wig for ‘This Morning’, Mrs P?’ he asked. ‘I know you can’t colour being enceinte,’ he stopped me outside Boots and started fingering my roots.

      ‘Hmmm. Roxie Hart and Velma Kelly might be a bit severe for you… Mama Morton would drown you, but at a push I could get you Mary Sunshine’s wig? She’s a strawberry blond, like you.’

      ‘I’m okay thanks love,’ I said. ‘I just want to look elegant and normal, and preferably not pregnant.’

      We carried on walking.

      ‘The Duchess of Cornwall wore something very forgiving at her wedding to Prince Charles, we could couple it with a fan of leaves on your head?’ said Wayne.

      We reached the entrance to Selfridges and Wayne made a big fuss of opening the door.

      ‘Don’t let him make me look like Camilla,’ I muttered to Rosencrantz as we passed.

      ‘Don’t worry. I’ve seen some good stuff,’ he whispered back with a grin.

      I find most clothes shops intimidating, but Selfridges almost tipped me over. There was so much gorgeous stuff and so many gorgeous people swanning about.

      ‘What about hot pink to contrast with Philip Schofield’s lovely grey hair?’ suggested Wayne when we were surrounded by racks of clothes. ‘Holly Willoughby always goes for something bright and bold…’

      ‘She’s not wearing hot pink,’ said Rosencrantz. I ploughed through rack after rack of size tens.

      ‘There’s nothing!’ I said, beginning to panic. ‘It’s all for teenage girls!’

      ‘This is divine!’ said Wayne shoving a long A-line silk dress with no straps at me. ‘We could get you a tiara from Claire’s accessories?’

      I looked at Rosencrantz.

      ‘Wayne would you be a dear and get Mum some orange juice? I think she’s got low blood sugar…’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘Oh, Mrs P, of course!’ he said and rushed off.

      ‘Why did you bring Wayne?’ I asked.

      ‘He loves you Mum. He thinks you’re an inspiration… he’s thinking of being you next Halloween.’

      I started to protest.

      ’Take it as a compliment, Mum.’

      ‘Ok, ok… But what am I going to wear?’ I asked.

      ‘Right I think you should wear tight black trousers or even a jean. Your legs are wonderfully thin, let’s maximise that. Then on top we’ll put you in this.’

      He pulled out a royal blue blouse, with a lovely modern cut and mid-length sleeves.

      ‘It’s maternity, so it will accommodate your bump nicely, and you can have the neck open. We can mix it with some chunky jewellery and these.’

      He crossed to a display, and held up some cool black leather boots with a towering spiked heel.

      ‘Those? I’m having balance issues in my trainers,’ I said.

      ‘Even if you put them on just before you sit on the sofa, they’ll make your legs look hot.’ he said.

      I wasn’t convinced, but we found the changing rooms and I tried the lot on. I had to keep hold of the wall for balance, but dressed up and in the heels I looked great.

      ‘Let your hair down Mum, past your shoulders.’

      I fluffed my hair down, and regarded myself in the mirror.

      ‘Oh my gosh, I look, I look…’

      ‘You look hot Mum, and young and cool,’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘Thanks love,’ I said. I went to hug him but I had to grab hold of the curtain for balance. ‘Are you sure I’ll manage in these boots?’

      ‘You’ll be sitting down Mum, it’s fine.’

      Wayne came back with some posh orange juice, and was reluctantly pleased to find I was sorted out. When we went through the till it came to nearly four hundred pounds! It’s okay, I thought, Adam has a job.

      I took the boys for a drink afterwards in the bar. I love the rush of a good shopping session followed by a posh drink. We ordered cocktails; mine was a virgin, obviously.

      ‘So what else are you going to spend your book advance on?’ asked Rosencrantz.

      ‘We have to get a new car, which will probably take up the rest of it,’ I said.

      ‘Ooh, Mrs. P, I know someone who’s selling a car!’ said Wayne. He’s gorgeous, half-Greek, half-cockney. He delivers theatrical props to the theatre. He doesn’t want much, needs a quick sale.’

      I asked what kind of car it was.

      ‘It’s a blue one,’ said Wayne.

      ‘Can you be more specific?’ I asked.

      ‘A lovely, small, blue one,’ said Wayne fiddling with the umbrella in his Sex on the Beach.

      ‘What kind of blue?’ asked Rosencrantz.

      ‘Sort of dark, warm, like those speedos Oscar wore when we went on holiday last year…’

      ‘Oh, that was a nice blue,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘Mum, you should totally get this car.’

      God bless gay guys for helping with shopping, I thought. But as far as cars were concerned they are hopeless.

      When I got home, I tried on the clothes for Adam.

      ‘You look gorgeous babe,’ he said. ‘I especially like these heels,’ he said. ‘I think you should take everything off, apart from these heels.’ He raised an eyebrow and flashed me a grin.

      ‘Later,’ I said. And I told him about the guy who was selling his car. I phoned the number Wayne had given me. A young guy answered and told me it’s a Ford Ka he’s selling with only 15,000 miles on the clock.

      ‘I’ll be at d’Cambridge Theatre tomorrow at free, innit,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a permit to park outside, innit.’

      ‘And can we give it a test drive?’ I said.

      ‘Yeah you can totally get in it, innit…’

      ‘He sounds like a bit of a wide boy,’ I said when I got off the phone.

      Adam said we should check it out. Then my phone rang, it was a producer from ‘This Morning’. She asked a few questions about Agent Fergie and Adam.

      ‘We’re not going to dwell on his conviction and subsequent acquittal, but it makes a good interview,’ she said. ‘Phillip Schofield is a big fan, he’s reading both your books.’

      I came off the phone buzzing with excitement. So many things were happening!

      

      Tuesday 3rd April

      

      Agent Fergie has gone up to #23,450 on Amazon! Who knows what it will be after ‘This Morning’. The show gets millions of viewers!

      We went to see the car today. We were waiting outside the theatre with Wayne when the little Ford Ka pulled up. A huge muscular Greek guy got out of the driver’s side with some difficulty, and came to shake our hands. He was almost seven feet tall.

      ‘This is Atlas,’ said Wayne clasping his imaginary décolletage and gazing up approvingly.

      ‘Alright mate, love,’ said Atlas shaking our hands. He was so tall, he even towered above Adam. The Ka looked brand new, the blue paintwork shone, the tyres looked excellent, the interior was immaculate.

      ‘Why are you selling it?’ I asked, looking up at Atlas.

      ‘I’m too tall innit? I had like a growth spurt, you know what I mean?’

      He opened the door for me, and Adam got in the driver’s side.

      ‘Atlas had a huge growth spurt,’ said Wayne. ‘Last year he was five foot four.’

      ‘Me legs are too long, innit,’ said Atlas. Wayne and Atlas piled into the back seat, and Adam took it for a test drive around theatreland.

      ‘It purrs nice innit? Just like me wife!’ laughed Atlas. He had a mouth of enormous crooked teeth. Wayne pursed his lips at the mention of Atlas’s wife.

      ‘Iss got a wicked sound system innit?’ said Atlas. He leaned between the seats and flicked on the radio. A deep bass beat boomed out, and a row of speakers against the back window lit up with coloured lights.

      ‘Sweet innit?’ he said. The bass vibrated through me right to my stomach, the kind that’s so annoying when it pulls up beside you at traffic lights. Atlas saw my face and turned it off.

      ‘Iss all included, I’m gonna get me an even sweeter sound in my new car, innit.’

      We drove back round to the Cambridge Theatre and left Wayne and Atlas saying we needed a few minutes to talk it over. We walked down to the Starbucks on the Strand and perched on the chairs in the window with a latte each.

      ‘I think we should buy it,’ said Adam. ‘It’s in good condition, it’s a steal.’

      ‘And there’s room for a baby seat,’ I said. Our phones both beeped. Mine had a confirmation from ITV studios that my car would arrive at 8.15 on Thursday. Adam had a text to say he could start work Monday 16th April!

      We both sat back and took in the view through the picture window, red buses rushing past, people scurrying in all directions. London felt so alive.

      ‘We sat here just over a year ago, remember?’ I asked.

      ‘God, yeah. I was facing a big court case,’ said Adam.

      ‘I told you it would all turn out okay.’ I grinned and Adam leant over and kissed me.

      ‘Come on miss know-it-all, let’s buy this car.’

      We did the deal by the kerb. Adam sat in the car with Atlas, filled in the forms and wrote him a cheque.

      ‘Drive safe, innit,’ said Atlas handing over the paperwork and the keys. He strutted off towards Charing Cross station.

      ‘He’s happily married isn’t he?’ said Wayne staring after him wistfully.

      ‘I think so,’ I said kindly. I pecked him on the cheek, and we drove home in our new car.

      When we got home Meryl was all dressed up in a glittery long dress with a matching clutch. She looked like she was off for dinner at the captain’s table on the QEII.

      ‘I’m taking you for a girls’ night out Coco,’ she said. I looked at Adam.

      ‘Just me?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes, you said I should get out there. I’d like to get out there with you…’

      ‘I can’t,’ I said.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I’m tired and…’

      ‘Come on Coco, you’re about to have a baby. Your next night out might not be for years. I’ve heard so many stories of the fun nights you had out with Marika and Chris. Come on, let’s paint the town red!’

      I couldn’t imagine Meryl painting the town red. Ecru maybe, but not red.

      ‘Please Coco, I’m cooped up here, far from home… Let’s have some fun!’

      ‘I can look after Wilfred,’ said Adam grinning. I wanted to kill him, I really did.

      ‘Okay,’ I said. I figured a night out with Meryl would be done and dusted by half nine. Bearing Rosencrantz’s style tips in mind I pulled together an outfit (with flatter heels) had a shower, and got ready.

      When I came back down, Meryl was just finishing a sweet sherry, and apologising to Adam. Wilfred had eaten three pages of his GQ magazine.

      ‘Oh Coco, we look a bit odd together,’ said Meryl. ‘Haven’t you got anything jazzier?’

      ‘None of my ball gowns fit,’ I said. I told Adam I wouldn’t be long and we set off for Marylebone High Street to flag down a taxi.

      ‘Do you fancy a pub in Covent Garden?’ I asked.

      ‘Ooh, yes!’ said Meryl. ‘I want to do exactly what you do when you go out with Chris and Marika.’

      It was getting dark as the taxi dropped us outside the Royal Opera House.

      ‘Look at all those boring so and so’s,’ said Meryl pointing at the queue of men in tuxedos and women dressed just like she was.

      We walked through the market and Meryl dived into the first pub we came to.

      ‘Come on, first round is my treat,’ she trilled. The pub wasn’t too busy as it was still early. Meryl put her clutch on the bar and a cute young bartender came over.

      ‘I’ll have an orange J20,’ I said.

      ‘She’s pregnant, but I’m up for it,’ said Meryl. ‘I’ll have a small Emva Cream.’

      ‘A what?’ said the young bartender. He was very cute, and sported a pierced lip and eyeliner.

      ‘Emva Cream sherry?’ said Meryl.

      ‘I’ve never heard of that,’ he said.

      ‘What about Bristol Cream? Woodpecker Cider? Dubonnet?’ He shook his head at all of these. Meryl might as well have been reading him the shipping forecast.

      ‘I’m so unfashionable,’ whispered Meryl biting back tears.

      ‘Ok. Can we have a Cosmopolitan, and scrub the J20, I’ll have a virgin Cosmo,’ I said.

      The young bartender sprang into action.

      ‘Can we have a Cosmopolitan, and scrub the J20 I’ll have a virgin Cosmo,’ repeated Meryl as if she were learning lines. ‘You’re so with-it,’ she said wistfully. She watched the young man shake our drinks and then pour them out. He had lovely muscled arms. He gave Meryl a wink when she paid. We made our way to a table by the window and sat down.

      ‘Do you think he’d have sexual intercourse with me?’ asked Meryl.

      ‘What?’ I spluttered choking into my drink.

      ‘The barman. He’s quite, sexy,’ she said and blushed.

      ‘Steady on with your Cosmo, you’ve only had a sip,’ I said. Meryl pulled her phone out of her little clutch and dialled a number.

      ‘Surprise surprise he’s not picking up!’ she said. She waited whilst the call went to voicemail. ‘Hello. Tony. It’s me. I’m out in London at a pub called Allbaroné,’ she said affecting an Italian accent. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that we were actually at All Bar One.

      ‘I’m drinking a Cosmopolitan served by a very handsome young barman, who winked at me… I might have sexual intercourse with him Tony, who knows?’ she ended the call triumphantly.

      We people watched for a bit. Meryl seemed to be preoccupied with what ‘sexual intercourse’ would be like with various men. In the end I had to escape and go to the loo.

      When I came back Meryl was standing at the bar. She had ordered me another virgin Cosmo, and a small tray of shots for herself.

      ‘You’ve lost the table,’ I said seeing a couple settling down by the window where we’d been sitting. The bar was now crowded.

      ‘This is Luke,’ said Meryl, indicating the cute barman. ‘He’s an Emu!’

      ‘Emo,’ said Luke.

      ‘Sorry, Emo. He’s also got a tattoo on his bottom!’

      ‘It’s a scorpion on my arse,’ he grinned.

      ‘I hope it doesn’t sting me,’ giggled Meryl.

      ‘If you’re lucky…’ he said. She shrieked, and then went to serve someone else.

      ‘What are you doing Meryl?’ I said.

      ‘Having fun Coco, come on, have some fun!’

      She then downed three of the shots.

      ‘Ooh, that certainly isn’t Emva cream!’ she said. I realised we might be painting the town red after all.

      

      Wednesday 4th April

      

      Adam woke me up with a cup of decaf coffee. Sunlight was pouring into the bedroom.

      ‘What time is it?’ I asked.

      ‘Just after lunch. What time did you get in?’

      ‘Two-thirty,’ I groaned.

      ‘You didn’t drink?’

      ‘Not a drop. I wish I had though.’

      ‘I thought it was going to be done and dusted by nine thirty?’ he said.

      ‘Someone had to keep an eye on Meryl, she was wild.’ I told him how we’d stayed in All Bar One until closing, and then Meryl had dragged me along to a Karaoke bar with Luke the barman and his friends.

      ‘Did Meryl sing?’ said Adam.

      ‘Yes, she sang, a lot,’ I said.

      ‘Can she sing?’

      ‘No. But her rendition of ‘Bootylicious’ is etched on my brain. I’ve never known anyone make I don’t think you’re ready for this jelly sound like she’s telling everyone off at a kids’ birthday party.’

      When I’d finished my coffee we came out onto the landing. Adam stopped suddenly outside the spare room.

      ‘Shhhh!’ he hissed holding up his hand. I heard Meryl’s tinkly voice, then a male voice murmuring. She burst into a shriek of laughter.

      ‘Did she bring someone back?’ whispered Adam, horrified.

      ‘No, we came home alone,’ I said. ‘It’s not Wilfred?’

      Adam looked at me.

      ‘Does that sound like a two year old? It’s some random bloke,’ he said. I dragged him away and we came downstairs.

      ‘We can’t just barge in,’ I said when we were in the kitchen.

      ‘Why not? It’s our house,’ said Adam.

      ‘She’s our guest.’

      ‘And she should have asked if she wanted to bring round some mucky one night stand.’

      ‘I’m sure Meryl will have checked behind his ears. He’ll be clean… Where’s Wilfred?’

      ‘Watching a film,’ said Adam.

      We went through to the living room where Wilfred was curled up with Rocco in his dog bed, watching ‘The Goonies’ on the TV.

      ‘Are you okay love?’ I asked Wilfred.

      ‘Nice doggy wuff wuff,’ said Wilfred cuddling close to Rocco.

      ‘Why is he in there?’ I asked.

      ‘It was the only place he’d settle. I’ve spent the morning trying to stop him eating bog roll…’

      ‘Do you think it’s okay to leave him there?’

      ‘He’s fine. Rocco loves him.’

      Rocco gave a contented snort and closed his eyes.

      ‘Meryl might not be happy, that we’ve put her son in the dog’s bed.’

      ‘Meryl can’t really judge. She’s up there doing God knows what,’ said Adam. ‘Actually, I’m going to go up there now and haul this bloke out.’

      ‘No! Why are you suddenly so moral?’

      ‘I don’t know. She and Tony seemed rock- solid. If they can’t make it work, what chance do the rest of us have?’

      There was a frantic banging on the front door and the bell rang repeatedly. Ethel was standing outside in her mac and see-through rain hood.

      ‘Where is she?’ she demanded. Her eyes were wild.

      ‘Meryl?’ I said.

      ‘She’s in the spare room ain’t she? Still in bed? Getting up to all sorts!’

      ‘She’s asleep,’ I said.

      ‘I’ll be the judge of that!’ Ethel pushed past us and darted up the stairs.

      ‘Ethel! Wait!’ I shouted, and we followed her up. We heard a scream from Meryl. Then lots of shouting. When we got to the spare room, the door was wide open. Meryl was in bed with the sheets pulled up to her chin. Ethel was standing over her, and the barman Luke was in his underwear, frantically trying to get back into his trousers. He had the most beautiful body, taut and lean. For a moment I wondered how Meryl had bagged such a hottie.

      ‘I’ve ad ’er ’usband on the phone,’ said Ethel. ‘Did she tell yer she was married?’

      Luke looked terrified. He got his flies done up, and pulled on a t-shirt. Ethel yanked open the curtains and the light poured in.

      ‘Mum, please!’ groaned Meryl. Luke grabbed his jacket and came to the door. Adam put an arm out to stop him, but he ducked under and was down the stairs in a flash. A moment later the front door slammed.

      ‘Now you listen to me young lady,’ said Ethel looming over Meryl. ‘I didn’t bring you up to go round the pubs getting up to all sorts, bringing home waifs and strays, it’s disgusting! And you should know better Coco.’

      ‘She was on her own when we came back,’ I said.

      ‘An’ to think I told your Tony not to worry. I ’ad him on the blower sayin’ you were up to all sorts with a barman at some Italian pub called Allbaroné.’

      ‘It was All Bar One,’ I said.

      ‘Tony said you put a picture on Facebook of you draped over that lad!’ said Ethel.

      ‘Only because he posted one of him and Mai Ling having dinner at the Harvester. Our Harvester!’ shouted Meryl.

      ‘’E said that was a business lunch! That Chinese girl’s Dad is flogging ’im some coffins!’

      ‘And you believe Tony over me?’ said Meryl.

      The argument went on, Meryl told Ethel that she’d missed out on life, that she made her marry Tony even though she didn’t want to.

      ‘Tony was a catch!’ said Ethel. ‘I’d ’ave given me eye teeth to marry an undertaker with a full ’ead of hair. There’s good money in death. ’Ave you ever wanted for nothing?’

      ‘I’ve wanted to experience life, like Coco!’ she shrilled.

      ‘Gawd, to think I’ve raised two kids who commit adultery!’ said Ethel.

      ‘Ha! I know you got pregnant with me before you were married!’ shouted Meryl. ‘I know your Dad sent you up to Scotland so no one would see the bump!’

      Then Ethel slapped her round the face. Meryl slumped back in the bed crying.

      ‘Stop it!’ I shrilled.

      ‘That’s it!’ Adam shouted. ‘You’re upsetting my wife, and no one is hitting anyone in my house!’

      ‘Oh! Your house, is it?’ said Ethel.

      ‘Right. Get out,’ he said. ‘Ethel. Get out.’

      ‘I’m not finished with you young lady,’ she said to Meryl. And still wearing her see-through rain hood she stalked past us and off down the stairs. The front door slammed again.

      ‘Thank you, Adam,’ said Meryl.

      ‘My patience is rapidly going with you too Meryl. You need to find somewhere else to live. Fast. My wife shouldn’t have to deal with this, she needs peace and quiet. She’s too nice to tell you to go, so I am.’ Adam then walked out. Tears were running down Meryl’s cheeks. I passed her a tissue.

      ‘I came quite alive under Luke’s touch,’ said Meryl wistfully.

      ‘When did he come over?’ I said, sitting on the end of the bed.

      ‘A little while after you went to bed. He climbed up the wisteria. It was so romantic.’

      ‘Were you safe?’

      ‘We used a French letter. Yes.’

      ‘Meryl, call it a condom for goodness’ sake,’ I said.

      ‘He was so solid and manly, Coco… And the things he did to me. I’ve only really read about them in the Daily Mail, and then they were described as obscene. But Luke made them wonderful…’

      ‘Okay. That’s enough info Meryl,’ I said getting up.

      ‘I suppose I just have to forget, don’t I? And go back to being me,’ she said bitterly. ‘At least I’ll always have Allbaroné in my memories. No one can take that from me.’

      I patted her hand then left. I went and ran a bath. As I was soaking in the hot water, Adam came into the bathroom. He had an odd look on his face.

      ‘Cokes,’ he said. ‘Your phone rang, and I picked it up. It was the producer from ‘This Morning’…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘They’ve cancelled your interview.’

      ‘Oh,’ I said, crossing my arms over myself. Bad news seems even worse when you’re stark naked. ‘Did they say why?’

      ‘Yes…’

      ‘Well… what?’

      Adam paused. ‘They’ve booked Regina Battenberg instead. I’m sorry.’

      ‘But that slot was going to be priceless for my book sales. Why does she need more publicity!’ I heaved out of the bath, wrapped myself in a huge towel and phoned Angie. Chloe answered.

      ‘I’ve just heard my interview has been cancelled,’ I said.

      ‘Yes. Sorry you had to hear from the producer. I was about to phone you,’ said Chloe.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Well, a friend of mine is a producer on the show, and she heard that mum now represents Regina and, they decided to do a wine segment… And you’re pregnant, and Regina isn’t, and, well she is wine.’

      Chloe sounded really apologetic.

      ‘Coco I’m doing all I can to get you some press,’ she added.

      ‘What about Angie? Isn’t she my agent?’

      ‘Yes of course she is.’

      ‘Can I speak to her?’ I said.

      ‘She’s out right now.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘She’s at the Groucho club with Regina…’

      ‘Of course she is,’ I said. ‘Can you get her to phone me?’

      Chloe said she would pass on the message, and I hung up.

      

      Thursday 5th April

      

      Agent Fergie has slumped to #108,984 on Amazon.

      Angie hasn’t returned my call. Maybe I’m just a one-hit wonder.

      Meryl has been in bed since yesterday, sulking and lamenting her youth. She’s lost interest in everything, including Wilfred. There was a brief moment of excitement when Tony rang, but he only wanted to know how to switch on the rice cooker.

      ‘You rang me for that!’ she screamed. ‘Shouldn’t Mai Ling know how to cook fucking rice?’ She slammed down the phone and ran upstairs.

      Adam told me not to watch Regina Battenberg on ‘This Morning’, saying it would only make me feel depressed. So at ten-thirty this morning, we were sitting in the living room. The television was off, and we were trying to lose ourselves in the newspapers.

      ‘She’ll be on now,’ I said glaring longingly at the blank screen.

      ‘What good will it do to watch it?’ said Adam. We went back to our newspapers.

      Suddenly the theme tune for ‘This Morning’ blared out from the portable TV in Meryl’s room, and we heard Phillip Schofield introduce Regina.

      Adam leapt off the sofa, ran upstairs, and told her to turn it down. The sound dropped and moments later he came back.

      ‘Did you see her? What was she wearing?’ I asked.

      ‘Pyjamas.’

      ‘Not Meryl, Regina!’

      ‘I didn’t see her,’ said Adam.

      Minutes ticked by.

      ‘This is torture,’ I said. ‘I’m going to watch.’ I grabbed the remote then put it down. ‘ No, I won’t… Yes, I will. No, I won’t.’

      ‘Do you want to go out?’ suggested Adam. I nodded. We got up and then Meryl started screaming from the spare room. We ran upstairs and burst in.

      ‘Look!’ she cried pointing at the television on top of the chest of drawers. ‘It’s chaos in the studio!’

      Regina’s ‘This Morning’ interview had indeed turned chaotic. Pippin had latched onto Phillip Schofield’s ear with his sharp little teeth. Holly Willougby was standing beside him helplessly, smoothing her long blonde hair and looking past the camera for help from the studio floor. Regina had Pippin in her arms and was standing over Phillip trying to separate them.

      ‘Now Pippin! Be nice,’ she was saying. ‘He thinks your earpiece is a little mouse!’

      There was a close-up of Pippin’s crazed bug eyes.

      ‘Someone get him off!’ shouted Phillip Schofield. Blood was seeping from his ear into his immaculate silver hair.

      ‘I bet you didn’t have this trouble with Gordon the Gopher!’ said Regina trying to make light of the situation. The camera then zoomed in on Holly as she quickly went to an advert break.

      ‘They should have had you on, Coco. You would never have bitten Phillip Schofield’s ear,’ said Meryl seriously.

      When they came back from the advert break Regina and Pippin had left the studio, so had Phillip Schofield. He’d been rushed to the nearest hospital.

      

      Friday 6th April

      

      Agent Fergie is down to #140,458

      But Winetime Regina’s book, which has been published for nearly a year, has gone back into the chart at #20.

      I feel that I can’t escape what is happening. Everywhere I look Regina Battenberg is there. I went to get the newspapers this morning and the ‘This Morning’ catastrophe was the main headline.

      The front page of the Sun carried the headline, BITTEN-BERG, and there was a grisly freeze frame of Pippin’s ‘sofa attack’ on Philip Schofield.

      

      The Express went for SOFA SAVAGED!

      

      The Mirror carried the same photo with the headline,

      PUT PIPPIN DOWN!

      

      I left the newsagent in disgust. When I came home Meryl was sitting in front of my laptop in the kitchen.

      ‘Look Coco, I’ve joined my first Facebook group,’ she announced.

      The SAVE PIPPIN Facebook group has ten thousand members and counting.

      ‘Apparently a journalist at the Mirror is calling for Pippin to be put down,’ she said.

      ‘I’ve seen. I don’t want to talk about this,’ I said.

      ‘But don’t you want to save Pippin?’ asked Meryl.

      ‘He won’t be put down,’ I said.

      ‘But if you join this Facebook group we can make sure,’ she said. ‘Look I’ll log you in. What’s your password?’

      ‘No it’s okay.’ I said.

      ‘Just tell me your password and I can do the rest.’

      ‘No Meryl.’

      ‘Come on Coco, support a cause.’

      Something in me snapped. I ranted at Meryl for ten minutes about what bullshit this all was. I said if she really wanted to support a cause, she should piss off back to Milton Keynes and save her marriage. I then came upstairs and locked myself in the bathroom.

      There was a knock at the door shortly afterwards. It was Meryl. She was standing in her coat with Wilfred.

      ‘Coco dear, I’m just going to be off.’

      Adam came up beside her.

      ‘You don’t seem yourself.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ I said.

      ‘Well be that as it may. Adam thought you might like a bit of space… I’ve arranged to go and stay with Daniel in Hampstead. Jennifer is off playing the bassoon on tour and I thought I could cook for him and we could spend some time together.’

      ‘Okay,’ I said.

      ‘Thank you, for everything,’ she said. ‘And I hope you feel better soon.’

      I gave her a hug and Adam took her off to get the hearse from Chris’s old house.

      

      Sunday 8th April

      

      Agent Fergie is down to #167,958

      Winetime is #7

      It was a gorgeous morning. Adam came up behind me when I was gloomily staring out of the kitchen window.

      ‘Come on love,’ he said putting his arms round me. ‘Let’s do something fun today. Let’s drive to Hampton Court Palace. It’s so sunny. You can put the audiobook of Agent Fergie on your iPod and we can listen on the way. I’m proud of you having this book published.’

      Chloe had emailed me the audiobook version, for my approval, ahead of its release next week. I’m not sure what I’m meant to do with it, it’s already been recorded.

      ‘Okay,’ I nodded. He wiped a tear from my cheek and told me to get ready. I downloaded the file Chloe had sent onto my iPod, and just after eleven we set off in our new car. I was really looking forward to hearing the Agent Fergie audiobook, but we couldn’t fathom the stereo in our new car. It wasn’t until we neared Hampton Court Palace that I got the iPod to connect.

      ‘Fifty Shades of Grey, by E.L James,’ came the recorded voice through the stereo.

      ‘What?’ I said. I looked at my iPod.

      ‘Chloe sent me the wrong audiobook,’ I said pulling out the iPod lead, but it kept on playing.

      ‘It must have downloaded into the stereo, can it do that?’ I asked.

      ‘I dunno, that Atlas guy kitted the car out like a mini DJ booth,’ said Adam. I fiddled about, trying to turn it off, but the speaker lights started to flash and the audiobook began to boom out.

      ‘Jesus Coco! Turn it down!’ said Adam. I tried, but it got louder, unbearably loud. We pulled into Hampton Court Palace, and ground to a halt in a queue of cars trying to find spaces in the busy car park.

      ‘Find a space!’ I shouted.  Adam started shouting but I couldn’t make it quieter. In a panic I pressed buttons wildly. The audiobook skipped forward to where Anastasia was being spanked on the bottom. It was desperately loud now. I had to open the window.

      ‘Pull over Adam!’ I said, ‘turn the engine off!’

      Christian Grey was now spanking Anastasia harder. Other cars in the queue were beeping; mothers with small children were unpacking picnics with scandalised looks on their faces.

      I opened the passenger door and it blared out like an explicit megaphone. I quickly slammed the door shut.

      ‘Turn the bloody engine off Adam!’ I shouted.

      ‘I have, the key is out!’ he said.

      ‘I know some people think it’s acceptable to listen to mummy porn!’ shouted one woman across the car park. She was holding her hands over her little girls’ ears. ‘But you could wear earphones!’

      That’s it I thought. Earphones. I grabbed my handbag and found the iPod earphones. I fished them out and tried to find the earphone jack for the radio, but there was nothing.

      By now the cars behind us were honking and a crowd had gathered round. Then there was the low level woo-woo of a siren as a police car drove along the line towards us, and came to a stop.

      It was then that Adam discovered how to turn the car stereo off. The silence rang through our ears, but two police officers had already climbed out of the car.

      ‘Good morning,’ said one with a bristly grey moustache leaning on Adam’s side. ‘Could you get out of the car please?’ We climbed out.

      ‘We’ve had a complaint about noise pollution of a pornographic nature,’ he said.

      ‘That was quick,’ I said. ‘Why are you never around when we really need you?’

      Adam shot me a look.

      ‘You are aware that you must adhere to acceptable levels when you play music in the car?’

      He looked at the coloured lights flashing on the speakers in the back window.

      ‘We were listening to an audiobook actually,’ I said. ‘And it’s a bestseller. ’

      ‘We’re going to need to look inside your vehicle,’ said the police officer with the moustache.

      ‘No problem,’ said Adam. The younger policeman opened the driver’s door. He leaned across to where the tax disc slots in.

      ‘Why aren’t you displaying a valid tax disc?’ he asked.

      ‘We are,’ I said.

      ‘Where is it then?’ said the policeman. Adam and I looked inside, it was gone. I found it in a wet little ball under the seat. Then I remembered Wilfred.

      ‘Did Meryl sit in the front with Wilfred?’ I asked Adam.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Adam.

      ‘He ate the bloody tax disc,’ I said trying to smooth it out for the police officer. I held out the pieces of chewed paper, which bore no resemblance to a tax disc.

      ‘My nephew chewed it,’ I said.

      ‘Well where is this nephew?’

      ‘He was dropped off yesterday, with his mother… at her hearse…’ I said. Adam shook his head.

      ‘OK. Who is in control of this vehicle, right now?’ said the officer with the moustache.

      ‘I was, am,’ said Adam.

      ‘Ok. Can I have your driving licence?’

      Adam took it from his wallet and handed it over. The two policemen went back to their car and read Adam’s details into the radio. After a burst of static, something incomprehensible crackled through, and the two officers went into another gear. They handcuffed Adam!

      ‘Hey! Hey! What’s going on?’ I demanded.

      ‘Mr Rickard we have a warrant out for your arrest. You absconded from Cambrian Sands open Prison last August,’ said the policeman with the moustache.

      ‘No, his sentence was squashed!’ I said. (I meant to say quashed).

      ‘Is that what he told you?’ The younger officer smirked.

      ‘Radio again, he’s been cleared, he went to court!’ I said.

      ‘Coco, its okay. Phone my solicitor,’ said Adam.

      ‘It’s Easter.’

      ‘Then we’ll pay triple,’ said Adam, and that was the last he said before he was driven off. I stood there in shock. A man who had been standing with his family said,

      ‘They’re very good speakers, where did you get them from?’ I ignored him.

      The crowds began to clear and I got back in the car. I realised later that I should have phoned someone – Rosencrantz, Chris or Marika – but my only thought was Adam. They’d taken him to prison once before by mistake, so it could happen again!

      I managed to get the car started but the pedals were so sensitive. I bunny-hopped my way out of the dusty car park, pushing the seat back even further to protect my stomach from the steering wheel. I turned out onto the road and zoomed along panicking wildly. I drove past fields and thought, where am I going? I came to a crossroads and a sign which read Kingston-Upon-Thames. As far as I could remember Kingston-Upon-Thames was pretty big, so I assumed that would be where they’d taken Adam.

      As I carried on driving, the country road merged into one with houses and buildings and then I was in the centre of everything. Roads merged, junctions snaked away, sign upon sign showed one-way systems with banks of traffic lights. The car stalled, I couldn’t get it started and a lorry behind me beeped. A little Fiat to one side beeped also and tried to over-take me. I was surrounded. Then something weird happened. It was as if all the heat in my body began to sink down and out of my feet. My head and arms went cold and numb, and then my chest, I started to see stars. I tried to lift my hand then everything went black.

      

      I was lying down under the cosiest blanket. It smelt very clean, antiseptic, but not that horrible antiseptic that stings your throat. This smell was nice and minty. Then the sound came back cars beeping and grinding gears. An ambulance was looming beside me and a young girl with a pleasant face was leaning over me. I could smell the road and exhaust fumes but the lovely minty smell was stronger.

      ‘Minty,’ I mumbled.

      ‘Is that your name?’ said the girl who I could now see was wearing a paramedic uniform.

      ‘Mmmmm. Minty,’ I repeated.

      ‘Okay Minty, we’re going to move you into the ambulance,’ she said. I can remember thinking that I must tell her my name isn’t Minty and then everything swam back to black.

      

      When I woke up again things seemed more urgent. I was lying in the ambulance and the sirens were going and I could feel we were moving fast.

      ‘The baby’s heart beat is slowing right down,’ said the paramedic. I felt a sting in the back of my hand, and cold seeping up my arm. I tried to say something, but a big plastic mask came down over my face and it all went grey.

      

      I woke again in a hospital on a bed with a curtain round me. I tried to lift my arms but leads and cables were wrapped around them. I was also in a hospital gown. Where are my shoes? I thought wiggling my toes. And my bra and knickers? For a while I just accepted the situation. The bed was comfy, and I could hear a couple of girls behind the curtain in the next cubicle looking at Heat magazine. I listened to their chatter, as they made their way through some interviews, a film review and then they got to Torso of the Week.

      Rosencrantz likes that, I thought, and then it all came back.

      BAM!

      I had a son, and I had a baby with a weak heartbeat. I began to shout ‘HELP! HELP!’ A Nurse came running through.

      ‘It’s okay Minty,’ she said. ‘I’m Nurse Julings.’ My heart bleep machine was increasing.

      ‘Is my baby alive?’

      ‘Yes Minty your baby is alive.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘You had dangerously low blood pressure, but we’ve stabilised both you and the baby. Calm down Minty,’ she said pushing my arms down onto the bed.

      ‘My name isn’t Minty…’

      Another Nurse swished open a gap in the curtain, came through and swished it shut behind her. She was very tiny with blond hair.

      ‘This lady isn’t Minty.’

      ‘Can you tell us your name?’ the blonde nurse asked in a sing-song voice.

      ‘It’s Coco, Coco Pinchard.’

      ‘We’ve had a right problem identifying you, can I call you Coco?’

      I nodded.

      ‘You had no bag or ID with you, and your car was still registered with an Atlas Priftis, we’ve been calling him, but no one is answering. Is that your partner?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘It’s my car,’ I said.

      ‘What’s your address, Coco?’ I couldn’t remember. I racked my brain. Tears began to fall.

      ‘It’s okay, Coco. What’s your date of birth?’

      Again I couldn’t remember.

      ‘I’m forty-four,’ I said.

      ‘We women are never allowed to forget how old we are,’ said Nurse Julings trying to make light of it. They swished out of the cubicle. I could hear the girls in the next cubicle again; they were talking in low voices. It seems they thought I was mad.

      ‘I’m not mad,’ I said. They went quiet. ‘I’m really not…’ Why is it that people automatically seem mad the second they say they’re not? I tried to think of something normal to say.

      ‘So who is Torso of the Week?’

      ‘Let’s get out of here, it’s just a cut on your knee,’ said the girl and they left the cubicle. I heard their voices fade down the corridor saying, ‘That’s well freaky man, how did she know what magazine we were reading?’

      Nurse Julings swished back into the cubicle.

      ‘Nothing is coming up for Coco Pinchard.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘We’ve checked the whole of the United Kingdom database.’ She was watching me now, analysing me.

      ‘Oh, I know what it is. Coco is my nickname, my real name is… is… ’ But I couldn’t remember.

      ‘But I’m not getting anything for Pinchard either, is that a nickname too?’

      ‘No. I got re-married… I can’t remember that name either…’

      Nurse Julings regarded me for a moment and then left the cubicle.

      They’re going to section me. I thought. I’m what they call a Jane Doe, or more like a Jane D’oh. I laughed. It sounded weird and manic.

      And then like an angel Adam came through the curtain.

      ‘Coco!’ he said. He looked gorgeous, worried as hell, but gorgeous.

      ‘So, do you know this woman?’ asked Nurse Julings.

      ‘She’s my wife,’ he said grabbing my hand.

      ‘It’s Karen!’ I said, and then everything came back. ‘I’m Karen Rickard. I was born on the 14th June 1967, I live at 3 Steeplejack Mews in Marylebone, London.’

      The nurse wrote it down and went away again.

      ‘What happened?’ I asked Adam.

      ‘You collapsed in the car.’

      ‘Not me, you.’

      ‘They took me to the police station, and as I was being booked they realised their error. They brought me back to Hampton Court but you’d left.’

      The nurse came back with a bag filled with my clothes.

      ‘Right Mrs Rickard. Here are your things, and here is the doctor. A balding man in glasses came through the curtain.

      ‘Hello Mrs Rickard,’ he took my notes and flicked through.

      ‘Right. Geriatric mother found unconscious in a Ford Ka. Chronically dehydrated and hypoglycaemic. Blood pressure yo-yo-ing. Have we run the usual?’

      ‘Yes, when the patient was unconscious…’ said the Nurse.

      The doctor flicked through the thin sheets in the file. Adam smiled and squeezed my hand.

      ‘Mrs Rickard. You’re not looking after yourself, are you?’ said the doctor taking off his glasses.

      ‘He is,’ I said pointing to Adam.

      ‘You need to keep yourself calm, rested and hydrated. Now it’s a hot day out there, did you have water with you?’

      ‘No.’ I said in a small voice.

      ‘You need to remember there are two of you.’ Instinctively I looked at Adam.

      ‘He means the baby,’ said Adam in a soft voice.

      

      I was kept in for a couple more hours until they’d rehydrated me. Then we had to go back to the police station where our car was being kept.

      ‘If you could sign here Madam,’ said the same police officer who had arrested Adam. They were all very sheepish.

      I signed my name Coco Rickard.

      A police officer brought the car round to the front of the station.

      ‘Where to Mrs Rickard?’ Adam grinned.

      ‘Home,’ I said. ‘Our home.’

      

      Tuesday 10th April

      

      Adam’s boss Serena phoned early this morning. She has been trying to process Adam’s national insurance details for the payroll, but it’s coming up that he has a criminal record. Adam explained what had happened. Then came off the phone looking grey.

      ‘They can’t hire me while I have a record,’ he said.

      Agent Fergie is now #203,000

      Winetime #5

      

      Wednesday 11th April

      

      It’s going to be three months before Adam can start work. Even though they know a mistake has been made, it takes ages for all the computer payroll systems to update.

      Amazon, however, is updating every hour and Agent Fergie continues to fall… #215,000 and counting. I’m not even looking at anything else.

      

      Friday 13th April

      

      This morning Agent Fergie was #250,001. I could feel the book was slipping through my fingers, so I made one last ditch attempt and went to Angie’s house unannounced. She looked surprised to see me when she opened the door.

      ‘I can’t stop Cokes. I’m just about to leave for Battersea Dogs’ Home.’

      ‘Are you getting a dog?’ I asked.

      ‘No, Regina is doing some filming. She and Pippin are going to be on ‘The Dog Whisperer’. Pippin is getting some anger management training, and it’s great publicity.’

      ‘Just give me two minutes,’ I said firmly. Angie checked her watch.

      ‘Okay. Come up to my office.’

      I’d been practising a speech on the way over. I was prepared to give Angie an ultimatum: either she started engaging with me again, or I looked for representation elsewhere. I was just wondering whether I should choose a better word than ‘engage’ when we arrived in her office. Angie was dressed in a charcoal-grey suit, and a blood-red blouse. She pulled some equally red lipstick out and started applying it in her mirror.

      ‘Oh. We just got some of the first copies through of Agent Fergie,’ she said without taking her eyes off the mirror. ‘Is that what you’re here for?’

      ‘Yes. And no.’ I said. Chloe came in and said hi.

      ‘Chloe love, show Coco her book,’ said Angie. Chloe dragged a cardboard box over and got to work on the tape.

      ‘Angie, I need to talk about us,’ I said.

      ‘You make it sound like we’re dating...’

      Chloe got the box open.

      ‘Oh, that’s the new holocaust book,’ she said. She put a copy on the table beside me. It had a black and white cover, with an image of the barbed wire of Belsen. Splurged across the front was the quote:

      

      
        
        “I laughed and laughed and laughed,

        what an imagination this author has!”

        REGINA BATTENBERG.

        

      

      ‘What’s this?’ I asked pointing to the book.

      ‘I just took this woman on who wanted to have her diaries published…’ said Angie blotting her lipstick in the mirror.

      ‘No, the quote,’ I said tapping the cover. Angie put the lid on her lipstick and came over. Chloe got the other box open and pulled out a copy of Agent Fergie. It was hot pink with huge black lettering. It looked fab, but I immediately noticed that on the cover was written:

      

      
        
        “A harrowing account of a woman who survived the holocaust…”

        MARY BEARD.

        

      

      Angie perched her glasses on her nose.

      ‘Shit!’ she said going pale. ‘Shit! Chloe, what have you done?’

      ‘I must have got the files mixed up!’ said Chloe going equally pale. ‘These haven’t gone out to stores yet,’ she added ‘This is a limited first print run…’

      ‘But copies have gone out to two hundred fucking journalists!’ said Angie. I looked at the fear on her face.

      ‘Isn’t this basic stuff? These books are hardly similar!’ I said holding the two covers side by side.

      ‘You keep out of this Coco!’ said Angie

      ‘Keep out of this? Right that’s it. You need to sort this out and then you’re fired.’

      I stuffed as many books as I could in my bag. Angie was in shock.

      ‘What are you doing? Coco… you can’t take those.’

      ‘Yes I can. Thanks to your screw up I’ll probably have to put these on Ebay. At least one of us can make some money!’

      I tried to leave as elegantly as I could, but who can take a waddler seriously? I came home and told Adam.

      ‘Surely people will realise the mix-up?’ said Adam. My phone rang. It was a journalist.

      ‘Hi, Coco Pinchard? I’m Kelly Klass phoning for Dave Numan from the Daily Record…’ she said. ‘I’ve been asked to do some fact checking before we go to print.’

      ‘Is this about Agent Fergie?’ I said.

      ‘Yes. Would you be offended if I asked how old you are?’

      ‘I’m forty-four,’ I said.

      ‘And you’re pregnant?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Look. I know people lie about their age, but if you survived the holocaust, you must be at least eighty. Could we compromise and put sixty-one?’

      I explained what was going on. She sounded quite excited and rang off.

      ‘You see Cokes, no publicity is bad publicity,’ said Adam.

      ‘As long as they don’t put that I’m eighty, or sixty-seven...’

      

      Wednesday 18th April

      

      Agent Fergie #263,000

      Winetime #2

      Nothing has run in the press about the quote mix-up. And there is nothing anywhere about Agent Fergie coming out tomorrow. I spent the morning online, Googling myself. Nothing. Then I made Adam come to the newsagent and we rifled through every magazine and newspaper on the stands until Clive, who runs the shop, got rather annoyed and asked if we were going to buy anything.

      ‘Look at the bigger picture,’ said Adam as we came out of the newsagent. ‘There is so much other great stuff happening in your life.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Like what? You’re having our son!’

      ‘Yes… I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I just thought this would be it. When I signed the deal for Agent Fergie, everyone seemed so excited, Angie, the publisher. So much time has passed and now things have got in the way, like Regina Battenberg.’

      ‘There will be other books Coco. I promise,’ said Adam. He put his arm round me and we walked home.

      

      Wednesday 18th April

      

      Agent Fergie Publication Day

      

      Adam woke me up with breakfast in bed, and a copy of Agent Fergie. He’d been round to Marylebone Station and bought it from WH Smith. I grilled him, asking how many copies there were on the shelf. Was my book point-of-sale?

      ‘What’s point-of-sale?’ asked Adam.

      ‘Was it by the till? Prominently placed?’

      ‘Um, it was sort of round next to the fridge with the drinks,’ he said.

      ‘So at the back of the shop… Was anyone else buying a copy?’

      ‘It was rush-hour Cokes,’ said Adam. He pulled out a pen and made me sign it for him.

      ‘I only get three kisses?’ He grinned blowing on the ink. I leaned over and drew three more. ‘That’s more like it,’ he said. ‘And I expect to receive them all throughout the day.’

      I was far too pre-occupied and reached for my Kindle. Agent Fergie had gone up to #105,003

      ‘Look there’s a review!’ said Adam pointing at the screen. The reviewer said that it’s brill and they loved it, and they had given it four stars. In fact the full review is:

      “It was brill & i loved it”

      ‘Your first review and it’s a goody,’ said Adam.

      ‘It’s bit short though,’ I said.

      ‘It’s a good review Coco…’

      ‘But it’s not very descriptive,’ I moaned. Adam sighed.

      ‘Jeez Coco. You exhaust me! Nothing is good enough. Can’t you just be happy? You’ve gone up a hundred and fifty thousand places in the chart, and it could be a one star….’

      ‘But there are still over a hundred thousand books selling better than mine…’ I sighed, and slathered my toast with marmalade.

      When Adam was in the shower I looked at the four star review again. It was written by someone called, “Joany123” I wondered if she was old or young? If she was the only person who had read Agent Fergie? Or if she fully understood my sense of humour..?

      I fired up my laptop and checked out her other Amazon reviews. A couple of weeks ago she had given five stars to a pair of thermal slippers, and five stars to Mr Tickle. So my writing is basically less enjoyable than a pair of thermal slippers and a Mr Men book.

      I wrote a comment on her review.

      

      “You should widen your reading. How can you compare comfy slippers with an award winning author?”

      

      Then I noticed my username had popped up underneath as:  Coco Pinchard REAL NAME.

      Adam came back from the bathroom and told me to stop obsessing over the book. He ordered me to take a shower.

      ‘I’m taking you out for lunch,’ he said.

      

      An hour later he kicked the bathroom door open. The whole side of the doorjamb came away, showering splinters all over the floor.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ I screamed. I was sitting fully-clothed, on the bidet, with my laptop.

      ‘I thought you’d fainted,’ he said. ‘You weren’t answering my knocks!’

      ‘I’ve left a comment on that review, and my real name came up! I can’t work out how to delete it. It looks awful…’

      Adam grabbed the laptop and clicked about.

      ‘There it’s gone…’ he said. ‘Now. Shower. Lunch.’ He confiscated my laptop and left.

      We had a delicious lunch at the steak restaurant in Marylebone, but I rather spoiled it with my jitters and lack of focus. When we came home, I sat down at the kitchen island, and switched on my laptop. Agent Fergie had dropped one place to #105,004, but two more reviews had shown up. Both were one star. They’d taken my average rating down from 4 stars to 1.9 stars!

      ‘“I managed about four pages before I got bored of the predictability and started on something more entertaining. Woof,” said Adam reading over my shoulder. ‘How can Regina Battenberg’s dog Pippin write an Amazon review?’

      ‘How could he have read four pages before giving up?’ I countered.

      ‘And It’s an Amazon Verified purchase! Does Pippin have his own credit card? Can a dog have a credit card?’ asked Adam.

      ‘And she’s done another one in her own name! Is she even allowed? Her quote is on the front of the book!’ I cried incredulously. ‘“Badly written tosh, reads like a teenage girl’s school English project.” That bitch.’

      ‘Calm down Coco.’

      ‘Calm down! Why does she need to do this? She’s sold millions of books, she’s stolen Angie and she’s just out to destroy me for, for sport… Right, if she wants to play like this, so can I…’

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘I’m going to go on all the online forums I can, and I’m going to trash her and then I’m…’

      Adam closed my laptop.

      ‘You’re going to do nothing,’ he said slowly and calmly. ‘We’re going to switch off every electronic device in the house, we’re going to unplug the phones, and we’re going to have one sane relaxing afternoon.’

      ‘But!’

      ‘No buts. You can’t live like this Coco. Leave it, for one afternoon?’

      Adam switched off my laptop and confiscated it, along with my phone and my Kindle. I sat and took some deep breaths. I rubbed my hand over my bump and felt a shifting inside, I calmed down even more. Battenberg will never have what I have, I thought. A new baby.

      

      Adam came back, took my hand and led me to the living room. He sat me down on the sofa, then lit a fire, and put some music on.

      ‘I prescribe one very small but very good infusion of red wine,’ he said returning from the kitchen with a small glass each. I took a sip and we lay down together on the sofa, Rocco jumped up and nestled between our legs.

      I relaxed for the first time in ages. After we’d drunk our wine, I lay with Adam, my head on his firm chest listening to the warm thud of his heart, and his breathing. I fell into a deep sleep.

      

      When I woke, it was dark outside and the fire had died down to ash. Adam was sitting in a chair opposite bathed in the glow of my laptop.

      ‘Hey, you said no computers,’ I said groggily.

      ‘I think karma has rounded on Regina Battenberg,’ he said.

      ‘How?’ I asked. Adam came over and sat beside me. He had the SKY News website open. The headline read:

      

      
        
        POPULAR WINE CRITIC ACCUSED OF DENYING THE HOLOCAUST

      

      

      Regina Battenberg, bestselling author of Window Box Winemaking, More Window Box Winemaking, Even More Windowbox Winemaking and Winetime, was last night embroiled in an extraordinary controversy after a quote she provided for the humorous novel Agent Fergie was mistakenly printed on copies of WWII story, My Year in Belsen.

      Only a small number of copies were affected, and have since been withdrawn, but Battenberg’s reaction has caused alarm from her publisher. When contacted for comment she stated, ‘I left school at fourteen and have no knowledge of the Holocaust.’ When we informed her that we were journalists reporting for SKY News, she added, ‘You lot never print the truth! America probably didn’t land on the moon, and Hitler is probably still alive so how can we tell what is true?’

      The House of Randoms who publish the author has distanced itself from Battenberg, saying her comments are ‘misguided’ and ‘beggar belief in the 21st century’.

      Battenberg’s Agent, Angela Lansbury was unavailable for comment.

      ‘Serves her right!’ said Adam.

      I thought I’d feel elated, but I didn’t. I felt sad for Regina. I realised just how thick she is. She’s no more a holocaust denier than Adam and me but she has so many people around her saying how wonderful she is that she’s lost track of reality. I tried to phone Angie but her phone was permanently engaged.

      ‘Look!’ shouted Adam. ‘Agent Fergie has gone up to #199!’

      

      Thursday 19th April

      

      Adam shook me awake at nine o’clock this morning.

      ‘Coco! You’re number one. You’re fucking NUMBER ONE!’

      He thrust my Kindle in my face and I was number one! Agent Fergie is #1!

      We got up and did a little dance round the bedroom, me holding on to my bump as Adam held on to me.

      ‘Phone Angie,’ said Adam.

      Angie answered after a couple of rings. She sounded groggy and distant.

      ‘Angie! I’m number one! Agent Fergie is number one in the UK Kindle store!’

      She cleared her throat and said congratulations.

      ‘You don’t sound too excited?’ I said.

      ‘No, I am… That’s great babes… look I’m going away tomorrow.’

      ‘Away? Where?’

      ‘Thailand. I need a break, this Battenberg thing has exploded in my face… She’s fired me.’

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I said.

      ‘I was so close to signing her up to a huge media deal. God, I would have made millions… Then the stupid cow said those stupid things… I should have reacted quicker. Now no one wants to touch her… Three months’ work down the drain. And what am I? I’m Angela fucking Lansbury.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘No. I’m sorry Cokes. I’ve been an idiot.’

      ‘Look. Why don’t you come over? Before your flight. We can open some champagne. I’m number one!’

      ‘The thing is Coco. I don’t know if I want to be an agent anymore…’

      ‘But now is the time I need you. I’m number one.’

      ‘Chloe is going to be running things for now. I just need to get away and look for some answers.’

      ‘Why Thailand?’

      ‘I’m going on a colonic irrigation holiday,’

      ‘I doubt you’ll find the answers up there,’ I said.

      ‘Ha. Funny Cokes. Look it’s bye for now, and congratulations. Really.’

      Angie rang off.

      

      We went out to walk Rocco and saw that the newspapers were all featuring the Regina Battenberg story with headlines like:

      

      
        
        BATTY BATTENBERG BELITTLES BELSEN

      

        

      
        BATTENBERG: HOLOCAUST NEVER HAPPENED

      

      

      

      And my favourite, from the Sun:

      

      
        
        BATTEN-BERK

      

      

      

      Sunday 22nd April

      

      It’s been a whirlwind few days. I’ve had so many phone calls and visits from people about the book.

      Rosencrantz, Oscar and Wayne came over for dinner on Thursday, asking me to sign their copies of Agent Fergie.

      ‘I was going to give you all copies,’ I said.

      ‘We wanted to support you Mum,’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘A genuine first edition Mrs P!’ said Wayne clasping the book to his chest.

      Marika and Milan came for dinner on Friday night. Milan was very sweet and brought a pile of copies for me to sign for the guys who work for him.

      Adam bought me an enormous bunch of flowers, Angie sent a silk pashmina from Thailand.

      Chris sent an orchid and a basket of fruit, apologising that he was stuck in Kent trying to keep order as the family argued over the will…

      Ethel barged in with another spare key, and brought some dehydrated sachets of Angel Delight, which were only just past their sell by date. Meryl phoned to say congratulations, and that as soon as Agent Fergie was in the library in Hampstead, she’d read it (I presume this means she is staying put with Daniel and Jennifer). Tony rang, asking when Agent Fergie will be released in Mandarin. Mai Ling is keen to read it.

      Chloe rang to ask if I had heard from Regina Battenberg, she has apparently gone into hiding (like she’d hide at my place). She also said that Agent Fergie is already being re-printed and rolled out to even more bookshops!

      

      Wednesday 25th April

      

      Agent Fergie remains at number one. The book is now everywhere: Waterstones, WH Smith, even the Tesco Metro has it as you walk in the store. However, our happiness was short -lived. This evening we discovered Tabitha has done a runner. She’s moved out of the flat owing all the rent for April, and she’s left unpaid bills galore. I’m selling a huge amount of books, but when I phoned Chloe she said that the royalties won’t start coming through until next January at the earliest.

      We went round to the flat this evening. All her furniture has gone, but she’s left a huge gouge across the wooden floor in the living room, rotting food in the fridge, unwashed pans in the sink. The bathroom sink was stained with hair dye and the toilet nearly made me throw up.

      ‘Don’t touch any of it,’ said Adam as I started cleaning. ‘I should have listened to you. I’ll sort this out.’

      

      Thursday 26th April

      

      Adam got up very early, got dressed and said he was going out.

      ‘Where?’ I said.

      ‘I don’t know. But by this evening, I’m going to have a solution for all this. I promise.’

      He gave me a kiss and left the house. I didn’t hear from him all day, then around five he phoned to say he was meeting a friend who had a lead on a possible job.

      I tried to watch TV but couldn’t settle. Around eight thirty pm Daniel phoned.

      ‘Cokes. Your husband just served me and Jennifer in The Hop & Grape in Covent Garden…’

      ‘What?’ I said.

      ‘Adam. He just served me with a pint and Jennifer a vodka and tonic.’ I heard Jennifer mumble in the background.

      ‘Sorry, Slimline tonic…’

      I didn’t know what to say.

      ‘Coco, did you know about this?’

      I paused.

      ‘Sorry the baby just gave me a kick,’ I said. ‘Yes, he’s doing very well at the…’

      ‘Hop & Grape,’ said Daniel.

      ‘Yes, The Hop & Grape.’

      There was another pause and I tried to recover.

      ‘What are you doing in Covent Garden?’ I asked.

      ‘Jennifer is home for the weekend. She came to watch me busk. I made sixteen quid in one hour.’

      I remembered Daniel making the same in 1985. I wondered if his playing had got worse or people stingier. I think he could read my thoughts because he added,

      ‘Bar work is what? Six quid an hour?’

      ‘What’s your point Daniel? That you’re earning more than Adam?’

      ‘Well, now you’ve said it…’

      ‘Have fun,’ I said and I hung up on him. I tried to call Adam, but his phone was switched off. I tried Marika and Chris but they were both busy too. Then I phoned Rosencrantz.

      ‘Hey Muuuum!’ he said. He sounded a bit tipsy.

      ‘Hi love. What are you doing?’

      ‘I’m just putting some highlights in Oscar’s hair, then we’re off out for a farewell meal at Wagamama.’

      ‘Why is it farewell?’

      ‘I’ve just got a part in Hollyoaks,’ said Oscar excitedly in the background. ‘It’s a month’s work.’

      ‘Keep still,’ snapped Rosencrantz. ‘I need to pull your hair through all these tiny tiny holes…’

      ‘Ow! I said I’d go and have it done professionally, are you okay to do this?’ said Oscar.

      ‘I’m fine, but of course you can afford it now you’re working,’ said Rosencrantz.

      I didn’t want to get involved with their bickering, so I wished Oscar luck and said goodbye. I checked my watch. It was now nine. Rocco barked and tugged at my trouser leg.  I pulled a cardigan and slippers on, went to the French windows and let him out. A bloated moon loomed above the garden, casting an orangey glow. Rocco did a few laps, barking up at it then stopped and did his business. I heard the sound of a helicopter and looked up as it moved over the house, lights winking. Rocco barked again. The London skyline loomed around us and I heard Mrs Cohen open a window, then slam a door, which is code for keep your dog quiet!

      ‘Piss off you silly cow,’ I said under my breath. She appeared at her upstairs window. We gave each other a fake wave then she yanked the curtains shut.

      Maybe we could move, I thought. But where and how? This is the time when I need a good hospital and doctor and we need good schools. The weight of everything ahead came pressing down on me. Why did life have to be so complicated? I thought when I got to number one with my book, I’d have made it. I’d be sorted. How could I have been so naive? They say God only throws problems at those who are equipped to deal with them, so I should feel it’s a compliment. Rocco finished what he was doing and trotted back indoors. I stayed outside for a moment. There is something about staring at the night sky in the quiet; it seems like all the answers are there for the taking. You just need to work out what they are. I squinted a moment longer willing a solution to pop into my head, but the only thing that came to me was how the Gherkin building looks like a giant dildo. Rocco re-appeared in the doorway, took the hem of my cardigan and gave it a pull. I looked down at his beautiful brown eyes and furry face, and I came in.

      I lay back on the sofa and drifted off to asleep. I woke up with the telly still on, as Adam came in. It was 2am. I went and gave him a huge cuddle.

      ‘Thank you.’ I said.

      ‘For what?’

      ‘For taking a crappy bar job.’

      ‘Daniel?’

      ‘Yes, phoned me with glee. Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘You would have persuaded me not to, but now I’m on the payroll and it’s fine. Six quid an hour plus tips.’

      ‘British people don’t tip.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s pretty much six quid an hour. But it’s cool. I worked out that after a week we’ll have enough to buy half a travel system.’

      ‘A buggy?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      I smiled at him, and he went off to have a shower. It was both inspiring and depressing. He used to earn five times that in the Civil Service, and even that was hardly enough to live a life in London. Adam went straight to bed but I couldn’t sleep.

      

      Sunday 29th April

      

      Adam’s shifts have been worked out for the next two weeks, and he gets one day off. I’ve hardly seen him. Tonight I decided to go and visit him at The Hop & Grape.

      I went during a lull between the lunchtime and evening rush, but it was still full of tourists and a couple of depressed buskers; thankfully Daniel wasn’t one of them. Adam was working with another tall scrawny guy who can’t have been more than eighteen and didn’t have a clue about bar work. Adam had just pulled a couple of pints of bitter for two elderly American men, who couldn’t fathom why bitter was served warm.

      ‘Hey can we get some ice?’ asked one of them. Adam filled an ice bucket from below the bar and the two guys reached over and plopped handfuls into their bitter.

      I was about to go and say hello, when a tiny woman emerged from a door behind the bar. She had bug eyes and a shaved head, which contrasted weirdly with her bright red lipstick. She pulled Adam to one side.

      ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ she asked. Adam looked around as the American guys leaned over the bar, poured a little of their pints into the drip trays, and added more ice.

      ‘Bishop’s Bell-end is meant to be served at room temperature!’ she said.

      ‘They asked for ice.’

      ‘What if a representative from the brewery came in right now?’

      ‘They’d see how much those guys are enjoying their bell-ends,’ grinned Adam.

      ‘No. They’ll say we’re not serving the drinks properly.’

      ‘Then I’d tell the representatives the guys asked for the ice.’

      ‘You don’t get it Adam, the representatives don’t come and talk to us, they work anonymously. They come in and they report back.’

      ‘Sally, you’re being paranoid…’

      ‘Watch your mouth. My arse is on the line with the Bishop’s Bell End.’ I laughed. Sally looked up and turned her attention to me.

      ‘Can I help you, madam?’

      ‘Hi. I’m Adam’s wife,’ I said leaning over the bar and offering my hand.

      ‘Adam didn’t tell me he had a wife. What do you do?’

      ‘I’m a writer. And we’re expecting a baby.’

      ‘Shit Adam, you’d better get back to work. Those tips don’t earn themselves.’

      Adam nodded and went off.

      ‘Do you want a drink love?’ asked Sally.

      ‘Yes, I’ll have a tomato juice,’ I said feeling thrown, and sounding like Dot from Eastenders. In a practised move she pulled down a glass, reached for a bottle, opened and poured it.

      ‘It’s on the house,’ she said, and she disappeared through the doorway behind the bar. I sat sipping my vile drink as the bar suddenly filled up with office workers and impatient pre-theatre goers. Adam and the skinny guy were rushed off their feet, and I felt my comfortable spot at the bar being slowly squeezed by the throngs waiting two-, and then three-deep to be served. When it got really busy, Sally came out to help, and then a couple more young people arrived.

      Adam seemed to really enjoy himself. He had a good banter with the customers, and looked like he was having fun. In the end I came home, oddly jealous.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            May

          

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday 1st May

      

      The baby seems to be on a different schedule to me. He was wide awake all night wiggling around inside me. At five thirty, when the sun started streaming through the bedroom window I gave up trying to sleep and came down to the kitchen.

      When Adam came down at eight, I was standing by the toaster, on my fifth piece of toast. I noticed he was wearing his work uniform.

      ‘You’re working again?’ I said dismayed.

      ‘We need the money. And you didn’t want to do anything.’

      ‘I never said that.’

      ‘Well, you didn’t say you wanted to do anything… What do you want to do?’

      ‘I don’t know. I haven’t seen you properly in ages. London is going to be full of people having fun in the sun.’

      Adam came over and put his arms round me.

      ‘I’m doing this for us, you know.’

      ‘I know,’ I said. ‘I just miss you.’

      ‘I miss you too.’ He kissed me on the top of my head and grabbed his bag.

      ‘But you enjoy it at the bar, don’t you?’ I said.

      ‘It’s okay, yes. It’s fun to do a job with very little responsibility… is that wrong?’ he added seeing my face.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Ok. Good. I have to go hun.’

      ‘Bye,’ I said turning back to the toaster and slotting in more bread. I didn’t turn round until he had gone. I knew I was being horrible, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      Adam phoned me late in the afternoon to say he’d been asked to do a double shift. I was a little cool, especially when I heard a young girl’s voice calling him in the background.

      ‘Who’s that?’ I asked.

      ‘Becky,’ said Adam.

      ‘Becky who?’

      ‘Um, I dunno, she’s Becky. She works here too…’

      ‘I’m Becky Jones,’ came her voice in the background.

      ‘Sorry Becky Jones,’ teased Adam. ‘She’s called…’

      ‘I heard,’ I snapped. ‘How old is she?’

      ‘Not sure. Do you want me to ask?’ said Adam.

      ‘No! God no, don’t you dare. And don’t answer like I asked you. Just say yes or no… Is she twenty five?’

      ‘I dunno.’

      ‘Is she in her twenties?’

      ‘I think so.’

      ‘Is she…?’

      ‘Coco, what’s up? I can just ask her…’ said Adam.

      ‘Shhhh. You idiot. Now she’ll know I’ve been asking. Look I have to go.’

      I hung up and felt stupid. Why can’t I stop being such a cow?

      When Adam got in at two in the morning. I pretended to be asleep. He slid under the covers and started to snore within minutes. I got up to use the loo and saw he’d left his work uniform on the floor. I picked up the trousers; the pockets were empty apart from a little piece of foil that fell out.

      I picked it up.

      The piece of foil was silver with two letters written in blue, ‘ex’. Something about the writing was familiar. I took the foil into the bathroom and scrabbled around in the cabinet and found a condom. The ‘ex’ was the the last two letters of ‘durex.’

      I stared at it for a long moment. I didn’t have the energy to shout and scream and what if he told me he was cheating? Could he be cheating with that girl? He’s so sexy… I’d been alone in the house all afternoon with just the thoughts in my head driving me bonkers… If I did find out he was cheating, I’d have to throw him out. I couldn’t face any of that, so I got into bed and put my arm round him.

      

      Thursday 3rd May

      

      I came round to the flat today. We’d hired a team of cleaners who’ve been in and scrubbed away the mess Tabitha left. Adam has seen sense and hired an estate agent to find new tenants. It is now echoing, empty, and costing us money.

      There was a pile of post on the mat and I sorted through the bills and junk. There was also a big plain jiffy bag addressed to ‘Ms Tabitha Mycock’. I tore it open, and it was full of Piña Colada flavoured condoms. Who drinks Piña Colada these days, let alone wants one served up via a penis? The image of Tabitha stark naked came back to me and I was suddenly scared to be alone in the flat. I grabbed the post and ran out.

      When I got onto the street I paused by the door and yanked off the little picture of hearts she’d inserted above the bell. Not only has she left us with unpaid bills, she’d taken away all the happy memories of that flat. It’s where Adam and I had our first date. It also reminded me of the condom wrapper I’d found in his pocket.

      He got home late again.

      

      Friday 4th May

      

      I still haven’t said anything about the condom foil, and I threw Tabitha’s big jiffy bag of Piña Colada condoms away. By the time I’ve had the baby and want to have sex again they’ll have passed their use by date. And there would be something disturbing about using another woman’s condoms. Adam called me from work this morning.

      ‘I’ve got news,’ he said.

      ‘The estate agent found us a tenant? Already?’

      ‘Um, no, Cokes. I’ve just had Nanette on the phone,’ he said.

      ‘Your ex-wife Nanette?’

      ‘Yes… She’s coming to stay with Holly. That’s my daughter Holly.’

      ‘Ha ha very funny,’ I said.

      ‘She’s coming tomorrow.’

      ‘Tomorrow!’

      ‘For a week.’

      ‘A week?’

      ‘Is that a problem, Cokes?’

      ‘She could have given us some notice, there’s no time to prepare.’

      ‘She’s got a meeting with a gallery in London and she wants to come and introduce herself, before the baby arrives.’

      I started to say something, but he said he had to go. I tried his mobile and the bar phone but no one was picking up. He is always at work, we never seem to have a conversation so I got dressed, and went to The Hop & Grape in Covent Garden for eleven thirty, hoping we could talk. I arrived just as Sally the landlady was opening the door. She must shave her head every day with clippers. Her white scalp shows through a fine dark stubble. Her attire was just as striking: huge gold hoop earrings, long false eyelashes and a pillar-box-red lipstick. She was wearing a Japanese print smock dress and those funky trainers where there is a little compartment for each toe.

      ‘I wasn’t expecting you,’ she said.

      ‘Who were you expecting?’

      ‘Susan. Skinny old alcy in a denim skirt and spaghetti straps, although why she bothers I don’t know, she’s got very little tit to speak of.’

      ‘Maybe she’s gone somewhere else?’ I suggested.

      ‘Maybe she fell in the Thames…’

      We pondered that for a moment.

      ‘Well are you coming in?’ asked Sally. I came through the door. Adam was busy slicing open boxes of wine and re stocking the mirrored shelf behind the bar. A gorgeous young blonde girl was half-heartedly polishing the broad oak bar. She’d accessorised her dull work t-shirt by tying the bottom in a knot under her full breasts, showing off a taut little stomach with a belly button ring. She leaned her chest into Adam and muttered something, which I assume was a bit cheeky. Adam laughed, pulled out the tea towel he had tucked under his belt and went to whip her behind with it. He looked like he was having such a good time.

      ‘Becky, if you’re polishing, go and rub those tits up against the fruit machine, it’s covered in grubby fingermarks,’ said Sally. Becky started to protest.

      ‘Now,’ she said. ‘Coco, do you want a drink?’

      ‘No, thank you.’ I said. Sally vanished through her little door behind the bar. Adam looked surprised to see me.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I watched Becky sulking and putting out ashtrays. The sun shining through the window made her blond hair dazzle.

      ‘Re-stocking,’ he said

      ‘Is that what you call it?’

      ‘What?’ he said, frowning. It was quiet in the bar and I didn’t want to give Becky the satisfaction of me being a jealous cow.

      ‘I need to talk to you,’ I said.

      ‘What about?’

      ‘Stuff.’

      ‘You came all the way here to talk about stuff.’

      ‘The menu for when Nanette and Holly arrive.’

      ‘The menu is in a drawer in the kitchen. I presume we’re having takeaway?’

      ‘Adam, we don’t talk, I don’t see you…’

      ‘Coco, I’ve got these boxes, then another delivery to unload.’

      ‘When do you have lunch? I can come back.’

      He began to protest and saw my face. ‘I get half an hour at two o’clock.’

      I missed him so much. It felt like we didn’t have anything in common at the moment. He was absorbed in this job, and he looked really happy. He opened another box and pulled out two elegant brown beer bottles. They had bright labels imprinted with the image of a peacock feather.

      ’What beer is that?’ I said.

      ‘Coco. I need to get on. I’ll see you at two.’ I picked up my bag and left. I noticed Becky Jones’s impossibly pert bottom and I wanted to stab her.

      I hung about for two-and-a-half hours. I realised trying not to spend money in London is difficult. I went to the Apple store and had a play on the iPads, iPods, and phones. I found the biggest iMac and brought up the product page for Agent Fergie still sitting nicely at number one. I stood there and drank it in. It didn’t quench my thirst. I had thought everything would be wonderful when I had a number one book. That I’d feel like a proper writer, or at least that I’d have made it. I felt just the same.

      A very handsome young sales assistant approached me in his blue t- shirt. He grinned with a set of beautiful white teeth.

      ‘Hi how are we doing today?’ he asked. The only answer I could give was ‘Fine.’ I wasn’t about to launch into my pre-pregnancy symptoms (leaky breasts started this morning I hasten to add).

      ‘Do you need any help?’ he asked grinning at the screen.

      ‘No, thank you.’ I said. An old lady in a rain mac holding an AppleMac joined us and put her bag and computer down. She pulled out her glasses and minimised my screen.

      ’Right, young man, tell me all about apps!’ she said with zeal.

      ‘Would you mind excusing us,’ asked the smiley young man. ‘This is my genius appointment.’

      They both looked at me expectantly, waiting for me to leave. I waddled off feeling strangely rejected. I made my way across Covent Garden, past Charing Cross Station and down to Trafalgar Square. I drifted about, lost in my thoughts. I realised this was the first time in years I’d been in London with nothing to do. I perched on one of the fountains and started to people watch. I could easily pick out the tourists. They wander around unhurried with the excitement of discovery in their eyes. Then there are the Londoners. They are usually wearing black, and running late to something, moving hurriedly in straight lines, tutting at the tourists getting in their way.

      Then I noticed the homeless, the slightly lunatic, the drifters with not much more to do than watch, like me. I walked over to Nelson’s column to have a look at the lions. I’ve always wanted to sit on one. I vowed to come back on a sunny day with Adam and sit on a lion.

      A wizened little man with a hooked nose, rosy tanned cheeks and dyed black hair parted greasily to one side appeared from round the corner. He had a whimsical manner.

      ‘Been busy?’

      ‘Me?’ I asked.

      ‘Yeah you.’

      ‘Well I’ve just been to the Apple Store and now I’m…’ my voice trailed off. He wasn’t really listening.

      ‘I’ve just been up the column,’ he said. He pointed up to the top of Nelson’s Column.

      ‘Have you?’

      He nodded pursing his lips theatrically. I stared at him. He kept nodding quickly.

      ‘Did you climb?’ I asked.

      He nodded harder.

      ‘Must be chilly up there,’ I said retreating. He kept nodding then he noticed my stomach.

      ‘Ooh, are you expecting?’ he cooed flashing a revolting row of yellow teeth.

      ‘Yes, I am,’ I said stepping back. He reached out and put a hand on my bump. He had fingerless gloves and long yellowing fingernails.

      ‘You’re going to have trouble with your son,’ he said dropping the whimsy. His eyes stared into mine.

      ‘What?’ I said.

      ‘Stick by him though, Coco. We all need someone to stick by us.’

      He gently lifted his hand off me.

      ‘How do you know my name?’ I asked. His voice changed and he became all whimsical again.

      ‘Did you know? I’ve been up Nelson’s column.’

      ‘Do I know you? What do you mean, trouble?’

      ‘Ooh, it was very windy… Lots of bird poo…’ He said screwing up his face in a grimace. Then he turned and walked away quickly ploughing though a flock of pigeons. They took flight, hundreds soaring into the air, it was frightening. All the more frightening because it was in the daylight.

      I was shaking. Then I noticed Chris walking through the crowds. He was one of the tsk tsk Londoners in a hurry. He was dressed in a very smart suit and carrying a briefcase. I’ve never seen him walk with such purpose. After the horrible little man it was a relief to see someone I knew from the real world. I shouted his name. He didn’t hear so I shouted again.

      ‘Coco?’ he said stopping and seeing me. He came over and we hugged.

      ‘Cokes, you’re blooming! What are you doing hanging about in Trafalgar Square?’ I didn’t have an answer. For us Londoners Trafalgar Square was for walking through, and occasionally, attending a protest.

      ‘Is there a protest?’ he asked, almost on cue.

      ’No,’ I said. Then I started to cry.

      ‘Hey come on,’ he said.

      ‘Could you spare time for a drink? I’ve just had a freaky experience.’

      He looked at his watch then my face.

      ‘Of course, hun. Let’s grab a cab, I’ll take you to Cathedral.’

      I always seem to end up going to Cathedral Members’ Club with Chris when I’m in a state. In fact every visit marks a personal crisis. Chris flashed his card at the doorman and we took the lift down into the bowels of Soho. The bar is designed like a miniature Cathedral, and the owner seems to have upped the ante since I last visited. We sat in a confession box booth under the beautiful domed ceiling; candles cast a peaceful glow over the elegant marble walls. A waitress in a nun’s habit approached our booth and asked what we wanted to order.

      ‘I’ll have a portion of holy see salt fries, and a virgin Mary,’ I said.

      ‘Do you want stigmata ketchup with that?’ asked the nun. I said I did.

      ‘I’ll have a Virgin Mary and, let’s see, a green salad… the kale Mary,’ said Chris. The nun left.

      ‘You want to hear some gossip?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Apparently Regina Battenberg is in hiding on Richard Branson’s private island,’ he said.

      ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘This guy I’m friends with on Grindr works in the Virgin Club Class lounge…’

      The nun returned with our drinks. Chris saw my face.

      ‘What is it, Cokes?’

      I told him everything: Adam’s job, money worries, the piece of condom wrapper, Adam’s ex-wife coming to stay, and the strange man who knew my name.’

      ‘Oh hun, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Do you want to borrow some money?’

      ‘Thank you, but no. How would we pay it back?’

      ‘Well the offer is there… And I’ve never had Adam down as a cheater. And you’re a condom girl, right?’

      ‘The pill and contraceptive injection made me balloon to terrifying proportions.’

      ‘I remember. You looked like Judy Garland when she came off her uppers and downers.’

      Despite myself, I laughed. ‘I did not!’

      ‘Couldn’t it be one of yours, the condom wrapper?’

      ‘I suppose so. But you should have seen this girl Chris. She’s so hot. And I’m so not, right now.’

      ‘All men look, but not all men cheat,’ said Chris. ‘Gay men, straight men, bi men, we’re all window shopping all the time. But Adam has brand loyalty. He only wants to shop at the Coco shop.’

      ‘What about that old man, Chris? He said there was going to be trouble with my son. He knew my name. Coco isn’t a common name.’

      ‘You have a number one book love, it has your picture on the jacket. It’s in the front of every book shop… Isn’t there a Waterstone’s across from Trafalgar Square?’

      I hadn’t thought of that.

      ‘Cokes. We both know how many loons hang about In London. You stopped just long enough to indulge his madness. Your mistake, but don’t believe a word of it. Remember when that old crone on the pier in Brighton told me I was going to die at thirty? And I paid fifty quid to be told that. Clairvoyant my arse. I’m still here.’

      ‘But you spent the rest of your twenties living in terror,’ I said.

      ‘And I wish I hadn’t… And finally Adam’s wife. Firstly she’s a lesbian, right?’

      ‘Yes, right. But she’s so gorgeous…’

      ‘Then what the hell are you worried about? A lipstick lesbian is coming to stay. It’s Adam who should worry. She might try and jump you. All the lesbian couples I see are one skinny one and one shorter one with enormous bosoms!’ said Chris.

      I laughed.

      ‘See. I’ve made you smile twice in half an hour, pretty good going,’ said Chris squeezing my hand. The nun returned with our food.

      ‘I have to eat quick Cokes,’ he said diving into his kale Mary. ‘I’ve got a very tense meeting this afternoon about selling a big chunk of the Cheshire Estate.’

      ‘Why do you have to sell?’

      ‘I don’t have to. I’m doing it to help Rebecca out. This whole inheritance thing is so unfair. She’s had a great idea for starting an events company, and this will give her the capital.’

      ‘Is it part of the grounds of Cheshire hall?’

      ‘No. It’s land down the road. A house, a giant overgrown vineyard, and a deconsecrated church with a tree growing out of the roof.’

      ‘I didn’t know your family owned all of that?’

      ‘We barely notice it. But I’ve got my mother complaining that it will lower our social standing to sell. Some women want bigger tits to feel good about themselves. My mother wants bigger land!’

      We finished eating, and then Chris had to run for his train. I realised I’d forgotten about meeting Adam.

      ‘Just relax Coco, find the right time and have a sensible conversation with him,’ said Chris as we went our separate ways in taxis.

      It was almost three o’clock when I got back to The Hop & Grape. Adam was waiting outside, talking to a couple of guys in their fifties. One was completely bald with tortoiseshell glasses, and the other had his salt and pepper hair very fashionably shorn. They were dressed beautifully, and rather captivated by Adam. I stood there meekly as they said their goodbyes. Adam didn’t introduce me.

      ‘You’re so late,’ he said.

      ‘You seemed happy talking to your friends.’

      ‘They’re not my friends. They run a micro-brewery.’

      I looked blank.

      ‘The beer bottles you liked this morning were from their micro-brewery,’ he said.

      ‘Did you enjoy having a bit of male attention?’ I joked.

      ‘No I was interested in their business. They’ve invited me out to see their brewery.’

      ‘You drink Stella Adam.’

      ‘Jesus, Coco, it’s all about you.’

      ‘Is it? What’s this then?’ I asked. I pulled out the tiny piece of condom wrapper and brandished it in front of him.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘I found it in your pocket, last week. Are you sleeping with that Becky girl?’

      ‘No!’

      ‘Then where did it come from?’

      ‘We’ve had a lot of sex Coco…’

      ‘Not anymore, now you’re spending your whole life at this bloody bar.’

      ‘Coco, I keep saying. I’m doing this for you, for us.’

      ‘Don’t give me that bullshit. You’re doing bloody minimum wage bar work!’

      ‘Yeah well it’s more fun than being stuck in all day with the most self-obsessed person I know,’ he said.

      ‘Me?’

      ‘What other word do you know?’

      ‘That’s not fair.’

      ‘Life isn’t fair Coco, and to prove it I have to go. I’ve had no lunch.’

      He vanished inside the bar. So much for having a sensible conversation.

      

      Saturday 5th May

      

      I took Rocco for a walk and then made up the spare room for Nanette and pulled out the sofa bed in my office for Holly. There is something horrible about not sorting out a problem before people are coming to stay, and Adam was at work – again – so that he could take a few days off.

      They were due at six, and I spent most of the day trying to make myself look good. My Rosencrantz-styled ‘This Morning’ outfit is now too small. So I had to opt for dungarees… Dungarees to meet my husband’s lipstick-lesbian ex-wife! Would she think I was being satirical?

      They arrived just before six. Nanette is tiny, beautiful and Irish with that creamy skin and top-a-tha-mornin’ accent which is so friendly. She looked all tousled and sexy in Ugg boots, skinny jeans and a black t-shirt. Her blond hair was piled on her head.

      ‘Hi Coco!’ She grinned and gave me a huge hug.

      Adam’s daughter Holly towered above her, gorgeous and model thin with her flawless cappuccino skin, looking catwalk-ready in a red dress.

      ‘Hi Coco,’ she said. She felt as if she would snap as we embraced.

      Rocco leapt about. Then Adam came in just behind them so there was another round of hellos before we all went into the kitchen.

      ‘Let me look at yer,’ said Nanette as we were all round the kitchen table. ‘Coco, having a bairn suits you, you’re blooming.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I said adjusting my dungarees over my bump.

      ‘I’ve been reading your book on the train.’ Nanette pulled her Kindle out of her bag. ‘It’s so so good.’

      Holly came and took me by the hands.

      ‘Coco, I haven’t read any of your books, but I just want to say that I’m so thrilled I’m going to have a little nephew.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘But he’ll be your half-brother.’

      Holly wrinkled her smooth forehead, confused.

      ‘Holly, I’m you father, and I’ll also be the father of this baby,’ said Adam. There was a pause.

      ‘Oh, I thought I was going to be an aunt?’ said Holly disappointed. ‘So many of my friends are now aunts and do cool aunt stuff, like buy baby things, and walk the pram along holding a latte.’

      ‘That’s because their brother or sister has had a baby, love,’ said Nanette.

      ‘I’m sure you’ll be a great aunt when the time comes,’ said Adam.

      ‘A great-aunt? Aren’t they really old?’ said Holly.

      ‘Not a great- aunt. A great. Aunt,’ I said.

      ‘Oh,’ she grinned. ‘Oh yes, I can be an aunt when he has a baby.’

      We all smiled and nodded. I’ve never felt comfortable about broaching the subject of Holly and what a plank she can be. Nanette and Adam just grinned patiently.

      ‘I suppose now I’m not his aunt, he won’t be my uncle?’ asked Holly.

      ‘No love… Here go get the present!’ said Nanette changing the subject. Holly went out to the hall and came back with a huge bag.

      ‘I just hope you haven’t got one already,’ said Nanette.

      ‘We’ve got nothing so far,’ said Adam.

      It took both of us to pull the box out of the bag. We tore off the paper and saw that it was a travel system. Which in old-fashioned language is a buggy that comes apart and can be fitted into a car.

      ‘Wow, thank you. It’s lovely’ I said. It was sleek black, with a turn down cover and lining of leopard print. I was genuinely touched. I looked at Adam but he refused to make eye contact with me. I realised we were in serious trouble. This should be the time where we feel so close and happy, but we were strangers in that kitchen.

      I pulled out the take-away menu which was a welcome distraction, and then I phoned in our order. Adam pulled some bottles of beer out of his rucksack.

      ‘I want you all to try this,’ he said. ‘It’s called Pickled Peacock.’  It was the bottles with the peacock feather I’d had seen earlier at the bar.

      ‘Oh Lord… Pickled Peacock? Got any G & T Coco?’ winked Nanette.

      ‘No, you must try it!’ said Adam. He pulled down some highball glasses and poured everyone a measure.

      ‘I shouldn’t Adam,’ I said.

      ‘Go on, a little nip won’t hurt, stout will make your breast milk sweeter,’ said Nanette. Adam poured me half an inch in the bottom of a glass. It was a deep honey colour and was surprisingly delicious.

      ‘Ooh. It’s sweet and hoppy, and unlike most bitters it doesn’t catch in the throat,’ I said feeling my cheeks flush. ‘I feel like I’m imbibing goodness and warmth, and my blood is being fortified…’

      ‘I can see someone hasn’t drunk in a while!’ Nanette grinned.

      ‘You see what looking hot does for him, he gets free beer!’ I said taking another sip.

      ‘That’s not how it is,’ said Adam.

      ‘There are these two gay guys, who own this beer company, they love Adam!’ I laughed. ‘You should sweet talk them for more of this.’

      ‘I’m interested in their brewery,’ said Adam.

      ‘And they’re interested in your cock,’ I said. I realised the beer had gone to my head. There was a silence. Nanette and Holly sipped their beer. I excused myself and came upstairs.

      It was the first time I’d felt the weight of being married. Up until now I was thrilled and horny and felt I’d got the man, a fabulous man at that. But it dawned on me that we’re doing this, having a baby, we have baggage, and we’re going to be together, forever. It felt like… How it did with Daniel.

      I called Marika and told her what happened.

      ‘This marriage is nothing like you and Daniel. For starters he hasn’t got an Ethel equivalent mother or a Meryl and Tony. And Nanette sounds lovely.’

      ‘I know… I’m cringing about the cock joke,’ I said.

      ‘Yeah. Doesn’t sound funny Cokes. Never mix drink when you meet the ex.’

      ‘Do you think I got married too quickly?’

      ‘With Daniel, definitely. You were too young and Rosencrantz came along before you knew each other properly.’

      ‘But what about Adam and me? Am I just doing it all again? Is history repeating itself?’

      ‘It might be you that’s the problem,’ said Marika.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Maybe you pick men you want to emasculate. It sounds like Adam is doing the best he can, working hard, and you still want to pick on him.’

      ‘That’s not fair.’

      ‘Come on Coco, you want the truth so you phoned me. If you want it all sugar-coated, phone Chris.’

      There was a pause.

      ‘Milan and I are fine, by the way. Better than fine.’

      ‘Sorry. It’s been a bit rough lately,’ I said.

      ‘That’s life. You can’t be on honeymoon for the next twenty years. Real life will come up and hit you in the face…’

      ‘Yes.’ I said quietly.

      ‘You’re lucky Cokes. You’ve had two loves in your life. Either way you’ll never lose out. So many women would kill to have one guy love them in their lifetime.’

      ‘I know… So what’s occurring with Milan?’

      ‘Complete and utter bliss. He’s just. He’s the best. I want you to get to know him more.’

      ‘I will. And that’s great…’ I said.

      ‘Now get downstairs. You don’t want to be one of those women, leaving the room in tears, having a headache. Go on.’

      I pulled myself together and came down. Adam was talking with Nanette in the living room. I stopped at the bottom of the stairs.

      ‘This bar can’t be a long term job solution,’ she was saying.

      ‘No. I’ll find something, my record should be sorted in the next couple of months,’ said Adam.

      ‘You’ve put the years in. You could go back into a very nice management role,’ said Nanette.

      ‘Yeah. A grey office. Grey people. A grey life. It’ll be soul destroying, but it’s what I have to do. Responsibility gives me no choice.’

      Adam didn’t say it with a laugh.

      ‘These beer bottles are so pretty,’ said Holly.

      ‘I envy these guys. They made their fortune here in London, then sold up and bought a place in the country and they make a good living from beer,’ said Adam.

      ‘Posh beer,’ said Nanette.

      ‘Exactly. This is the time; people go crazy for independent organic products,’ said Adam. ‘They sell online, they do tours of their brewery, and they are their own bosses.’

      ‘I never knew you were into this,’ said Nanette.

      ‘Well, I’ve had the misfortune to discover what I want to do with my life when I’m up against a brick wall,’ said Adam.

      There was a silence. Then I could hear very softly that Adam was crying.

      ‘You should talk to Coco,’ said Nanette.

      ‘That would go down badly,’ said Adam. ‘She’s about to have our baby. We’re broke… She thinks I’m having an affair.’

      ‘With who?’

      ‘I dunno.’

      ‘Are you, Adam?’

      ‘No! I go to work and I come home.’

      They were silent for a few minutes, and then Nanette got up to clear away the takeaway cartons. Like a kid on the stairs I darted back up before they could see me.

      Adam came up later and quietly got in bed beside me. Rocco jumped up and snuggled down between us. I think we both lay awake for a long time, but we didn’t say anything.

      

      Monday 7th May

      

      Adam was offered the double Bank Holiday shift at the bar, which was a lot of money, so Nanette insisted he go and do it. I was worried about spending time with her alone, but I needn’t have been. We spent a lovely day in the garden, drinking and chatting. Then in the evening Rosencrantz came over and took Holly out to the pub, and we stayed in with a take-away.

      ‘Do you mind my pictures on the wall?’ asked Nanette when we’d polished off the food. I looked at the Lido pictures, and the one Adam had had to buy a new frame for.

      ‘Not at all, they’re beautiful,’ I said. And I was so pleased that I meant it. Adam came back at two-thirty, exhausted, and climbed into bed beside me. Holly and Rosencrantz came back at four-thirty, completely drunk. In the end I had to go down and tell them to be quiet. Rosencrantz was lying on the kitchen floor, and Holly was buttering his forehead.

      ‘Look! I’m having Toastencrantz!’ shouted Holly, as Rosencrantz giggled.

      ‘Be quiet and go to sleep, both of you!’ I snapped like an old washerwoman. I know this sounds silly, but telling them both off really made me feel like we are an extended family.

      

      Saturday 12th May

      

      Today was Nanette and Holly’s last day. I’ll be so sad to see them go. This morning I took Rocco for a walk with Nanette round Regent’s Park.

      ‘You always look so at peace with everything,’ I said as we made our way round the lake. ‘What’s your secret?’

      ‘You should always do what you want. You shouldn’t be a people pleaser… But you shouldn’t upset others either.’

      ‘Sounds incredibly easy and difficult at the same time.’

      ‘I haven’t always been like that Cokes,’ she said. ‘I was a terrible bitch to Adam for our last few years.’

      ‘Did you always know you were…’

      ‘A big ole lesbian? Yeah. Deep down. But when you’re growing up no one tells you it’s normal, so you do what people say you should do. I got married. We had Holly.’

      ‘How did you tell Adam?’

      ‘I didn’t. He caught me with another woman.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The girl who delivered the post,’ said Nanette a little shamefacedly.

      ‘How come you two get on so well now?’ I said. ‘I found Daniel in bed with Snow White, not THE Snow White obviously, a girl who was playing Snow White in panto. Even three years on he drives me crazy.’

      ‘We didn’t get on well at first, but over time he understood. He said I should be who I am. It’s the best thing anyone has ever done for me.’

      ‘Oh crap,’ I said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’ve been giving him such a hard time lately… I heard what he said on your first night here. About going back to work in an office.’

      ‘Which he’ll do for you, I’ve no doubt,’ said Nanette.

      ‘But shouldn’t he get to be who he is too?’

      ‘Are you equating my latent lesbianism with him working in an office?’ she grinned.

      ‘No, I just think he should be happy.’

      ‘You’ll work it out,’ she said cryptically. ‘He tells me you’re quite a fascinating woman, you make things happen without realising...’

      

      Sunday 13th May

      

      Nanette and Holly left at lunchtime, and Adam went off to work the afternoon shift.

      My chat with Nanette kept going round in my head. I didn’t feel like a fascinating woman, and how do I make things happen without realising, surely I have to decide to change something?

      I went round to the Boots at Marylebone Station to see if they had a beer making kit. It felt lame, but I couldn’t think of anything else. Boots was full of harassed looking women buying Jamie Oliver Sandwiches and Nurofen, and the shop assistant thought I was mad. I’m sure you used to be able to buy beer-making kits from Boots?

      I then tried the bigger Boots on Oxford Street, and a very enthusiastic young girl told me to try the Boots in Piccadilly Circus. In Piccadilly Circus an older lady took me to a shelf with rows of clear plastic pouches containing squares of fabric with a picture of a teddy bear. When I explained I wanted a beer, not bear making kit she told me Boots no longer stocks them.

      Then I did what I should have done in the first place. I pulled out my phone, and Googled it. I found a place in Borough. I took the Bakerloo line over and grabbed the first reasonably-priced beer making kit. I had to take a taxi back as the box was enormous. When Adam came home from work it was sitting on the kitchen table.

      ‘What’s this?’ he asked. I told him I’d overheard what he said.

      ‘I wish you hadn’t,’ he said.

      ‘I’m glad I did, because it made me realise I was very self-absorbed, and I wasn’t thinking about you.’

      Adam put his arms round me.

      ‘You’ve got the right to be self-absorbed. You’re carrying our son.’

      ‘No, but you were trying to explain about your dream, and I made those stupid comments. Having a dream is very important.’

      Adam gave me a long deep kiss.

      ‘I love you,’ he said.

      ‘I love you too.’

      He turned the huge box round and looked at it.

      ‘Would you really like to run your own micro-brewery?’ I asked.

      ‘In theory, but that’s not going to happen. This will be fun though, thank you.’

      ‘When I talked to Chris last week, he said he’s selling some land… There’s a house and land, it’s a sort of farm.’

      Adam stopped in his tracks. ‘What are you saying?’

      ‘I don’t know. I’m just floating ideas around. Hypothetically.’

      ‘So, floating this idea… Hypothetically. How would we buy it?’

      ‘We’d sell the house.’

      ‘As simple as that?’ he said.

      ‘Well everything is simple when you talk hypothetically.’

      This conversation had escalated far quicker than I had bargained on.

      ‘But what about this place, your job, your friends?’

      ‘Well, hypothetically speaking again, I can do my job anywhere. And the land is on the Cheshire Estate so that’s one friend.’

      ‘Wouldn’t you miss London?’

      ‘I’m quite tired of London.’

      ‘They say when you’re tired of London, you’re tired of life.’

      ‘Maybe I’m tired of my old life, Adam. This house is my old life with Daniel. We’re about to start a new family. Maybe it would be good to start afresh?’

      ‘Imagine bringing up our little boy in the country,’ said Adam. ‘He could play in the fields, we could teach him about business.’

      ‘How would you teach him about business?’

      ‘He could have a hen or two and sell the eggs. I always wanted to do that when I was little boy.’

      His face was all dreamy, I don’t think he was being hypothetical anymore.

      ‘And in the country, his daddy wouldn’t have to destroy his soul in some office for the next twenty years,’ I said softly.

      ‘Are you serious Coco?’

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

      ‘You really think we should have a microbrewery?’

      ‘I never really thought I would be a successful writer,’ I said.

      ‘Cokes. I wouldn’t know where to start. I’ve seen pictures of big stainless steel drums and labels on fancy bottles, but how do you even make beer?’

      I pointed to the beer making kit. ‘Here you go,’ I said. ‘Time to find out.’

      Adam was thrilled with the kit. He opened the box, and pulled out a giant white plastic drum with a lid, lengths of pipe, a huge thermometer, sachets of yeast, and clear bags of squishy hops. There was also a huge booklet he immediately became absorbed reading. I couldn’t get anything more out of him so I went and watched the telly. He was still reading at nine, so I took Rocco out and had a shower… I listened to the news on Radio 4 and then read a little. As the shipping forecast came on, I went downstairs. The stove was covered with pans, and the microwave was working too. A dish of water was spinning inside, full of clear plastic pipes.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I said.

      ‘Sterilising everything… Then I make the beer.’

      I went to the kitchen island where he had the hops in a big bowl. They were dark green and slightly moist. They smelt divine. He came and took them from me.

      ‘Everything has to be sterile.’

      ‘I had a shower,’ I said. He pulled one of my blond hairs out of the bowl.

      ‘I’m sure with you in it, it would be delicious but it must be sterile, just hops, grain, malt extract, water and yeast.

      ‘How much longer will it take?’ I asked.

      ‘I need to steep the grain for a couple of hours in this sacking, and then I add the hops and the yeast. Two or three hours.’

      ‘It’s almost one in the morning.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be able to sleep if I stopped now. Thank you Coco.’

      He grabbed me and gave me a deep kiss, I felt a little spark again.

      ‘How about a little break with a yummy mummy?’ I said tracing my hand across one of his pectorals and down to his tight abs.

      ‘Ooh! The water has just reached optimum temperature,’ he said pulling away and fiddling with the stove.

      ‘So you’re going to see to that and let me cool off?’ I said half joking. He ran and pulled out various bits of equipment.

      ‘Coco. You are the best and I promise I’ll make it up to you.’

      ‘Okay,’ I said. I picked up Rocco and carried him to the bedroom. He settled down on the end of the bed and I fell asleep.

      Adam shook me awake at quarter to four.

      ‘Where shall I put your knickers?’ he whispered in my ear.

      ‘Ooh, so I get some action after all… Just put them on the bedside table.’

      ‘What? No,’ said Adam. ‘I meant your knickers in the airing cupboard. I need space, for the beer.’

      ‘Just shove them over,’ I said disappointed.

      ‘But won’t they get creased?’

      ‘Do I look like the kind of woman who irons her knickers Adam?’ I said, turned over and fell back to sleep. I woke again when the alarm went off at six-thirty. Adam was in bed beside me, but he sat up and pulled on a t-shirt.

      ‘You’re the best, Cokes,’ he said, standing up and stepping into some running shorts.

      ‘I am?’

      ‘You bought me such an awesome professional beer kit – you bought me a hydrometer.’

      ‘I did?’

      ‘Thanks,’ he leant over and kissed me.

      ‘I thought you should have one,’ I said.

      ‘You don’t know what a hydrometer is, do you?’

      ‘No,’ I grinned. He then started going on about gravity and readings before skipping off downstairs to check the beer. I turned over and went back to sleep.

      I was shaken awake at ten.

      ‘Coco, Coco!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Come with me!’ He pulled me out onto the landing. Outside the airing cupboard, everything had been emptied, bed sheets, underwear, duvet covers. I hadn’t realised how much the airing cupboard holds as it was now filling half the hallway.

      ‘I’ll clear this up later,’ he said. Rocco trotted after us and climbed on top of the pile of clothes, circled a couple of times and lay down. He snorted happily and looked at us with curious eyes. Adam opened the airing cupboard door. The huge ancient boiler was now visible at the back, painted pillar-box-red by my father. It clicked and hissed. On the biggest wooden shelf was the giant forty-litre plastic container. There was a strong smell of fermenting beer, sugar and yeast.

      ‘What do you think?’

      ‘It’s a big white container,’ I said.

      ‘What else do you see?’

      ‘Our laundry on the floor. Rocco giving our clothes his doggy smell…’ Rocco gave a wuff. ‘Which is lovely of course. Can I see inside?’

      ‘No. We absolutely can’t open this container. It needs to be kept at one temperature.’

      Adam had a born again Christian sheen to his face. He went off to work a different person. Happy.

      

      Friday 18th May

      

      I am officially twenty-eight weeks pregnant today. So in twelve weeks I will give birth. My bump is now prominent, and it takes two hands cupped together to cradle one of my gargantuan boobs. If ever my milkshake would bring all the boys to the yard it would be now. However they would see my enormous bottom and leave the yard fairly sharpish. I’m now barrel-shaped, which is good because I’m competing for Adam’s affections with a forty-litre barrel of fermenting beer.

      I stood in the shower this morning for a long time. Excited and scared. I phoned Chris yesterday, and today we are going to look at some of the land he is selling. Strangeways Farm is a two-storey house with substantial land. If we do buy it, the first thing we’ll do is change the name.

      We drove down and met Chris at Cheshire Hall. It was a sunny spring day and everything was bursting into bud and flower. We’d left London very early, and as we passed through the gates of the Hall, a low mist was clinging to the green fields. We parked on the gravel outside the huge front door and rang the bell. A ruggedly handsome guy opened the door.

      ‘Mr and Mrs Rickard?’ he said.

      ‘We’re here to see Chris, Lord Cheshire,’ said Adam. He led us through the hall and indicated the drawing room.

      ‘Chris will be with you shortly,’ he said. My attention was so drawn to him that I narrowly missed walking into a pillar.

      ‘Eyes ahead baby-momma,’ said Adam, just stopping me. I blushed and hurried into the drawing room. Adam was laughing.

      ‘Shut up. With my bump, my balance is off.’

      ‘That’s what it is…’

      The large living room looked a lot more like it belonged to Chris. He’d brought his television and DVD’s were piled messily around. He had some photos dotted about in frames; there was one of Chris, Sophia and Rebecca taken when they were very small. They were standing in a field with their father. Chris was sitting on his shoulders grinning with two front teeth missing. In the background Lady Edwina could be seen with the gamekeeper, loading a shotgun.

      There was another of me, Chris and Marika on a long-ago singles holiday to Tenerife. We look so young with wild-hair and grinning lobster faces. And there was one I’d never seen before of Chris and Kenneth, together on a very windy Brighton sea front.

      ‘Oh my god. I’m sorry I’m late you two,’ said Chris bursting in. ‘I didn’t want to leave you waiting for me.’

      We all hugged.

      ‘What’s with the handsome guy opening the door?’ said Adam. ‘Coco almost dented our son on a pillar!’

      ‘My mother took all the staff with her when she moved to the Lodge. I had to hire a new housekeeper. I thought he might as well be nice to look at. Do you want some tea?’

      ‘No, let’s see this land,’ I said.

      ‘I can’t believe you’re thinking of doing this,’ said Chris excitedly.

      ‘Neither can we!’ Adam grinned.

      We piled into an ancient Landrover and Chris drove across the gravel driveway, straight onto the fields surrounding Cheshire Hall. The sun was now up and it was a beautiful day. We bumped and jolted along for a while and then came to a gate. Adam jumped out to open it, and we emerged onto a country lane. We drove along for a few minutes through a tunnel of trees until we came to another gate. On it was a fading orange sign with a phone number for bookings. Adam did the honours again, and we drove down a muddy track. It was overgrown in places and brambles squeaked against the paintwork of the car. We whooshed through a deep section of waterlogged mud, then the trees cleared and there was a house. It wasn’t huge and was quite plain brick with a pitched roof; it backed onto the woods which looked pretty impenetrable, but the front garden! It had a large expanse of manicured lawn, ending in a low wire fence. Beyond was a breathtaking view. Miles and miles of Kent countryside flowed away. At the base of the wire fence were fields of wild flowers and trees, a lake and in the distance hills were sparsely covered with farmhouses. Squares of yellow rapeseed interrupted the green of the hills, and a herd of deer moved fluidly in the distance. We got out of the car. Chris saw us with our mouths open.

      ‘The view goes on for miles,’ I said.

      ‘It’s not all for sale Cokes,’ grinned Chris. ‘It’s just those six fields, the lake, two fields round the other side, the old vineyard up the hill, and a small strip of woodland behind the house. The farm has been here for years; it’s got its own borehole for water.’

      ‘Borehole?’ said Adam.

      ‘Yes,’ said Chris.

      ‘There’s well water?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Drinkable?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Chris.

      ‘Awesome!’ said Adam. Chris gave me a look.

      ‘The house does have taps and running water.’

      ‘Let’s see the house,’ I said. Adam was already thrilled with a well. I was still unsure and needed to see more.

      The house was a weathered red brick. The single-glazed windows were old. The front door had an old wooden frame with a giant sheet of frosted glass. Chris rummaged around for the key and realised he’d left it in the Landrover.

      ‘All you need is to wrap a jumper round your hand and put your fist through the glass,’ I said when he’d gone off to get it.

      ‘Shhh,’ said Adam.

      ‘Well it’s not very secure,’ I said. Chris came back and we grinned. He got the door open and pushed against a pile of free newspapers and junk mail.

      ‘It’s good to know the post comes,’ said Adam. ‘And look there’s a pizza delivery service.’

      ‘Dominoes can be convinced to come out this far, but the pizza tends to be a bit cold…’ Chris’s voice trailed off. It was chilly and a bit musty as we walked into the hallway. Dust swirled in the sunlight. To the left was a bare living room with two huge sofas and windows looking out onto the garden and view. There was a freezing cold downstairs toilet, which Chris hastily flushed. Further down was a clean kitchen with a microwave, fridge and oven. All were old and had a dog-eared instruction book attached to them with a piece of string. The bedrooms upstairs had low beds on spindly little legs and candlewick bed-spreads, Formica wardrobes and pictures of sunsets and boats. We walked round in silence. Chris could see my dismay.

      ‘It’s been rented out as a holiday home for the past fifteen years, and hasn’t had anything done to it… It really is beautiful round here… BT and Sky say they can put Internet in.’

      ‘That’s nice of them,’ I said. I could tell Chris was torn between making a sale and being a friend. I squeezed his hand.

      ‘How much land is there?’ I asked.

      ‘There’s the house and forty acres, including some out-buildings and the lake…’

      There was a silence.

      ‘Can you swim in the lake?’ asked Adam. ‘We could teach the baby to swim.’

      ‘There’s an awful lot of shopping trolleys which would need clearing out first,’ said Chris. ‘On the upside you now have to put a token in the trolley in the local Lidl, so there shouldn’t be many more dumped...’

      The kitchen had a back door, another sheet of glass just inviting burglars and rapists to ram their way in, which led directly onto a patio covered in thick moss. An orchard of apple and pear trees was dotted about amongst the overgrown lawn.

      ‘So where is the borehole?’ asked Adam.

      ‘I’m not sure,’ said Chris. ‘Let’s see the rest.’

      We got back in the Landrover and he drove us around the forty acres. Half of the fields had been ploughed and were rented out to a local farmer for crops. A big chunk was classed as a deer park and a huge field next to the house had row after row of straggling grape vines.

      We finished by pulling up to a field with a crumbling barn. Next to it was a round brick building with a pointy roof like an upside down funnel. The very top bit of the funnel was bent over to one side.

      ‘What’s that?’ I asked.

      ‘I don’t know. I used to think it was the place where they made witches hats,’ said Chris.

      ‘It’s an oast house. For drying hops…’ said Adam dreamily.

      I looked at Chris.

      ‘Wow… An oast house,’ repeated Adam. He walked over and managed to get the big old wooden door open. We followed. Inside the round walls were red brick, and we could see straight up to the inside of the pointy spout high above. The internal floors had all collapsed leaving an enormous hole. There was a remaining bit of floor forming a ledge, on which sat a big fat crow. It twitched its head, cawed, leapt off its ledge, swooping down at us and then back up. I screamed which made it flap even more. Chris screamed and lurched towards the door. He tripped over a pile of floorboards and landed with a crunch.

      Adam just stood staring up, his arms by his sides, the sunlight illuminating his gorgeous face.

      ‘There would have been three levels,’ he said dreamily. ‘The hops would be picked and laid on the floor boards, and you see there in the corner, that’s where the fire would be lit.’ He pointed to a rusting forge in the corner.

      ‘Adam!’

      ‘Sure, sorry…’ he came over to Chris who was now mopping at a bloody hole in his trousers. The Crow settled back to one of the top rafters and was watching us, satisfied.

      ‘Bloody witches’ hat house,’ said Chris.

      ‘Come on, let’s go,’ I said. We came out into the sunshine. Adam wanted to know where the borehole was and we figured it must be back at the house. His enthusiasm seemed to be growing by the minute, but the little I had was waning fast. We drove round for another hour, looking.

      ‘So do we know what a borehole looks like?’ I’d had to go and pee in the bushes twice, the second time I’d been stung by a nettle in a sensitive place.

      ‘It’s a hole in the ground,’ said Adam peering out of the window at the fields whipping by.

      ‘Ooh, it’s Roger!’ said Chris. ‘He’s the groundsman, he’ll know.’

      An old man in a flat cap and tweed suit was up ahead, riding along on a bicycle far too small for him. Chris pulled to a stop.

      ‘Afternoon Master Chris,’ said the groundsman gliding up to Chris’s window.

      Master Chris, mouthed Adam.

      ‘Hello Roger, we’re looking for the borehole, could you help us?’

      ‘Is that the Slater borehole or the Krays borehole?’ asked Roger.

      ‘I don’t know. It’s the nearest borehole to Strangeways Farm.’

      ‘Oh that’d be The Krays borehole. It’s right behind the house.’

      ‘Thanks Roger. These are my friends, Coco and Adam, they’re looking to buy the farm.’

      ‘How do,’ said Roger touching his cap. We said hello.

      ‘Be careful up the vineyards around September time. Lots of local kids hang about, they strip the vines like locusts… I fell asleep one time and, when I woke up I couldn’t see or chew…’

      ‘What did they do to you?’ I asked.

      ‘Stole the glasses off me face and the teeth out of my mouth,’ he said.

      ‘Thanks Roger, we’ll bear that in mind,’ said Chris. He wound up the window and we drove off.

      ‘He doesn’t wear glasses,’ I said.

      ‘Mum sent him for laser therapy last year, she’s very fond of him. Does everything round here.’

      We bumped and jolted our way back up to the house. I was cold, hungry and my privates were still stinging. Adam leapt out, and so did Chris. What is it with men and mysterious holes? I followed them to the back of the house, where they were scraping grass away, uncovering a round wooden lid. Adam pulled it off and we peered down, down, down where there was a little circle of water reflecting the sun. He noticed a faded blue rope, and with help of Chris they started to pull at it, bringing up metres of slack until a black plastic bucket emerged. It was full of clear water. Adam scooped some up with his hand and drank.

      ‘Coco,’ he said turning to me with a huge dripping grin. ‘This is it. Taste it!’

      ‘I’m not drinking that,’ I said. Chris gingerly put his hand in and tried the water.

      ‘Oh my god! That’s divine. Pure sweet water.’

      I put my hand in the bucket and scooped out some of the cold water. It was delicious. You think water is the grim diet option usually, tap water having nothing going for it, but this was something else, sweet and light.

      ‘It’s lovely, but we’re not going to trek up here to fill the kettle,’ I said. Adam grabbed me and planted a huge kiss on my mouth.

      ‘No. Beer. Beer is all about the water, just as much as the hops,’ he said with a light in his eyes. ‘With the right marketing, this could be a huge success! Imagine it, beautiful bottles, a delicious amber coloured bitter, sweet and full-bodied, a niche product. You could write about the farm on our website, a blog, we could dry hops the traditional way in the oast house.’

      He stared at me.

      ‘Oh my God you’ve made me want to drink bitter for the first time ever!’ said Chris, a committed gin and tonic drinker.

      ‘Ok, let’s consider things,’ was all I could say.

      Adam jabbered with Chris all the way back to Cheshire Hall about the history of the land. He asked if any historical battles had taken place where the farm stands.

      ‘Well there was a huge hoo-ha when they wanted to build a Tesco on Hawkins meadow.’

      ‘No, no, surely the battle of Hastings might have stopped or gone through the land?’

      ‘I think there’s something in the Domesday Book, we’ll have to check.’

      ‘Is there a Kindle edition of the Domesday book?’ asked Adam grabbing at my bag.

      ‘No, now just calm down,’ I said. But Adam was so excited. We said goodbye to Chris and I promised we would phone him.

      ‘Are you really going to do this Cokes?’ said Chris.

      ‘I don’t know…’

      Adam drove us home and talked about his plans; he has so many plans.

      ‘Coco. I’m going to find us the best mix of ingredients and make the most stunning beer and we’re going to be so rich and happy!’

      I didn’t know what to say.

      We got home around lunchtime. A stench of sour beer hit us the minute we came through the front door. Beer was dripping off the bannisters and walls, and clung to the ceiling in ripe brown drops. We came upstairs and saw the airing cupboard door was hanging half off its hinges. The window opposite the airing cupboard had been blown out, glass was everywhere. The forty-litre container was over the fence, bobbing around in the Cohen’s pond. Also strewn across the lawn were all Adam’s underpants, my big knickers and bras.

      ‘Shit,’ said Adam. ‘Now we won’t get to taste it.’

      ‘Are you kidding? I shouted. ‘Look at this mess! We’ve got no window, the house is drenched and… all my bras are dirty!’

      I craned my head out of the window. Our laundry continued down the alleyway. There was even one of my bras hanging off Mr Cohen’s digital weather station. A pink lacy one. I looked at Adam.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’ll fix this… You’re still going to let me have my own brewery though?’

      

      I made Adam go and get the plastic container and all our underwear from the Cohen’s garden. I hid inside attempting to clean off the thin wet film of beer that seemed to cover everything.

      He came back half an hour later with the forty-litre container full of our soaking wet pants.

      ‘Mr Cohen thinks the underwire of your bra has interrupted the sensitive instruments of his weather station. He says since your bra covered the sensors it shows a warm front throughout London,’ said Adam.

      ‘You’re joking?’

      ‘I wish I were. They now think we’re both officially mad.’

      Adam found some planks of wood from the back of the garage and nailed them over the window.

      

      Thursday 24th May

      

      On top of working at the bar, Adam has cleaned the house from top to bottom removing the thin film of beer, ordered a new window, (coming tomorrow which coincides well with payday), set a new batch of beer brewing (with a promise it won’t explode) and discovered the Domesday book online.

      ‘Look at this Cokes,’ he said as we sat at the breakfast bar with our coffee. ‘There’s a Domesday website where you can click on each county in England and see information about towns and villages going back 900 years.’

      He turned the laptop round to face me.

      ‘Look, Strangeways Farm is here, spelt ‘Strangewayes Farme’’ said Adam. ‘The Domesday book traces it back to the year 1068.’ He clicked on the screen and started to read,

      ‘The medieval owners were, Ralph FitzBobold and Hugh de Bruffe, they got the land from the Bishop of Bayeux. It’s classed as one Church, three mills, a fishery with thirty eels, two beehives, and one wild mare. Isn’t it amazing?’

      ‘Ralph and Hugh, they so sound like a couple,’ I said. ‘And what about that wild mare, do you think she was their fag hag?’

      ‘Coco, be serious, I’m thinking about the branding for our micro brewery. People love this stuff, listen to this,’

      He opened a glossy brochure for the Pickled Peacock microbrewery and read,

      ‘Our land can be traced back to the year seven hundred AD, and is mentioned in the Domesday book, when King Alfred the Great stopped over-night on his way to Calais to rest and empty his latrines…’

      ‘So an old King pitched a tent there and dumped his raw sewage, and because of this they can charge a premium for their ale?’

      ‘Yup. It was the raw sewage of a King… Our edge Coco, would be the oast house. The Pickled Peacock Brewery have to dry their hops mechanically, what if our beer was completely traditional?’

      I could see the potential… I was just worried about making the house habitable for a baby.

      ‘We need to get this house valued,’ said Adam getting up to leave for work. ‘Could you phone an estate agent today?’

      ‘This soon?’

      ‘We need to know love,’ he said kissing me on top of the head. When he’d gone I clicked about on the internet and found a nice looking estate agent called Bonham & Sons. I phoned and booked for someone to come out and see the house. It only took two minutes, but my hands were shaking when I came off the phone.

      Moments later midwife Justine rang.

      ‘Morning Coco! How are you?’ she asked. ‘I’m just reminding you we have your twenty-eight-week appointment tomorrow and I need your birth plan. Just a side of A4, so we can tailor your birth experience.’

      I don’t remember having a birth plan with Rosencrantz. In fact his birth has receded into the mists of time. I just remember the terrible green paint on the delivery room wall. I remember not wanting Ethel there, but she came anyway and kept poking her head round the door with a lit Benson & Hedges saying,

      ‘Psst! Danny! Is she crowning yet, or have I got time to watch the rest of Emmerdale Farm in the TV lounge?’

      And Daniel, who insisted on sitting between my legs with the doctor, popped his head up and said, ‘Has Mum got time to watch the rest of Emmerdale Farm?’ Then a huge contraction rolled over me and I kicked him in the nose.

      After all this, I don’t hold much faith in birth plans. I know Meryl had one. I also know she had it laminated for her water birth (which never went ahead as someone had stolen the plug for the birthing pool). I picked up the phone and gave her a call at Daniel/Jennifer’s place. She answered straight away.

      ‘Coco, I was just about to phone you…What’s Throwback Thursday?’

      ‘It’s where people post pictures on social media which are obviously from the past, and it’s usually done on a Thursday,’ I said.

      ‘Right…’

      ‘Are you thinking of getting involved?’ I asked.

      ‘No. Tony’s posted a Throwback Thursday picture of us from 1992, back when we were members of that amateur dramatics group, you remember? We were both in A Clockwork Orange…’

      The image of Meryl and Tony dressed in bowler hats and codpieces as droogs is something I have never forgotten.

      ‘It’s just so unexpected,’ said Meryl. ‘For the past few months Tony’s been posting endless pictures of him and Mai Ling… And now he posts one of me and him.’

      ‘Maybe he misses you Meryl,’ I said.

      ‘No,’ she said wistfully. ‘He probably just wants to look young and hip for Mai Ling. She had her twenty second birthday last week. Twenty two! Tony’s had the same wallet for twenty five years. Of course, he kept the wallet…’

      There was a pause and I asked Meryl if she could send me a copy of her birth plan. This seemed to cheer her up.

      ‘Yes of course, it would be nice if someone appreciates it,’ she said. ‘I spent days writing it, and no one in the hospital gave it a second glance…’

      

      A few minutes later it came through by email. It’s quite a read…
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      Friday 25th May

      

      I filled in my birthing plan very simply. I just want the baby to be born easily. I have asked for gas and air, and if I scream for an epidural, I want it. I also said I would be breastfeeding. midwife Justine sat behind her desk reading through with her little troll pen hovering over it.

      ‘This is wonderful Mrs Pinchard,’ she said. ‘I have something very valuable here, it might be worth a few quid in the future.’

      ‘What?’ I asked.

      ‘You didn’t tell me you were an author!’ she pulled a copy of Agent Fergie out of her handbag, and came over to the examination bench where I was perched.

      ‘I was doing it for my book club, and only realised when I saw your photo on the back…’

      She handed me her troll pen and asked me to sign it. I wrote,

      
        
        “TO JUSTINE, THE BEST MIDWIFE A GIRL COULD ASK FOR! LOVE COCO x x”

      

      

      ‘I’ve bought Chasing Diana Spencer too, will you sign that?’ I said I would.

      ‘I feel all embarrassed now,’ she said. ‘Now I know you’re famous.’

      ‘Don’t, I’ll be the one embarrassed when I’m lying there in stirrups,’ I said.

      ‘We don’t do stirrups anymore. You can squat on the floor, stand up, kneel on all fours…’

      It all sounded hideous. She pumped the blood pressure monitor on my arm, and when the cuff was at its tightest she listened with her stethoscope.

      ‘Pulse sounds healthy. Are you having heartburn?’

      ‘Not too bad.’

      ‘Now I haven’t seen you at my antenatal classes…’

      ‘Things have been a bit crazy,’ I said.

      ‘Well you should. I always start the session with pelvic floor exercises. I can’t emphasise enough doing your pelvic floor exercises.’

      ‘I’ve got a very strong bladder,’ I said. She opened her drawer and handed me a leaflet for good measure.

      ‘Seeing as you are my special patient. Would you like to see something funny?’ she asked.

      I said a cautious yes. Midwife Justine seemed a bit over excited and I was dreading that she was going to whip out something she’d had pierced.

      ‘I wouldn’t show this to patients usually,’ she said. Oh God it is a piercing, I thought. ‘The patient’s name is blacked out so it’s not a data protection issue.’ She unpinned a sheet of paper from the noticeboard behind her desk. ‘Here,’ she said. With relief I took it. Without having to read too much I could see it was Meryl’s birth plan!

      ‘Where did you get this?’ I said.

      ‘It’s been doing the rounds for the past year or so. Nearly every midwife I know has had this forwarded to her as an email!’

      Meryl’s name, date of birth and other details had been blacked out.

      ‘I mean, who is this woman? What a nutcase,’ she said. The look on midwife Justine’s face was priceless. I burst out laughing, it jolted through me, and then, I wet myself. I couldn’t stop.

      ‘Oh, oh Coco, Mrs Pinchard, um… you’re just doing a little wee, nothing to be embarrassed about.’ Midwife Justine lunged for the paper towel dispenser as a wet patch started to grow on the front of my denim dungarees. I was caught between mirth and horror, but I couldn’t stop laughing.

      ‘It’s okay, pelvic floor exercises,’ she said grabbing my hand. ‘Squeeze and draw in your anus at the same time, and close up and draw your vagina upwards, can you do that for me?’

      This made me laugh even more. In the end I had to phone Adam who came to the surgery with a change of trousers and a bin liner. When I made it to the car the full horror of what had happened came over me.

      ‘I can’t look at you,’ I said.

      ‘It’s okay. I didn’t see you wet yourself,’ said Adam.

      ‘But you had to bring me a change of clothes, oh my God… I’m not supposed to be wetting myself until after the baby is born.’

      ‘What made you…?’

      I told Adam how Meryl’s birth plan had gone viral. Adam collapsed into hysterics. He laughed so hard tears were running down his face. This set me off again.

      ‘Quick, drive,’ I said. Luckily we got home in one piece with dry seats. I’ve told Adam not to say anything on pain of death. In Meryl’s mind she was writing a perfectly serious birth plan.

      

      Saturday 26th May

      

      An Estate Agent came today to value the house. I was expecting a bit of a slime ball, but he was a pleasant young chap called Neil. As we took him round, he asked a lot of questions. Did we have a basement? A loft conversion? Underfloor heating? Underground parking? a wastewater recycling system?

      We had to say no.

      ‘Have you installed Creston or Lutron?’ he asked.

      ‘Is that a kind of flooring?’ said Adam.

      ‘No, they’re home automation systems, allows you to programme and control lighting and sound.’

      We shook our heads guiltily, feeling very uncool.

      ‘We have got a dimmer switch in the lounge,’ I said. Neil frowned.

      ‘And there’s a little pond and a view of the London Eye from the garden.’

      Neil gave a nod to say you’ve got a crap house. He took lots of pictures on his iPhone, and left saying he would be in touch with a valuation.

      ‘We’re never going to sell it,’ I said. ‘People want fancy houses in London, not this dump.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            June

          

        

      

    

    
      Friday 1st June

      

      I am now huge, and sleeping is a problem. I can’t get comfy. Gravity seems to pull my bump and boobs in all the wrong directions. I now know why hippos wallow in the mud: it must give their heaving bodies a comfy weightlessness.

      I woke up suddenly with a shout. It was three-thirty, and I could hear muffled laughing. I got up to use the loo, and Adam had the airing cupboard door open and was fiddling about with the big container of fermenting beer.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I asked blearily.

      ‘Measuring the pressure.’

      ‘Is it okay?’

      ‘Yes,’ he smirked.

      ‘Good. We wouldn’t want an explosion.’

      Adam started to laugh.

      ‘What’s funny about another explosion? It would stink the place out.’ This set him off even more.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I love you, and I know you’re pregnant, but you just did the hugest fart in your sleep. You actually shouted, ‘Ooh what was that?’ when you woke up.’ Adam laughed even harder.

      ‘You men have it so easy,’ I snapped. ‘And to think, I’m growing another one inside me.’

      I tried to make an elegant exit, but the gap between the edge of the airing cupboard door and the windowsill wasn’t big enough. My bump got wedged in. Adam had to gently pull me out, and then lead me to the toilet, much like you lead an elephant up a ramp before transit.

      ‘I’m fine,’ I snapped and waddled my way to the bathroom. When I came back, Adam was in bed looking all cosy

      ‘Give me all your pillows,’ I said.

      ‘All of them?’

      ‘Yes. Now.’

      He handed them over and I managed to make a little nest with my bump supported.

      ‘Now my neck isn’t supported,’ he whined.

      ‘It will be when my hands are round it, squeezing tightly.’

      He took the hint and kept quiet.

      

      Monday 4th June

      

      Adam bought me a long curved pregnancy pillow, and regained custody of his own pillows.

      We’ve been sleeping beautifully the past few nights. For the first time in ages I feel really great. Pregnant and big, but great. I was having a shower this morning, and watching Adam through the glass cubicle when I suddenly felt incredibly, horny.

      He had a towel round his waist and had just finished shaving. I watched his biceps shift and flex as he reached into the sink to scoop up water, my eyes travelled along his muscular back, his broad shoulders tapering down to a thin waist, and the curve of his rump under the taut material of his white towel. He dried his face, and turned round. A little water ran down his neck and over his pecs. He walked out of the bathroom giving me a wink on the way.

      I realised I felt more horny than I ever have before. I rinsed off the last of the soap, stepped out of the shower and wrapped myself in a big towel.

      Adam was in the bedroom, already dressed in tight black jeans and doing up the last buttons on his work shirt, when I launched myself on him. I kissed him furiously. He responded, surprised.

      ‘Make love to me, now,’ I said and started to undo his belt buckle. He pulled away.

      ‘Hey, what about the baby?’

      ‘What about the baby?’

      ‘Should we be doing it?’ he ran his hand softly over my huge bump. I carried on unbuckling his trousers.

      ‘Whoa whoa whoa, Coco, I’m serious. You’re in week thirty-one.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ I said finally getting his belt undone and yanking his jeans down exposing his hairy footballers legs.

      ‘How do you know it’s fine?’

      ‘It says so in all the books.’

      ‘You haven’t read any of the books, you lobbed one at a pot plant.’

      I started to unbutton his shirt, got fed up and ripped it open. Buttons flew off, a couple pinging against the bedside lamp.

      ‘I want you,’ I growled.

      ‘Coco, I don’t think we should.’

      ‘Well your head might say one thing, but below the belt you seem much more keen.’ I hooked my hand under the waistband of his briefs and went to slide them down.

      ‘No! I’m serious, what if there is a reason that you shouldn’t have sex? Didn’t they say you shouldn’t do anything strenuous?’

      ‘Oh my God say that word again!’

      ‘Strenuous.’

      ‘Oh! I’ll go on all fours, and you can give it to me strenuously.’ I pulled his briefs down. His penis was really hard and it sprang up and slapped against his belly button.

      ‘Ow!’

      ‘Don’t be a baby!’ I said. I kneeled on the bed and tried to arrange myself. He started to soften.

      ‘No no no no no!’ I said, pulling at it as if it were a bicycle pump and I’d had to stop with a flat tyre during the Tour de France.’

      ‘Adam, I could hump a tree right now. I can’t drink, or smoke, or eat any of the things I love. I can’t dye my hair. You are having sex with me whether you like it or not.’

      ‘But that’s…’

      ‘That’s called being a supportive husband. Other women ask their husbands to put up shelves or mow the lawn. All I want is a damn good seeing too! I think you’ve got it very easy.’

      ‘Ouch Ow! Stop Coco,’ he said jumping back. I took my hand away.

      ‘Adam, please. I want you so badly… I’ve heard it’s a legitimate pregnancy symptom. Clinical horniness. What if I spoke to midwife Justine? Would you be happier?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said relieved and went to pick up his jeans.

      I grabbed my phone off the bedside table and began scrolling through.

      ‘What? Now? You’re going to ask her now?’

      ‘She said to phone if I had any questions.’ I found her number. Midwife Justine answered after two rings. I put her on speakerphone. We could hear traffic in the background.

      ‘Hello. It’s Coco Pinchard,’ I said. ‘I want to know if we can have sex?’

      ‘Hello, Mrs Pinchard?’

      ‘Not you and me, obviously…’ I added.

      ‘No, no I didn’t think that,’ she said. ‘It’s just that this is my emergency line. Is this an emergency?’

      Adam looked at me and shook his head.

      ‘I’m experiencing clinical horniness…’ I said.

      ‘I’m not sure that’s an emergency though, Mrs Pinchard, I must impress on you that the NHS is a free resource but it shouldn’t be abused.’

      ‘I just want to know if I can safely have sex in my thirty first week. Adam is worried he might poke the baby… I mean he’s not that long… well he is long, no complaints there.’

      I looked at Adam who had his head in his hands.

      ‘Mrs Pinchard. It’s perfectly fine for you both to engage in sexual intercourse. Just make sure you are well supported, and take it slow. You can even do your pelvic floor exercises when Adam is inside you.’

      ‘Adam is here,’ I said. ‘I’ve got you on speakerphone.’

      I mouthed say hello to Adam.

      ‘Hello,’ said Adam awkwardly.

      ‘Morning, Adam. Think of your penis like a divining rod. When you penetrate Coco, you’ll feel her doing her pelvic floor exercises, it will be like a squeezing sensation… This will help her enormously with any incontinence issues. Did she tell you she did a little wee-wee in my office?’

      ‘Yes,’ cringed Adam.

      ‘Both of you must tell me how it goes, as I said I’m still rather new to all this. In fact I sometimes forget I’m a midwife! I made a curry last night and sliced a pile of chillies, forgetting that I have to do a membrane sweep this morning…’

      ‘I’m sure it’ll be fine, and thanks,’ I said. I pressed end call and climbed on the bed.

      ‘That was the most unsexy conversation, ever,’ said Adam. ‘Coco, I love you but I don’t know if I can…’

      ‘Adam. Do me from behind. Now!’ I ordered.

      Men are simple creatures, and these words seemed to do the trick. He managed it twice and was rather late for work.

      

      Thursday 7th June

      

      My clinical horniness vanished today, just as quickly as it arrived. For the last few days the oddest things have set me off. On Monday Adam rolling up his sleeves to bleed the radiators got me incredibly fired up, then on Tuesday night I saw a trailer for ‘Luther’ on BBC1 and had to phone the bar and see if he could get home any earlier. This morning we went shopping and some elderly reverend was reading Thought for the Day on Radio 4. I was randy as anything. Although I think it was more the vibrations from the car speakers than the elderly reverend. I hope.

      In a way I’m glad my ardour has cooled. When we last had sex, Adam had to help me turn over, he pulled the same strained face I saw him use when he once helped Daniel shift a piano.

      We had a piece of very good news this evening. The estate agent has found tenants for Adam’s flat. They’ve been vetted, and they are due to sign contracts tomorrow!

      

      Friday 8th June

      

      I was waiting by the phone this morning for confirmation that our new tenants had signed. So when it rang with a withheld number, I thought it was them, but it wasn’t.

      ‘Is this Mrs Pinchard?’ asked a female voice; there was a scratchy inaudible tannoy in the background.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Hello I’m calling from University College Hospital your son Rosencrantz Pinchard was admitted to A & E this morning under the influence of alcohol.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I said…’

      ‘I heard what you said. What do you mean under the influence?’

      ‘It means drunk. We had to pump his stomach as a precaution.’

      ‘Stomach pumped? Why?’

      ‘I think it’s best if you come to A & E,’ she said. I grabbed my bag and left the house. As I went through the automatic doors of the hospital, I was breathless and staggering under the weight of my bump. A porter tried to put me in a wheelchair thinking I was about to give birth, but I explained I was visiting.

      Accident and Emergency department was remarkably quiet. I found Rosencrantz alone in a curtained off cubicle. I was shocked at his appearance. He’d lost a lot of weight. His already slim frame jutted out from under the thin yellow hospital gown. His cheeks were hollow, he had a black eye, and there was the tell-tale black tinge of the charcoal solution on his lips to show he’d had his stomach pumped.

      ‘Rosencrantz. What’s going on?’ I asked. I leaned over and hugged him. He stank of stale booze.

      A kind-faced middle-aged nurse came through the curtain.

      ‘Is this mum?’ she asked. Rosencrantz nodded. ‘I spoke to you on the phone.’

      ‘I’m going to be sick,’ said Rosencrantz. The nurse grabbed a cardboard bowl from a pile beside him and Rosencrantz threw up.

      ‘There you are, love... All done?’ She went out and came back with some blue paper towel, gave a piece to Rosencrantz and lay a square over the bowl.

      ‘I don’t understand what’s going on,’ I said. Rosencrantz gingerly eased himself back on the bed and stared blankly ahead. When the nurse saw he wasn’t going to offer up any information, she took me out of the cubicle and down to the nurses’ station.

      ‘He was found semi-conscious in the foyer of Coptic Studios, Coptic Street. You know it?’

      I said I didn’t.

      ‘He had a great deal of alcohol in his blood, mixed with anti-depressants.’

      ‘Anti-depressants?’

      ‘We don’t know if it was a suicide attempt; he says he was about to go into a casting.’

      ‘My son wouldn’t do that,’ I said putting my hand over my mouth in shock.

      ‘Are you okay love?’ she asked, eyeing my bump. She filled a cup from the water cooler behind the nurses’ station. I sat down on a plastic chair and drank.

      ‘You should go and talk to him,’ she said kindly, putting a hand on my shoulder.

      I put my cup in the bin and went back to the cubicle. Rosencrantz was sitting up in bed with his arms crossed. I noticed the hospital tag on his wrist.

      ‘I’ve just been told a load of stuff, which doesn’t sound like you,’ I said. He shrugged and his bloodshot eyes filled with tears. He got up and went into the men’s toilets opposite. His clothes were piled on a chair by the bed, and his phone started to ring. I pulled it from his jeans, WAYNE MOBILE flashed up on the screen, and I answered.

      ‘Hello Wayne, it’s Coco… Mrs P. I have to tell you Rosencrantz is in hospital.’

      ‘I’m not surprised,’ he said coolly.

      ‘Why not?’

      ’I don’t tell tales,’ he said haughtily. ‘I do have a message from our landlord. Rosencrantz needs to get his stuff.’

      ‘Why does he need to get his stuff?’

      ‘As I said I don’t tell tales…’

      ‘Wayne, please, I don’t know what’s happening.’

      His voice thawed a little.

      ‘Mrs P, Rosencrantz has completely gone off the rails. Last night he had a terrible fight with Oscar.’

      ‘Is that who punched him?’

      ‘After he broke Oscar’s nose…’

      Rosencrantz came back from the toilet.

      ‘What are you doing on my phone?’ he demanded.

      ‘Love, it’s Wayne…’

      Rosencrantz got back up on the bed and folded his arms. I didn’t know what to say.

      ‘Charming. Well I don’t really want to speak to him either,’ said Wayne and put the phone down.

      The doctor came through the curtain. He was very young and seemed sympathetic.

      ‘You’re free to go Rosencrantz,’ he said. ‘Be a bit more careful next time, alcohol and anti-depressants don’t mix.’

      We came out to let Rosencrantz get dressed.

      ‘Doctor, what can you tell me?’ I asked. ‘I’ve gone from knowing nothing to all this information. I didn’t know he was taking anything, or drinking.’

      ‘I’m not sure what I can tell you,’ said the doctor.

      ‘Is he suicidal?’

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘What kind of a diagnosis is that?’

      ‘I am here to treat patients. If Rosencrantz wants to see someone, the nurse can give you some NHS-approved psychologists.’

      Rosencrantz came out of the cubicle, and the doctor handed him some leaflets about drug addiction.

      ‘He doesn’t need those,’ I said. ‘I’m taking him for a nice cup of tea!’

      We came out of the hospital on to Warren Street. People streamed past us on the pavement, enjoying the summer sun. We crossed the road and walked down a little way to a Starbucks. Rosencrantz grabbed a table with two squishy chairs by the window, and I went and bought the drinks.

      ‘I got you a cake pop,’ I said when I came back with two milky teas. He stared back at me. His bruised eye was now turning a purple blue. He didn’t touch the cake pop and took a sip of tea.

      ‘I’m going for a fag.’ He pulled a packet of cheap cigarettes out of his jeans and went outside. He stood with his back against the window and smoked two cigarettes. He didn’t look round.

      ‘Why are you buying such horrible cigarettes?’ I asked when he came back.

      ‘They’re cheap.’ He sipped his tea again. Some young men walked past, tanned and handsome in their shorts. Rosencrantz looked sickly in comparison.

      ‘You always liked Marlboro Lights. Marika smokes those. Chris has always liked Benson and Hedges.’

      Rosencrantz looked at me and drank more tea.

      ‘It’s probably cold love. Would you like another?’

      ‘Are we in a Pinter play Mum? Talking banalities whilst wading through the subtext?’

      I looked out of the window and blinked back some tears.

      ‘Ok. Why were you found drunk this morning? Why have you been chucked out of your house? And why have you been fighting with Oscar? And why are you on anti-depressants?’

      I noticed a lady sitting to the left of prick up her ears.

      ‘Got nothing better to do than wig in on a private conversation?’ I asked her. She looked surprised.

      ‘Yeah, you, big ears.’ She looked embarrassed, got up quickly and left.

      ‘I wasn’t listening,’ she said as she passed.

      ‘Pull the other one love,’ I said. Despite himself Rosencrantz laughed.

      ‘What?’ I said joining in.

      ‘Pull the other one love, You’re so quaint’

      ‘It’s more polite than bugger off you skinny cow… Please, talk to me.’

      Rosencrantz shifted uncomfortably. He fiddled with the hospital tag still on his wrist.

      ‘I dunno, things have been tough. I haven’t been getting any of the castings I go to… yet Oscar has had five commercials, he’s done ‘Emmerdale’, ‘Hollyoaks’ and he’s just got a small part on ‘Eastenders’.’

      I bit back the impulse to ask when it would be broadcast.

      ‘He’s got more money than me. He’s more successful than I am. He’s just a lucky bastard.’

      He pulled a face, sort of a bitter grimace.

      ‘I used to breeze auditions, now I get so nervous. I’ve just been having a little drink before I go in,’ he admitted.

      ‘A little one?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘And you’ve been having a lot of castings?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Why didn’t you talk to me?’

      ‘You’re about to have a baby, you’ve got your own shit going on.’

      ‘Anti-depressants too?’

      ‘Loads of people take them.’

      ‘Not my son. You should talk to me. I’ve always taught you to talk about your feelings. You’re normally very good at blurting things out.’

      ‘What am I going to do?’ he said wiping a tear away with the sleeve of his jumper.

      ‘We’ll go and get your things, and then you’re coming home with me,’ I said.

      We came back home. I fed Rocco, and then we took my car over to Lewisham. Rosencrantz drove. With my bump it is now impossible. He found a parking space out front, and went up the steps to the house he shares with Wayne and Oscar. He took a deep breath and rang the bell.

      ‘Where are your keys?’ I asked.

      ‘I don’t live here anymore, remember?’ Wayne opened the door dressed in a character turban and housecoat. He held a long thin cigarette in his hand.

      ‘Hello Mrs P.’

      ‘Hello Wayne,’ I said.

      He cast his eye over Rosencrantz. Much like Bette Davis does to Hercule Poirot in ‘Death on the Nile’.

      ‘Oscar is convalescing,’ said Wayne bluntly, not breaking his Bette Davis stare. Rosencrantz edged past him and up the stairs.

      ‘Where is he?’ I asked.

      ‘His mother took him back to the Cotswolds. He’s devastated.’

      ‘About splitting up with Rosencrantz?’

      ‘No. He was meant to be filming a small part in Eastenders. Thanks to Rosencrantz breaking his nose, they’ve recast.’

      ‘That’s terrible.’ It was all I could say.

      ‘It was a good role too. Someone who robs Dot Cotton, or the policeman who takes a statement from Dot Cotton after she was robbed. Either way it was two days and two grand plus another twelve hundred for the omnibus.’

      Rosencrantz came back down the stairs with his laptop and a bag.

      ‘I’ll be in the car,’ he said and skimmed past us out of the front door. Wayne took a drag of his thin cigarette and raised his eyebrows as the door closed.

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me Rosencrantz was feeling low?’ I asked.

      ‘Oh we all feel low Mrs P. Rosencrantz has decided to push self-destruct, without so much as a care for any of us. We were so happy in this house.’

      ‘Can’t you talk to the landlord?’

      ‘Mrs P. I don’t want to talk to the landlord. Come with me.’

      He hitched up his long housecoat and I followed him up the narrow staircase. Wayne’s tiny room is at the top. It was a mess of broken china. It was all over the bed and across the carpet.

      ‘Your royal wedding collection,’ I said picking up a small shard of china bearing Princess Diana’s optimistic smile.

      ‘I tried to stop him when he hit Oscar, but he came in here and went berserk. I had every wedding from the Queen and Prince Phillip to Kate and Wills. I even had the original Charles and Camilla – which is rare. You know they had to move the date when the Pope died.’

      I was horrified.

      ‘Mrs P, he’s been drunk for the best part of the last four months. And he’s not a happy drunk. I’m surprised Oscar stuck it for so long. Rosencrantz couldn’t bear the fact that Oscar was more successful than he was.’

      I thought back to all the times I’ve seen Rosencrantz drinking, why didn’t it ring any alarm bells?

      ‘Did you know he’d been taking anti-depressants?’ I asked.

      Wayne looked surprised.

      ‘No. That I didn’t know, but it explains a lot…’

      I offered to pay Wayne for the mugs but he refused. I promised I would try and make it up to him.

      I came back outside. Rosencrantz was sitting on the bonnet of the car smoking.

      ‘Don’t sit on the paintwork,’ I snapped. He got up with a surprised look and we got in the car.

      I really let him have it. I told him I didn’t bring him up to lie and be violent or break other people’s things, and that drink isn’t the answer. He just sat there and looked at me.

      ‘Have you finished? You’ve always been blessed haven’t you Mum? Rich kid. Never really had to suffer,’ he said it with a nasty grimace. I’ve seen Daniel with that look on his face, and seeing Rosencrantz pulling it horrified me. I slapped him. Hard. He looked shocked.

      ‘Don’t you ever speak like that to me again.’ I said. ‘Now drive us home.’

      We drove home in silence. I despaired. Despaired that I didn’t have the energy to deal with this. Rosencrantz drinking. Please God don’t let him be an alcoholic, I prayed.

      

      When we got home, I heard a banging sound followed by a plinking. It was coming through the kitchen door, which was closed. Rocco lay patiently outside.

      I opened the door and the smell of beer hit us. Every surface was covered in beer bottles, little groups of shiny brown glass bottles with red lids. Adam had pushed the kitchen table and chairs against the wall, laid a big tarpaulin on the floor, and had the forty-litre container of beer in the middle of it, where he was siphoning it off into bottles with a clear tube.

      He finished filling a bottle nipped off the flow of the tube with a clothes peg, then banged on a red lid with a hammer.

      ‘Our first brew! Ninety-seven bottles and counting… Hey Rosencrantz, fancy a drink?’

      ‘Adam!’ I said.

      ‘I know, I said I would wait for you, but you have to suck when siphoning. Hey Rosencrantz, where did you get the shiner?’

      ‘Rosencrantz, go upstairs,’ I said panicking.

      ‘I’m not a fucking alcoholic, Jesus!’ he said. Then he left the house slamming the door.

      ‘Which means he is an alcoholic,’ I said sinking down in a chair.

      ‘What’s going on?’ said Adam.

      ‘I need a beer,’ I said. Over a rather flat and flavourless beer I told Adam everything.

      ‘Oh Lord,’ he said when I’d finished.

      ‘What should I do?’ I asked wearily.

      ‘Bringing him here was a good call.’

      ‘And? He’s out there now doing God knows what.’

      ‘Has he got any money to buy drinks?’

      ‘When you look like Rosencrantz you don’t need money to get drinks.’

      

      Saturday 9th June

      

      Rosencrantz got in just before midnight. We lay in bed listening. There was a bit of a stumble, but we heard him make it up the stairs and into the bathroom.

      ‘Does he sound drunk?’ I whispered.

      ‘I don’t know. Shhhh,’ whispered Adam. We listened for a minute, the toilet flushed, and then the taps ran.

      ‘I should go and talk to him,’ I said.

      ‘No. Let me.’ Adam got up and went out to the landing. I listened with bated breath.

      ‘Hi mate, you okay?’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘You got enough blankets?’

      ‘Um, yeah.’

      ‘Ok, well, night.’

      ‘Night’ said Rosencrantz. Adam padded back in to the bedroom.

      ‘That was hopeless!’ I hissed when he climbed into bed.

      ‘What was I supposed to say?’

      ‘I would have found out where he’d been, I would have smelt his breath.’

      ‘Coco. He’s in one piece, as far as I could tell he didn’t smell too bad. Just leave it. You don’t want to push him away. Get some sleep.’

      Of course, I didn’t get any sleep. I started going through the family tree, trying to remember if there was an alcoholic in the family. The baby kicked and wiggled about under my rib cage. What if I’m growing another little alcoholic? I thought.

      

      Adam went to get the papers this morning and I was eating toast when Rosencrantz came down. He sat and I poured him some tea. I didn’t say anything. He buttered some toast, fed a little to Rocco.

      ‘I just can’t hack my life, no structure,’ he said breaking the silence.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘My life. Being an actor. It used to be fun… I went to Ginger’s last night.’

      ‘The gay bar on the high street?’

      ‘The tragic gay bar on the high street.’

      ‘Did you have a nice time?’

      ‘This guy offered me three hundred pounds to have sex with him.’

      I choked into my tea. ‘You didn’t?’

      ‘No, of course not… but a part of me wished I had. He was so sexy, mid-thirties… an amazing body. Fun to be with. Three hundred for an hour of fun. I haven’t earned that for acting in ages.’

      ‘Why did he offer you money?’

      ‘’Cos I was indifferent to him. I said no a few times.’

      He sipped his tea again, he didn’t seem concerned.

      ‘It would be prostitution!’ I said.

      ‘Would it? I would have done it anyway. Isn’t it just sex with expenses?’

      ‘And stealing is just shopping without going to the till.’

      ‘A few months ago, this same guy took me out on a date. He ordered expensive wine, three courses. The bill came to nearly three hundred, and afterwards I shagged him.’

      ‘But that was a date Rosencrantz.’

      ‘What’s the difference between being bought dinner and then sleeping with someone, or sleeping with someone and being given a similar amount in cash? If you ask me I’d rather skip the calories and have the cash… And didn’t you have that old prozzie renting Adam’s flat? You seemed happy enough to take her rent money.’

      I felt a bit like I was on that Radio 4 programme ‘The Moral Maze’. He almost had a point. But I couldn’t lose a debate with my son about whether he should dabble in prostitution.

      ‘Morning. What are we talking about?’ asked Adam coming back in with the newspapers.

      ‘I’m just discussing with Mum whether or not I should sleep with a hot rich man for three hundred quid.’

      ‘You’ve arranged this?’ said Adam.

      ‘Of course not!’ I said. ‘What kind of mother do you think I am? The guy asked him.’

      ‘Rosencrantz,’ said Adam. ‘You are a handsome and talented lad. It would be a very slippery slope if you even considered this, and it wouldn’t just be once. You’d get trapped in what seems like easy money. The acting work you love would lose any value, and I believe you can earn money from it. You’re just going through a rough patch. Most of the fun is in the struggle and makes achieving it all the more special.’

      Rosencrantz nodded, he appeared to be taking it in.

      ‘Prostitution isn’t a career. Acting is, and building a career you love is one of the most rewarding and exciting things you can do.’ Adam tousled Rosencrantz’s hair and sat down beside me.

      ‘Thanks Adam,’ said Rosencrantz. His phone rang and he excused himself.

      ‘That was amazing,’ I said. ‘Where did you get that from?’

      Adam shrugged. ‘He’s a good kid. Just confused about life,’ he said kissing me the top of my head.

      ‘What about me? I’m just as confused. I’ve been his mother for twenty-two years and I was about to lose that argument. If you hadn’t walked in, I’d have sent him off to shag older men for cash. I’m a terrible mother. I haven’t learned anything.’

      ‘You’re a wonderful mother. Although I wouldn’t want you to work as a careers advisor.’

      He leant in and kissed me.

      ‘What do I do?’ I asked.

      ‘Be there for him,’ said Adam.

      

      Sunday 9th June

      

      Today we took Marika and Milan to see Strangeways Farm. Chris had to go away on business, but he said he’d leave the key under the mat of the house. Milan and Marika were bouncing with happiness at the prospect of coming to see it. I really wanted Rosencrantz to see it too, but he said he hadn’t been sleeping and just wanted to chill in front of the TV. I reluctantly left him.

      The Kent countryside looked even more stunning – green and fresh, bursting with life. The long driveway had dried out and we bounced along in the car. Marika kept giving Milan an odd look and squeezing his hand, but I couldn’t work out what was going on. Did they think we were stupid, doing this?

      ‘Bloody hell,’ said Marika getting out of the car and pulling off her shades. The lake shimmered in the far distance and deer stood in groups nibbling at the lush grass.

      ‘It’s too big,’ I said. ‘It’s a crazy idea, it’s –’

      ‘It’s amazing mate,’ said Milan to Adam.

      ‘Cokes, Adam, You’re so lucky,’ said Marika all breathy and shiny-eyed. She reached out and grabbed Milan’s hand, he winked at her.

      ‘What’s going on with you two?’ I asked. They exchanged another meaningful look.

      ‘Nothing, let’s see the house,’ said Marika. I was shocked how much the garden had grown since we were last there. The grass was ankle height as we walked up to the front door. I could see through the dirty pane of glass that there was more junk mail. We lifted the old mat and underneath was a large key. Adam’s phone rang so he ducked to one side and took the call. I put the key in and after a couple of tries got the stiff lock open.

      ‘This is okay Cokes,’ said Marika as we went into the kitchen. ‘It needs a bit of modernisation.’

      ‘Come and see upstairs,’ I said. Adam was standing at the bottom of the stairs when we came back down.

      ‘That was Bonham & Son,’ he said. ‘They’re going to list the house on Monday morning!’

      I leaned back feeling a bit faint.

      ‘You okay Cokes?’ asked Marika.

      ‘Yes, it’s just a big change. I’ve lived in that house my whole life. Everything is changing.’

      I started to tell them about Rosencrantz but I noticed Marika and Milan exchanging yet another look.

      ‘What is it guys?’ I said. ‘Tell the truth, do you think we’re making a big mistake?’

      Marika came and sat beside me.

      ‘I think we can tell them,’ said Milan. I looked between them.

      ‘Coco, Adam,’ said Marika. ‘I’m pregnant.’

      ‘What?’ I said.

      ‘With twins,’ she added. My mouth dropped open.

      ‘You’re kidding?’ said Adam.

      ‘No. I’m twelve weeks’ pregnant, with twins… it wasn’t expected,’ said Marika. ‘In fact I’ve had no symptoms. It was only the other week when I started throwing up with stomach pains that I went to the doctor…’

      ‘I thought she had appendicitis,’ said Milan.

      ‘But you’d knocked her up you dirty dog,’ grinned Adam. I was still in shock.

      ‘You’re fine, right Cokes?’ said Marika.

      ‘Of course, yes.’ I gave her a big hug. ‘When are you due?’

      ‘December the twenty second,’ grinned Milan with his cute smile. He pulled an ultrasound scan photo out of the back pocket of his jeans and proudly thrust it at us. We could make out two little babies’ heads with limbs intertwined.

      ‘I didn’t want to steal your thunder Cokes,’ said Marika.

      ‘No! You haven’t,’ I said, grinning.

      ‘We didn’t bring anything to toast with,’ said Milan.

      ‘The water!’ said Adam. ‘You have to see our well!’ He went through the hall and out the glass back door followed by Milan.

      Marika helped me up and we followed. The moss on the patio had dried a little in the heat, but the grass around the well was now very tall. The boys were fiddling around with the lid.

      ‘Don’t hate me for saying this…but are you sure about this?’ I said. Marika’s eyes filled up and she wiped one with the sleeve of her denim jacket.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Oh…’ I said.

      ‘But I’ve never felt so at home with someone. It’s never been this easy before. I’ve never felt so loved… He’s got no baggage. He’s my best friend, and I don’t want to keep trudging on through life without him…’

      ‘Well you sound sure to me,’ I said giving her another hug. ‘Have you told your mother?’

      ‘Yesterday. Milan told his mother too.’

      ‘Were they pleased?’

      ‘They were until we said we weren’t getting married.’

      ‘You shouldn’t get married just to please other people, it’s a big commitment.’

      ‘I think having his twins inside me, and being officially on his mortgage makes that a moot point.’

      ‘A moo point.’ I grinned, and then made a silly mooing noise. Marika smiled.

      ‘I love you Cokes,’ she said.

      ‘I know. I love you too. We’re going to be mothers together!’

      Marika nodded. ‘But you’re moving away Cokes…’ We looked at each other, realising this.

      ‘Come on you two!’ shouted Adam. ‘We need to toast!’

      We made our way over to the well. The boys had pulled up a bucket full of water and we all scooped up a handful and drank.

      ‘Nice water mate!’ said Milan. ‘It’s rich and sweet.’

      Everyone nodded and smacked their lips. I looked across at Marika who was biting back tears. Then I started crying.

      ‘What’s going on?’ said Adam.

      ‘I’m moving away from my best friend in the world…’ I said. ‘We’re going to have babies and they won’t be able to play together.’

      ‘Sure they will, you’ll still see each other,’ said Adam.

      ‘Yeah, we’ll make sure of it,’ agreed Milan. We nodded along, but we both knew we’d see each other less, and it took a bit of the excitement out of the news.

      On the way home, I sat in the back with Marika and listened to her chatting away about the future and her twins. Adam and Milan sat in the front basking in their virility and talking microbreweries.  I felt weird. Like I was a hundred years old. I’ve brought up a son, loved and lost a twenty-year marriage, and it’s now dust. So far in the past. It all went so wrong and now I’m doing it all again. I decided not to mention what was happening with Rosencrantz; it would just spoil the day.

      We dropped Marika and Milan by Covent Garden. They invited us to come for dinner, but I made the excuse that I was exhausted. In reality I wanted to get back and check on Rosencrantz.

      

      We came home to find empty beer bottles everywhere and vomit in the downstairs toilet. Rosencrantz was nowhere to be found. Rocco was waiting at the front door whimpering with his head low and wagging his tail frantically. He can’t have been let out because he’d left a huge puddle in the kitchen.

      ‘It’s okay, it’s okay, I’m not mad with you,’ I said crouching down to cuddle him.

      ‘But I’m fucking mad with Rosencrantz,’ said Adam. I gave Rocco another cuddle and ruffled his fur.

      We waited up, but Rosencrantz didn’t come home. We went to bed around one, but nothing.

      ‘He’s twenty-three Coco. That little baby inside you is seven months. You need get some sleep for him.’

      

      Monday 10th June

      

      We gave up trying to sleep at five and came downstairs to the kitchen. Adam let Rocco out into the garden and I put the kettle on. It was very quiet and warm. The sun was coming up and there was just a faint tweeting of birds.

      ‘What if he’s dead somewhere?’ I said.

      ‘He’s not dead,’ said Adam. ‘He’d better not be dead. I want him to tell me what he thought of my first batch of beer.’

      ‘That’s not funny.’

      The landline started to ring. I jumped and knocked over the mug I was filling with tea.

      ‘I’ll get it,’ said Adam. Tea ran off the kitchen island and splattered on the floor.

      He went to the hall, and picked up the phone. There was silence. Then he came through with the handset.

      ‘It’s Ethel. Rosencrantz is at her place.’

      ‘Thank God.’ I grabbed the phone. ‘Ethel? Is he okay?’

      ‘’E’s okay love. Well, if you call turning up at four in the morning three sheets to the wind okay… Gave the warden quite a fright ’e did. Looks like ’e ain’t seen soap an’ a flannel in days…’

      I quickly told Ethel what was happening.

      ‘’Ave yer told Danny?’ she asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well ’e’s ’is father, ’e deserves to know…’

      ‘Yes he does,’ I said feeling guilty.

      ‘Danny was a good dad, always kept Rosencrantz up to date with Lego.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Well Rosencrantz loved ’is Lego an’ Danny never scrimped. I read in the Daily Mail that bein’ denied stuff as a kiddy may lead to booze addiction.’

      ‘So Rosencrantz having all the Lego he ever wanted means, what?’

      ‘I’m jus’ saying, Danny was a good dad…’

      ‘Ethel. I’m not blaming Daniel.’

      ‘Well it can be passed along in yer jeans. My Wilf’s mother, she liked a nip every now and again. An’ when she’d ’ad a few she used to sing along with the piano at some very rough pubs… An’ it wasn’t the done thing in those days.’

      ‘Rosencrantz is not an alcoholic!’

      Ethel was quiet.

      ‘’E’s on my settee, under a blanket. Maybe ’e should stay there today, sleep it off?’

      ‘Okay.’ I said.

      ‘An’ love, try to get some sleep yourself. You sound ragged.’

      We went back to bed, and woke up at three in the afternoon with the phone ringing. It was Ethel again.

      ‘Is Rosencrantz still with you?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes love, ’e’s in the bath… Irene is ’ere and we’re making a spread. Tinned salmon sandwiches and Angel Delight.’

      I heard Irene shouting something in the background.

      ‘Yes love you can eat the spinal column, no one else likes it… That’s Irene, she’s just opened the tin of salmon.’

      ‘He can’t stay with you Ethel. I need to talk to him about his behaviour.’

      ‘’E can stay the night.’

      ‘Ethel, spoiling him won’t solve his problems.’

      ‘’Ave you told Danny yet?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well I will. Leave Rosencrantz with me, Angel Delight always used to sort ’im out.’

      I said I’d talk to her tomorrow. Adam lay beside me in bed and stroked my bump.

      ‘She says Angel Delight will sort it all out…’ I said.

      ‘Did she.’

      ‘I think it’s just a phase he’s going through… Don’t you? I drank a lot at university…’

      ‘He’s not at university Cokes.’

      ‘But actor’s live very much like students.’

      Adam looked at me for a long moment.

      ‘I have to work tonight,’ he said.

      ‘Oh,’ I sighed.

      ‘Why don’t you come with me? Monday is dead… You could invite Marika, and Chris is about. You can all sit on the edge of the bar and admire me in my tight trousers. I’ll admire you in…’

      ‘In my tight trousers, in fact everything is now tight on me,’ I said.

      Adam kissed me.

      ‘I’m sorry about everything,’ I said.

      ‘What do you have to be sorry about?’

      ‘I spent all that time obsessing over bloody Regina Battenberg, and you were unhappy with life, and Rosencrantz ...’

      ‘I love you Coco. I love you for your honesty. I love you for your brain, I love you for your body.’

      ‘There’s a lot of that to love...’

      ‘I love you for your royalties,’ he grinned.

      ‘My royalties?’

      ‘Yeah, Agent Fergie must be raking it in.’

      ‘Do you think we’ll be okay?’

      ‘Of course. Things are going to work out; my flat is earning us money again… It’s all going to be fine,’ he said.

      

      I invited Marika to The Hop & Grape. Chris was in London too, so they both came and we sat at the end of the bar, talking to Adam in between customers.

      ‘You realise there are now six of us here,’ said Chris. ‘Us three, and three babies.’

      Marika was still in the first flush of being pregnant, where as I felt just flushed.

      ‘I can’t believe you two are drinking Schloer,’ said Chris. ‘It’s what middle-class women drink at picnics when they’re driving.’

      ‘What should we have?’ said Marika.

      ‘Have a virgin cocktail or at least a J20… Cool people drink J20.’

      ‘I think a virgin cocktail will just make me want to drink,’ said Marika.

      ‘Promise me you won’t turn into those women at picnics when you have these babies. And don’t forget about me…’ said Chris.

      ‘I didn’t forget about you when I had Rosencrantz.’

      ‘No. You weren’t a helicopter parent. These days babies are like little gods. I was in the Westfield Shopping Centre last week, when I heard a woman say to her screaming eighteen-month-old, ‘Okay what do you want to do?’’

      ‘What did the baby want to do?’ asked Marika.

      ‘Lie in its pram and shit itself; what else can a baby do?’ said Chris.

      ‘So children should be seen and not heard?’

      ‘To a certain extent, yes. Don’t bring it to any coffee shop or bar until it can order its own drink. If I see anywhere with a babychino on the menu, I carry on walking.’

      ‘And to think I wanted you to be a Godparent.’ Marika grinned.

      ‘What do you mean I wasn’t a helicopter parent?’ I said.

      ‘You never fussed over Rosencrantz. You didn’t hover above him watching. You let him make mistakes, and look how he turned out… What?’ said Chris seeing my face.

      I told them about Rosencrantz. They listened with mounting horror, and were quiet when I’d finished. Adam came over and squeezed my hand.

      ‘I don’t know what to do,’ I said.

      ‘I can make a couple of phone calls; we could get him into rehab,’ said Chris gently. ‘Private and discreet of course.’

      ‘My son doesn’t need rehab.’

      ‘Coco, after everything you’ve told us, it sounds like Rosencrantz has a problem,’ said Chris softly.

      ‘Why are you saying that? God, you spend a few months in LA and suddenly Rosencrantz needs to go to rehab? Adam, tell them they’re stupid.’

      ‘I didn’t say anything,’ said Marika. ‘But if you’re asking, I agree with Chris.’

      ‘My son does not need to go to rehab. He needs…’

      ‘Tinned salmon sandwiches and Angel Delight with Ethel?’ said Adam.

      ‘You agree with them too? You said to give him time!’

      ‘Time to reach rock bottom? Coco there isn’t an expiration date on alcoholism. It usually gets worse.’

      ‘What makes you an expert?’

      ‘Sally the landlady here.’

      ‘Sally with the shaved head?’ I said.

      ‘Yes. She’s a raging alcoholic, she’s upstairs now. Drunk.’

      ‘Well she runs a pub.’

      ‘She’s a trained opera singer Cokes, but she can’t get any work; now she drinks herself unconscious most days,’ said Adam.

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘It didn’t seem relevant until now.’

      ‘And, we can’t forget what happened to Rosencrantz when he went to America in 2009,’ said Chris.

      ‘No. It was an accident that he got stopped at customs with a joint in his suitcase…’

      Marika and Chris looked embarrassed.

      ‘It was! You both agreed with me... well we didn’t need to agree because… Rosencrantz is not an addict!’

      My phone rang. I grabbed it out of my bag. It was Ethel.

      ‘That little shit stole twelve quid out of me ’andbag!’ she shouted.

      ‘Rosencrantz?’

      ‘’Oo else? Thieving little bugger. We were in the kitchenette giving the Angel Delight a stir and we come back and ’e’s gone. Not a word of goodbye.’

      I came off the phone and told them he’d nicked money from Ethel.

      ‘What about an intervention Coco?’ suggested Chris.

      ‘Let’s call it a talk,’ said Marika. ‘What if we all sat him down and just talked?’

      I felt the walls of the pub close in on me.

      

      Wednesday 13th June

      

      After another night with no sleep, and no clue of Rosencrantz’s whereabouts, Adam told me to seriously consider the intervention.

      ‘Rosencrantz is your son, but remember my son is inside you. He’s feeling all your stress and suffering. If we don’t do something, you might end up with no children.’

      I spent the morning on the phone feeling embarrassed and stupid, but bless my family and friends. They all said they would come over tomorrow afternoon. Adam suggested we tell Rosencrantz I’m having a baby shower. He’d be more likely to show up to one of those.

      

      Rosencrantz came back at midday, and went straight upstairs for a shower. We were in the kitchen having lunch.

      ‘I should go up to talk to him, should I go up?’ I said feeling terrified.

      ‘Let’s just remain cool, we don’t want to scare him off,’ said Adam.

      Rosencrantz came downstairs in clean clothes and grabbed a glass of orange juice. My heart was pounding when I mentioned I was having my baby shower tomorrow, and I’d love it if he could be there for a bit.

      ‘Okay Mum,’ he said. ‘What time?’

      ‘Four, four o’clock.’

      He finished his orange juice, put the glass in the dishwasher, and said he was going out. He gave Rocco a cuddle and left.

      ‘There’s nothing wrong with him,’ I said to Adam. ‘He was pleasant, agreeable. He’s drinking orange juice and getting his vitamins.’

      Adam picked Rosencrantz’s glass out of the dishwasher and sniffed it. He handed it to me.

      ‘Vodka and orange?’ I said putting it to my nose. ‘It’s barely lunchtime… And where did the vodka come from, I saw him get a glass…’ my voice trailed off.

      ‘Let’s pray he shows up,’ said Adam. Meryl phoned back in the afternoon, a little confused.

      ‘So Coco, can I ask again, what is this thing tomorrow?’ she asked.

      ‘We’re just going to talk to Rosencrantz about some things; he’s been drinking a bit too much.’

      ‘So it’s a talk?’

      ‘Yes a talk, or if I’m honest, an intervention.’

      ‘I’ve never been to an intervention before. Is it a sit down thing or just a buffet?’

      ‘It’s none of that. We’re just talking to Rosencrantz. The people he loves, to try and get him to see sense.’

      ‘Maybe some cupcakes would be nice, if we all get peckish at this intervention?’

      ‘Ok, but don’t say it’s an intervention. We’re telling Rosencrantz it’s my baby shower because he won’t come if he knows it’s an intervention, which it’s not; it’s more of a talk.’

      ‘So it’s a talk which is in fact an intervention disguised as a baby shower,’ she said.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Should I bring a breast pump?’

      ‘Why would you need a breast pump?’

      ‘It’s for you Coco. As a present, if we’re pretending it’s a baby shower.’

      ’Okay, yes, thank you.’

      ‘And a plate of intervention cupcakes. Sorry, baby shower cupcakes.’

      ‘Yes, thank you,’ I said.

      ‘It’s going to be okay Coco. You’re a good mum,’ she said.

      I was rather touched. Rosencrantz came back later on with a big bag of pink and blue balloons.

      ‘I got you these for the baby shower Mum,’ he said. I took the bag from him. The balloons were blue and had IT’S A BOY and IT’S A GIRL written on them in black.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said. Adam had to go to work so we spent an awkward evening watching television together. As far as I could see he didn’t drink to excess. Okay, five vodkas, but how many nights in the past have I knocked back five vodkas?

      Adam came home late and climbed into bed beside me.

      ‘I’ve been thinking about how you define an alcoholic,’ I said. ‘I looked it up on my phone and it says that men can only drink twenty-one units of alcohol a week and women fourteen! Do you know what one glass of wine is?’

      ‘Three units,’ he said.

      ‘Three units. How many friends do we have who drink three glasses of wine a night and function perfectly.’

      ‘Coco, you’re not helping. We have to do this,’ he said.

      

      Thursday 14th June

      

      I’m starting to look really ragged after another night of no sleep. Rosencrantz didn’t go out, and was up fairly early, which made planning a secret intervention/baby shower all the more difficult.

      ‘You’re not very prepared for this baby shower,’ said Rosencrantz when we were having breakfast. ‘The only thing you’ve got is that bag of balloons I bought.’

      So Adam went out afterwards and bought decorations; baby shower streamers, helium balloons, and some little platters of food from Marks. We had such a pleasant morning hanging things up, I felt rotten.

      Four o’clock finally rolled around and people started to arrive. Daniel and Jennifer, Meryl, Ethel with her friend Irene, Chris, Marika and Milan. Rosencrantz was even on the bloody door taking people’s coats.

      ‘No one seems to have brought any presents,’ said Rosencrantz popping his head round the kitchen door as I was mixing up a jug of home-made lemonade. I was now sweating and very tense.

      ‘It’s okay love, um, I’ve asked for a lot of online vouchers,’ I lied.

      ‘Okay,’ he said and went back out taking the jug of lemonade.

      ‘There is nothing wrong with him,’ I hissed. ‘This is going to send him over the edge and make things worse!’

      ‘Just keep calm,’ said Adam.

      ‘It’s all right for you to say, but what if it was your daughter? I’d love to know what she gets up to!’

      Daniel came into the kitchen.

      ‘Cokes, are you mad? Rosencrantz seems fine. He just helped Jennifer change the batteries in her Weight Watchers’ calculator.’

      ‘What?’ I said.

      ‘She’s got this little calculator which adds up the points of food. It takes these tiny hearing aid batteries, really fiddly and we’re both hopeless. Rosencrantz did it in a second.’

      ‘You see,’ I said to Adam. Meryl then came in.

      ‘It all looks lovely in the living room Coco, do you want the intervention cupcakes out? Or should I do them when we actually have the intervention?’

      ‘Meryl!’

      ‘Sorry baby shower cupcakes, I keep forgetting. Shall I put them on that nice plate on the coffee table?’

      ‘Yes, whatever,’ I said.

      ‘Tony isn’t coming Coco… He’s having problems with Mai Ling…’

      ‘What kind of problems?’

      ‘She’s asked if they can have an open relationship… Since she’s left China her eyes have been opened to the world.’

      ‘In Milton Keynes?’

      ‘Yes! Now Coco, please don’t bash Milton Keynes. We’ve got a lovely leisure centre, the National Museum of Computing, there’s even an indoor ski slope…’

      ‘Meryl I can’t deal with this right now.’

      ‘All I wanted to say was that Tony sends his best. We’ve been chatting on the phone a bit lately, just as friends…’

      ‘I’m pleased Meryl,’ I said.

      ‘Thank you Coco. I’ll get these cupcakes on a plate…’

      She went out and Chris and Marika came in. She gave me a hug.

      ‘Are you okay Cokes?’

      ‘No, this just seems all wrong.’

      ‘Coco, I’ve been in contact with Pathways Addiction Centre…’ said Chris.

      ‘No! No. We’re going to talk to him, and then it’s going to be fine,’ I said. Ethel then came in, still wearing her coat with her handbag clutched to her chest.

      ‘Mum let me take your coat,’ said Daniel. ‘You must be boiling.’

      ‘Ooh no. This is me best coat and I’ve got my savings book in ’ere. I’m still down twelve quid thanks to you-know-who,’ said Ethel cocking her head towards the living room.

      ‘You didn’t say anything Ethel?’ I said.

      ‘Not I ’aven’t. But I’m telling you Coco ’e needs a good clip round the ear, not this baby shower!’

      ‘It’s an intervention Mum,’ said Daniel.

      ‘Speaking of which, your Jennifer is motoring through them intervention cupcakes,’ said Ethel. ‘I tried to get near the plate an’ she nearly bit me hand off!’

      ‘Mum, you promised you’d be nice,’ said Daniel.

      ‘Watching ’er reminds of that game you ’ad as a kid – Hungry Hippo.’

      ‘Mum! You will not call my girlfriend a hungry hippo!’

      Just then the doorbell rang and I edged past everyone to answer. It was midwife Justine dressed in jeans and a jumper. She was standing with a man in his fifties wearing a glittery gold suit.

      ‘Sorry to bother you Mrs Pinchard,’ she grinned. ‘We were just passing and I was going to pop your birth plan through the letter box, now I’ve photocopied it, but I see you’re having a baby shower!’

      I looked past them and saw that Rosencrantz had tied the baby shower balloons all along the railings in front of the house.

      ‘Oh, this is my father, Brian,’ said Justine. The man in the gold suit smiled and we shook hands. ‘I’m driving him to a gig, in the City, and we had to pass your house.’

      Rosencrantz came up to the front door.

      ‘A gig?’ I said.

      ‘Yes. Dad’s a Magician,’ grinned Justine.

      ‘The Magnificent Brian at your service,’ he said and pulled a big bunch of silk flowers out of his sleeve. I took them from him.

      ‘Cool. You hired a magician Mum?’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘No, they’re on the way to a gig,’ I said handing the flowers back to him.

      ‘Well, we’ve got twenty minutes,’ said The Magnificent Brian. ‘I was so pleased to read the book you signed for Justine. I could come in and do a few tricks for your guests?’

      Justine nodded and flashed her Wallace and Grommit grin.

      ‘Wicked,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘Can I take your coats?’

      They came in and I closed the door. I went to the downstairs bathroom and stood for a few minutes, trying not to panic. I splashed my face with a little cold water, dried it and didn’t feel any better.

      I came into the living room to find my intervention in full swing. The Magnificent Brian was asking Meryl to pick a card, any card and he had a rapt audience, including Rosencrantz. Ethel had been presented with the giant bunch of silk coloured flowers and she and Irene were looking as if they’d caught the bouquet at a wedding.

      The doorbell went again and I came back out dreading to think who it would be. I opened the door to Wayne and Oscar. Wayne was wearing a bright yellow three-piece suit and Oscar was in jeans a shirt and had his broken nose in a splint.

      ‘We’re here for you, and Rosencrantz, but only because we respect you,’ said Wayne. Chris and Marika came into the hall with Adam.

      ‘Coco what the fuck is going on?’ said Chris. ‘There’s a magician in there who’s just made a budgie appear out of Meryl’s handbag, and now it won’t come down off the top of the curtain!’

      ‘It’s not my fault,’ I said.

      ‘You are not taking this seriously!’ hissed Chris. He grabbed Adam and they went upstairs.

      ‘Coco, we have to do this, and we have to do it now,’ said Marika. Oscar was shaking.

      ‘Come on love, it’s okay,’ said Wayne. When we went back into the living room, everyone was standing round The Magnificent Brian. The Budgie was on his finger whilst midwife Justine fed it little bits of cupcake. Rosencrantz saw Wayne and Oscar.

      ‘What are they doing here?’ he asked.

      ‘Oh Coco,’ said midwife Justine. ‘Dad’s budgie loves these intervention cupcakes…’

      Everyone froze.

      ‘Intervention cupcakes?’ said Rosencrantz. Then Chris and Adam marched in with Rosencrantz’s backpack. Chris pushed the cake plate to one side and emptied out bottles of pills, vodka miniatures and a small bag of what looked like cocaine. We all stared at Rosencrantz.

      ‘What are you doing?’ asked Rosencrantz in shock.

      ‘So it is your bag?’ said Chris.

      ‘You took it from my room,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘Of course you put all that in there…Mum, Chris and Adam put that in there… Mum!’

      ‘’E ’ad twelve quid out my ’andbag too!’ said Ethel.

      ‘Nan, I never took that money from you… Mum, what’s going on?’ He was crying. ‘They’re trying to turn you against me.’

      ‘We just all want to talk to you,’ I said starting to cry softly. ‘Just talk.’

      Rosencrantz eyed everyone in the living room. ‘You went so far that you even hired a magician?’

      ‘We should get going,’ said The Magnificent Brian tucking the budgie into his gold jacket.

      ‘Spare us the tears Rosencrantz!’ shouted Wayne. ‘Look at what you did to Oscar! You! It’s a fucking intervention love, and you need it.’

      ‘Wayne!’ I said. ‘Let’s all calm down.’

      Rosencrantz’s eyes started to dart round the room. He lunged for what was on the table, I tried to grab it from him but he pushed me, I lost balance and fell forward, catching my head on the edge of the coffee table. All hell broke loose as Adam and Chris tried to grab Rosencrantz. Midwife Justine ran to help me up off the floor. Rosencrantz managed to get past everyone and darted out of the living room, followed by Chris, Milan and Adam.

      The next few minutes were a blur. I saw stars. Marika brought me some tea. Meryl started popping the balloons with her brooch pin, until Ethel told her to stop. Then I felt sick and Marika took me up to the bathroom, where I threw up. When I came back downstairs, Chris, Adam and Milan were in the kitchen, soaking wet. There was a storm outside and rain was smashing against the windows. Everyone else had left.

      ‘Cokes, are you alright?’ asked Adam checking my bruised head.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘He pushed you over. You’re eight months pregnant…’

      ‘He was scared. Where is he?’ I said.

      ‘He got away,’ said Chris. ‘With a bag of cocaine and amphetamines…and pain killers.’

      ‘Okay Chris!’ I said.

      ‘Do you still think there’s no problem Coco?’

      ‘Just go,’ I said. ‘Everyone go.’

      When they’d left I sat in the kitchen and watched the storm increase as the darkness fell. Rocco whined and curled up in his bed, and I heard Adam moving about in the living room, clearing away the decorations. Just before nine, the landline rang. Adam answered but I couldn’t make out what he was saying.

      He came through and handed me the phone.

      ‘Coco, it’s Chris.’

      ‘What?’ I said.

      ‘I’m at my old house. Rosencrantz is here, and so are the police,’ said Chris.

      ‘You called the police?’

      ‘No. Rosencrantz forced the lock and it set the alarms off, I got here just as the police did.’

      ‘Can’t you tell them it’s an accident?’

      ‘This is Crown Land Coco, you know how close Clarence House is, police presence is high. And I think Rosencrantz has drugs on him.’

      ‘Shit. He really has a problem?’

      ‘He does hun… You need to get here fast, and if you’ll let me, I think I can sort it out.’

      

      I met Chris fifteen minutes later outside his house off Regent’s Park. The wind and rain were still pelting down. Two police cars and a big white minibus were outside. Chris was sheltering in the front door porch with the two police officers. He came and hugged me.

      ‘Where’s Adam?’ asked Chris.

      ‘He didn’t come. He thinks he might do something he regrets if he sees Rosencrantz.’

      ‘Thanks guys,’ said Chris to the police. We went in through the front door. We turned the corner into the living room and Rosencrantz was sitting against the wall wearing his backpack. I went to hug him but he got up and stepped back.

      ‘Why did you stop loving me?’ he said. Tears were coursing down his face. ‘I thought I was your baby?’

      ‘You are my baby,’ I said.

      ‘How can I ever face anyone again? Police outside… I’ve ruined everything.’

      ‘You haven’t,’ I said. ‘But look at this, look at what’s happening. You brought drugs into the house. You broke in here and the police are waiting outside. I want you to get help.’

      ‘What? Rehab? Who is going to want to have anything to do with me after being sent to rehab?’

      ‘Rosencrantz. I’ve been to rehab,’ said Chris.

      ‘I don’t believe you.’

      ‘It’s true. In 1986 my boyfriend died and I went completely off the rails. I tried to take my own life. Your mum saved me Rosencrantz, now let me repay her the favour and help to save you.’

      Rosencrantz looked around Chris’s empty house, the police lights flashing against the bare walls. It seemed to finally sink in that the game was up.

      ‘They’re not going to stick needles in me, are they?’

      ‘No,’ said Chris.

      ‘What if they don’t let me out?’

      ‘If you go voluntarily, all will be fine. It’s just a couple of weeks where you get to sleep and get back to your old self. Look, I’m fine, years later. Although I’m still single, they couldn’t do anything about that.’

      Rosencrantz gave us a weak grin and nodded.

      ‘Let me have your backpack,’ said Chris. Rosencrantz let him gently slide it off his shoulders.

      ‘It’s now or never,’ said Chris. Rosencrantz nodded and allowed us to take him outside. We passed the two police officers and went to the white minibus. Three men emerged, thankfully not dressed in white. Rosencrantz signed a form and got in the bus. The door slid across with a slam. It had Pathways written across it in red letters. I went to press my hand against the window but it drove away into the darkness of the outer circle.

      ‘You told him a couple of weeks but you were in for four, weren’t you?’ I said.

      ‘Rosencrantz will be too. And he’s signed to say he can’t leave voluntarily,’ said Chris. ‘Sorry, it was the only way.’

      

      Friday 15th June

      

      The house was listed by the estate agent at nine this morning. At 9.04 I got a phone call from Meryl. I was still in bed when I answered.

      ‘Coco. Your house is for sale!’ I pulled my ear away from her shrill voice.

      ‘Let me guess? Google Alerts?’ I said.

      ‘Yes… Coco our house is much bigger than yours, yet you are asking, well quite a lot.’

      ‘It’s the market rate Meryl, and it’s London,’ I said sitting up in bed. Adam opened his eyes beside me.

      ‘What’s wrong with Milton Keynes?’ she asked.

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Are you going to give Daniel half?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘He lived there for twenty years. He helped with its upkeep!’

      ‘In all our years together the only ‘upkeep’ Daniel took part in was glueing the handle back on his Who Shot JR? mug. Now I have lots to do,’ I said, and I hung up.

      Then an email pinged through on my phone to say that for the next twenty-eight days Rosencrantz will be in the care of the Pathways Drug and Alcohol Rehabilitation Centre in West London. He can have no contact with us, nor we with him. And visitors aren’t allowed. Adam leaned over and kissed me. He inspected the bruise on my head.

      ‘You should have this seen to.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ I said, and showed him the email.

      ‘He’s a lucky kid. Rehab will set Chris back a few grand.’

      ‘He’s not a lucky kid…’

      Adam was silent. Then an email popped up to say that the house was now listed for sale,

      

      “A truly delightful, three-bedroom period house with private garden within walking distance of Regent’s Park. The property provides excellent entertaining space with high ceilings and comprises a master bedroom with an en-suite bathroom, two further bedrooms, bathroom, music room, a beautiful living room with a bay window and access to the garden, a fitted kitchen, and terrace. Each room has its original Regency fireplace.

      

      Steeplejack Mews is located on the eastern side of Regent's Park, just north of Marylebone Road and is only a short walk to Great Portland Street and Baker Street underground stations, as well as numerous shops, bars and restaurants.”

      

      It sounded entirely different to the house we were in, after all that had happened yesterday.

      

      Saturday 16th June

      

      Today was my birthday. I’m forty-five. Adam fielded phone calls from Meryl and Tony, and Ethel, who had all clubbed together and bought me a £5 Debenhams gift voucher. Then Daniel rang to say he’d only just remembered it was my birthday, and that he’d email a £5 Debenhams voucher asap. I haven’t set foot inside a Debenhams since the early 1990s… but still.

      ‘No. We haven’t got any news of Rosencrantz,’ Adam kept saying to them on the phone. ‘And no, no one has made an offer on the house.’

      It was a gorgeous day, and in the afternoon Adam arranged for Chris and Marika to come over for a picnic in the garden. He made it look beautiful with sandwiches and tea, and he bought a big delicious oozing carrot cake, but I still felt so glum. Then Chris gave me their present, a big square squishy package tied up with a bow. I tore off the paper… and lifted out two enormous adult-sized babygros.

      ‘Oh. Thank you,’ I said confused.

      ‘The blue one is for Adam,’ said Chris. Adam picked up the giant matching blue babygro and held it up to him.

      ‘Jesus Chris!’ said Marika.

      ‘What? You said get to get them some babygros…’

      ‘For the baby! Not for them you idiot!’

      ‘I was distracted when you phoned… Do you know how crazy it is trying to run a big company?’

      I looked at Marika’s incredulous face and for the first time in days, I cracked up laughing.

      ‘You have to understand, I’m suddenly working in a very stressed atmosphere,’ said Chris. ‘I was in work mode when you phoned.’

      ‘You thought we’d wear these?’ I said through tears of laughter. ‘We’d look like two enormous Teletubbies!’

      ‘I don’t know, I thought I’d missed some new fashion trend… Oh my god, next gift!’ said Chris blushing.

      Adam went inside and came back out with a big flat package. I was still laughing when I tore off the paper. We all went silent.

      ‘I had it done before…’ said Adam his voice trailing off. It was a huge framed photo of Me, Adam, Rosencrantz, Marika and Chris. The photo was taken in the bar after the last performance of Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical at the Edinburgh Festival.

      ‘Wow,’ I said. ‘That was such a happy night… such a happy time. Look. Rosencrantz had just graduated from drama school.’

      They all put their arms round me.

      ‘And things are going to get even better,’ said Adam. ‘This photo is to remind you there are always good times around the corner.’

      ‘Hear hear,’ said Chris. ‘I propose a toast… to Rosencrantz, love, babies and friendship.’ We all clinked our teacups.

      When we went to bed that evening I didn’t feel, all of a sudden that things were fine, but I had hope, and that felt good.

      

      Friday 29th June

      

      The past two weeks have been a drain on my resources of hope, waiting for Rosencrantz to be released, waiting for this baby to finally be born. The weather is so hot and I’ve done nothing but lie around and read books and watch TV.

      I’ve phoned Pathways Clinic three times, trying to get information and each time I’ve been firmly and politely rebuffed.

      ‘I can’t comment on a patient’s progress,’ said the smooth female voice on reception.

      ‘He’s doing well then? I presume you’d only comment if something terrible had happened.’

      ‘I can’t comment on patients.’

      ‘Has something terrible happened? Is he alive?’

      She paused.

      ‘Yes, he is alive. Nothing terrible has happened. I can’t give you any more information, I’m sorry.’

      ‘So you can only tell me if he’s alive or dead?’

      ‘Well we don’t like to put it in those terms. I’m only telling you this because you phoned.’

      ‘So I only hear from you if he’s dead or dying?’

      ‘I understand if this is difficult but your son is receiving the best care. Why don’t you take a look at our website?’ She said and put the phone down.

      I logged on to the website, but it was all generic photos of models posing as addicts, and bland ‘mission statements.’

      They could at least provide a webcam of the exercise yard or whatever they have there. I’d love just a glimpse of him.

      Adam has worked a lot at the bar. I’ve read a lot, in bed.

      

      Saturday 30th June

      

      We suddenly had viewings booked for the house, so I was forced out of bed. The estate agent asked if we could be out for most of the day. It was baking hot so Adam loaded up a picnic basket with food and drink, sun cream and my iPod. He grabbed a big umbrella and drove us the two-hundred yards to the edge of Regent’s Park. It was busy but not too crowded, full of people drinking iced coffee and sunbathing. Adam pitched the rug and umbrella in a shady spot overlooking the lake. It was deliciously warm.

      I rested my head on Adam’s lap. My t-shirt rode up and he stroked my bump. My belly button is now stretched to capacity and sticking out. Suddenly I felt a big kick.

      ‘Whoa!’ said Adam lifting his hand away. I looked down, the shape of a foot was protruding from the side of my stomach. I could see the outline of a tiny little shinbone and ankle. It disappeared and my stomach was smooth again. Then it popped out again.

      ‘He’s running out of space,’ I said. ‘It’s like he’s is poking around inside me. I can feel him under my ribs.’ We waited for a bit longer.

      ‘I think he’s still.’ I said lying back down. ‘Thank God, a bit of peace. He’s was joggling around all night.’

      ‘You know Cokes, this is lovely but we keep forgetting you’re going to stop being pregnant and an actual baby is going to come out.’

      ‘And it’s going to need feeding and changing and attention.’ I said. The tiny little outline of a foot popped out again, twice in quick succession.

      ‘Wow,’ said Adam. ‘He’s gonna be a karate kid.’

      ‘Or a dancer.’

      ‘Not my son,’ said Adam. ‘Come on boy give us another kick.’

      ‘Whoa, hang on,’ I said sitting up. ‘What did you mean, not my son?’

      ‘He’s gonna be, you know athletic.’

      ‘Dancers are athletes. Ballet dancers. What if he wanted to be a ballet dancer?’

      ‘He would get his butt whipped if he was a ballet dancer.’

      ‘You don’t want our son to be gay, do you? Like Rosencrantz.’

      ‘Come on Coco, we’re having a nice time.’

      ‘He’s your step-son.’

      ‘I know he is but it’s going to take time for me to forget.’

      I lay back again.

      ‘You didn’t answer my question. Do you want our son to be gay?’

      ‘No. Do you?’

      ‘It wouldn’t bother me.’

      ‘It doesn’t bother me either Coco. It’s different with Rosencrantz.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘He’s white,’ said Adam. This pulled me up short.

      ‘What are you saying?’

      ‘I’m stating the obvious. Do you know how difficult it is growing up as a young black boy? You want to add gay into the mix?’

      ‘You’re scaring me Adam.’

      ‘You’re scared? Coco you do realise that our baby will be mixed race.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You just need to be aware. I live with a little bit of racism most days. On some days, a lot. He’s gonna have that too.’

      ‘I’m sorry I didn’t think about it.’

      ‘You’re lucky.’

      ‘But the gay thing. You know where I stand on that,’ I said.

      ‘I do.’

      We carried on lying there, but Adam had really made me think. Bringing a baby into the world is the most terrifying prospect. I looked at him with a new admiration. He never ever moans about the way people treat him, but what he said, he has to live with stuff every day.
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      Monday 1st July

      

      Adam was at work today when I heard a coo-ee and Ethel let herself in the front door.

      ‘In here,’ I said shouting from the living room. I’d dropped the remote control ten minutes previously, and was still trying to pick it up. However much I bent forward or sideways, I couldn’t get my arms past my bump to the floor. She came through holding another door key and a plastic bag.

      ‘’Ere, look!’ she said, ‘I’m psychic. I brought you a grabber!’

      She pulled a long green grabber out of the bag, caught the remote in its pincers, and dropped it into my hands.

      ‘Thanks Ethel,’ I said. ‘Let me pay you for it.’

      ‘Didn’t cost me nothing love. The little dwarf lady on the ground floor popped ’er clogs the other day. ’Er relatives are all tall, so they didn’t want it.’

      ‘Oh, thank you. What did she die of?’

      ‘She fell face down in the bath and drowned. The warden found ’er. Stiff as a board reaching out towards the plug with the grabber…’

      I dropped the grabber on the coffee table. She perched on the side of the sofa. ‘I brought you some bits too, save you shopping.’

      I took the plastic bag and had a look inside. There was a bottle of Tabasco sauce, a packet of gelatin sheets, two slightly dented tins of sugar-free rice pudding, and a jar of seafood offcuts.

      ‘’Er family give me those, as well as the grabber.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I said.

      ‘Any news from Rosencrantz?’

      ‘I told you we couldn’t talk to him Ethel,’ I said. She looked troubled and fiddled with her handbag.

      ‘Coco, I’ve got to come clean about something… You know I accused ’im of nicking that twelve quid out me ’andbag?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well ’e didn’t… It were Kim Jong Lill.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Kim Jong Lill we call ’er. Real name’s Lily Kim. She’s a nasty old Chinese lady who’s just moved in on the fourth floor.’

      ‘Kim Jong Il was Korean,’ I said.

      ‘Was she? Anyway. Kim Jong Lill knocks on me door this morning and says ‘I’m sorry, I’ve been diagnosed as a kleptomaniac, here’s your twelve quid back.’ Hands it back to me with no shame.’

      ‘Why did she take it in the first place?’

      ‘She’s a kleptomaniac Coco!’

      ‘But do kleptomaniacs normally give things back?’ I asked. Ethel ignored me.

      ‘To think I blamed me own grandson, me own blood!’

      ‘You can sort it out when he’s discharged.’

      ‘Oh Coco, I can’t bear ’im to think that of me…’

      ‘He loves you Ethel. He’ll understand it was a mistake.’

      ‘Yes, well. That Kim Jong Lill better watch out. Other stuff’s gone missing too…’

      I told Ethel not to resort to violence. It’s led to her having to be re-homed before.

      

      Tuesday 2nd July

      

      Last night I had terrible nightmares. In the first I had gone into labour…

      

      I had gone into labour and the only person who could drive me to hospital was Adam’s daughter Holly. It was a dark night, and a storm was raging outside the car. Holly was in the driver’s seat, I was laid out in the back in agony and we were lost. The pain was getting worse, and the baby was coming fast.

      Holly had suggested I put on a pair of tights to try and slow things down, so I’d pulled a pair on and they were very itchy.

      Holly was driving very fast using one hand, and in the other she held her iPhone.

      ‘Siri, where is the nearest hospital?’ said Holly into her phone. There was a bleep, and it wasn’t Siri’s voice that answered. ‘Yer a long way from the nearest ’ospital love,’ came Ethel’s voice through the speakerphone.

      Another agonising contraction came over me and I felt I had to push.

      ‘I’m going to have to push soon Holly!’ I said.

      ‘Siri, should Coco push?’ said Holly into her iPhone.

      ‘Gawd no! With them tights on, the baby will be mush, like putting fruit through a sieve,’ came Ethel’s voice.

      Another contraction shot through me, the pain even stronger, and I felt a soft little head emerge between my legs and press against the tights.

      ‘It’s coming!’ I gasped. ‘It’s going to get mushed!’

      I felt a stinging pain and the head came further out, but it was now huge. It kept coming, it bulged against the tights and I lay back in agony. I lifted my skirt and saw that it was Ethel’s head, squished against the tights like she was about to rob a bank. I screamed but she kept coming, the tights began to fray and ladder, and she broke through with a manic grin on her face.

      

      I woke up screaming, covered in sweat.

      ‘Coco! It’s okay!’ said Adam.

      ‘Ethel, it was Ethel! Where is she?’ I said shaking off the covers and trying to see past my bump.

      ‘You had a bad dream,’ said Adam. ‘It’s okay. You’re safe.’

      Both he and Rocco were regarding me with concerned eyes. My breathing slowed and I realised it had been a nightmare. I lay back and adjusted my big pillow.

      ‘Oh, God it was so real.’

      ‘I’ve heard it’s a late pregnancy symptom, bad dreams,’ said Adam.

      ‘I was in a car and I gave birth to Ethel,’ I said. Adam laughed. Why do dreams always sound silly when you recount them? You can never quite translate to others how real they were. I was relieved I hadn’t tried to explain the role of the tights...

      He cuddled me and I drifted off to sleep again, but the nightmares came back…

      

      It was a hot afternoon and I had some very heavy bags. I was walking home from the Tesco Metro on Baker Street. I rounded the corner to our house and saw Rosencrantz being brought down the steps by two police officers, the same two who’d been at Chris’s house the other night. I started to walk towards Rosencrantz, but the pavement became wet and sticky. I looked down. I was wading through wet cement. Red plastic barriers surrounded me. Rosencrantz was now being loaded into the police car and one of the officers put his hand on the back of his head to guide him in. I was now stuck in the cement, my feet wouldn’t move. I tried to shout, but nothing came out of my mouth. I turned and looked behind me. Regina Battenberg was further down by the traffic lights, walking along the pavement. She was dressed in her gold turban and long coat and I realised she was walking towards me. The police car’s engine started, it streaked past me, and Rosencrantz didn’t notice. I turned back; Regina Battenberg was advancing closer, her red lips curled up in a smile revealing a row of sharp teeth. She reached inside her coat and pulled out a knife. The blade glinted as she held it up with her scrawny arm…

      

      I woke up again, with a shout. Adam woke up a second later with a jolt.

      ‘What? What happened?’ he asked, rubbing his face.

      ‘Another nightmare,’ I said.

      ‘What was it?’

      ‘I’m not telling you.’ I noticed it was half past four and getting light so I heaved myself up and came downstairs. I made some tea and sat, and slowly reality began to seep back. Adam came down at eight thirty, just as Bonham & Son’s rang. One of the people who viewed the house has made an offer, and they want to move in as soon as possible!

      I was lying on the sofa watching BBC Breakfast with Rocco when Adam came bouncing through with the news.

      ‘Already? I thought we’d have ages to wait?’ I said. ‘I can’t move now, what about Rosencrantz?’

      ‘He’s coming out of reha… of the clinic in nine days. It’ll take more than a week to exchange contracts,’ said Adam.

      ‘This is his home. He can’t come out and be homeless. You know how susceptible homeless people are to addiction.’

      ‘He wouldn’t be homeless. He could stay with Daniel.’

      ‘That’s a recipe for disaster…’

      ‘Or us.’

      ‘I thought you said you didn’t want to see him ever again?’

      ‘I’m thawing.’

      ‘What about his work? He can’t be an actor and live miles from London. What if he has to have more doctors’ appointments?’

      ‘Coco. There are three other people depending on this move.’

      ‘Me and you.’

      ‘And him,’ said Adam pointing at my stomach. He looked at me.

      ‘Adam, you want me to make a decision right now?’

      ‘Jesus, Coco! We can’t wait around. There’s no chain, it’s the asking price…’

      ‘What do you mean Jesus Coco? I’ve lived here my whole life, Rosencrantz has lived here his whole life, and I’m weeks away from giving birth. I can’t make this decision lightly.’

      Adam stomped upstairs and got ready for work. As he was leaving, he said. ‘FYI. We had made a decision. Now you’re backtracking and affecting everyone.’

      

      Later on I met Marika and Chris for a drink in the cafe at Regent’s Park. In this heat I can hardly walk. I’m pretty much spherical now. If it didn’t risk crushing the baby I’d seriously consider asking friends to roll me to places. We sat down at a table under some trees with iced lemonade, and I recounted the argument.

      ‘Everything Adam said makes perfect sense. And as he left he made a good point, we had made a decision, but all I could think was, since when do you use the phrase FYI?’

      ‘Eeuw,’ said Marika opening a sachet of sugar and putting it into her coke. ‘Milan said capishe the other day,’

      ‘You’re adding sugar to Coke? Do you know what sugar does to babies?’ said Chris in horror.

      ‘It’s a craving Chris,’ snapped Marika. ‘And I have two babies in here.’

      ‘What does sugar do to babies?’ I asked.

      ‘It makes them sweeter,’ said Marika. ‘Now back to you Cokes. Unlike you, I have been reading my baby books and it says that in the final weeks of gestation the mother emotionally pushes the husband away to care for her baby.’

      ‘I can’t stand the word gestation,’ said Chris.

      ‘But this is about Rosencrantz as well,’ I said.

      ‘Who is also your baby,’ said Marika. ‘He needs you.’

      ‘What was it like when you came out of rehab Chris?’ I asked.

      ‘Tough. I came and stayed at your house, remember? When your mum and dad went off on the QEII.’

      ‘See, you needed a home and you came to my house, I mean our house. Shit, I’ve only been married for eleven months. What if he leaves me…’ my voice trailed off when I realised that could be true.

      ‘He won’t leave you hun,’ said Marika.

      ‘He won’t,’ added Chris.

      ‘What should I do?’

      ‘I hate to get all businesslike Cokes,’ said Chris. ‘But I need to know if you’re going to buy Strangeways Farm. I’ve had another offer, and I need to tell them yes or no.’

      We parted ways on Baker Street. I grabbed some milk in the Tesco Metro then made my way home. I waited for the traffic light to change then waddled across the road. I reached the pavement and rounded the corner to my house. I stopped. The pavement in front was being cordoned off. A van had pulled up, and some young guys in jeans and sleeveless hi-visibility jackets were unloading red plastic barriers. I watched as they placed them on exactly the same bit of pavement as my dream. I looked at the steps up to my front door in the distance, but it was empty.

      ‘Excuse me,’ I said to a one of the guys. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Re-surfacing,’ he said putting down the last barrier.

      ‘With cement?’ I asked.

      ‘Yeah.’

      I clutched my chest in horror. ‘Since when?’

      ‘There’s been a sign up about it for a month,’ he said pointing to a tiny square taped high up on the lamppost. It was written in a miniature script, impossible to read. It must be a co-incidence, I thought.

      I walked along a little then stopped. I had a feeling someone was behind me.

      I turned.

      A woman who looked like Regina Battenberg had just crossed at the traffic lights further down and was walking towards me. She wore jeans and a dark short-sleeved blouse. Her long black hair was down. The woman spotted me and started to hurry towards me. I panicked, dropped my shopping and began to waddle away like a mad little weeble.

      I heard the woman call my name. I turned, and saw she was gaining on me. I hurried even more. I had an image of this Battenberg-a-like putting her head down and galloping towards me like a werewolf clutching a knife. I gave a squeak of fear and ran up the steps to the front door. I scrabbled around in my handbag for my keys… I dropped them on the floor… I was now in a blind panic. She had now reached the end of my road, just a few houses away. Any second she would appear between the gate posts. I pulled the dead woman’s grabber from my bag and lunged for the front door key…. I hooked the grabber through the key ring and hoisted my keys up. I found the right one and scrabbled at the lock until it went in. I turned the key, fought my way through the door and slammed it shut, locking the dead bolt and pushing the chain across.

      I nearly peed myself when Rocco barked, I stumbled forwards, knocking a pile of letters off the hall table with my bump. I saw my sweaty wild face in the mirror.

      ‘It was a daydream,’ I said. I waited for half a minute, I breathed. Then the doorbell rang! I looked at Rocco. It rang again. I put the chain on and opened the door.

      The woman stood facing me on the doorstep. She had on flat tennis shoes, blue jeans, the aforementioned black blouse, and a canvas bag slung over her shoulder. She looked to be in her sixties; her long hair was dyed black and hung loose, but she had a pale face devoid of make-up

      ‘Hello, Coco dear,’ she said. ‘It’s me. Regina Battenberg...’

      I looked her up and down. Her eyes were very tiny, her lips were thin.

      ‘Don’t you recognise me dear?’ she said.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Good. I’m going incognito. Can I please come in?’

      I opened the door and she came in. She took her shoes off.

      ‘Would you like a drink? I think I’ve got some nice white wine in the fridge.’

      ‘No thank you, but a soft drink would be fandabidoze,’ she said. She seemed nervous. We went into the kitchen, and she perched on a stool at the breakfast bar whilst I got a jug of lemonade from the fridge. I watched her cuddle Rocco, her red nails disappearing into his pale fur. My mind was whirring, it was all so bizarre.

      ‘Regina. You’re going to have to help me out,’ I said putting down the jug and pulling two glasses out of the cupboard. ‘Why are you here?’

      ‘I’m here to say sorry,’ she said, but first I have to give you this. She opened her bag, pulled out a little white envelope and slid it across the breakfast bar. On it was written “MUM x” I tore the envelope open and inside was a note from Rosencrantz.
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      I looked up at Regina who was watching me closely. I leaned across and tried to hug her but my bump nearly knocked her off her stool. She laughed and came round to hug me from the side. The shoulder of her blouse smelt of lavender.

      ‘Are you okay dear?’ she asked.

      ‘No. Not really all that fandabidoze…’ I grinned. ‘Thank you for doing this.’

      ‘He’s a lovely lad Coco. I’ve seen him somewhere before…’

      ‘He’s my son.’

      ‘Oh, I know that. Was he in a play, or was it a film?’

      ‘He was in Chasing Diana Spencer: The Musical, at the Edinburgh Festival… Remember? You had a show up there too.’

      ‘Of course, yes. So many things are a blur…’ she took a sip of her lemonade and looked off into the distance, contemplating.

      ‘So, you were in Pathways with Rosencrantz for?’

      ‘Alcohol? Yes. My name is Regina Battenberg and I’m an alcoholic.’

      ‘I always thought you were a bit eccentric.’

      ‘I am dear, but I’m also a swallower when I should really be a spitter.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Wine Coco. When I started out I only used to have a drink with my supper. But Window Box Winemaking changed everything. There were product launches, and television shows, personal appearances at vineyards. I grew up very poor Coco. Spitting out perfectly lovely wine was abhorrent to me, so I swallowed. I swallowed an awful lot…’

      ‘But you’re better now?’

      ‘Yes. I experience every day with an alarming clarity.’

      ‘Are you writing a new book?’

      She laughed.

      ‘I don’t know if there is much market for a teetotal holocaust denying wine connoisseur.’

      ‘You didn’t deny the holocaust.’

      ‘I can barely remember what I said Coco. But that is not why I’m here. I’m here to apologise to you, for my ninth step. I’m very sorry.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I said.

      ‘I knew you were eating Pippin’s dog biscuits…’

      ‘That’s okay.’

      ‘And I stole that slot on ‘This Morning’ from you…’

      ‘You did?’

      ‘And do you remember when you came to watch my show at the Edinburgh Festival?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And I called you up on stage to do that bit where an audience member stomps on the grapes in the bucket.’

      ‘It was a bowl…’

      ‘Yes a bowl. Well I planted that corn plaster in the bowl.’

      ‘I know you did.’

      ‘I could see how embarrassed you were when I held it up to the audience.’

      ‘I was.’

      ‘I’m sorry… You have such nice feet Coco. I kept seeing you around Edinburgh wearing such elegant sandals.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Look at my feet!’ she said pulling off the socks she was wearing. Her feet were lumpy and swollen with a prominent bunion on each toe. ‘I’ve got such horrible feet.’

      I realised then and there that Regina Battenberg was no longer my nemesis.

      ‘What are you going to do?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘I’ve earned all this money. I thought maybe I should start to enjoy it. My son and his wife live in Australia, and they’re expecting. I think I might pay them a visit, let my hair go grey, and fade into delicious obscurity.’

      She gave me another big hug. As she was leaving I asked if she knew what Angie was doing.

      ‘The last I heard she went to Burning Man,’ said Regina.

      ‘Burning Man? The thing in the desert?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘The hippyish thing with no mobile phones, no hair straighteners… no irony?’

      ‘That’s the one dear,’ she said. She kissed me on the cheek and made her way down the steps. At the end of the road hailed a taxi. She still had to go and apologise to Martin Amis and Sue Pollard. Quite why, I’m not sure. We’ve said we’ll keep in touch. I’ve no idea if we will.

      Adam came home late after his double shift at the bar. I showed him the letter, and explained to him what had happened.

      ‘We should go for it,’ I said. ‘We should accept the offer and move to the farm.’

      ‘You won’t regret this Cokes, I’m going to make an amazing new life for us,’ he said and threw his arms around me.

      

      Thursday 4th July

      

      So much has happened in the last 24 hours. After his initial excitement, Adam has gone into panic mode. We phoned Bonham & Son last night and accepted the offer. I then phoned Chris and told him we were going to buy Strangeways farm.

      Then Adam quit his job at the bar, and I booked a removal company to come and re-pack everything.

      ‘I’m so unprepared to start a micro-brewery,’ said Adam. ‘That batch of beer I made was disgusting… What are we going to do?’

      ‘We need a habitable house first. I’m not having our baby live in that place with the single glazing, Formica and floaters in the loo…’

      

      Friday 5th July

      

      We met Chris and drove out today to Strangeways Farm. When we opened up the house, my nesting instinct kicked in with a vengeance. I marched round, with Chris and Adam running after me.

      ‘These have all got to go,’ I said pointing at the crumbling appliances in the kitchen.

      ‘I’ve got my baby belling stove, and that Euro 2008 beer fridge which could tide us over,’ said Adam.

      ‘No. I want a completely new kitchen like the one I’ve got at home.’

      ‘Cokes. You could have the baby any day… isn’t it too much?’

      ‘You wanted to do this Adam, and I do too. But our baby must have the same quality of life as we do in London. Like the Queen Mother wanted when she was booted out of Buckingham Palace.’

      ‘She wasn’t booted out, her daughter became Queen,’ said Adam.

      ‘And what she actually said was that she wanted to be kept in the style as to which she was accustomed,’ said Chris.

      ‘You got that Adam? The style to which I am accustomed. So we’re having a new kitchen.’

      ‘Have we got enough time?’ he asked.

      ‘Well you’d better get cracking,’ I said. Adam nodded nervously and wrote it down. We then went upstairs.

      ‘This bathroom needs to be ripped out. I want a shower and a bath, no worries if we can’t get a bidet; I only ever used ours at Christmas to defrost the turkey. Put in a heated towel rail and new double-glazed windows. In fact double-glaze the whole house. No, triple-glaze!’

      We then went to the bedrooms.

      ‘Hire a skip, get rid of it all…’ I said shuddering at the wonky little single beds. ‘What’s under these carpets?’ Chris and Adam hurried to the corner and pulled up a piece of the thin moulding carpet. Underneath were floorboards.

      ‘Lovely. Hire a sander and a polisher.’ We came back downstairs.

      ‘I want a new front door, and a new back door, thick wood with proper locks and no glass. I want a new toilet down here.’ I said as we came into the hall. ‘We also need fast broadband, telephone, a Sky box, and a letter box with those little bristles on it.’

      ‘Why with bristles?’ asked Adam. A gust of wind roared round the house and lifted the letterbox up with a thwap.

      ‘That’s why… Have the central heating checked. If there are any doubts, have it replaced. Ditto the loft insulation.’

      ‘I love a woman in control,’ said Chris looking at me with Judy Garland-esque love in his eyes.

      ‘I’m nesting,’ I said.

      ‘Extreme nesting,’ said Adam staring at the pad.

      ‘That sounds like an amazing idea for a reality show,’ said Chris, ‘Extreme nesting!’

      ‘You were a bit theatrical there,’ grinned Adam as he drove us back home along the M25. ‘It was for Chris’s benefit, yes?’

      ‘No. I was serious Adam. You had this idea to move and I’m now on board a hundred per-cent.’

      ‘You need to be realistic Coco. Everything you asked for, in less a month?’

      ‘I am realistic. I know what you can achieve. You need to make it happen.’

      ‘Have we got enough time?’ said Adam.

      ‘I don’t know. But if anyone can do it, you can,’ I said. Adam was quiet for the rest of the journey home.

      

      Saturday 6th July

      

      Our solicitor Mr Parkinson phoned this morning to say that contracts on the house will be exchanged in twenty-eight days. I was on the computer choosing new windows when Adam answered the phone.

      ‘That’s far too slow!’ I said. ‘Tell him there’s a baby on the way. Tell him I’m not crossing my legs and holding it in for anyone!’

      ‘I’m not saying that!’ hissed Adam with his hand over the receiver. I heaved myself up and grabbed it from him.

      ‘Hello Mr Parkinson, I’m very pregnant,’ I said.

      ‘Ah, hello… um, Ms Pregnant,’ said the solicitor.

      ‘No, my name isn’t ‘very pregnant’, I’m Coco Pinchard, homeowner, and I am very pregnant. We need you to move a bit quicker please with this whole house selling thing.’

      ‘Mrs Pinchard I assure you, I’m moving as fast as I can, but you have to understand there is a process.’

      ‘Mr Parkinson, I’m going through my own process here,’ I said. ‘My boobs are already producing milk…’

      There was a pause.

      ‘They are?’ he asked uncomfortably.

      ‘Yes, and at any moment my mucus plug could disintegrate, and my waters break… I’m only a sneeze or a spicy curry away from pushing this baby out.’

      ‘Coco, stop!’ hissed Adam trying to grab the phone from me. I batted him away.

      ‘And Mr Parkinson, do you know how difficult it’s going to be to get me to move out if this baby arrives? I’ll be nesting… Do you want to have to deal with a territorial nesting woman?’

      Mr Parkinson cleared his throat awkwardly.

      ‘Well, um Mrs Pinchard, I’ll take this all on board and see what I can do.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I said.

      ‘Jeez Coco,’ said Adam when I came off the phone.

      ‘Jeez what? I’ve had to listen to doctors and midwives talking about me like a farm animal. I might as well use all this indignity to my advantage.’

      

      Sunday 7th July

      

      With terrifying efficiency I have chosen a kitchen and bathroom for the new house, hired a company to supply new windows and doors, and found a contractor who will do it all in the next three weeks.

      Mr Parkinson rang and was relieved when Adam answered. He said he’s managed to work a miracle and all parties will be coming round tomorrow to exchange contracts.

      Result.

      

      Monday 8th July

      

      I lay awake last night imagining what our new owners would be like. It would be wonderful if they were creative types. A Turner Prize-winning artist, or a prominent left-leaning journalist, an actor – or even a writer. Well maybe not a writer, or at least not one who is more successful than me. I still nurture the fantasy of having a blue plaque installed on the wall outside reading: COCO PINCHARD, WRITER, LIVED HERE 1967 - … actually, the blue plaque can wait. I have a lot more life I want to live. Still, it does make me realise just how bloody long this has been my house. It will be surreal to finally leave.

      I was still tidying up old tights and Rocco’s squeaky toys when the doorbell rang. The new owners and their solicitor accompanied Mr Parkinson. The new owners weren’t remotely arty, a rather fat sweaty banker in his fifties and a mousey woman with a bowl cut. They introduced themselves as “the Warburtons”. As if they were a vaudeville act, not two individual people.

      ‘Good lord woman, I can see why the urgency to move!’ said Mr Warburton, taking in my huge bump. Mrs Warburton was terrified of dogs and screamed when Rocco padded up and stared at her.

      ‘He’s very loving,’ I said, but she began to hyperventilate so I let him out in the garden. Adam showed everyone into the kitchen and we all crowded round the breakfast bar and went through the paperwork. Then we all signed the contracts, and that was it. I thought it might have been more memorable.

      ‘Right,’ said Mr Parkinson eyeing my bump as if it were about to explode. ‘All parties are going to work very hard to get this finalised in the next ten days? Yes?’

      Everyone nodded.

      ‘Bloody good to hear,’ said Mr Warburton. ‘Poor old Celia is getting hotel fatigue.’

      ‘That soon?’ I said. ‘I’m not due till the eighth of August…’

      Mr Parkinson looked exasperated. ‘Mrs Pinchard, we’ve all worked very hard to put this through at an extraordinary speed for your impending offspring.’

      ‘I’m not a farm animal!’ I said. ‘I will give birth when I give birth. Do you know how hard it is? People think it’s easy…’

      ‘Oh it’s not easy dear, both mine were breach, seventeen stitches,’ said Mrs Warburton.

      ‘Why do people have to say things like that?’ I shrilled. ‘It’s not helpful!’

      There was an awkward pause.

      ‘Look, let’s let nature take its course,’ said Mr Warburton. ‘Celia, I’ll buy you that cruise on the QEII you keep harping on about.’

      ‘I want one of the big suites,’ she said warming to this. ‘And I want to sit at the Captain’s table.’

      ‘If you’re really good, I’ll pay him extra to bounce you on his knee with no knickers on!’ Mr Warburton said raising his eyebrows at Adam conspiratorially.

      ‘Fine,’ said Celia. ‘Nice to meet you all, I’ll be waiting in the car.’ She hitched her handbag over her arm and left.

      ‘So we’ll complete? When?’ snapped Mr Parkinson.

      ‘You will aim for Coco’s due date and if anything happens before, I’ll work out a solution,’ said Adam taking me in his arms. ‘Is that okay Cokes?’

      I nodded and put my head against his chest.

      ‘Fine,’ said Mr Parkinson. As everyone left, they must have thought we were nuts. I feel we are a bit nuts too. The solicitors went off down the steps to the front gate as Mrs Cohen came out with a duster.

      ‘Hello,’ said Mr Warburton stopping to eye her up. ‘I’ll be your new neighbour.’

      ‘Hello, I’m Mrs Cohen,’ she said pocketing her duster and shaking his hand.

      ‘We’ll have to have you over, my wife Celia does a beautiful fondue pot.’

      ‘Oh. That would be lovely,’ giggled Mrs Cohen coquettishly.

      Adam squeezed my hand and indicated we should go inside. We said goodbye, but Mr Warburton was blind to us and only had eyes for the bony Mrs Cohen.

      

      Tuesday 9th July

      

      We have dusted off my credit cards to tide us over until we receive the money for the house. And Rosencrantz is coming out of rehab on Thursday…

      

      Wednesday 10th July

      

      I had my thirty-six-week appointment with midwife Justine today. It was very hot and all the windows were open at the surgery.

      Things were a little awkward; the last time we’d met was at Rosencrantz’s intervention/baby shower.

      ‘Have you decided which hospital you want to give birth in?’ she asked as she tested my urine sample with a little stick and measured my blood pressure.

      ‘I can choose?’

      ‘Yes, the NHS has ‘choose and book’. You can look at hospital statistics, mortality rates, what the food is like, if there’s free parking… You can even write a review!’

      ‘Sounds just like Amazon.’

      ‘But obviously the hospital can’t guarantee same-day delivery,’ she joked. ‘Some women spend days in labour!’

      ‘I’m going to go for University College Hospital. Can I have a Caesarian through choose and book?’

      ‘I don’t recommend it, if the mother doesn’t need it. It might be nice and quick like opening a tent flap, but there’s weeks of recovery, and you’re moving to a farm.’

      ‘I won’t be shovelling manure for a while,’ I said. She then explained how during a vaginal birth the baby is coated with some ‘rather marvellous bacteria’ that are crucial for the baby’s immunity… she then asked if I’d like a laxative before the birth so I don’t ‘mess myself’ during labour… I long to get this baby out of me, if only to stop these deeply embarrassing conversations.

      When I got home my Skype began to trill. It was Meryl. She was back in her living room! The geese were taking flight above her hair, and Tony was beside her, bouncing Wilfred on his knee.

      ‘Ooh, look at you Coco! About to pop!’ she said peering into the webcam.

      ‘Hi Meryl I’ve just had my thirty-six-week check-up,’ I said.

      ‘With the midwife whose father does tricks?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘It’s a pity he can’t magic your baby out,’ said Tony. ‘Meryl’s labour was epic! Hours and hours of pain…’

      ‘Yes, it was,’ said Meryl. ‘A hundred and twenty-six hours I was in labour, Coco! A hundred and twenty-six! I was only one hour off that film, ‘127 Hours. And I would rather have cut my own arm off, believe you me.’

      ‘Meryl…’ I said.

      ‘Apparently Coco, I had a very stubborn cervix. It refused to dilate. I went through six midwives; they all gave me a membrane sweep. Even the one with the false stick-on nails, after which, if I hadn’t been in terrible agony, I’d have asked to speak to her superior.’

      ‘Meryl please…’ I said.

      ‘You know what did it in the end? Tony offered to do a membrane sweep himself. He popped his fingers in and within ten minutes I was fully dilated… I think it’s because of all the woodwork he does, planing the coffins. His hands are much rougher which really helped disperse the cells in my vag…’

      ‘Meryl I don’t want to know!’ I said. She looked a bit hurt. Why do people think I want to hear this? It’s fine to talk about it when it’s not happening to you. But this is real and happening to me now, and I’m scared.

      ‘Yes. Point taken. I’m sorry dear,’ said Meryl. ‘Do you notice something?’ she added excitedly.

      ‘Yes… Of course, you and Tony are back together,’ I said.

      ‘What? Oh yes we are, no I wasn’t talking about that. Look, we’ve got new curtains!’

      Meryl angled the webcam round and proudly showed the new purple curtains she’d made with matching tie backs, and a ruched pelmet.

      ‘They’re very nice,’ I said. ‘But when did you two reconcile?’

      ‘Throwback Thursday!’ grinned Tony bearing down on the webcam with a red face. ‘I won her back with the Throwback Thursday picture of us in ‘A Clockwork Orange’!’

      ‘He didn’t know anything about Throwback Thursday,’ said Meryl. ‘He just happened to post it on a Thursday…’

      ‘Yes! I didn’t know about it I just happened to post it on a Thursday!’ he repeated. ‘We’ve decided to call it quits.’

      ‘Yes, that Mai Ling wasn’t all that she cracked up to be. Chinese people can be very cruel,’ said Meryl. ‘She kicked the next door neighbour’s cat!’

      ‘And besides, if we split the proceeds of this house we’d have to downsize drastically,’ said Tony.

      ‘Which neither of us wants to do,’ added Meryl patting his knee.

      ‘Well, congratulations,’ I said. ‘Look I’ve got to go. I’ve got lots to do and Rosencrantz is coming home tomorrow.’

      ‘That’s why I called,’ said Meryl. ‘Do you want us there? I can whip up a flan and we can come down in the hearse, no problem…’

      ‘No, I think we’re just going to keep things low-key.’

      ‘Okay dear. Do keep in touch about the birth! And Tony is here if you need him!’

      Tony wiggled his fingers and raised his eyebrows. I quickly hung up, feeling nauseous.

      

      Thursday 11th July

      

      I had a phone call last night to say Rosencrantz would be leaving Pathways at seven in the morning. I got up very early and scoured the house for painkillers, and anything containing alcohol, including mouthwash and anti-bacterial hand gel.

      ‘I really don’t think Rosencrantz is going to drink anti-bacterial hand gel,’ said Adam as I bustled about with a bin-liner.

      ‘But you’re not an alcoholic, it might be quite nice with a mixer… Maybe I should sling out the mixers too,’ I said dragging the bin liner into the kitchen.

      When the house was clear, we drove over to West London. The clinic sat on a non-descript street of terraced houses. Shortly after six, Rosencrantz emerged wearing the same clothes he’d had on when he went in. His black eye had healed, his hair was longer and he had lost that thin haunted look. He bowled into me and we had a long hug.

      ‘I’m so sorry Adam,’ said Rosencrantz bursting into tears. Adam looked at him for a second and gave him a big hug too.

      ‘It’s all right mate,’ he said, his own voice choking up. We stood there a moment on the quiet street. The sun was up but it was still deliciously cool.

      ‘Did they give you a leaflet love? What to do next?’ I asked.

      ‘No leaflet, but basically I can never drink or do drugs again…’ We let this sink in for a moment.

      ‘You know what I do fancy that’s not been banned?’ he said.

      ‘What?’ I asked, nervously.

      ‘A Mc Donald’s breakfast.’

      ‘I think we can arrange that,’ said Adam. We drove around and found a little Mc Donald’s on Earl’s Court Road. We ordered three breakfasts, each with a towering latte.

      ‘Oh my God this is good,’ said Rosencrantz digging in. ‘The food in rehab was horrible.’

      ‘Thank you for your letter, love,’ I said. He grinned. He looked tired and worried, but his eyes had lost that haunted look.

      We told him all about selling the house, and moving, and the work going on at Strangeways Farm.

      ‘I don’t know how you’re fixed Rosencrantz,’ said Adam. ‘But I have to go away next week and project manage the house being redone. I wanted to know if you could look after your mum, be there to drive her to hospital if she goes into labour?’

      ‘You’d trust me to do that?’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘Yeah, I would,’ said Adam. ‘She’ll also keep you busy, she can’t pick up anything or tie her shoes!’

      ‘I’ve got the dead woman’s grabber though!’ and I told Rosencrantz the story of the short lady who drowned, and Kim Jong Lill, the Chinese kleptomaniac who actually stole the twelve pounds from Ethel’s handbag.

      ‘I’m so happy, not about the lady who drowned obviously, but that Nan knows I didn’t steal from her handbag,’ said Rosencrantz.

      

      Monday 15th July

      

      Rosencrantz is taking his role of designated driver very seriously. He has pinned a big map of London on the kitchen wall, and has drawn red lines from our house to University College Hospital. He has also stuck pins in at intervals along the route.

      ‘Why did you have to get such a huge map?’ I asked. ‘This goes down as far as Morden.’

      ‘Mum, stop moaning, this is serious. Now the route is fairly straightforward…’

      ‘What are these pins for?’

      ‘They are places where I can buy isotonic energy drinks and wet wipes, in case there’s a traffic jam. I also got these.’

      He pulled out a huge plastic bag full of change.

      ‘You can only park outside the hospital on a meter,’ he said.

      I was quite horrified with the sheer amount of coins in the clear plastic bag. All that money represented time on the meter, time that I could be in labour.

      

      Thursday 18th July

      

      The delivery of the new windows for the farmhouse is delayed until tomorrow afternoon, so Adam came back for the night.  At eight in the morning we practised the route, driving from outside the house to the front of the hospital. It’s less than two miles, but the traffic was horrendous, and it took an hour.

      ‘The route planner said twelve minutes,’ said Rosencrantz looking in dismay at the stopwatch on his phone.

      ‘It’s rush hour. It’ll be much quieter after ten.’

      ‘But the baby doesn’t know that. What do we do if you go into labour during rush hour?’

      ‘It’s okay. Babies never come as quickly as they do in TV and films.’

      Rosencrantz and Adam exchanged scandalised glances. I persuaded Adam to let us come and see what’s happening at Strangeways Farm.

      ‘Cokes, it’s all up in the air, things are waiting to be put in…’

      I said I wanted to see it, and that Rosencrantz could drive me back in the car, so we’d have transport while he was away.

      After lunch we drove down to Kent. Adam has removed the old orange sign at the bottom of the drive, and it’s been replaced with another reading “STRANGEWAYS WORKS ACCESS”

      There was heavy rain over the past few days. The back wheels of the Ka sank into the driveway and got stuck, whirring round and spraying mud up the back windows. We had to call Chris, who came to pull us out. He stepped down from the Landrover wearing a flat cap, long green wellies and a wax jacket, looking every inch the lord of the manor.

      ‘You shouldn’t be here Cokes. What if you go into labour?’ he asked.

      ‘Then we’ll drive home,’ I said through the car window. Chris didn’t look happy about this. ‘From when the waters break to when you actually give birth takes hours,’ I added.

      ‘Coco. There’s a whole article in this week’s Take a Break about women who gave birth quickly. One woman did it in four minutes, she sat on the loo, and it just popped out!’

      ‘Well however long my labour takes, I’m here now and I want to see the house,’ I said.

      Chris rolled his eyes, squelched over to the front of the car and hooked on a rope. He attached it to the back of his land rover and pulled us out and along to the house.

      ‘I didn’t want you to see it like this,’ said Adam when we were standing in the front garden that had been churned up by endless vans. The first thing I noticed were the new doors and double-glazed windows.

      ‘This is perfect,’ I said opening the solid front door. It was blond oak with a gold letterbox. We went inside and the house had a delicious wood smell. Blond oak double-glazed windows had been fitted in every room. The rustic farmhouse-style kitchen I picked out online had been fitted, with granite work surfaces and a stone sink under the window, looking out onto the deer park.

      ‘Oh my god,’ I said putting my hand to my mouth.

      ‘It’s your waters? Shit. You’re not having a Take a Break moment are you?’ asked Chris.

      ‘No! It’s just all the more real. I want to be here now, with this view.’ I said.

      ‘Maybe I should have shown you upstairs first,’ said Adam.

      ‘Let’s not see it, the bathroom is just an empty shell,’ said Chris, still convinced I could have a Take a Break birth and there was no toilet to catch it in. After one last look at the view, we said goodbye to Adam and Chris, and Rosencrantz drove us home. Although home is suddenly feeling like Strangeways Farm. I can’t wait to move.

      

      Sunday 22nd July

      

      The weather is beautiful at the moment. We’re spending all our time sitting in the garden under the shade of the pear tree, drinking iced tea. Daniel surprised me with a phone call saying he wanted to come and visit with Jennifer, to see the house for the last time.

      I was prepared for an awkward afternoon of Daniel lamenting his lost home and what is owed him, but it was rather surprising. First they announced that Jennifer is pregnant.

      ‘Pregnant? Congratulations!’ I said.

      ‘You seem to have set the trend for old mothers!’ Jennifer grinned. ‘Well mature, um sorry.’

      ‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’m just surprised.’

      ‘What I meant to say is that you’ve proved it’s never too late to move on and do all the things you dreamed of. I always wanted a baby,’ said Jennifer.

      ‘Was it a surprise, Dad?’ asked Rosencrantz.

      ‘Well, at first, yes. I’m very happy,’ he said grabbing Jennifer’s hand and kissing her.

      ‘Why don’t you show me round the house?’ said Jennifer to Rosencrantz. I could sense she was deliberately leaving me alone with Daniel.

      ‘Sure,’ said Rosencrantz, and they went off inside. Daniel pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his jeans.

      ‘Do you mind Cokes?’

      ‘No. Go on,’ I said.

      He lit up and filled up my glass from the jug on the table. He grinned at me.

      ‘What?’ I asked.

      ‘Do you remember the first time I came to this house?’

      ‘Yes. It was Christmas and you pretended to be a carol singer so you could see me.’

      ‘Your mother wouldn’t have opened the door otherwise,’ said Daniel taking a drag of his cigarette.

      ‘Would you do the same for Jennifer?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘If you couldn’t see her. Would you traipse across London in the cold and refuse to take no for an answer?’

      ‘Yeah. I would,’ he grinned. Then he looked serious. ‘Cokes. Do you ever think about what would have happened if I hadn’t…’

      ‘If you hadn’t met me?’

      ‘No. If I, if you hadn’t… caught me shagging Snow White in our bed.’ He seemed serious.

      ‘I used to Daniel, all the time. But not much now.’

      Daniel turned to check that Jennifer was still inside with Rosencrantz. He took my hand.

      ‘I think about it a lot, and I regret it even more.’

      ‘Come on, there’s no need. You’re having a baby. Jennifer is lovely.’

      ‘I’m happy Coco, really. But a part of me thinks, what if? What if we were still together?’

      ‘Do you think we’d be happy?’ I asked.

      ‘I probably would be… Do you hate me Coco?’

      ‘No. I don’t.’

      ‘I still hate myself.’

      ‘Well you shouldn’t. It’s been and gone, and done and dusted. And it’s resulted in two new babies. Who knows what they’ll go on to do in life? My baby might find a cure for some disease. Your baby could finally end poverty!’

      ‘So you’re saying that because I shagged Snow White, I could actually contribute towards the end of world hunger?’

      ‘No. It’s what I was forced to do afterwards that made the difference… I had to move on.’

      Daniel nodded sagely. ‘Cokes, can we be friends?’ he asked.

      ‘We are.’

      ‘No properly. Proper friends. I’m truly sorry I hurt you. I was the fool who spent twenty years with you and didn’t realise what a good thing I was on to… Friends?’

      ‘Yes, friends,’ I said reaching out and holding his hand, and I meant it. We were both smiling when Rosencrantz came back with Jennifer.

      ‘Did Daniel tell you his news?’ said Jennifer.

      ‘There’s more news?’

      ‘He’s just got funding to write and workshop a new opera.’

      ‘Well it was Jennifer’s pal who knew someone at Opera North,’ said Daniel sheepishly.

      ‘But it was your demo which got you the job. I made him a demo  on my computer,’ said Jennifer.

      ‘I think we’ve got loads to toast,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘To the babies and the opera.’

      We all clinked our glasses. They stayed for a couple of hours, and then went off for supper in town. An incredible feeling of calm washed over me. For the first time in years I felt at peace with what had happened with Daniel and me. I hoped he could finally get his life on track and be happy.

      

      Monday 23rd July

      

      I had a nightmare-free night and woke up so excited about everything – the future, moving house, meeting my new son. Then Daniel phoned and the world turned upside down.

      ‘Coco,’ he said through tears. ‘Coco, Mum’s dead.’

      I had just settled down with a book in the garden.

      ‘What?’ I said.

      ‘Mum, she went shopping this morning, I don’t know what for. Something at the pound shop in Catford I think… She was crossing the road and a car hit her. She’s dead Coco.’ He began sobbing uncontrollably.

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Course I’m bloody sure. I’m at Lewisham Hospital. I’ve just had to identify her body. Oh God Coco, it was terrible. They hit her so hard… Can you come? Or can Rosencrantz?’

      ‘We’ll both come,’ I said. ‘Just sit tight, we’ll be there as soon as we can.’

      I came off the phone and told Rosencrantz. We just couldn’t believe it. He pulled us together and we left the house ten minutes later. It took an hour to drive over to Lewisham.

      I kept thinking how I’d wanted Ethel to see my baby, and come to the farm.

      Daniel was sitting in the hospital waiting area. He had in his lap a huge clear plastic bag with Ethel’s pale shiny handbag, her gold necklace and her teeth. Rosencrantz took the bag from Daniel and turned it over in his hand.

      ‘The car didn’t stop. Hit and run,’ said Daniel tonelessly. ‘They’ve got the bastards on CCTV though.’

      None of us knew what to say. We went to the cafeteria and sat with plastic cups of disgusting tea. We were silent for a long time.

      ‘I didn’t get to tell her Jennifer was pregnant,’ said Daniel. ‘She’ll never know.’

      Rosencrantz put his arm round his dad.

      ‘What happens now?’ I said.

      ‘There’s going to be an inquest, they have to keep her body…  I don’t know when there can be a funeral. Which will be complicated.’

      ‘Let’s not think about that now,’ I said. ‘Where’s Jennifer?’

      ‘She’s at Abbey Road, playing for a film score.’

      ‘When will she be finished?’

      ‘Later this afternoon.’

      ‘Do you want us to drive you home?’ I asked. He nodded.

      We all got back in the car and Rosencrantz drove us across London. It was hot and busy and I desperately wanted the car journey to be over. Finally we reached Baker Street.

      ‘I’ll get out by Regent’s Park love,’ I said. ‘I need to be at home, because of… well.’

      ‘Yes Cokes. Look after that baby,’ said Daniel. He gave me a long hug, and I told him to call me any time. Rosencrantz said he would be back soon and set off with his Dad for Hampstead. I watched them drive away, and slowly shuffled off towards home. I was exhausted by the time I got to the entrance of Regent’s Park, so I sat down on a bench.

      I thought about everything that had to be done when someone died. We’d have to phone Meryl and Tony, I’d have to tell Adam. Ethel’s things would have to be collected. And a yawning hole had opened up in my life.

      Rocco came running up to see me when I got home. I closed the front door and leant down to cuddle his soft fur.

      ‘’Ere ’ow long ’ave you ’ad my bloody salad spinner?’ said a voice. I looked up. Ethel was standing in the hallway holding out a faded red plastic salad spinner.

      ‘Ethel?’ I said collapsing back against the front door.

      ‘Oh gawd, there’s no need to be a drama queen. Just say you nicked it, iss fine.’

      I stared at her open mouthed.

      ‘What? Okay, this is the last key,’ she said walking up to the hall table and slapping it down. ‘But for once I’ve got me reasons. You’re about to move ’ouse and who knows what you’ve got that belongs to me…’

      I started to cry.

      ‘Oh blimey. Coco love, I know it’s yer ’ormones but I ’aven’t got time for tears… I tell you I’ve ’ad a gut full. That bloody Kim Jong Lill went on a kleptomaniac spree this morning. Went off with me ’andbag, me purse and a load of me clothes. I tell you, if I see her she’s dead…’

      Ethel could see my tears weren’t stopping.

      ‘Oh Ethel you’re alive!’ I cried and threw my arms round her neck hugging her tight.

      ‘Course I’m alive… but I ain’t no lezzer!’ she said pushing me away. I recounted everything that had happened, Daniel identifying her body in the morgue. She stared at me open mouthed.

      ‘Well thas’ charming! ’e can’t tell ’is own mother from a thief lying on the slab…’

      ‘What? He’s devastated Ethel.’

      ‘Not devastated enough to recognise ’is own mother! ’E thought I was bloody Kim Jong Lill?  Forty-five years I’ve been ’is Mother, and ’e mistakes me for a thieving fuckin’ Chinese woman!’

      I was still shaking from the shock, when water came gushing out from between my legs. I lifted my skirt and was speechless.

      ‘Well I’m a dead China woman, and yer waters ’ave just broken!’ said Ethel.

      ‘No no no no no,’ I’m not ready!’ I cried.

      ‘Thas’ a bit late love. You should ’ave said that to Adam nine months ago!’

      ‘No! Everything is still here, there’s no bathroom in the farmhouse!’

      ‘Iss okay love,’ she said realising what was happening. ‘’Ave yer contraptions started?’

      ‘Yes. Shit, I just felt one! It’s like Take a Break.’

      Ethel, being a huge Take a Break fan, and never missing an issue, knew exactly what was going on.

      ‘Oh Lord. Right where’s yer bag?’

      ‘It’s there by the door.’

      Ethel picked up my overnight bag.

      ‘You be a good boy Rocco, we’ll be back soon,’ she said patting him on the head. She helped me outside. I leaned on the wall as she locked the door.

      ‘I’m going to go an’ find a taxi,’ she said, and moved off quickly to the end of the road. I had to bend over the wall to steady myself. A few minutes later she came back.

      ‘None of ’em want to take a pregnant woman!’ shouted Ethel, as a taxi drove away with its light still on.

      ‘You didn’t have to tell them I’m pregnant!’ I shouted.

      ‘Iss bloody obvious yer pregnant!’ she said pointing at my bump and wet skirt. ‘An even if they don’t twig, what do I tell ’em? You’re a fat woman ’oose pissed ’erself?’

      A brown Volvo pulled up by the kerb in front of the house. Mr and Mrs Cohen got out.

      ‘’Ere, Mister Conan, ooooo!’ shouted Ethel. She ran to the Cohens’ car and leant in the window. ‘Coco’s waters ave broken. We need a lift to the hospital!’

      The Cohens had just returned from yet another a trip to France and their Volvo was full of wine and cassoulet.

      ‘Is it urgent?’ asked Mrs Cohen peering out at me.

      ‘Course it’s bloody urgent, she’s ’avin contraptions!’ said Ethel. Before they could say anything else Ethel opened the back door and helped me in.

      It was an awkward journey to the hospital. Any time spent around the Cohens is awkward, but this was more so because I was leaking where my waters had broken. Ethel surreptitiously found a Carrefour carrier bag, and pushed it under me.

      As we zoomed down Portland Street, I phoned Adam, Rosencrantz, Marika, and Chris but no one answered. I left panting messages that I had gone into labour.

      ‘Shouldn’t you ring your midwife?’ asked Mrs Cohen nervously when I worried that the baby’s head was coming.

      ‘Shit! Yes!’

      Midwife Justine answered after one ring. She sounded just as nervous and excited as I did.

      ‘Mrs Pinchard, I’ve just got one more lady to see and I’ll be there,’ she said.

      We pulled up outside the hospital and clambered out of the car, completely forgetting to thank the Cohens. Ethel lugged my bag, I lugged myself, and collapsed in a wheelchair when we got through the electric doors.

      And then, embarrassingly, I felt fine. A kind porter wheeled me up to the maternity unit. I was whisked into a cubicle, and a bored midwife examined me and said I was six centimetres dilated.

      ‘Woss that in inches?’ asked Ethel.

      ‘What does it matter?’ I said.

      ‘I can’t do centimetres! Iss’ double Dutch to me,’ said Ethel. ‘I’ve only just worked out ’ow to buy a few slices of cold beef in grams, bloody European Union!’

      The bored-looking midwife was staring at us, trying to work out our relationship.

      ‘She’s my mother-in-law,’ I said.

      She nodded sympathetically. Then midwife Justine came bundling in and found me a bed in a private room. She handed me a hospital gown, and as the amniotic fluid was starting to congeal on my legs, she pointed me in the direction of the shower.

      When I came out, wearing the horrible backless gown, Ethel was unpacking my bag.

      ‘What do yer need a plant spray for love?’ she asked. ‘The only plants I see are plastic?’

      ‘It’s for me, to be spritzed with…’

      ‘Gawd in my day you didn’t get spritzed. They gave you a stick to bite down on!’

      Just then another contraction hit me. Midwife Justine was on hand to time them with her little watch.

      ‘Where’s Adam?’ I grizzled.

      ‘I’ll go an’ see if I can phone ’im,’ said Ethel.

      For the next hour I alternated between feeling normal enough to sit up in bed and play I Spy with Ethel, and then doubled over in the most agonising pain. During a quiet moment Ethel was saying,

      ‘I spy with my little eye something beginning with D an’ R!’

      Daniel appeared in the doorway with Rosencrantz. They both looked between Ethel and me in shock. Then Daniel’s eyes rolled back into his head and he collapsed on the floor.

      I hadn’t got round to telling them Ethel was alive.

      Daniel was placed on the next bed in the delivery room and was unconscious for two contractions, which didn’t seem like long. All I could think was the baby was coming and Adam was nowhere to be found. When Daniel came round Ethel let him have it.

      ‘To think you couldn’t even identify yer own mother on the slab! Yer own flesh and blood!’ After ten minutes midwife Justine had Daniel and her removed. She then checked how far gone I was.

      ‘You’re still only six centimetres dilated,’ she said. ‘We might have a little longer to wait.’

      ‘Are you thirsty Mum?’ asked Rosencrantz. I nodded and he went off to get me some Lucozade.

      After a few minutes Meryl and Tony appeared.

      ‘Hello Coco! How are you doing?’ trilled Meryl.

      ‘I’m in labour,’ I said.

      ‘Now Coco are you wearing paper knickers?’

      ‘No,’ I said clamping my legs shut even tighter.

      ‘Just bear that in mind because Tony is here.’

      ‘What do you mean Tony is here?’ I said. ‘This is a maternity unit. If you don’t want him to see anyone’s vagina, send him away!’

      ‘Has she had any gas and air?’ asked Meryl.

      ‘No,’ said midwife Justine.

      ‘Ooh, you’re the girl who was at the baby shower-intervention. I did like your father and his cunning stunts!’ cooed Meryl.

      Justine flashed her Wallace and Grommit grin. Meryl grabbed my birth plan off the cabinet beside the bed.

      ‘Coco, you’ve hardly written a thing here,’ she scolded. ‘I had my birth plan laminated,’ she said to Justine. Just then Rosencrantz returned with a bottle of Lucozade. Meryl saw it and shuddered, recounting the story of the student doctors examining her, and how she thought the man from the drinks trolley had a feel too. Justine’s eyebrows shot up into her hairline.

      ‘Now Coco, have you changed your mind about a water birth, because I have brought a spare bikini top… Isn’t it silly you can’t just buy the top and not the bottoms?’ said Meryl.

      ‘I’m fine,’ I said.

      ‘Jolly good. Well if nothing is happening yet we’ll nip off for a cappuccino, come on Tony.’

      They left the room. Midwife Justine rounded on me.

      ‘Oh my God! She’s the crazy birth plan woman!’

      ‘No she’s not,’ I said.

      ‘Come on Coco, she just said verbatim what’s written on that birth plan. Why didn’t you tell me? Do you know it’s been shared online over 55,000 times? This is the equivalent of a religious person meeting the author of the Dead Sea Scrolls!’

      Another powerful contraction rolled over me and I began to scream. Rosencrantz came back in with Ethel and Daniel.

      ‘Where is Adam?’ I cried through gritted teeth. ‘I want Adam!’

      ‘He’s stuck on the M25 Mum, he’ll be here as soon as he can…’

      An hour later I was still only seven centimetres dilated. The room was now full of midwives; six in total. They were all trying to look busy but actually gawking at Meryl who was spritzing me with the plant spray.

      ‘I must say University College hospital is very good,’ said Meryl. ‘When I gave birth, I was left on my own several times. No one could give me any answers. They never told us that the birthing pool was so shallow. My husband Tony spent a fortune on a life jacket!’

      The midwives glanced at each other and suppressed a laugh.

      An hour later Rosencrantz came back to say that Adam was off the M25 and on his way into London.

      Another hour passed and the pain kept coming and going… Wave after wave of contractions… A doctor came and peered between my legs… He muttered something to midwife Justine.

      ‘You’re ten centimetres Coco! It’s time to push!’ she announced.

      ‘Oh my God where is Adaaaaaaaam!’ I grizzled as my body took over and I started to push.

      ‘I’m here, I’m here.’ Adam ran in and I was overwhelmed to see him. He was dressed in his old ripped jeans, a tight black t-shirt, and he had smears of grease on his strong forearms. He looked gorgeous.

      ‘I’m here Cokes,’ he said. He kissed me on my now purple forehead as I pushed with all my might.

      ‘Okay Coco, now rest for a moment, rest,’ said Justine. Adam took up plant spray duties as I tried to catch my breath.

      ‘What did I miss?’

      ‘Ethel died, and came back to life… Meryl is classed as a celebrity by the Royal College of Midwives… and I’m scaaaaaaaaaaaaared!’

      Another contraction hit me like a thunderbolt.

      ‘Push Coco PUSH!’ said Justine. I crushed Adam’s hand as I pushed as hard as I could.

      ‘Okay, he’s coming, I think maybe one more push,’ said Justine. I panted and heaved. Adam went to look at what was happening.

      ‘No!’ I said. ‘No! Stay by my head.’ Adam grinned and grabbed my hand tighter.

      ‘Oh my God, I can feel it coming!’ I shouted.

      ‘Okay Coco I think this is the one!’ said Justine. ‘I need you to push with all your might, don’t stop pushing!’

      Time seemed to slow down. It was as if for the past eight-and-a-half months I had been on a roller coaster ride… clank, clank, clank, clank… climbing up the track, shuddering and jolting along. Now I had reached the top and I could see the drop. I was about to be pulled along by the force of nature. My life was about to change forever. I took a deep breath, threw my head back and let out a screaming roar from the very depths of my soul. The pain was incredible. I felt myself stretch unbearably and then a release. I breathed. And then there was the sound of a tiny baby screaming.

      ‘It’s a girl!’ said Justine.

      ‘A girl?’ we both said.

      ‘Sorry, I mean a boy… sorry! I was so overwhelmed.’

      A tiny brown body was lifted up, covered in goo. From the back it looked like one of those tinned Fray Bentos suet pies before you put it in the oven. He came towards me still gooey, and I put out my arms and felt the weight of him on my chest. I looked into his brown eyes and his tiny screaming face and I was hit by a powerful feeling of love.

      ‘I want to call him Adam, after his Dad,’ I said. Adam puffed up his chest and looked all gorgeous and proud.

      ‘Yeah, let’s do that,’ he said. ‘Hello Adam.’

      Little Adam stopped crying and stared at us.

      

      A little while later I’d been cleaned up, and everyone came in to see us. Marika and Chris arrived as little Adam was just being weighed.

      ‘Where’s Adam?’ I asked midwife Justine.

      ‘’E’s sitting beside you, you plonker,’ said Ethel.

      ‘No, baby Adam?’

      Everyone approved of our choice of name. Justine brought him back, sleeping now. Everyone cooed at his tiny fingernails and wisps of black hair.

      ‘Oh wow,’ said Chris. ‘His eyes are like jewels.’

      ‘He’s beautiful,’ whispered Marika.

      ‘It’ll be your turn soon Marika,’ said Ethel. ‘An’ you’ve got to push two out!’

      Midwife Justine then ran me a bath. She gently lay little Adam on my chest and his little legs wiggled in the warm water. He reached out and closed his tiny hand around my finger and stared up at me with his big brown eyes. I was overwhelmed with love.

      We left the maternity unit a few hours later. It was bizarre to have staggered into the hospital in pain and fear, and then exit later that evening overwhelmed with love and cradling a tiny human being. I was exhausted and sore, but I refused the wheelchair and insisted on walking. We all crowded in the lift down to the ground floor. Adam had his arm protectively around me, and we all just stared at Little Adam sleeping. The lift stopped, and an elderly couple got in.

      ‘What a beautiful baby,’ cooed the old lady. I looked down at Little Adam, I don’t think she was just saying that… He really was beautiful.

      ‘He’s five pounds, four ounces,’ I said proudly.

      ‘Why do them prats in Europe make us weigh bananas down the market in grams?’ asked Ethel, ‘but newborn babies in pounds and ounces? 

      ‘It’s bloody Europe Mum…’ said Daniel.

      ‘Yes!’ agreed Meryl. ‘I asked for a pound of apples at our local market in Milton Keynes. By the look on the market trader’s face, you think I’d asked for marry-jewana!’ 

      The elderly couple nodded in agreement. 

      ‘Five pounds, four ounces is two thousand three hundred and eighty one point three six grams,’ said Tony working it out on his phone.

      ‘Ooh thas’ a lot of bananas Coco,’ said Ethel. Marika smiled and gave my hand a squeeze.

      Considering Little Adam’s weight and the size of his head, not freakishly huge, but still a little human head, I can’t believe I managed the birth with only one stitch. I’d confided my worries to Marika as she was helping me pack to leave the maternity unit.

      ‘No no no no no,’ she’d said, folding a mound of baby grows. ‘You have just given birth, Coco. You’ve given life! You’ve made another being. Rejoice! Don’t you dare get hung up about bucket fanny.’

      Midwife Justine had been very sad to see me leave. 

      ‘You were my first, Mrs Pinchard,’ she said. ‘The first baby I delivered…’

      ‘You were a natural,’ I said. I didn’t mention there had been five other midwives present.

      ‘I think it’s because of all the guinea pigs,’ she beamed. ‘Dad breeds them for his magic act and I was always there for the births.’

      ‘But you also trained as a midwife…’ I said.

      ‘Yes, but there’s so much theory. It was wonderful finally to have a real live mother and baby…  I imagined you were a guinea pig, and it worked!’

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just gave her a big hug. Midwife Justine and the other midwives had insisted on getting Meryl’s autograph. Surely she didn’t believe they wanted it because she was the ex-sister-in-law of a moderately successful author. The lift reached the ground floor and we all piled out. It was a warm balmy night when we emerged onto Warren Street. The traffic was quiet. It was as if London was taking a breather after all the drama. We said goodbye to Daniel and Jennifer, Meryl, Tony, and Ethel who went off to find an Aberdeen Angus Steakhouse to celebrate me giving birth, and Ethel still being alive.

      ‘I think I’ll just be toasting the birth,’ whispered Jennifer in my ear as we hugged. ‘Keep in touch, please,’ she said and hurried off to catch the others. Chris hailed a cab for him and Marika.

      ‘I don’t want to go back to the house,’ I announced suddenly. A cab pulled up at the kerb.

      ‘What?’ said Adam. I looked down at our tiny baby asleep in my arms.

      ‘It’s too… full of the past… What about the farmhouse?’

      ‘Cokes, it’s a building site,’ said Adam

      ‘Chris?’ I said. ‘I know it’s a huge thing to ask, but?’

      ‘Of course. Come and stay at Cheshire Hall,’ he grinned.

      ‘Are you sure Coco?’ said Marika. ‘I was going to be around to help.’

      ‘Yeah Mum,’ said Rosencrantz. ‘Don’t you want to be nesting?’

      I nodded. ‘I do, but I want to start nesting in the new place.’

      ‘Ok. I’ll go back and grab a load of things and Rocco, and drive the car down,’ he said.

      ‘I’ll come with you Rosencrantz,’ said Marika.

      ‘Okay, shall we take this cab to Cheshire Hall?’ said Chris

      ‘Are you okay with this Adam?’ I asked. He gave me a huge grin.

      ‘Whatever you want,’ he said. ‘You just made me the happiest man alive.’
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      Our first few days with Little Adam are a blur, Chris, Marika and Rosencrantz looked after me at Cheshire Hall, whilst Adam worked like crazy to get the house finished. Two weeks later we moved in. Strangeways Farm didn’t work for any of us as a name, so it officially became Steeplejack Farm. I think Lady Edwina must have heard Little Adam’s screams from the Lodge two miles away, because she sent over a welcome bottle of Tanqueray with a note saying,

      

      
        
        This will help you dear, in the first few weeks, and spare a little for the baby’s gums… THE DOWAGER x

      

      

      

      I did drink a little of the gin, and I’ve been close on several occasions to rubbing some on Little Adam’s gums. Adam has excelled himself with the renovations and transformed the rather shabby and dated single-glazed house into a beautiful cosy home. Our furniture fills the rooms perfectly. The new bathroom is gorgeous, with a freestanding bath under the window. We have no neighbours, so you can wallow and soak with a stunning view of the lake and deer park. During the restoration he uncovered an original fireplace in the living room, and one in the kitchen, and I love the smell and sound of an open fire blazing. 

      My favourite place of all is the kitchen. We have a blue Aga in the corner, and the back wall opposite the windows is lined with a wide work surface, cupboards, and a huge bookcase. A long scrubbed wooden table fills the centre of the room with a bench each side.

      The kitchen is a happy mess of laundry, baby paraphernalia, Rocco’s bed, and welly boots. Adam’s plans for our microbrewery are piled up and pinned to every available wall space. Through the windows, which run the length of the wall, we have an uninterrupted view of the beautiful countryside. 

      

      We had a dinner party this evening, in honour of Guy Fawkes night. Chris was the first to arrive. I was in the kitchen with four pounds of raw sausages, reading the instructions for the new cooker, when I heard his quad bike zooming over the field towards the house. A few moments later there was a knock at the door and he was standing outside with Angie! I squealed in delight and we hugged. Post-Burning Man she looked a different person, she had on very little make-up, she’d let her hair grow long. She looked relaxed, serene.

      ‘Look at you, farmer’s wife,’ she said taking in my kitchen and the Aga.

      ‘So did you find yourself in the desert?’ I asked.

      ‘Ish… I did come to terms with the fact I’m a short-arse,’ she grinned indicating her flat shoes. ‘Life’s too short for bunions.’

      ‘Angie, you do look like a different person, in a good way,’ said Chris.

      ‘Don’t be deceived. I’m still firing on all cylinders,’ she said. ‘I’ve just negotiated you a three-book deal with The House of Randoms.’

      ‘Really?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes. Agent Fergie was a shock hit for them, so once you get that baby off the tit you need to start writing.’

      Adam came in from building a bonfire out front.

      ‘Hey, Angie,’ he said giving her a big hug. ‘Coco’s missed you.’

      ‘And I miss the feel of a man,’ said Angie holding on to Adam tight. ‘Ooh. Coco, you’re a lucky girl.’ 

      ‘Tell me about it!’ said Chris. ‘The only eligible bachelor I came into contact with last week empties septic tanks for a living…’

      ‘You want some too Lord Cheshire?’ grinned Adam. He grabbed Chris in a bear hug, then tipped him back and leaned in for a smooch. Chris was yelling in shock, as Meryl walked in followed by Ethel and Tony.

      ‘Good Lord! It’s a very continental atmosphere in here,’ she shrilled looking at Adam about to snog Chris, and me and Angie clapping and laughing. 

      ‘That’ll see you through the long cold nights Chris,’ said Ethel winking and tapping her forehead. We all hugged and I reintroduced Angie to everyone.

      ‘So where’s the little nipper?’ asked Tony.

      ‘Tony! Don’t say nipper, it’s so common,’ scolded Meryl.

      Rosencrantz is just giving him a bath,’ I said. ‘They’ll be down in a minute.’

      ‘How is ’e?’ said Ethel. ‘Not started boozing again?’

      ‘Is Little Adam boozing already?’ grinned Tony.

      ‘Tony, don’t be so silly,’ hissed Meryl. ‘She means Rosencrantz.’

      ‘He’s great thank you,’ I said.

      ‘Glad to ’ear it love,’ smiled Ethel.

      ‘Now Coco I’ve brought some hand me downs of Wilfred’s for Little Adam…’ said Meryl putting a pile of beautiful little clothes on the kitchen table.

      ‘Ooh lovely,’ I said. ‘He’s outgrown so much already.’

      ‘Where’s Wilfred?’ said Adam.

      ‘Tony’s sister Diana is babysitting, which I’m not happy about…’ said Meryl.

      ‘What’s wrong with Diana?’ asked Tony.

      ‘What’s wrong with Diana?’ said Meryl. ‘Well for starters her husband has a Third Reich tea set!’

      ‘It’s not as if they drink out of it! It’s locked away in storage… You know they’re very valuable,’ he explained.

      Angie was staring at Meryl and Tony.

      ‘You should turn those two into a book,’ she whispered. ‘I guarantee it would be a best seller.’

      Rosencrantz came in carrying Little Adam who was looking all cute and sleepy in his green babygro, and Rocco trotted behind. Everyone went mad cooing and tickling. Little Adam looked a little bewildered.

      ‘It’s like he’s the newest member of One Direction,’ grinned Rosencrantz.

      ‘’As Little Adam still got the little duck I gave ’im?’ said Ethel.

      ‘Yes Nan, Dickie the Duck is his number one confidant,’ said Rosencrantz.

      ‘You look lovely too, I like yer ’air long,’ said Ethel ruffling Rosencrantz’s thick mane.

      Daniel then arrived with Jennifer – cue more cooing, she is five months pregnant – and I told everyone the news of my book deal. Adam opened his latest batch of beer for us to try, which is outstanding. He is hoping that we can launch our first ale next year – which he wants to call The Steeplejack.

      ‘Note everyone, I’m having Schloer,’ grinned Rosencrantz.

      Marika finally arrived with Milan as the guys, Angie and Ethel were lighting the bonfire. Meryl had the sausages sizzling on the grill, and jacket potatoes crisping in the oven. Jennifer was buttering rolls. 

      ‘Before I say hello to anyone I have to pee!’ announced Marika. She is quite enormous now being seven-and-a-half-months’ pregnant.

      ‘It’s just outside the kitchen door hun,’ I said. She groaned and waddled off out the door. Milan put down a huge pregnancy pillow, and a big Tesco bag full of snacks.

      ‘Sorry we’re late. We had to stop in six lay-bys for Marika to pee,’ said Milan. ‘We were questioned by the police in the sixth because they thought we were dogging.’

      The toilet flushed and Marika came waddling back in.

      ‘Did you tell them about the police?’ she snapped. ‘Bastards. I said, you try having twins dancing around on your bladder all day!’

      ‘They made her get out of the car to prove she was pregnant,’ said Milan.

      ‘Of course I look pregnant!’

      ‘You do and you’re blooming,’ said Milan putting his arms round her.

      ‘Don’t hug me, I’ll need to go again,’ she said kissing him, and eased herself onto the bench.

      After we’d eaten, everyone went back outside for the fireworks. Marika, Chris and Ethel stayed with Little Adam and me at the kitchen table. Through the long window we could see everyone bathed in the glow of the huge bonfire. The first firework shot up and exploded above their heads, and for a brief second illuminated their happy upturned faces.

      ‘I want to be you Coco,’ said Marika. ‘I want these babies out, now!’

      We all stared at Little Adam sleeping peacefully.

      ‘In six weeks time you’ll wish you could pop them back in for an hour and get some peace,’ I said.

      ‘Gawd, I’ve give anything to be a baby again,’ said Ethel.

      ‘Why would you want to be a baby?’ I asked.

      ‘I’d do things properly the second time round. I’d see the world, I’d be a right slag…’

      We all laughed.

      ‘I mean it! You can get away with bein’ a slag these days ’an I was a right looker. I turned down some cracking lads… I did!’ she insisted.

      ‘How is Rosencrantz doing?’ asked Chris.

      ‘He did his ninth step and is friends with Wayne and Oscar again,’ I said. ‘He’s so happy and relaxed here. He wants to help Adam with the microbrewery, and there is a very handsome lad in the village who is very interested in him.’

      ‘The guy who empties the septic tanks?’ asked Chris.

      ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He’s assured Rosencrantz he washes his hands thoroughly.’

      ‘I wish I could be young again too,’ said Chris wistfully.

      ‘Yer loaded love, you can buy yourself ten ’andsome lads!’ said Ethel. Little Adam woke and began to scream.

      ‘Oh God. How the bloody hell am I going to juggle two babies?’ asked Marika. 

      ‘You’re meant to hold them. Not juggle with them!’ grinned Chris.

      ‘And we’ll be here for you, always,’ I said.

      A Catherine Wheel began to spin and fizz, lighting up the kitchen. Milan, Daniel, Rosencrantz and Adam all came to the window. They pulled faces through the glass. I grinned back and held Little Adam up to see them. His big brown eyes settled on his gorgeous dad, bathed in the glow of the fire and he stopped crying. I went close to the window. Adam winked at us and mouthed, I love you. I smiled back, and was suddenly so excited about the future.
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      For Ricky and Lola, I know you can’t read this, because you‘re dogs, but you make our lives complete.
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      I never thought I would grow to love Aberystwyth so quickly. I thought I was a London girl through and through, but the dark beauty of Wales by the sea has captivated my heart. So too has Daniel Pinchard.

      We woke up entwined this morning in my high little attic room, with its rather precipitous view of the paved seafront promenade below. A storm had raged all night, the waves smashing into the concrete wall of the prom throwing up giant jets of seawater that slapped against my window. The Christmas lights strung on wires along the street lamps swung and clinked and as the green, red and blue shone through the rippling water coursing down my window, they gave it a deliciously romantic feel. All through this my dark and gorgeous Daniel was naked in my bed. He sleeps naked, which is something quite thrilling. He has a lithe muscular body with a smattering of hair on his beautiful chest and stomach, and he has long chestnut hair, almost to his shoulders. His eyes are a warm caramel colour, his lips full, his nose strong and he always has a dark line of stubble on his square jaw. I’m hopelessly in love.

      When I was preparing to come away to University my mother took me to buy ‘a suitable nightie’. This wasn’t because she wanted me to look good in bed for future lovers.

      ‘You’ll be sharing a house with other girls, and it’s Wales.’ She shuddered, thumbing through the racks of button-up-to-the-neck long nightgowns. ‘You need to show you're cosmopolitan, but not easy… Now do you want flame proof?’

      ‘In case some amorous suitor attacks me with a blow torch?’

      ‘Don’t be so ridiculous…’ she snapped, marching off to the till with something long and frilly.

      

      As I lay in only my knickers and no bra, watching Daniel sleep, I laughed at what my mother would think. The sea was now calm and there was just the caw of seagulls picking over the spoils thrown up by the storm and the drag of the waves on the shingle. I sat up and lit a cigarette. Daniel opened his eyes.

      ‘Morning Coco,’ he said stretching out his long, agile body.

      ‘It’s so romantic, after a storm,’ I said, as the sun began to shine through the window. ‘Look at the sea reaching out to the horizon glittering and smooth… infinite.’

      ‘You have the most excellent tits,’ said Daniel sitting up and taking a drag of my cigarette.

      ‘Daniel!’ I said. ‘I was being romantic.’

      ‘So was I,’ he grinned. ‘We’ve got three hours until we have to get the train back to London, let’s make the most of it…’ He leant over with a twinkle in his eye and stubbed out my cigarette, then pulled me on top of him.

      An hour later we had dragged ourselves out of bed and I was packing my suitcase.

      ‘Are the Bananas still here?’ asked Daniel pulling on his drainpipe jeans. I opened my door onto the landing and there was silence. The Bananas are my housemates Tania, Tanya and Claire. They’d already caught trains home for Christmas. The smell of them lingered though, a stench of hairspray, catching in the back of my throat with a sting. They’re all Bananarama mad, and have their hair done accordingly which involves discharging a whole can of Aquanet Super Hold on their wet hair whilst blow-drying furiously. I’ve asked Daniel if I should try mine this way, but he says he loves my blonde hair long and natural.

      Anyway, which Banana would you be?' he asked. 'Tania is Keren, Tanya is Sara and Claire is Siobhan. There’s nothing worse than being second banana, let alone fourth.'

      He had a point.

      

      We left my flat with a suitcase each and Daniel had his battered guitar case slung over his shoulder. We walked hand in hand along the prom, and made a beeline for our favourite café, Dai’s, a small squat building sandwiched between the amusement arcade and video shop on the pier. It used to be a serious rock-and-heavy-metal bar, until Dai bought it, a thin and wan Welshman with huge milky blue eyes. During term time it’s home to most of the arts faculty and Dai plays pop music. We grabbed a seat by the window looking out to sea. The café was full of people chattering and smoking above the hiss of the coffee machine.

      ‘Hello loves,’ said Dai listlessly wandering over with his pad. ‘I thought you’d be back in the smoke by now?’

      ‘No, our train is at two-thirty,’ I said sadly.

      ‘Yes, Christmas again,’ said Dai mournfully in his soft Welsh lilt. ‘It’ll just be me and mother, if I don’t strangle the old bag during The Two Ronnies… so, what will it be for the lovebirds?’

      I looked at Daniel.

      ‘I’m going to treat us. We’ll have two of your big breakfasts please,’ I said.

      ‘Tea or coffee?’

      ‘Tea.’

      He wrote it down and took our menus,

      ‘Won’t be a mo, loves,’ he said then wandered off to the kitchen.

      ‘Coco,’ said Daniel frowning. ‘I was just going to have a cuppa.’

      ‘You need the energy after last night,’ I said trying to keep my voice light.

      ‘You always treat me,’ he said lowering his voice.

      ‘Because I love you,’ I said, my heart sinking that the subject of money had arisen, again. I pulled out my pack of cigarettes and offered him one, but he shook his head and began rolling his own with the minuscule amount of tobacco he had left.

      We sat in silence looking out at the sea, Daniel sucking determinedly at his darning needle sized roll-up as it kept going out. Our breakfasts came soon after and he gobbled his down as the radio played Merry Christmas Everyone.

      ‘Slow down, we’ve got time,’ I said. Then I noticed him eyeing his guitar propped by the table.

      ‘I'm gonna go and busk for an hour or so, then I’m going to pay for both our breakfasts,’ said Daniel leaping up enthusiastically as soon as he’d finished his last mouthful.

      ‘Don’t… it’s freezing, and…’

      ‘And what? Not worth it for the few pence I get!’

      ‘You get more than that,’ I said but he’d grabbed his guitar and stalked out.

      ‘He’s a heartbreaker, that one,’ said Dai wistfully, appearing at the table and staring at Daniel’s angry wake. 'The bad boys always break your heart… Another cuppa love?'

      'Go on then,' I said. I sat and smoked a cigarette with a fresh cup of tea, looking out at the sea and the gorgeous Edwardian houses lining the promenade. I would kill to just stay here with Daniel for Christmas, walking on the beach, lying in bed, whiling away hours with a cuppa and a fag in Dai’s cosy little cafe. Daniel returned an hour later, thrilled.

      ‘Look Coco!’ he said. He tipped out the contents of his busking hat onto the table.

      ‘You made sixteen pounds!' I said counting it out.

      'I barely make a quid usually. Look, someone even gave me a fiver! A fiver for my playing! I can’t believe it.’ he said grinning broadly.

      ‘I can.’ I said. ‘You’re a brilliant musician.’

      When Daniel went to pay at the counter, however, Dai was having none of it.

      ‘It’s on the house loves,’ he said. ‘Merry Christmas!’

      ‘But I wanted to pay…’ said Daniel.

      ’Treat ‘er to somewhere nicer than this.’ said Dai.

      ‘No, I want to…’

      ‘Hush those sweet lips,’ grinned Dai putting his hand over Daniel’s indignant mouth. 'Now bugger off home for Christmas.'

      'Thanks, Dai, merry Christmas,’ I said giving him a huge hug.

      'Yeah, thanks, merry Christmas,’ said Daniel begrudgingly. We suddenly realised our train was about to leave so grabbed our luggage and ran for it. I looked back at the sea front as we rounded the corner to the station. Then the sun went in and we were on the train and moving off towards London.

      

      The journey was long and crowded. Daniel got into a row with the old man running the buffet car when he went to order us two cups of coffee (which were a rip-off at 49p each). He proudly went to pay with the five-pound note he’d earned, but the stupid old git refused to take it!

      'Ow do I know thas’ yours?’ he asked, squinting at it as if it was a block of gold stolen from Fort Knox.

      'Why wouldn’t it be mine?' said Daniel. The old man looked at him sceptically in his tatty brown leather jacket. 'This is the fashion,' said Daniel, hurt.

      ‘No, thas’ the fashion,’ said the old man, pointing at a boy standing behind us dressed in expensive Adam Ant gear.

      I quickly rummaged in my handbag for some change, but Daniel told the old man and the Adam Ant boy to sod it and stormed off. I glared at the old man and followed Daniel. He’d had to eke out his tiny grant throughout the term, and now, the one time he was flush, that stupid old fool embarrassed him. He locked himself in the train toilet. (Daniel, not the Old Man) and when I finally persuaded him to come out around Swindon, his eyes were red from crying.

      ‘You can buy me a coffee in London,’ I said but it only made things worse.

      It was dark when the train pulled into Euston. The station was dirty and smelly and everything seemed to be bathed in a dim fluorescent yellow. We fought our way through the crowds hand in hand and down to the northern line at Kings Cross. Then we had to say goodbye. We stood on the platform, trying to hear each other through the crowds of people surging past and the wind roaring along the tunnel.

      ‘I love you Coco,’ he shouted, wiping a tear from my cheek. ‘Don’t forget that, and it’s only two weeks.’

      ‘I’m going to miss you so much, I already miss you and you’re here…’ I shouted as his train clattered and roared up beside us.

      ‘We’re going to meet up and I’m going to take you to the cinema and for pie and mash… and let’s phone each other every day,’ he shouted leaning closer.

      He pulled out a strip of photos we’d had taken at an instant photo booth in Boots a few days ago. He carefully tore the four pictures across the middle so that we had two each, and wrote his phone number on the back of his. I did the same and we swapped. Then his train was about to leave. He kissed me and jumped inside just as the doors closed. He looked at me through the door as the train slowly moved off. I stayed and watched until the back of it had vanished into the darkness of the tunnel, then I took the stairs up to the circle line and found a train to Baker Street.

      It was so embarrassing to cry on the tube. It wasn’t very busy. Sitting across from me was a girl with black lipstick and bright red hair in a huge spike three feet high. I thought she must use more hairspray than Tania, Tanya and Claire combined. She was sitting with a boy who was dressed like Boy George – he was even wearing eye shadow! They both had Christmas baubles on their ears and tinsel strung around their necks.

      ‘You alright?’ said the girl. She smiled and her black lipstick stretched and cracked showing pale lips underneath. She leaned across pressing a green paper towel into my hand that she must have got from a public toilet.

      ‘Thanks.’ I said dabbing my eyes politely with it.

      ‘You got any fags?’ demanded the boy sharply.

      ‘Oh, um, yes…’ I said. He stared at me, white eyes surrounded by black smudged eyeliner. I opened my handbag, pulled out my packet of cigarettes and offered him one.

      ‘What about me?’ said the girl, her voice hardening. ‘I was just nice to you. I gave you a hanky…’

      I felt like telling her that free bog paper was not a hanky but they’d both turned menacing.

      ‘She’s got a load of pound notes in her handbag too,’ said the boy. Looking round I could see the train was pretty empty. My end of the carriage was sparse. A group of bored-looking commuters were sitting up the other end, engrossed in their broadsheets. I started to feel panicky.

      ‘She thinks she’s better than us, don’t you think Mike?’ said the girl licking the corner of her black-lipsticked mouth. Her tongue was fat and ripe and covered in white fur.

      ‘Yeah. She could afford to give us the rest of her fags, she could just buy more…’ said Mike.

      Suddenly the train pulled into a station. I grabbed my suitcase, got up and ran off the train. I found myself on the platform under the fluorescent lights and kept running until I reached the stairs. I glanced back and saw that the train was now moving away and the platform was empty. I stopped, panting, and with a jolt of horror realised I’d left my handbag on the seat of the train. It had my cigarettes, ten pounds, and the photos of me and Daniel, with his phone number written on the back. In tears, I waited for the next train as it got colder and a thin fog began to fill the air.

      

      When I arrived at Baker Street Station it was busy and warm. Christmas lights hung above the escalator and people were flooding past me in the opposite direction laughing and laden down with Christmas shopping. Office workers wore tinsel in their hair and at the top of the stairs a long-haired busker was playing an upbeat punk version of God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen on his guitar. He made me think of Daniel.

      Dad was waiting for me in his hat and coat by a cobbler’s booth with droopy Christmas decorations hanging off the sign.

      ‘Hello darling,’ he said. ‘I’ve missed you.’ He gave me a big hug and I pressed my face against the scratchy material of his winter coat, still a little cold from outside. I suddenly felt like a child again and embarrassed. Could he tell I was no longer a virgin? Only a few hours ago my head had been lying against Daniel’s naked chest… I blushed.

      ‘Where’s Mum?’ I asked, changing the subject.

      ‘She’s getting ready for Christmas. We’ve got Yvonne and Adrian Rosebury coming over with Kenneth on Christmas Day.’ I rolled my eyes. ‘Now come on Karen,’ he said.

      It was so strange to be called Karen again. It felt like I had been Coco forever…I realised Dad was still rabbiting on.

      'I’m sure they’re keen to hear all about your time at university… and Kenneth is studying French at Keele so you’ll have lots to talk about.’

      ‘Will I? I’m studying English at the other end of the country.’

      Dad let that slide as we continued walking, past the Clarence Gate entrance to Regent’s Park. I could see the edge of the lake where it was frozen and a man in a threadbare suit was shivering next to a vat of roasting chestnuts.

      I opened my mouth to say that I wanted to buy some chestnuts, but then remembered I’d lost my handbag.

      

      I felt suffocated as we came through the front door. The central heating was on full blast, there was a strong smell of furniture polish and everything had a dull gleam to it. Mum was standing by the hall table, with the phone to her ear and adjusting her jet-black curls in the mirror. She looked ready to go into battle with Christmas, in an expensive red nylon blouse with huge shoulder pads, a tight black pencil skirt, and perilously high black stilettos. She mouthed dramatically that she was on the phone, and switched the receiver to the other ear so I could lean in for a hug.

      Dad brought my case in behind him and she jabbed her finger at our feet and mouthed SHOES.

      ‘What about her shoes?’ I muttered but Dad grinned at me so we complied.

      ‘Yes Yvonne, do bring your electric carving knife… we’re so looking forward to seeing you and Adrian, and Karen hasn’t stopped talking about how excited she is to see Kenneth.’

      ‘When did I say that?’ I muttered to Dad. Mum shot me daggers and lurched down the hall with the phone, the long wire following obediently into the living room as she pulled the door shut behind her.

      ‘What a nice welcome,’ I said.

      ‘She means well, it’s a lot to organise… Christmas. And it’s the busiest time at the shop,’ said Dad taking off his hat and hanging it up. ‘You can still help out on Christmas Eve with all the Turkey orders?’

      ‘Of course,’ I said.

      ‘We’ve missed you around here,’ he said, kissing me on the forehead. Mum came out of the living room with the telephone and replaced it on the hall table.

      ‘Yvonne and Adrian say hello, and Kenneth sent a special hello to you,’ said Mum all twinkly-eyed. I pulled my face into a grin.

      ‘How is he?’ I said.

      ‘Oh, he’s doing wonderfully at Keele. Top of his class of course, and top of the athletics club.’

      ‘Is he still as boring as hell?’

      ‘You could do far worse than Kenneth Rosebury,’ said Mum, giving me the once over. ‘Oh Karen…’ She patted me on the rump. ‘What have you been eating? Your grandmother’s big bottom seems to have skipped a generation.’

      I shot an indignant look at Dad, but Mum carried on breezily saying,

      ‘We’ve had the whole house redecorated. It’s all Laura Ashley.’

      The decor was far too much, the floral patterns looming until they seemed to crush me. I took my coat off and hung it beside Dad’s and we went through to the living room. It looked beautiful with a huge Christmas tree by the bay window, decorated with tinsel and baubles. A fire was burning and hung above the fireplace were sprigs of holly and our three Christmas stockings.

      ‘It’s much nicer in here,’ I said.

      ‘Well we haven’t done this room yet,’ said Mum. She went to the record player, clicked on the turntable and placed the needle on a record. There was a crackle and the hushed warm harmony of Silent Night filled the room.

      ‘Oh. Now isn’t this elegant… Let’s have a sherry, Bill,’ she said. On cue Dad went to the sideboard and there was a soft chink as he pulled out three sherry glasses. ‘I think you’re grown up enough now for a little Emva Cream,’ said Mum. I longed for a pint of lager with Daniel and suddenly had an image of him pressed against me whilst a storm raged outside my little attic room.

      ‘Are you too warm darling?’ asked Mum sitting on the sofa. ‘I didn’t realise you’d come back to us… so well insulated. I wouldn’t have lit the fire.’

      ‘No I’m fine,’ I said gritting my teeth.

      ‘So tell us all about Aberystwyth…’

      I felt a screaming inside me. I wished I could tell them the truth, that I’ve got drunk and been skinny dipping in the freezing sea at night, that I know what a man looks like naked, and I’ve ignored Mum and won’t be a virgin on my wedding night…

      ‘What’s Wales like?’ she asked. ‘We don’t seem to get much time on the phone with you.’ I bit my lip. I wanted to at least tell them about Daniel.

      ‘I’ve made some good friends,’ I said. ‘Tania, Tanya and Claire…’

      ‘Yes, and they’re from London?’ said Mum.

      ‘Tania is from Highgate, Tanya from Chelsea and Claire is Scottish, from Fife.’

      ‘Well… two out of free aint bad,’ said Mum doing a terrible cockney accent then laughing at her own joke. ‘Well, it’s good they’re local. I worried that you’d want lots of Welsh people over to stay,’ she added in a relieved tone.

      ‘What’s wrong with Welsh people?’ I said.

      ‘Nothing, if they stay in Wales,’ said Mum.

      ‘Evelyn,’ warned Dad.

      ‘Well, I don’t know why you decided to be so far away,’ said Mum.

      I bit my lip again, shouldn’t it be obvious, you silly cow? To get away from you!

      ‘Well, I’m glad you’re having a lovely time,’ said Mum. ‘Now. We’ve lots to organise over the next couple of days. I missed you helping me with the tree.’ She got up and crossed to the sideboard, pulling out a hand-painted glass bauble with Karen written across it in gold paint.

      ‘I saved this for you, and the Fairy,’ she said. I took it and went to the tree. As I reached up to hang it, the word Karen caught in the light.

      ‘I need to discuss something with you both,’ I said pulling the bauble away from the branch I’d chosen. They looked at me, confused, as if I’d deviated from the script that we’ve acted out every year since I was little.

      ‘People at university… (why couldn’t I just say Daniel!)… have given me a nickname,’ I told them. ‘They call me Coco and I like it, so I wondered if you’d call me Coco too.’

      ‘What?’ said Mum, ignoring her cardinal rule that you should always say pardon.

      ‘At university,’ I repeated carefully, ‘people have given me the nickname Coco and I like it, a lot.’

      This was crazy. I felt as though I was telling them I was a lesbian or something. Dad was looking to Mum for his next cue in this new script. Mum, who is rather good at improvisation when it involves being a bitch, responded.

      ‘Coco? What a horrible nickname. No, no, no, I don’t think so.’

      ‘I’m an adult and it’s important to me!’ I could hear my voice rising in pitch and volume. I really wanted to tell them about Daniel but my courage was draining away.

      ‘What? Important to you to sound like a French prostitute!’ Mum stood up. I looked at Dad but he was making a move to go, draining the last of his glass.

      ‘I’d better get to the shop and sort out some turkeys,’ he muttered.

      ‘Now look what you’ve done, Karen! You’ve ruined our Christmas tradition.’

      ‘It’s Coco!’ I shouted. I was now furious, as much with myself as my mother. She stalked across the room, grabbed the fairy and impaled the poor thing on the top of the tree.

      ‘There, happy now?’ she snapped.

      ‘What’s your problem?’ I said.

      ‘You are. What’s wrong with being Karen? It’s a beautiful name. You know you’re named after Karen Carpenter, although I wish you’d take a leaf out of her book and watch what you eat…’

      ‘You’re horrible!’ I shouted.

      ’I’m only saying it because I care! You’ve come back a different person. I hope you’re going to pull yourself together when the Rosebury’s are here for Christmas lunch.’

      ‘My name is now Coco,’ I repeated.

      ‘Oh no it’s not,’

      ‘I’m eighteen now, you can’t stop me!’ I shouted.

      ‘But I can stop your allowance… and there won’t be any more swanning around Wales like a French prostitute!’ she shouted back.

      ‘AAGH!’ I shouted and stormed out slamming the living room door. I grabbed my suitcase and dragged it up the stairs two at a time and once in my room I slammed that door too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sunday 22nd December

          

        

      

    

    
      10.00 am My mother has sent me to Coventry. Well not literally, although I’d quite like to spend Christmas away from HER. No, I overheard her telling Dad after breakfast that she is sending me to Coventry for a couple of days. She won’t be talking to me. How bloody Famous Five can you get? I swear they were the only books that ignorant woman ever read out loud with me at bedtime. Oh, and that Joan Collins book on how to turn yourself into Joan Collins.

      I wish I hadn’t left my handbag on that stupid train, then I’d have money and I could go somewhere. Coventry, maybe.  And of course I’d have photos of Daniel to look at and his phone number. I swear I’m starting to forget what he looks like – and he hasn’t phoned. Mum won’t keep the phone book or the yellow pages in the hall because she thinks it looks common. Oh! The phone is ringing, it might be Daniel!

      

      10.30 am It was Tania and Tanya from a phone box in Highgate. They just met up for coffee and are delighted because they’ve both been told they can have nose jobs from Father Christmas. I made a joke, asking how Father Christmas can fit a nose job down the chimney but the line was bad and they misunderstood and thought I was saying their noses were too huge to fit down the chimney. They hung up on me and then didn’t pick up when I called back. So now my new friends hate me too.

      

      12.00 pm Just back from an expedition to find a phone book. Four phone boxes on Marylebone High Street were devoid of phone books and stank of wee. Finally found one in Hanover Square, the park off Oxford Street. There are six Pinchard’s in the phone book. Using some coppers I found in my moneybox I rang them all; none of them knew a Daniel Pinchard.

      Now I’m paranoid Daniel gave me a false surname. I’m racking my brains to think if I’ve seen anything official with his name on it.  I haven’t.

      

      12.15 pm I have! His jacket! His mother had sewn ‘DANIEL PINCHARD’ in the back of his jacket. Wonder what his mother is like? She can’t be worse than mine.

      

      4.30 pm Phone rang again. I hoped it was Daniel, Tania or Tanya, but it was Claire calling from Scotland. She also hates being back at home. Her parents sound even stricter than mine. Her father runs a kilt making business and with Hogmanay coming up she has to help out in their shop for the next fortnight. I told her that I have to get up at four in the morning and help out in Dad’s butcher’s shop on Christmas Eve, but it didn’t sound as bad. She wished me a happy Christmas and promised that she would talk to Tania and Tanya about the nose down the chimney mix up.

      

      8.00 pm Am in bed surrounded by my childhood toys: dolls house, wooden horse, Sindy dolls etc. Why did my mother put them all back whilst I was away? Have had a horrible thought, what if I fall down the stairs and end up an invalid… I’ll be stuck in this room for ever surrounded by my toys from childhood. No friends, no Daniel, just my mother bringing up soup on a tray… Her shoulder pads getting bigger and bigger until she has to negotiate doors sideways. I can’t sleep. I wonder what Daniel is doing.

      

      10.00 pm I just screamed so loudly that Dad came rushing in.

      ‘What is it love?’ he asked blearily. I told him I’d had a nightmare, and he went back to bed. I was too embarrassed to tell him that I rolled over and lent on my glow-worm and its huge face lit up scaring me half to death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Monday 23rd December

          

        

      

    

    
      The doorbell rang early in the afternoon and I heard a familiar voice start to sing Good Kind Wenceslas. I came down the stairs two at a time and Daniel was standing in the open doorway his dark handsome face framed by his gorgeous long hair. He was singing beautifully, his voice carrying through the cold still air. I came to the bottom of the steps and joined Mum who was rapt with attention, actually clasping her pearls in joy. I’m sure if she’d known that this was the boy I had spent many a night lying underneath she wouldn’t have been so joyful, but I just watched, grinning knowingly at him as he entertained my mother.

      When he came to the end of the carol there was a brief silence as his voice faded, until we became aware of the sounds from outside once more, the cars rushing past at the end of the road, a bus hissing and roaring as it changed gear.

      ‘Thank you, young man,’ said Mum. ‘What a lovely rendition of Good King Wenceslas.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Daniel. ‘I’m studying for a degree in music.’

      ‘How impressive,’ said Mum. ‘I’ve always thought it’s a very broad subject, classical, modern…’

      ‘I’m studying classical, the history of music. Do you know how Good King Wenceslas liked his pizza?’ said Daniel.

      ‘No, I don’t,’ said Mum.

      ‘Deep and crisp and even,’ grinned Daniel. I burst out laughing but Mum looked blank.

      ‘It was a joke, Mum,’ I said cringing.

      ‘Oh, yes… Look I don’t usually do this, but come into the hall a moment out of the cold.’ Daniel came in and wiped his feet on the mat. Mum closed the door behind him.

      ‘Karen just stay here with…’

      ‘Daniel.’

      ‘Just stay here with Daniel whilst I find him something to be on his way with.’

      She adjusted her cardigan and went off down the hall to the kitchen.  The door swung closed behind her.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I said thrilled to see him.

      ‘You didn’t ring me Coco, and when I phoned you, your mum kept saying you weren’t in.’

      ‘Did she now,’ I said darkly. ‘I thought you’d gone off me… I lost my handbag on the train with your number in and…’

      It was odd and thrilling to see Daniel standing in the hallway of my house in London. His presence was sexy and dangerous against the pastel flocked wallpaper. He leant in and kissed me. His mouth was a mixture of hot and cold and he tasted of cigarettes and sweets. His stubble rubbed against my chin and I felt warmth flood through me. We jumped apart as the kitchen door opened and Mum came back. This is ridiculous I thought, and I stood up straight in preparation to tell her that Daniel was my boyfriend.

      ‘Here we are, I’ve popped in some vegetables we’ve got spare.’ She handed Daniel a package wrapped up in the pale pink of the Financial Times and tied with string. It was a food parcel. Everything about it screamed charity.

      ‘Um… Thanks,’ said Daniel trying to hide his embarrassment.

      ‘I thought it was the least we could do, in the cold, well – it should keep you going.’ Daniel looked like he wanted the floor to open up and swallow him. Mum leaned around him and opened the latch on the door.

      ‘Do you have a phone number?’ I said.

      ‘Karen!’ shrilled Mum.

      ‘What? He’s a musician, we might know people who need a carol singer…’

      ‘I don’t think so, Karen.’

      Now the sound of his beautiful voice had faded, Mum saw she had an oik in a leather jacket perilously close to her Laura Ashley wallpaper.

      ‘It’s Catford 67932,’ said Daniel quickly.

      ‘Catford 67932,’ I repeated.

      ‘Merry Christmas,’ he said and he walked off down the steps trying to regain his composure.

      ‘Oh Karen,’ said Mum closing the door. ‘He’s nice to look at but you could do so much better. Kenneth, for instance.’

      ‘Why are you so obsessed with Kenneth? Do you fancy him?’

      ‘If I were lucky enough to be young like you I’d be thrilled to have the pick of an eligible young man like Kenneth. And his father Adrian is a meat distributor and Yvonne tells me the Masonic Lodge are interested in him.’

      I started to tell her about Daniel but the phone rang, and it was one of her reptilian Joan Collins friends who she talked to for nearly two hours. Which was long enough for me to lose my courage.

      However, Daniel still loves me!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tuesday 24th December – Christmas Eve

          

        

      

    

    
      We had to be up at three-thirty this morning to have the butcher’s shop open to cope with the Christmas Eve rush. At four a queue had started to form outside in the dark.

      I don’t know why Dad asks Mum to help out, she just upsets everyone. She’s always rude to Tom and Liam the two Saturday lads who come in to help, and she insists on wearing catering whites with full makeup and her best jewellery. Dad and I were both hoping there wouldn’t be a repeat of last year when she lost her gold bracelet up a Turkey. Having to root around in four hundred turkeys’ arses while she screamed the place down was not fun.

      From the moment the shop opened we argued about everything. I wanted to play Capital FM for the Christmas music, but Mum wanted a tape of traditional Christmas carols, we bickered about who should take the money and who should wrap the turkeys, which escalated into raised voices about how the turkeys should be wrapped. At this point Dad came out in front of the long queue and said in a low voice.

      ‘You two need to behave yourselves!’

      ‘What do you mean you two?’ said Mum shocked. ‘She’s a teenage girl, I’m…’

      ‘You’re just as bad,’ he hissed. A truce was called for a few minutes until a lady came to the counter who looked in a real state. She had a kind face but her clothes were tatty and her hair unkempt. When she opened her purse to pay, she was five pence short.

      ‘You need to come back when you can pay the full balance,’ said Mum condescendingly. The woman’s eyes filled with tears. I had some change in my pocket so I pulled a five pence piece out and dropped it in the till.

      ‘Merry Christmas,’ I said.

      The woman smiled gratefully at me, and went off with her bag bulging with turkey. Mum snapped and grabbed me by the back of my catering jacket and dragged me past the queue of customers and into the walk-in freezer.

      ‘Get off me!’ I said in shock.

      ‘Karen. Don’t you dare do that again,’ she said.

      ‘It’s five pence, the difference between someone eating and not eating on Christmas day!’

      ‘What if we did that for everyone? We’d go bust! Your grandfather started this business with nothing, nothing! He worked his fingers to the bone so you can have all the things you take for granted. Your nice clothes, and silly records, and that handbag which cost a fortune which you lost on public transport!’

      ‘Do you care about the poor?’

      ‘Of course I do.’

      ‘You’re a liar. You thought that woman out there was dirt, and you thought that carol singer yesterday was too!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Daniel. The carol singer… You gave him a load of old vegetables when you should have given him money, he’s hugely talented and funny and…’

      ‘That’s enough!’ she snapped. ‘Now pull yourself together and get out there and start behaving.’

      ‘Like you?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘No. Never.’ I said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I quit.’

      I took off my white coat and threw it at her. I stormed past my confused father who was lugging a huge ham, and out onto Marylebone High Street. The freezing wind was blowing diagonally, and sliced across my legs but I kept running. After a few minutes my run became a trudge and I found myself back at the phone box behind Oxford Street. I yanked open the door and went in out of the wind. I pulled some two pence pieces from my pocket, lifted the receiver and dialled the number Daniel had given me.  After a few rings I heard the beeps and pushed the money in.

      ‘’Ello… Catford six, seven, nine, free, two…’ my heart lurched. I hadn’t thought Daniel’s mother would answer. ‘’Oo’s this?’ said the voice.

      ‘Oh, erm, hello. Um, I’m Karen, Coco, I’m a friend of Daniel’s. Could I please speak to him?’

      There was a muffled sound as she covered the phone.

      ‘’Ere Meryl love, there’s some plummy girl on the blower for Danny…’

      ‘He’s gone up the shop for matches and tobacco…’ said a younger reedier version of Daniel’s mother. The sound un-muffled and she came back on the line.

      ‘He’s gawn up the shops for a packet h’of cigarettes,’ she said suddenly sounding posh.

      ‘How long ago did he leave?’ I said.

      ‘Abaht fifteen minutes h’ago.’

      ‘And is the shop far?’

      ‘Not v’hery, a mere hawp skip and h’ajump.’

      ‘How long does it usually take him?’ I said, now feeling desperate to talk to him.

      ‘’Oo d’ya think I am, Doris Stokes?’ snapped the voice dropping all pretence of poshness. ‘’E’ll be back when ’e’s back!’

      I said I was waiting in a phone box, gave her the number and asked if he could phone me as soon as he was back.

      ‘Are you in the family way?’ she said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Ringing ’im from a phone box?’

      ‘No, I…’

      ‘’Cos my Danny, ’e’s a good boy. ’E got into university and what with ’is modules, an essays, ’e ’asn’t got time to go round putting girls in the family way.’

      I explained I was at university with Daniel and that I just wanted to wish him a happy Christmas. She reluctantly said she’d give him the number and put the phone down.

      Snow had started to fall outside and the sky was getting dark. I tried not to feel gloomy. I was hungry and cold in a stinking phone box. A car pulled past and its headlights firing off the ice crystals on the window dazzled me. And then the phone rang! I picked up the receiver.

      ‘Hello, is this the halfway house for girls in the family way?’

      ‘Is that you, Daniel?’

      ‘Of course it is, Coco. Why are you in a phone box?’

      ‘I ran away from my mother.’

      ‘Coco, how old are you?’

      ‘I’m nearly nineteen.’

      ‘Exactly. Which means that you are free to do what you want.’

      ‘But you don’t understand…’

      ‘I think I do. You’re a damsel in distress who needs rescuing?’

      I laughed. ‘Are you going to come and rescue me on a white steed?’

      ‘Well close, I’ll get my sister Meryl to drive me over to you in her new Ford Anglia.’

      ‘To go where?’

      ‘To come here.’

      ‘You want me to come to your house?’ I said.

      ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I want you to meet me mum.’ I heard his mother in the background say, ‘’oo d’ya want me to meet? I’ve still got the turkey to pluck!’ Daniel put his hand over the receiver.

      ‘Mum you can pluck it later!’ He came back on the line. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Are you sure it’s okay?’ I could hear Daniel’s mother still moaning in the background.

      ‘’Course it is, and my sister Meryl wants to get out for some fresh air and show off her new car.’

      I gave Daniel the address of the phone box and replaced the receiver. Blimey. I was about to meet his family. He must be serious about me. Then I was filled with terror – what if they hate me?

      Forty tense, freezing minutes later, I heard a low whining noise a bit like a plane coming in to crash-land. A pea-green Ford Anglia zoomed round the corner of Hanover Square with steam escaping from beneath the bonnet. A young woman with long brown hair was poking her head out of the driver’s window trying to see past the steam. Daniel’s head appeared out of the passenger window. I came out of the phone box and waved at them.

      ‘Here she is, pull in here Meryl,’ said Daniel. The car swerved and came to a stop beside the pavement. When the engine was off, the car let out an exhausted hiss and even more steam. Daniel opened the door and grabbed me in a big hug. I put my hand up and ran my fingers through his hair, which smelt divine. His sister Meryl got out of the driver’s side and came round to the front. She was only in her twenties, a little older than Daniel, and dressed like a beatnik in a donkey jacket, brown chord trousers and a long green roll neck jumper.

      ‘Fiddlesticks!’ she exclaimed slamming her hand on the bonnet.

      ‘She’s stopped swearing since she joined the young conservatives,’ said Daniel out of the corner of his mouth. I smiled at her and said hello. Meryl turned and gave me the once over.

      ‘So this is Coco,’ she said. She seemed surprised, like maybe she was expecting a stripper in nipple tassels and not the nice winter coat I was sporting. I suddenly wondered what kind of girls Daniel usually went out with. I got the impression he was more experienced, and he certainly hadn’t needed a map the first time we…

      ‘Hello,’ I said snapping out of my head. ‘Daniel’s told me so much about you,’ I said automatically.

      ‘Has he? What?’ said Meryl heaving up the car bonnet. I realised Daniel hadn’t really told me anything about his older sister, other than that she was a bit weird and frigid.

      ‘I hear you’re a Tory?’ I said hopefully.

      ‘Which means you’re not,’ she said. ‘I thought a nice girl like you would shy away from Socialism - I can’t imagine your family, being as well-to-do as they are, would contemplate going back to the eighty-three per cent tax rate and the frankly potty policies bandied about by that old fool Michael Foot!’

      I stared at her. ‘Um, I don’t really follow politics,’ I said. There was an awkward silence as she opened the bonnet and we all peered at the workings of the car engine.

      ‘I think it needs some water,’ said Meryl finally. ‘Daniel, see if that pub will give you some.’

      Daniel grinned and went off. We stood there in silence for a moment as the car began to make a ticking sound.

      ‘What do you do, Meryl?’ I said.

      ‘I’m a typist at my local doctor’s surgery,’ she said, a little defensively.

      ‘Oh. Do you find you get a lot of bugs?’ I asked.

      ‘No, I’ve been there for a few years now, and I’ve built up my immunity…’ I wondered why she’d agreed to come all this way and pick me up. I wasn’t getting much warmth from her.

      Then I asked her about the car and she started to talk proudly about how she’d saved up for it. It had cost five hundred pounds, which was over two months’ wages.

      ‘Did it take you a long time to save all that?’ I asked, pleased I’d hit on a good topic of conversation.

      ‘Yes, although my housekeeping takes a dent out of wages; Mum doesn’t get much from her job as a cleaner. How much do you pay your mother in housekeeping?’ she asked.

      ‘Um… I’ve never had to,’ I said sheepishly.

      ‘So you get to keep all your wages?’

      ‘I’m a student… and my parents give me an allowance,’ I blushed.

      ‘Aren’t you lucky,’ said Meryl giving me an icy stare.

      ‘I do work, when I’m home,’ I added. ‘My father owns a butcher’s in Marylebone.’

      ‘I’ve heard,’ said Meryl. There was another silence, she pursed her lips and tapped her nails impatiently on the pea-green paintwork of the car’s bonnet.

      Oh God, I thought. She hates me. Luckily Daniel came running out of the pub with a huge glass lemonade bottle full of water and a funnel. He unscrewed the cap on the radiator and filled it up. Meryl looked on proudly as he leaned into the car and started the engine with a roar.

      ‘Marvellous!’ she said closing the bonnet with surprising force. A very pretty young blonde barmaid in a low-cut white shirt and too much makeup came out of the pub.

      ‘Daniel… Have you finished with my funnel?’ She grinned. ‘The landlord needs it back.’ Daniel went over to her.

      ‘Could her skirt be any shorter?’ I muttered as she put a hand on his arm and took back the bottle with the funnel. She pulled out a sprig of plastic mistletoe and held it above their heads. Daniel did that faux if I must shrug I’ve seen men do when they’re confronted by a pretty girl, and leant in for a kiss – on the cheek admittedly – but rage boiled up inside me.

      ‘Daniel, your sister is waiting and so am I!’ I snapped, sounding horribly like my mother. Daniel came running back with lipstick on his cheek. Meryl looked at us both with a wry smile and we got into the car, me in the back. As we drove off, the barmaid was still standing at the edge of the kerb. Her pointy little breasts were poking through her tight little blouse. ‘So, we’re all good?’ said Daniel.

      ‘Who was she?’ I said.

      ‘I dunno, a barmaid,’ he grinned.

      ‘Well…’ I huffed and stared out of the window. Meryl glanced at me out of the corner of her eye and handed Daniel a tissue. He grabbed it and scrubbed at the lipstick.

      ‘She was just being nice,’ he said.

      ‘It’s fine,’ I huffed trying to sound carefree. I was coming across badly. I wanted Meryl to like me.

      London was very drab, everyone looked bored and pale struggling under the burden of shopping bags and the decorations seemed flaccid. The tinsel strung along Oxford Street was thin and drooping like the elastic that had gone on a large pair of pants.

      ‘What are you saying about a large pair of pants?’ asked Meryl. I’d been talking out loud.

      ‘That’s just Coco,’ grinned Daniel grabbing my hand. ‘She’s very creative; she’s going to be a writer.’

      ‘Well I write, so I am a writer,’ I said.

      ‘Oh. What have you had published?’ needled Meryl.

      ‘Nothing yet,’ I said blushing.

      ‘I’ve read her stories, she’s great,’ said Daniel.

      As we got closer to his house I realised how ridiculous I was. I’d run away from my mother as if I was ten years old. I should have just told my parents about Daniel, and then had him over for a cup of tea – or arranged to do something properly with him.

      When we’d crossed the river south, I noticed how run-down the houses were becoming, brickwork blackened from hundreds of years of coal fires, and there were kids on swings, mothers in curlers with housecoats poking out under their winter coats. Meryl turned into a street with a broken sign and parked by an end-of-terrace house. It was almost dark and many of the houses had switched on their Christmas lights but still hadn’t drawn the curtains.

      We didn’t walk up the front path to the door, but swung round the side of the house and Daniel reached up and undid the latch on the back gate. We went through and down a long dank passage between the two rows of terraced houses. We came to another gate and Daniel reached up again for the latch. It opened onto a concrete yard that can’t have been more than eight feet square. There was a coal house with a spade resting outside covered in a fresh layer of coal dust. A bit in the corner was fenced off with some twisted chicken wire, and inside was the most enormous turkey! His black and grey plumage was stunning and glinted as he scrabbled about in the dirt with a powerful red-clawed foot. Standing beside the pen was a woman, similar in height to Meryl. I’d say she was in her fifties. She had jet-black hair (obviously dyed) and swept back from her face in a little beehive. She had on those pointy glasses from the 1970s and a winter coat over a flowery housecoat.

      ‘I din’t expect you back so quick,’ she said quickly closing her coat and putting her hand up to her mouth.

      ‘Thas' alright, Mum,’ said Daniel. ‘This is Coco.’ I held my hand out.

      ‘It’s lovely to meet you Mrs. Pinchard, you’ve got a beautiful home.’ I don’t know why I said that, I was so nervous.

      ‘’Ow do you know?’ she asked suspiciously, her hand still in front of her mouth. ‘’Ave you ’ad ’er up in yer room? Danny, what ’ave I told you?’

      ‘Mum! No,’ said Daniel. ‘No. Coco’s just being nice,’

      ‘Yes, what I meant is that… Um…’ I cast my eye around to find something to compliment, but the squalid back yard made it hard. ‘You’ve got a lovely turkey…’

      ‘Yeah, ’e is lovely…’ she said dropping the accusing tone. ‘By rights ’e should be dead an’ plucked but ’e’s… clever, sensitive.’

      I could see her point, turkey’s usually have cruel little eyes, but this one had a soft mournful stare.

      ‘I call ’im John-Paul,’ said Mrs. Pinchard.

      ‘After the Pope?’ I asked, wondering if Daniel came from a strict Catholic family.

      ‘No! Not ’im… John Paul Belmondo.’

      ‘The French actor?’

      ‘Ooh yeah, ’e’s lovely. If I were a few years younger I’d bugger off to France for the chance to meet John Paul Belmondo.’

      Meryl rolled her eyes. I put my hand out and John Paul the turkey let me lean in and touch his feathers, which were so soft. He sniffed at my hand and then looked up at us again with his mournful eyes.

      ‘Meryl, Danny, I think we’re jus’ gonna ’ave chipolatas tomorrow,’ said Mrs. Pinchard.

      ‘I’m on a diet mum, I told you,’ said Meryl moving past to the back door.

      ‘As long as we get pud, I don’t care,’ said Daniel. ‘Come on Coco, let’s go inside.’ Mrs. Pinchard got all flustered and told us to wait in the yard whilst she cleared up.

      ‘It’s really no problem,’ I said, but she bustled off and Daniel followed her inside closing the door. I just caught her saying, ‘You din’t even give me a chance to put me bloody teeth in!’

      I looked up at the row of terraces. Lights were going on and tantalising smells of baking wafted over the fences towards me. The snow began to fall more heavily and John Paul shifted on his huge feet and leaned into me from his side of the chicken wire. I know it’s an odd thing to say about a turkey, but he really was sweet. I undid the latch on the makeshift little gate and I went into the pen. He let me gently brush the snow off his shiny black feathers, and he put his beak in my pocket then nibbled at one of my buttons. I thought guiltily of the rows of turkeys I’d seen earlier in the walk-in freezer.

      ‘How could anyone eat you?’ I said. He stopped nibbling and rested his head against my jacket blinking. I had never suspected this morning, that by the afternoon I’d be talking to a turkey in Daniel’s back garden. I noticed there was a little wooden shelter in the corner of the pen and I fluffed up the pile of straw underneath it and John Paul walked over and made himself comfortable. Suddenly the back door opened and Daniel said I could come in. I gave the turkey another cuddle and followed him indoors.

      The back door led into a small and beautifully clean kitchen decorated in orange and black patterned wallpaper. Blue Formica cupboards and work surfaces lined the walls and a matching blue Formica table filled the centre of the room. There was a warm smell of freshly-baked fruitcake mingled with gas from the stove that had just been lit. Daniel’s mother was now wearing a smart blue dress and a cream cardigan, she also had her teeth in. She put a kettle on the gas and pulled out a tea caddy. Three Cadbury’s advent calendars were propped up on the windowsill above the sink and there was tinsel strung around the glass lampshade, which hung above the kitchen table.

      ‘Have a sit down,’ said Daniel. ‘Cup of tea?’

      ‘Yes please,’ I said pulling out a chair.

      ‘Not that one,’ snapped Mrs. Pinchard shoving the chair back in. I noticed a small tear in the plastic of the seat cushion. She pulled out the chair opposite.

      ‘You get the view outside,’ she said. I nodded and sat down, the snow was now swirling in eddies outside the window.

      ‘You must be used to a much bigger place,’ said Daniel helping me out of my coat and hanging it by the back door. I noticed his mother smoothing back her hair in the reflection of the boiler as she busied herself drying teaspoons with a tea towel.

      ‘This is nice, cosy…’ I enthused. I didn’t know if that was a compliment or not, but I meant it. It was a lovely, warm and friendly place. Mrs. Pinchard carried on getting the tea ready. I had the feeling she didn’t like me. Daniel went to the cupboard and started pulling down some mugs.

      ‘Sit down Danny,’ she ordered. ‘She’ll ’ave a cup an' saucer, like we usually ’ave!’ She put the mugs back and left the room. Daniel reached across the table and grabbed my hand.

      ‘I don’t think your Mum likes me,’ I whispered.

      ‘No. You’re getting the best crockery, this is good,’ he grinned. ‘We never use it,’ he added with a whisper.

      ‘’Ere we are,’ said Mrs. Pinchard coming back in with a tray of china cups, a milk jug and sugar bowl. ‘I ’ad it out this morning for elevenses with friends.’

      Daniel grinned at me and shook his head. I noticed a small fireplace under a mirror in the corner, wood and coal were built up neatly, with some newspaper and ready to be lit. Meryl came in and threw the post on the kitchen table. She grabbed a box of long matches and struck one. She lightly touched it to the newspaper and the fire burst to life, blazing within seconds.

      ‘My Dad is hopeless at building fires,’ I said breaking the silence. ‘He’s there for ages feeding it with wood and re-lighting it. That’s a great fire. Did Mr. Pinchard build it?’

      ‘You mean, Danny? Yes, ’e did,’ said Mrs. Pinchard. The kettle began to whistle and she lifted it off the stove and poured a little hot water into the teapot.

      ‘No, I meant Daniel’s father, Mr. Pinchard.’ I added. She swilled the hot water round the teapot, warming it up, and then tipped it into the sink with a practised move.

      ‘’Ow long ’ave you two been stepping out?’ she said spooning tea leaves into the pot.

      ‘Mum, I told you, me and Coco got together in September.’

      ‘Well, it can’t be that serious if yer didn’t tell ’er yer dad’s dead!’

      ‘Oh. Oh, I’m sorry,’ I said.

      ‘I don’t like to talk about it,’ said Daniel squeezing my hand apologetically

      ‘’E died twelve year ago.  Silly bugger went ’an got ’imself run over by a bus,’ said Mrs. Pinchard. The kettle came back to the boil and began to scream. I didn’t know what to say.

      We sat as Mrs. Pinchard filled the teapot, then brought the cups over. She thumbed through the post and opened an envelope containing a Christmas card.

      ‘’Ere, speak of the devil, iss a card from Alf Watson, the bloke who dug yer dad’s grave… ’e sends me a card every year.’

      ‘How morbid,’ said Meryl sitting beside me.

      ‘’E’s got a son, Tony, works as ’is assistant. ’Ere, Meryl, why don’t I give Alf a tinkle. Maybe you could go up the Odeon with Tony one afternoon?’

      ‘I’m not going to the cinema with a gravedigger’s assistant!’ said Meryl indignantly.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘For starters we have nothing in common,’ said Meryl.

      ‘’Is dad dug your dad’s grave!’ said Mrs. Pinchard.

      ‘I don’t believe you Mum!’ shouted Meryl.

      ‘Well, yer not getting any younger my girl. You need to get yerself married orf. An’ there’s good money in death. You gonna work for that Doctor forever?’

      Meryl got up in tears and stormed out slamming the kitchen door. Mrs. Pinchard seemed unperturbed and turned her attention to me.

      ‘So, Coco,’ she said pouring the tea. ‘Yer at University with my Danny.’

      ‘Yes, I am. I’m studying English Literature.’

      ‘What yer gonna do with that when yer leave?’ she asked, handing us cups and sitting down on the ripped chair.

      ‘I’m going to be a writer.’

      Mrs. Pinchard nodded.

      ‘And what does yer dad do? If e’s alive that is?’

      ‘Her father owns a butcher’s,’ said Daniel. Mrs. Pinchard suddenly looked interested.

      ‘Oh, well thas very nice. A butcher, I’d like a butcher in the family.’ Then she actually smiled at me. ‘Iss lovely to meet yer Coco.’

      This was good! She suddenly seemed to have warmed to me. The happy moment was interrupted by a knock at the back door and a voice said,

      ‘Cooo-eee!’ An older lady in a housecoat and hairnet poked her head round the door.

      ‘Who’s that?’ I said quietly to Daniel.

      ‘Mrs. Roberts, the next door neighbour.’

      ‘Ooh sorry Ethel, I didn’t realise you ’ad company…’ said Mrs. Roberts.

      ‘Don’t worry love, come in. ’Ere, this is Danny’s nice new girlfriend, Coco. ’Er dad’s a butcher!’

      ‘Nice to meet you love,’ said Mrs. Roberts.

      Mrs. Pinchard called me his girlfriend. She approved!

      ‘I won’t keep ya, Ethel,’ said Mrs. Roberts. ‘I just wanted to see John Paul Belmondo all trussed up for the oven. I don’t know ’ow yer did it… ’

      ‘What love?’ said Mrs. Pinchard cutting the fruitcake.

      ‘I don’t know how you slaughtered that sweet little turkey.’

      ‘No I can’t bring meself to do it…’ said Mrs. Pinchard.

      ‘Oh, I thought ’cos ’e’s gawn?’

      ‘What d’yer mean, gawn?’

      ‘John Paul, the turkey ’e’s gawn! ’E’s not in the yard. Both gates are open!’ said Mrs. Roberts. It suddenly dawned on me. I’d left the gate open.

      ‘Oh no… I think it was me,’ I said.

      ‘What?’ said Mrs. Pinchard.

      ‘I left the gate open!’

      ‘What the bloody ’ell did yer do that for!’ shouted Mrs. Pinchard. Everyone leapt up and we jostled outside. A thick layer of snow now covered the yard. The moon had come out and it was so bright. The gates were indeed open. John Paul Belmondo was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘That was me Christmas Turkey!’ shrilled Mrs. Pinchard. ‘Six months of saving in the Christmas club!’

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said. ‘It was an accident.’

      ‘And I left the other gate open,’ said Daniel helpfully.

      ‘Well yer both bloody fools!’ she shouted.

      

      We split up and searched the length of the road out front, and the neighbours’ gardens calling out, ‘Jean Paul Belmondo,’ like a bunch of depressed fans of French new wave cinema. But no turkey came trotting up. I felt terrible, not only had I lost them their Christmas lunch but Mrs. Pinchard was mourning the loss of a beloved pet. When we re-grouped in the back garden I saw it was almost seven o’clock.

      ‘Daniel,’ I said awkwardly. ‘I’ve just realised I should get home… I don’t know what to do about this?’

      Mrs. Pinchard was still ranting to Mrs. Roberts saying, ‘The poor bugger is long gone, knowing this lot round ’ere. ’E’ll be in someone’s oven, I’ve no doubt.’

      Daniel went over to his mum and she broke down in tears with her head on his shoulder.

      ‘Oh Danny, why did yer ’ave to bring…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘No, It’s not ’er fault, I’m sure she’s a nice girl…’ she burst into tears again.

      ‘Do you think your dad has a spare turkey?’ said Daniel over his mother’s shoulder.

      ‘We’ve got nothing to eat tomorrow,’ sobbed Mrs. Pinchard. ‘Only five chipolatas and box of Quality Street…’

      I thought of the pantry at home, filled to bursting with meat and fresh food. I then pictured our dining room: lots of space and a huge table.

      ‘Come to my house for lunch tomorrow,’ I blurted. ‘The three of you,’ I added, as Mrs. Roberts from next door seemed to think she might get an invite too.

      ‘We’d love to,’ said Mrs. Pinchard suddenly regaining her composure. ‘What time does yer dad carve?’

      Daniel looked shocked. ‘Hang on Coco, are you sure. Your house, in Marylebone?’

      ‘Course she’s sure!’ said Mrs. Pinchard.

      ‘Yes. Course,’ I said, but inside I was panicked at what I’d just offered.

      ‘Shall I give yer mum a tinkle?’ Said Mrs. Pinchard. ‘See if she wants them chipolatas?’

      ‘No, it’s fine. Look we eat at one, so why don’t you come for midday?’ I said the colour draining from my face. All Mrs. Pinchard’s tears for John Paul Belmondo had vanished, and she hurried inside.

      ‘Meryl!’ she yelled, ‘make yerself useful and plug in the Carmen rollers! We’re goin' up west for Christmas lunch!’

      I was left with Daniel in the moonlight.

      ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ he asked. He pushed my hair away and leant in and kissed my neck.

      ‘Yes. I love you,’ I said. ‘And I want your mum to like me too.’

      ‘You are the most amazing woman. I love you,’ he said. His brown eyes glinted in the moonlight and I wanted him so bad. He kissed me softly.

      ‘Why don’t you stay here?’ he asked, smiling.

      ‘What? Tonight? In your room?’

      ‘No. I don’t think my mother would approve of that… even if you have invited her over for Christmas lunch. No, you can have my bed, I’ll have the settee and then when everyone is asleep, I’ll stealthily climb the stairs…’

      ‘Avoiding the creaky ones…’

      ‘Yes avoiding the creaky ones,’ he grinned, ‘and I’ll ravish you in my bed…’ I could feel him getting stiff. I looked around but there was no one to see us.

      ‘Jeez the thought of doing you under my poster of The Smiths,’ he growled

      ‘You like The Smiths?’

      ‘Okay - the Electric Light Orchestra,’ he admitted. I laughed.

      ‘No I should go home,’ I said. ‘I need to sort things out for tomorrow… tell my mother.’

      ‘Well you won’t get a train or a bus on Christmas Eve. I’ll drive you.’

      ‘Can you drive?’

      ‘I haven’t passed my test, but yeah. And who’s going to check on Christmas Eve?’

      

      Daniel went inside and grabbed Meryl’s car keys. We scraped the ice off the windscreen and set off towards the river. It was an adventure; the roads were completely empty with snow swirling in front of us. We crossed the river at London Bridge, and the Thames spread out on either side. Tower Bridge was all lit up and several of the barges on the river had sprouted Christmas trees. We zoomed along the Embankment, and then we were on Regent’s Street under a canopy of Christmas lights. People were everywhere, spilling off the pavement and crossing in front of the car, rushing to get home, heads bowed against the wind and snow, now a mix of colours reflecting the lights above.

      ‘I’d love to have grown up right in the centre of everything,’ said Daniel staring at a very rich family emerging from Hamley’s Toyshop laden down with bags.

      ‘I want you in the centre of everything with me,’ I said closing my hand over his. We pulled up outside my house just before eight.

      ‘Do you want me to come in with you?’ said Daniel.

      ‘No, it’s late and… I need to talk to my parents.’ My stomach lurched at the thought of going through the front door.

      ‘You don’t know how much this means to me, that you’ve invited us over for Christmas lunch. We get to spend the day together,’ he said, his eyes shining excitedly.

      ‘I love you,’ I said leaning in for a long deep kiss. ‘Sleep tight.’ I opened the door and got out. ‘Drive safely,’ I added.

      Daniel grinned and drove away with a wave. I watched the car grow smaller then vanish round the corner. Then I turned and went inside.

      

      I wasn’t prepared for the shrill onslaught from Mum when I came through the front door. She rushed at me in the hallway.

      ‘Where have you been Karen? You left me with hundreds of Turkeys!’

      ‘I was with my boyfriend!’ I shouted. ‘Okay? I have a boyfriend!’

      Dad’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

      ‘What? Who? Who is this boyfriend?’ said Mum. ‘I hope we know him – and I hope we know him in the right circumstances!’

      ‘You’ve met him…’ I said. ‘The Carol singer, Daniel.’

      ‘The one here on the doorstep?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Mum clamped her lips together and shook her head.

      ‘You should have seen this boy, Bill, long hair, leather jacket with the hem down, dropped his haitches… Karen, I didn’t raise you to go picking up carol singers on the doorstep!’

      ‘Ugh… Mother, you are such an ignorant snob!’ I shouted.

      ‘Karen,’ warned Dad.

      ‘My name is Coco! COCO!!! I met him three months ago, he’s at university with me and he’s studying music. And I love him!’

      ‘Ok, let’s all calm down and let Karen, Coco, come inside,’ said Dad. I took off my shoes and followed them through to the living room. My mother sat down in shock.

      ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ said Dad.

      ‘Because… You keep going on about Kenneth and how he’s perfect for me… and I did want to introduce him to you…but he’s not Kenneth. He’s better than boring old Kenneth, but you don’t think that.’

      There was silence as they took all this in. The fire crackled.

      ‘Well, maybe we should meet him,’ said Dad cautiously, looking over at Mum. She pursed her lips and snorted.

      ‘Well that’s handy,’ I said, suddenly emboldened with courage. ‘Because he’s coming over for lunch tomorrow, with his mother and his sister.’

      ‘What?’ said Mum leaping off her chair as if someone had shoved a red-hot poker up her bottom.

      ‘I said…’

      ‘I know what you said. You’re telling me, after eight o’clock in the evening, that another three people are coming for Christmas lunch, tomorrow!’

      ‘You’re already cooking loads of food… And I felt guilty.’ I said.

      ‘Why would you feel guilty? Have they got a house? Or are you going to tell me they live in a hut on the Thames?’ said Mum.

      ‘They’ve got a very nice house actually. I feel guilty because it’s my fault their turkey ran away.’

      ‘Ran away?’ shrieked Mum. ‘Why would it run away?’

      ‘Because I left the gate open.’

      ‘You’re telling me they keep a turkey in the garden, a real live turkey?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Bill, I think I need a large sherry,’ said Mum. Dad jumped up and poured us all one. I could see he was actually quite enjoying this.

      ‘I was cuddling it and I left the gate open and now they haven’t got any Christmas lunch,’ I repeated.

      ‘Well they should have thought of that before they put themselves in the position of keeping Christmas lunch that could run away… You don’t see me keeping pigs in the pantry or a cow in the conservatory.’

      ‘Why do think you’re better than everyone else?’ I asked.

      ‘I don’t think that.’

      ‘Yes, you do.’

      ‘I don’t, Karen!’

      ‘Fine, prove me wrong and have them over for lunch.’ I said. There was a pause as Dad handed us each a glass of sherry.

      ‘Merry Christmas,’ he said.

      ‘Look. I’ve told them to be here at twelve, so that’s when they’ll be arriving,’ I said downing my sherry in one, and with that, I left the room and went upstairs.
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      When I stormed out of the living room last night, I was expecting Mum to follow me upstairs and let me have it, but she didn’t. I waited in my room, then I got undressed and lay in bed, but she didn’t make an appearance.

      This was worrying. She’s gone bonkers over far less, like the time I told my friend at school Mum secretly watches Coronation Street with the curtains drawn. She screamed at me about that one for days.

      Now, I’d sprung my working class boyfriend and his family on her for Christmas lunch and she was accepting it. Or was she? What did she have planned for me?

      When I woke this morning, I quickly got dressed and then poked my head out of my bedroom door. I could smell bacon frying and Rockin’ Around The Christmas Tree was playing on the radio in the kitchen.

      I padded downstairs and, taking a deep breath, went through the swing door into the kitchen. The table was set with a cloth and cutlery and Dad was sitting at the table with a cup of coffee. Mum was artfully arranging bacon and egg on plates.

      ‘Morning,’ I said.

      ‘Merry Christmas,’ said Mum bringing plates over to the table. She leant in and kissed me on the cheek.

      ‘Merry Christmas, Dad,’ I said sitting down, confused.

      ‘Merry Christmas, Coco,’ he said with a grin. We started to eat in silence.

      ‘So, this Daniel chap,’ said Dad. ‘Why on earth does he call you Coco?’

      ‘It’s silly,’ I said.

      ‘It’s not some sort of lovey-dovey pet name, is it?’ asked Mum trying to hide her revulsion.

      ‘NO!’ I said feeling myself go red with horror that they might think I was doing what I actually have done, quite a few times.

      ‘On my first night at Aberystwyth the student’s union organised a pub quiz and a raffle, and I won a bottle of Coco Chanel No.5 perfume. Daniel couldn’t remember my name so I became the Coco girl, and then everyone started calling me Coco. I like it.’

      ‘So it’s a nickname?’ said Dad.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, Happy Christmas, Coco. At least you chose a respectable brand of perfume.’

      ‘That’s true. What if it had been Charlie!’

      Dad laughed and Mum tried to, which made her look like a snake about to unhinge its jaw.

      ‘Look, Mum, why are you being so calm?’ I asked, warily. Mum composed her face into a smile.

      ‘Because I’ve realised something darling,’ she said. ‘These people will descend on us for lunch and they’ll prove my point that they’re not suitable. It won’t be nice but I’m willing to go through it all to get this boy out of your system.’

      ‘I’m serious about Daniel,’ I said.

      ‘I know you are,’ smiled mum patronisingly. ‘And despite what you think I won’t enjoy seeing you heartbroken.’

      Mum seemed so sure of herself, so confident.

      ‘I’ve already telephoned Yvonne and Adrian, I’ve warned them what to expect.’

      ‘You’ve never met Daniel’s family!’

      ‘I have a good idea. Now you’ll be able to see Daniel and Kenneth side by side and you’ll realise just what I see, Kenneth is a catch, and very eligible. I’ve heard that Yvonne and Adrian are worth well over a million pounds.’

      ‘And that makes them better?’

      ‘Oh darling, you’re my daughter and I want the best for you.’

      ‘We both love you,’ added Dad.

      I realised that this lunch would be a fight, a fight for Daniel and his family, measured against the so-called perfection of the Rosebury’s.

      ‘Where are you going?’ said Mum as I got up.

      ‘I’m not hungry anymore,’ I said. I went and had a shower, and then I shut myself in the airing cupboard with the phone and called Daniel. His mother answered and I heard in the background the sound of him playing Jingle Bells on the piano.

      ‘’Oo is it?’ she shouted.

      ‘It’s Coco!’

      ‘Oh ’ello love. John Paul Belmondo is still missin'.’

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said.

      ‘I went out there this mornin’ and made a noise like a girl turkey, but nothin’… ’e’s gawn.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ I said again. I tried to imagine Mrs. Pinchard impersonating a turkey. I had a vision of her pulling her teeth out and crouching down.

      ‘Does yer mum like tinned fruit cocktail?’ she asked.

      ‘I think so.’

      ‘Good, ’cos I’ve got a tin in the cupboard, I won it in the raffle down Hilly Fields. Cost a whole pound for a ticket so it should be good stuff, you know ’ow they sometimes fob you off with peaches and pears an only ’alf a bloomin’ cherry!’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘’Ow about a tin of condensed milk for the pud? An’ I think I’ve got some pickled walnuts in the back of the sideboard…’

      ‘Yes, look can I speak to Daniel please?’ I asked, realising that sooner or later Mum would spot the wire for the phone and hoist me out of the cupboard to make brandy butter. The sound of Jingle Bells ceased and Daniel was summoned to the phone.

      ‘Merry Christmas, sexy,’ he said.

      ‘Look, Daniel,’ I said. ‘I’m so excited about you all coming, but I have to warn you… there’s no other way to say it. My mother is a snob, she looks down on everyone and she’s got this awful couple coming called Yvonne and Adrian, with their equally awful son Kenneth who Mum seems to want me to marry. Please just promise you’ll still love me afterwards whatever happens?’

      ‘Course I will. You’re my Coco. Trust me I can charm the pants off any woman.’

      ‘Daniel!’

      ‘That came out wrong, your pants are the only ones I want to charm off.’

      Then I heard his mother shouting, ‘’Ere Danny ’ave a sniff of these pickled walnuts, are they meant to look like this?’

      ‘Right, I’d better go, see you at twelve,’ he said. ‘Love you.’

      ‘Love you too,’ I said. I wasn’t hopeful about lunch.

      

      The Roseburys rang the doorbell at eleven-thirty. Mum’s high heels appeared first as she came running down the stairs. She was wearing the white off-the-shoulder cashmere sweater Dad had given her plus the entire contents of her jewellery box.

      ‘Yvonne!’ she cried opening the door where the Roseburys stood. They stamped the snow off their shoes and came in bearing expensive wine, vintage port, a huge piece of Stilton and a giant bouquet of flowers.

      I dreaded what Mum would say when Mrs. Pinchard handed over the condensed milk and tinned fruit.

      ‘Oh! Thank you!’ cried Mum. Dad helped Yvonne out of her coat. She was wearing an identical off-the-shoulder cashmere sweater in red.

      ‘You got the Nicole Farhi in cashmere too!’ squealed Yvonne as she and Mum admired each other.

      ‘Great minds think alike Bill,’ said Adrian gripping my father’s hand. Both he and Kenneth were dressed in shirts and ties with dreadful knitted Christmas jumpers.

      ‘Merry Christmas, Bill,’ said Adrian pulling out a cigar.

      ‘Merry Christmas, Adrian!’ said Dad doing the same. They swapped cigars and held them to their noses.

      ‘This is the life, Bill, rolled on a Cuban virgin’s thigh,’ said Adrian raising his eyebrows lasciviously. Kenneth stood moodily by the door.

      ‘Karen, say hello to Kenneth and take his coat,’ parroted Mum.

      ‘Hello. Coat please,’ I said holding out my arm.

      ‘Not like you’re working in the coat room of a public house… You’ve got her all flustered Kenneth,’ said Mum. Kenneth muttered something neutral.

      ‘I’ve got my boyfriend coming,’ I announced loudly.

      ‘Oh! Boyfriend indeed,’ said Adrian, going all bug-eyed at the thought of me being with a boy. ‘What does your father think of this?’

      ‘Well, Adrian, he’s going to have to come through me first,’ said Dad being all comedy macho.

      ‘Oh Kenneth, do give Coco your coat, don’t stand on ceremony,’ smiled Mum. He handed me his jacket and they all went into the living room. I had to admit, it looked great. The room was candlelit, with fairy lights twinkling on the tree, the fire was burning and holly hung around the mantelpiece. Nat King Cole gently crooned in the background encouraging us all to have a merry little Christmas.

      ‘Oh Evelyn your tree is beautiful,’ said Yvonne. Mum did a coquettish little laugh and zipped out, returning with a silver tray with champagne and glasses.

      ‘Bill would you?’ asked Mum. Dad started to open the bottle of Moet & Chandon.

      ‘Shampoo eh? Business must be good…’ grinned Adrian. Mum subtly twisted the bottle round so the label was showing, and Dad popped the cork. As we clinked glasses Mum started going on about how I’d invited some people over at the last minute, some friends who were having trouble at Christmas. She made it sound like they were coming to us as a soup kitchen!

      ‘It’s my boyfriend’s family,’ I clarified.

      ‘Well, just someone from university,’ said Mum airily.

      ‘No. I like Daniel a lot,’ I said.

      ‘Well, we’ll see about that,’ said Mum through gritted teeth.

      ‘You don’t get to tell me who I can go out with,’ I growled.

      ‘Bill!’ shrilled Mum. ‘Why don’t you take Adrian outside and enjoy those cigars.’ The two dads went off gleefully. ‘Kenneth, I’m going to show your mother my new Le Creuset range – I got it last week and Delia swears by it. Why don’t you talk to Karen about what you’re getting up to at Keele.’

      Mum ushered Yvonne out leaving Kenneth and me standing awkwardly together.

      ‘So… Is Delia your housekeeper?’ asked Kenneth after a pause.

      ‘She means Delia Smith, you know? The television cook?’

      ‘Oh, yeah,’ Kenneth nodded, there were droplets of sweat forming on his upper lip.

      ‘Do you want to take that jumper off?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m fine,’ he snapped.

      ‘Well you don’t look it, at least move away from the fire.’ He slammed his glass down on the table and yanked his jumper over his head. Underneath he was wearing a starched white shirt and tie.

      ‘Better?’ I smiled.

      ‘Yes.’

      He folded the jumper up and laid it on the arm of the sofa. We stood in silence.

      ‘Can I just say that I really do have a boyfriend, and despite what our parents want…’

      ‘You can stop flattering yourself,’ he said. ‘You’re hardly my type.’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’

      ‘Well,’ he said sneeringly looking me up and down.

      ‘You can piss off!’ I snapped. I went to leave but the living room door opened softly and my mother and Yvonne poked their heads inside.

      ‘How are you two getting along?’ asked Mum. Yvonne was standing beside her looking equally hopeful.

      ‘Oh wonderful,’ I said. Kenneth gave me a look.

      ‘Karen! Charge Kenneth’s glass,’ snapped Mum as if this would make us fall hopelessly in love. They both left the room. I grabbed the glass out of his hand and went to the sideboard. I began pouring more champagne when, through the window into the back garden, I saw a young guy poking his head up over the fence. His hair was gelled up and blow-dried into a Simon Le Bon style, and he had an orange scarf twirled theatrically round his neck. He caught sight of me, stared angrily for a moment then his head vanished.

      ‘God, how long does it take you to pour a drink?’ said Kenneth sarcastically.

      ‘There was some guy trying to get over the fence,’ I said, handing him his champagne.

      ‘Was it your boyfriend? Trying to escape?’ he smirked.

      ‘No this boy was trying to climb in actually…’

      Kenneth became rather tense.

      ‘Hang on. What did he look like?’

      ‘I dunno. Blond, Simon Le Bon haircut…’ Kenneth gulped and gripped his glass harder, and then the doorbell rang. It was Daniel. He was wearing dark trousers and a white shirt open at the neck. His silver St. Christopher glinted against a glimpse of hairy chest. He looked gorgeous.

      ‘Merry Christmas, Coco,’ he said leaning in for a kiss.

      ‘Where are your Mum and Meryl?’ I asked.

      ‘Oh, um. They’re just parking the car,’ he grinned.

      ‘There are loads of spaces out the front, aren’t there?’

      He shrugged oddly and I took him through to the living room where everyone was now standing with drinks. Mum was a little annoyed at how warmly he was welcomed in. Daniel even called my Dad Sir, which earned him several brownie points. Twenty minutes of sipping and chatting passed before Mum started making noises about the dinner being ruined.

      ‘Where did your mum park, Daniel? Tottenham?’ I asked. Then the doorbell rang.

      ‘That’ll be them,’ said Daniel, obviously relieved. Mrs. Pinchard and Meryl were standing on the doorstep with their hair slightly on end as if they’d emerged from a tussle. Meryl smoothed her hair nervously. Mum appeared with Dad, Adrian and Yvonne and they all said an awkward hello.

      ‘’Ooh, yer jumper’s slipped,’ said Mrs. Pinchard pulling Mum’s off-the-shoulder firmly back on-the-shoulder. ‘Wouldn’t want one of yer boobies popping out… well not until we’ve lit the Christmas pud!’

      ‘It’s supposed to be like this,’ said Mum, yanking it back down.

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Mrs. Pinchard noticing Yvonne. ‘The fashion these days!’ Dad helped Meryl and Ethel out of their winter coats. Meryl seemed very agitated and barely said hello.

      ‘Oooh, ’ere iss very nice,’ said Ethel taking off her headscarf and leaning in to peer up between the bannisters. ‘’Ave you got the upstairs or the downstairs?’

      ‘The whole house belongs to us!’ said Mum, horrified that Ethel might think we only rented – and only part of the house at that. She pulled a face at Yvonne and pulled her into the kitchen. I was left to take everyone into the dining room.

      ‘Did you find a parking space?’ I asked.

      ‘What? Oh yeah, yeah…’ said Mrs. Pinchard. A look passed between her Meryl and Daniel, but I didn’t get a chance to press them further because Mum appeared and banged her little gong.

      ‘Christmas lunch is served,’ she said.

      ‘Ooh iss just like them Rank films! You got a man in a loincloth ’oo can do that again!’ said Mrs. Pinchard, cackling.

      The table was laid out beautifully. I was put between Kenneth and Daniel, and opposite me, Ethel and Meryl were squashed in beside Adrian and Yvonne. Meryl muttered something in Mrs. Pinchard’s ear and made as if to get up but Ethel hissed,

      ‘Sit down… Ooh the grub smells lovely!’ she added loudly, pulling the ring off her napkin and tucking it into the neck of her blouse. Meryl reluctantly did the same and so did Daniel. Dad came through with the turkey steaming on a huge platter. Yvonne followed with the plates, and Mum rolled in the hostess trolley and began to unload everything onto the table. There was an awesome amount of food. I saw a look shoot between Mum and Yvonne when they saw how my guests were wearing their napkins.

      Mrs. Pinchard livened up the proceedings, cutting through the formal atmosphere and encouraging everyone to pull their crackers, put on the silly hats and read out the jokes. My mother was not happy with this. Halfway through another knock knock joke the front doorbell rang.

      ‘Get that would you, Karen?’ said Mum. When I opened the front door the Simon Le Bon guy was standing angrily on the doorstep in his orange scarf.

      ‘Who are you?’ he demanded.

      ‘Karen,’ I said. ‘Who the hell are you?’

      ‘Chris,’ said the boy pacing up and down and staring past me into the hallway. ‘Is Kenneth in there?’

      ‘Yes. Why do you want to know?’

      ‘I don’t know anymore,’ he said dramatically. ‘I thought I was someone special… Now he’s here. With you.’

      ‘What?’ I said.

      ‘Oh I’m not going to give you the satisfaction. Go and enjoy your romantic Christmas lunch.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Ask Kenneth!’ shrilled Chris and with a flick of his scarf he turned on his heel and marched off down the steps. I closed the door, confused.

      ‘Who was that?’ asked Mum when I came back in.

      ‘This really odd chap. He said he knew you, Kenneth, his name’s Chris. He was the one peering over the fence earlier.’

      Kenneth choked on his sprouts.

      ‘Chris? Chris Cheshire? Blond, about this high?’ he asked coughing.

      ‘I suppose so,’ I said.

      ‘That’s Lord Cheshire’s son,’ said Yvonne proudly whacking Kenneth on the back. ‘Lord Cheshire who owns the napkin empire… He’s a friend of Kenneth’s. A very good friend. In fact, Kenneth has been to Cheshire Hall no less than three times!’

      ‘Oh Karen, can you see who Kenneth is friends with?’ said Mum. She then turned to Daniel’s mum who slurping mashed swede off her desert spoon.

      ‘So. Mrs. Pinchard,’ she said baring her teeth and going in for the kill. ‘Where do you work?’

      ‘I’m a cleaner, at Catford Police station, and call me Ethel,’ she said chewing.

      ‘Oh a cleaner,’ said Mum. ‘Well I suppose someone has to do it.’

      ‘Yeah. It can be a mucky job,’ she said oblivious to the sarcasm. ‘Do you know, we ’ad a couple of lads in for GBH the night before last. Lary as you like. The filthy buggers went on dirty protest! Urgh. You should’ve seen it… Ooh – that reminds me, Meryl love. You left that yule log in a carrier bag in the hall.’

      Meryl jumped up and practically ran out. There was silence, just the sound of knives and forks on china.

      ‘’Ere, Adrian, iss come to me now. I knew I recognised you,’ said Mrs. Pinchard fixing her gaze on him.

      ‘Ooh, I love a mystery,’ he grinned.

      ‘Actual Bodily Harm weren’t it? You were mixed up in that Millwall business last month. I cleaned out the cell they put you in.’

      Adrian’s face dropped.

      ‘What? Oh, no that wasn’t me.’

      ‘Yes! You and yer mate got arrested for peeing in a post box after the match. Then you slapped that copper round the chops.’

      Mum and Dad looked at Adrian in dismay.

      ‘It must be someone else, Mrs. Pinchard, you sound like you don’t come north of the river often,’ said Mum nervously.

      ‘No ’e came south, I never forget a face,’ said Mrs. Pinchard pointing at Adrian with a roasted parsnip.

      ‘Well, ha ha, it was just a silly thing that got out of hand at a football match,’ said Adrian.

      ‘You smacked a copper in the gob, that ’aint just silly. When’s your court date?’ said Mrs. Pinchard.

      We all froze at the table.

      ‘OOOH! You’re such a thug!’ screamed Yvonne suddenly out of character. ‘I knew people would find out! You’re strutting around the place like Lord Muck with your bloody cigars!’ She threw her napkin down and left the room in tears. Adrian jumped up.

      ‘Thank you very much!’ hissed Adrian and followed Yvonne.

      ‘What? I’m not the one ’oo did in that copper,’ said Mrs. Pinchard to the horrified table. ‘Nice lad ’e is too…’

      At that moment we heard a scream from Yvonne.

      ‘Oh Bill, do you think Adrian’s attacking Yvonne?’ asked Mum in horror. We all jumped up and rushed into the hall. The front door was open and, bizarrely, Meryl was staggering in under the weight of John Paul Belmondo, the Christmas turkey. His huge wings were flapping as she tried to keep hold of him. Yvonne was screaming in terror.

      ‘What the bloody ’ell are you doin’ Meryl!’ shouted Mrs. Pinchard.

      ‘He was scratching the upholstery of my car!’ she said apologetically. ‘Will someone help me carry him through to the back garden!’

      ‘What in God’s name?’ said Mum.

      ‘We found ’im ’alfway up the Old Kent Road, I couldn’t leave ’im! I thought ’e’d be alright in the car while we ’ad lunch!’ said Mrs. Pinchard. ‘It were Coco ’oo lost ’im in the first place!’ she added.

      Meryl lost her grip on John Paul and he jumped out of her arms and into the hall. Yvonne screamed in terror and Adrian kicked out at him. John Paul quite rightly got upset and started to hiss and spit with his wings flapping. They scarpered into the dining room, the angry turkey half running half flying after them.

      We followed and found Yvonne and Adrian standing at the far end of the dining table. John Paul Belmondo was on the table with his impressive wingspan fully deployed, beak down and advancing towards them knocking over glasses. Yvonne’s lipsticked mouth was stretched wide in horror and then John Paul charged forward and they all disappeared under the table.

      ‘I won’t take this!’ shouted a voice. We turned to find Chris, the Simon Le Bon guy standing in the dining room doorway.  He must have come in through the open front door.

      ‘I love you Kenneth Rosebury,’ he shrilled. ‘I deserve to eat Christmas lunch with you. I refuse to be a dirty secret! Let’s stop creeping around. Let’s be out and proud!’

      No-one took much notice as there were terrible sounds coming from under the dining table.

      ‘My mother’s being attacked by an eagle!’ shouted Kenneth.

      ‘It’s a bloody turkey you prat!’ shouted Mrs. Pinchard as Chris dived under the table and managed to wrangle John Paul just enough so that Yvonne and Adrian could escape.

      

      An hour later I was standing on the doorstep with Daniel and Chris. Meryl and Ethel had managed to sedate John Paul with a teaspoon of cooking sherry and get him back into the car.

      He was sitting apologetically on the back seat, his eyes sad once more. I said goodbye to Meryl and she got in the driver’s side.

      ‘We’ll take ’im back ’ome, get ’im settled in the yard. Thanks for lunch love,’ said Mrs. Pinchard. ‘Ooh I forgot to give these to your mum, she’ll think I’ve got no manners!’ She handed me some tinned fruit and pickled walnuts. I was lost for words as she waved goodbye and they drove off with John Paul Belmondo’s head poking out of the back window.

      Mum and Dad had taken Yvonne and Adrian to the casualty department at Guy’s and St.Thomas’s Hospital. I think it was mostly for shock.  They emerged fairly unscathed and the only thing that would require stitches was Yvonne’s Nicole Farhi cashmere sweater.

      As we walked up to the front door Kenneth was leaving.

      ‘Stay away from me,’ he shouted and ran past us without a word of goodbye. Chris was in tears so I asked him to stay for a bit.

      ‘I’m sorry I barged in and ruined your Christmas day,’ said Chris as we all sat by the fire with the rest of the champagne.

      ‘I think it had already gone down the pan when the turkey went on the rampage,’ I grinned.

      ‘And when my mum outed your friend’s father as a police beater,’ added Daniel.

      ‘And then you outed their son as… well you outed him. It was far more interesting than our normal Christmas,’ I said, and we all burst out laughing.

      ‘I don’t know if he’ll ever speak to me again,’ said Chris. ‘I love him.’

      ‘You could do so much better than Kenneth Rosebury,’ I said. ‘Anyway, he’s up at university in Keele, I take it you live in London?’

      ‘Yeah. My parents just bought me a cottage by Regent’s Park… Where I’m going to die alone!’ he added mournfully.

      ‘Well I’m here,’ I said kindly. ‘And you really impressed me with how you wrestled with John Paul Belmondo.’

      ‘Really?’ he said, wiping the tears off his face.

      ‘Yeah, your hair didn’t move.’

      ‘Aquanet hairspray. I swear by it. Look, here’s my phone number,’ he said handing me a card. ‘I hope you’ll ring me, Coco.’

      

      Chris left when the champagne ran out.  He invited us to a club in the West End but we promised we’d do it some other time. It had started to snow again when we came back inside. I surveyed the mess in the dining room. I went to pick up a broken plate but Daniel put his hand over mine.

      ‘They’ll be gone hours at the hospital.’

      ‘Yes they will,’ I said. ‘Here, I haven’t had my Christmas present from you yet.’

      We went and sat by the fire again and swapped gifts. I’d bought him the new Kate Bush record Hounds of Love which he was thrilled with. He then handed me a little box. I opened it and nestled inside was a silver chain.

      ‘Oh Daniel, it’s beautiful,’ I cried. He lifted up my hair and gently fastened it around my neck.

      ‘I want to be with you always Coco,’ he said. ‘And every year we’re together I want to buy you a beautiful piece of jewellery.’

      Well that was it. If I wasn’t hopelessly in love with him before, I was now. We cuddled up together by the fire as the dusk fell and snow drifted softly past the window.

      ‘Will you marry me Coco?’ he whispered quietly in my ear. I closed my eyes, lay my head against his chest and felt his strong heart beating.

      ‘Yes Daniel,’ I said. ‘Yes, I’ll marry you…’
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      I was late to work this morning. I’m the teacher who lives the closest to school, so that made it even more embarrassing.

      When I opened the door to my form room, the Headmaster, Mr Sutcliffe, was behind my desk taking registration. This was bad. He never sets foot in a classroom. I waited nervously at the back until he’d finished calling the register.

      "And Mrs Pinchard," he said, looking up at me with his cold blue eyes.

      “Present,” I said, automatically. “I mean, thank you Headmaster. I’m now here, obviously.”

      I scurried to the front of the class, under the smirking gaze of thirty-two fourteen-year-olds. Mr Sutcliffe’s first name is Peter, which has earned him the nickname ‘The Ripper’.

      “I’m terribly sorry I’m late, Headmaster," I said, unwinding my scarf and setting down my bag. He was silent: he expected me to make my excuses in front of the kids. “It’s been a rather disorganised morning,” I added, lowering my voice.

      “How, exactly?” he asked, sitting back in my chair.

      The reason I was late was because Rosencrantz had been showing us extracts from his forthcoming primary school Nativity play at the breakfast table. He’d even made up a song and performed it standing on his chair, accompanied by me and Daniel tapping our cutlery enthusiastically against a bowl and an empty milk bottle:

      

      
        
        
        I’m the bestest and wisest man,

        Ten times better than Peter Pan,

        I’ve got lots of Frankincense,

        I got it on offer for fifty pence,

        Is that Jesus in his pram?

        He looks like a lump of boiled ham!

      

        

      

      Most mornings I have to leave the house as Rosencrantz is eating his breakfast. It kills me to think what silliness and fun I’ve missed out on. I just couldn’t miss his little Wise Man song, and I’m so glad I didn’t. Daniel and I were crying with laughter.

      

      I realised The Ripper was still staring at me, waiting for an answer, along with the kids in my class.

      “My road was closed off by the police. No one was allowed out,” I lied. He cocked his head, waiting to hear more. I went on, “I don’t know why they closed it, perhaps it was a gas leak, or a drug raid… or a prostitution ring…” The kids began to snigger. “Not that I live in that kind of area, of course, Headmaster. Or that I would be involved in a prostitution ring. I’ve barely enough time to finish all my marking!” I joked.

      The kids laughed. The Ripper’s mouth was now set in a grim line.

      “SILENCE!” he yelled.

      The kids were instantly still and quiet. A vein was throbbing in his temple.

      “Mrs Pinchard,” he said, in a dangerously low tone, “I was walking past your form room and your class was running wild. Someone was exposing their bare bottom, and pressing it against the glass partition. Unfortunately I was unable to identify the culprit.” I bit my lip, suppressing the urge to laugh. He went on, “You should have phoned the school secretary and informed me you wouldn’t be here to take registration. Don’t ever do that again.”

      I shivered as he rose and left with the register. When he’d gone, my class had a field day.

      “Uuummmm, Miss. You’re so in trouble!” said Kelly Roffey, swinging back on her chair.

      “Did you see that vein throbbing, Miss? He was really pissed off,” said Damian Grange.

      “I’m not surprised. Now, who was it who flashed their bum at the Headmaster?” I asked.

      “It was Damian, Miss,” said Kelly Roffey.

      “Prove it,” said Damian.

      “Miss, Damian’s arse has seven pimples… get him to drop his trousers and you’ll see,” said Kelly Roffey.

      “No one is dropping their trousers, now quiet,” I snapped.

      I wasn’t surprised that Damian was the culprit. I was surprised, however, that Kelly Roffey could count to seven.

      I can’t quite believe I’ve ended up as an English teacher. I thought it would be fun. I thought I’d spend all day discussing my favourite literature. But the truth is, working at St Duke’s Comprehensive is mostly crowd control. I don’t know how to inspire a load of petulant teenagers.

      “Quiet,” I said, wiping the blackboard. “Now, for homework, I asked you to read the first two chapters of A Christmas Carol.”

      They all groaned and pulled out their books.

      “What were your first impressions of Mr Scrooge? What is he like as a character?” I asked.

      Blank faces stared back at me.

      “Come on, this is A Christmas Carol. We’ve all heard the phrase to be a Scrooge…”

      “Miss? My copy’s got pages missing,” said Kelly Roffey. “It says nothing about Bob Cratchit being a frog.”

      “That’s The Muppet Christmas Carol,” I sighed.

      “Oh. Is the book different?” asked Kelly, sincerely.

      The class broke down into catcalls and laughter.

      

      At lunchtime I collapsed into an armchair in the staffroom. A half bald Christmas tree was balanced on a plastic crate by the door, swaying woozily as teachers rushed past to get in the queue for the tea urn. The curtains were clamped shut against the grey winter sky. Under the window opposite me sat three teachers eating their sandwiches: Miss Bruce (Maths, longest-serving staff member), Mr Gutteridge (Humanities, stinks of wee and coffee) and Miss Rolincova (Science, a new teacher like me, but unlike me she’s from Slovakia and incredibly beautiful). She caught me staring at her, and I quickly looked away.

      The dreary silence was broken by Miss Mesere, the French teacher. Elegant and always beautifully dressed, she sashayed past us all in a tight red skirt and jacket, her sleek dark hair swept back in a bun. She exists on a different plane to the rest of us. Her husband is minted, an investment banker I think, and she teaches French to keep busy. She was carrying a posh cake box from Patisserie Valerie, and a plastic bag with a boxed Tracy Island toy poking out of the top. She put the plastic bag down and opened the fridge.

      Mrs Carter (Geography, perpetually exhausted, has five boys) came up behind her.

      “Good God, how did you get hold of one of those?” she asked.

      “Zis is for ma ‘usband. Crème caramel. ‘Is favorit,” Miss Mesere smiled, making space for the cake box in the tiny fridge.

      “Not the cake, the Tracy Island,” Mrs Carter said. “May I?”

      Miss Mesere nodded, and Mrs Carter pulled out the Tracy Island toy, merchandise from Thunderbirds, the TV show for kids.

      “Where the hell did you get it? There’s a huge shortage of these toys!” exclaimed Mrs Carter.

      “A fabulous little toyshop near ze Kings Road,” said Miss Mesere. “French, of course. Monsieur Fauchon, ‘ow do you say? ‘E put one on ze side for me.”

      She plucked the Tracy Island from the envious Mrs Carter’s grip, slid it back in the plastic bag, and sashayed out of the staffroom with a smile.

      “What do you mean, there’s a huge shortage?” I asked.

      “You must have heard, Mrs Pinchard, surely,” said Mrs Carter coming over to our group of chairs. “All the toyshops have sold out of Tracy Islands… You’ve got a little boy, haven’t you?”

      “Yes. Rosencrantz is four,” I said, remembering with horror that he’d already written his Christmas letter, and he’d asked for Tracy Island.

      Mr Gutteridge pulled out a crumpled copy of The Sun, and smoothing it out on the stained coffee table, started to read out loud from an article.

      “‘This year’s must-have Christmas toy is the Tracy Island playset, but toyshops up and down the country have run out. The factory in China, where the toys are made, can’t keep up with demand. However, Blue Peter is coming to the rescue! Tune in at teatime when they’ll be showing parents how to make their own version of Tracy Island using cardboard boxes and empty washing-up liquid bottles,’” he read, adding, “Blimey, what kid would want a homemade one?”

      “I think me and the hubby are going to have to make five. Our boys are all Thunderbirds crazy,” sighed Mrs Carter.

      “Who is this Blue Peter?” asked Miss Rolincova.

      "Blue Peter isn’t a person,” snapped Miss Bruce, peeling a black banana. “It’s a children’s television programme on BBC One…”

      “Surely there must be some Tracy Islands in the shops?” I said desperately.

      “Nope. There are only two moulds in the factory, apparently,” said Mr Gutteridge peering at The Sun. “Sounds like the Chinks have been caught on the hop!"

      "Mr Gutteridge, you can’t say that!” clucked Mrs Carter indulgently.

      Miss Rolincova stood up, brushed the crumbs off her black skirt and left, giving us all an awkward nod.

      Mrs Carter waited till she’d gone, then turned back to our group saying, “She’s making no effort to integrate…”

      “There are plenty of English people who can teach science,” sneered Miss Bruce, a banana string hanging off the corner of her mouth. “Why did the Headmaster have to hire an Eastern European?”

      “I had a cracking night with an Eastern European girl once, she could suck a golf ball through a hose pipe!” said Mr Gutteridge, rolling up his copy of The Sun. Mrs Carter chuckled indulgently.

      I ignored them all and was about to go and phone Daniel when The Ripper came into the staffroom. He was flanked by Miss Marks, the young school secretary, who was holding a stack of plastic buckets. They stopped beside the Christmas tree, and a hush descended.

      “I don’t wish to disturb your lunch, but I do want to remind you all that tomorrow is our Christingle assembly,” he said. “We’re honoured and privileged to have the Lord Mayor of London attending with his Lady Mayoress.”

      There was silence from the unimpressed, mainly socialist staff.

      “And the School Governors,” he continued. “Staff must ensure each student in their class brings an orange to decorate, and explain the significance of the Christingle to them.”

      “Most of my class don’t even know what an orange is, let alone the significance of the bloody Christingle,” I murmured.

      “Did you want to say something, Mrs Pinchard?” asked The Ripper, fixing his cold eyes on me.

      “No, Headmaster,” I said, going bright red.

      “I thought perhaps you were volunteering to help? We need someone to supervise the students with their oranges and candles.”

      “Erm…” I began.

      “Shall I put Mrs Pinchard down for oranges and candle lighting?” asked Miss Marks with a nasty smile.

      “Yes, do, she’s obviously very keen,” said The Ripper. There was an awkward pause. He went on, “Staff will also need to co-ordinate a charity collection for any spare change. I’m confident we can beat last year’s total of ninety-seven pounds.”

      Everyone stared at him. More work before the end of term.

      “Thank you. I’ll leave Miss Marks to assign the charity buckets,” said The Ripper.

      When he’d gone, the staffroom burst back into a noisy chatter.

      “Bad luck, Mrs Pinchard. Let’s hope there isn’t a repeat of last year’s Christingle assembly,” said Mrs Carter.

      “What happened last year?” I asked.

      “Two pupils ended up in hospital with burns. Shelley Martin’s perm went up like the Hindenburg.”

      “And what about the other pupil?” I asked.

      “Dean Lewis spent three weeks in hospital after he tried to light one of his farts. It was like that film, Backdraft,” said Mrs Carter.

      On cue the bell rang, and everyone trooped back to their form rooms.

      

      I arrived home just after five, exhausted. It was dark and cold, and light was glowing softly against the closed curtains of the living room. When I opened the front door I could hear the end of Newsround. I put my bag down in the hall and poked my head around the living room door. Rosencrantz was sitting atop his favourite beanbag, his tiny legs poking out with his Thunderbirds slippers on.

      ‘Mummy, Mummy, Mummy!’ he shouted, leaping up and grabbing at my legs. He’d left a tiny imprint in the beanbag, like the well in a cake mix where you break the egg. I lifted him up and he kissed my cheeks and gave me a hug.

      “How was school?” I asked.

      “Today I ate all my dinner, even though it was a bit cold… and Melanie Jones was told off for filling up the toilet with loo roll… and we had the rehearsals for the Nativity play. Joseph can’t remember his lines.”

      “But you know all yours?”

      “Of course I know all my lines, Mummy,” he said seriously.

      “And you’ve got your brilliant song. Did you sing it for everyone?”

      “No, Mummy. I only made that up to make you and Daddy laugh. I have to stick to the script. Even if I only have to bring the Frankincense,” he said, rolling his little eyes as if his talents were being squandered as a mere Wise Man.

      “You are going to be the best, wisest Wise Man,” I said.

      “It’s going to be a big production,” he added, like a seasoned pro. “Mrs Masters is lending her four Dulux dogs for the manger scene. They’ve just had their hair cut so they look a bit like camels.”

      “It sounds… interesting,” I said.

      We looked up as Blue Peter started on the television.

      “Mummy! They’re making a Tracy Island on Blue Peter! Am I going to get Tracy Island for Christmas?”

      Bugger, bugger, bollocks, I thought.

      “You posted your letter to Father Christmas?” I asked.

      He nodded furiously. “I licked the stamp and everything!”

      “Then of course you’re going to get Tracy Island for Christmas.” You’re a rotten lying mother, said a voice in my head.

      Rosencrantz did a little jiggle of happiness then climbed back into his dent in the beanbag. On the TV in the corner of the living room, Anthea Turner was dressed in her fluffy Blue Peter jumper and listing all the bits you needed to make a Tracy Island at home. I stood by the door and watched Rosencrantz’s happy little face for a moment, then went through to the kitchen.

      Daniel was sitting at the kitchen table. He looked up and gave me a grin. His mother was standing by the sink in her flowery housecoat.

      “Hello Ethel, I didn’t know you were coming over, again?” I said, trying to keep my voice light.

      “Didn’t know I ‘ad to make an appointment?” she said. She picked up the teapot, swilled it round and tipped cold tealeaves down the sink.

      “Course you don’t, Ethel. You just seem to be in town a lot lately,” I said, kissing Daniel on top of his head.

      “Mum came up to town to get her ears syringed,” he explained.

      “Was it a success? Has it improved your eavesdropping skills?” I asked.

      “Thought I’d pop in see my favourite boys… An’ you, love, of course,” said Ethel.

      We gave each other an insincere smile.

      “How was your day?” I asked Daniel, putting my arm round him.

      “I got the final version of the music score sent off to the pantomime company for Dick Whittington. I hope they like it,” he said.

      “They’ll love it,” I told him.

      “Oh Coco, you got another rejection letter fer one of yer stories,” said Ethel, banging down the teapot on the worktop.

      “Sorry Cokes, I opened it by mistake,” said Daniel. He searched through a pile of bills on the kitchen table and handed me a letter from The People’s Friend magazine. I quickly scanned it, noting it said the short story I’d submitted wasn’t suitable for publication. I’d almost got used to the rejection letters these days. I sighed and tucked it back amongst the pile of bills.

      “What is it they say? Don’t give up yer day job?” asked Ethel.

      ‘Now Mum, Coco’s a wonderful writer, she just hasn’t had her break yet,” said Daniel.

      I pulled the kitchen door shut and fished The Sun out of my bag.

      “Look, forget about that. We need to talk. Have you seen the paper?” I said, smoothing it out on the kitchen table.

      “I know. Poor Princess Diane, splitting up with that Charles,” said Ethel, spooning fresh tealeaves into the pot. “She won’t leave the Royal Family and come out alive.”

      Why is Ethel the only person in the world who calls her Princess Diane?

      “Who’d want to hurt Princess Diana?” I asked.

      “She gave the Queen an Anus Horribilis,” explained Ethel.

      “It’s Annus Horribilis,” I corrected.

      “Well, whatever it is, it sounds painful,” said Ethel. “That Diane should watch ‘er back, tha’s all I’m saying.”

      The kettle clicked off and she poured hot water into the pot. I resisted the urge to press the Diana/Diane debate.

      “Anyway, I’m not talking about Diana. Look!” I said.

      I opened the newspaper and flicked through to the page about Tracy Island. Ethel came over to the table and she and Daniel both peered at the article in silence. Ethel’s lips moved as she read.

      “Blimey,” said Daniel, sitting back and reaching for a cigarette.

      “Coco, iss only a week or so till Christmas! What ‘ave you bin doing for the past two months?” exclaimed Ethel.

      “I’ve been at work! You’ve spent the past two months on the bus up here and back to Catford. You could have jumped off at Hamley’s, Ethel,” I retorted.

      “I’ve been up and down to the ‘ospital with all sorts, Coco. I’ve got a bad back, bad hips…”

      “And there’s all that earwax,” I said.

      “Okay you two,” said Daniel. “Let’s go outside and have a cigarette.”

      “The door’s shut, Danny, the smoke won’t reach little Rosencrantz,” said Ethel.

      “No. We smoke outside, Ethel,” I said.

      We grabbed our coats and reconvened on the terrace. The moon was now up and the lawn had frozen and was glistening in the moonlight.

      “Maybe we can persuade Rosencrantz to like another toy. What about Action Man?” suggested Daniel.

      “We could make a Tracy Island? They were just on Blue Peter, using toilet rolls and margarine tubs,” I began.

      “You can’t give ‘im something made up of all the old shit you’d throw away!’ said Ethel. She had a point.

      There was a knock on the door and Rosencrantz pressed his nose against the glass.

      “Everybody, I just thought up a funny Thunderbirds joke!” he shrilled.

      We stubbed out our cigarettes and came back inside, relishing the warmth from the kitchen.

      “Go on, tell us yer joke, love,” said Ethel.

      Rosencrantz took a deep breath.

      “Why is Parker called Parker?”

      “I don’t know, why is Parker called Parker?” I asked.

      “Cos he’s a good parker!” Rosencrantz cried, grinning with his little row of milk teeth. Ethel and I laughed.

      “Oooh! Tha’s funny!” she said, scooping him up for a cuddle.

      Only Daniel remained confused.

      “Who’s Parker?” he asked.

      “Oh Daddy, you’re a ding-dong dilly noodle,” said Rosencrantz. “Don’t you know anything? Parker is Lady Penelope’s chauffeur in Thunderbirds!”

      Rosencrantz jumped down from Ethel’s arms and started to swan round the kitchen, doing a rather brilliant Lady Penelope voice and jigging gently as if he were suspended from strings.

      “Parker, we appear to have intruders. I think they are going to take my jewels,” he said. “Yes, M’lady, but h’I fink we might be unable to stop ‘em,” he said, switching to an equally good impression of Parker. “EVERYONE! I can’t wait for Christmas Day! Thunderbirds are go, go, GO!” he shouted and ran round the kitchen and back through to the living room.

      Ethel looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

      “Right I’ve gotta be orf,” she said picking up her bag. She saw my despondent face. “Don’t worry Coco, love, we’ll sort something out.”

      “Yeah Cokes, there’s still a few shopping days to go till Christmas,” added Daniel.

      “Danny, be a good lad and walk yer old Mum round to the bus stop,” said Ethel.

      When they’d gone, I cleared away all the bills. Then, pulling out a big pile of marking, I sat down at the kitchen table. When Daniel returned he brought fish and chips, and we ate them on our knees in front of the telly. Every time a silly Christmas advert came on Rosencrantz laughed with his little open mouth half full of chips, and me and Daniel looked at each other nervously.

      “We should sort out the tree and the decorations too,” said Daniel quietly.

      Later on, I’d just put Rosencrantz to bed when the phone rang. It was Ethel.

      “Coco!” she whispered down the line. “I’ve ‘ad a tip-off… About this Tracy Island…”

      I wasn’t sure why she was whispering. She lives alone, and her next-door neighbor, Mrs Roberts, is deaf.

      “Ask Danny if ‘e remembers old Bert ‘oo was in the pidgin fanciers with ‘is dad?” she went on.

      Daniel was coming out of the downstairs toilet with a magazine. I relayed the message and he leant into the receiver.

      “Yeah Mum, I remember Bert,” he said.

      “Well, Bert works for Conway’s Lorries,” continued Ethel. “‘E’s driving a load of them Tracy Islands up from Dover tomorrow morning fer the toyshops. And ‘e’s gonna stop in a lay-by an’ a few are gonna fall off the back of ‘is lorry… You know, cash. No questions.”

      “That sounds illegal, Ethel,” I sniffed.

      “Oh gawd, Coco. Do you want this Tracy Island for Rosencrantz or not?”

      “Of course I do,” I said.

      “Then this is ‘ow we get it.”

      “That’s great, Mum!” said Daniel. “Coco, you can drive, I’ll read the map.”

      “An’ I’ll be the go-between, me an’ Bert go way back,” said Ethel.

      “Hang on. I can’t go to Dover tomorrow,” I protested. “I’ve got to be at work! There’s a special Christingle assembly… We’re on pain of death if we don’t show up.”

      “You know I can’t drive, Coco,” said Daniel.

      ‘You should put yer son first, Coco. Before some bloody school assembly,” added Ethel.

      I suddenly had a vision of Rosencrantz crying on Christmas Day under a presentless Christmas tree.

      “Okay, I’ll sort something out,” I sighed. “What time should we leave tomorrow?”

      “Bert said ‘e’ll be in the lay-by at ‘alf ten, and iss first come first served, so we better make it early,” said Ethel.
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      I still had some marking to do after we’d eaten our fish and chips. I took it up to bed to do and it was gone midnight when I finished, but I couldn’t sleep. I was worried about phoning in sick for work, the repercussions of missing The Ripper’s Christingle assembly, and Rosencrantz being without a present on Christmas Day. When I finally did sleep, I had a dream he was under the Christmas tree, tearing Christmas paper off a large present with a bow, which turned out to be an empty cornflakes box. He turned it upside down and a lone cornflake fell out onto the carpet. He looked up at me with tears in his eyes and said, “Mummy, don’t you love me?”

      I woke suddenly. My heart was pounding and I saw by the glowing digital clock that it was three in the morning. I got up to go to the bathroom, slipped on the pile of exercise books I’d left by the bed, and went crashing forward, hitting my left eye on the brass doorknob. My howl of pain woke Daniel, and he leapt out of bed to find me squatting on the floor, clutching my eye.

      “What is it, love? What did you do?” he asked, flicking on the light.

      “I slipped over on those bloody stupid school books!”

      He peered at my face and tilted my throbbing eye up to the light.

      “The skin isn’t broken, but you might have a shiner come morning,” he said. “Let me get you some ice to put on your eye, and then you should come back to bed.”

      He padded off downstairs and returned with some ice wrapped in a tea towel and two tumblers of whiskey. We climbed into bed and he put his arm round me.

      “Christmas wasn’t like this in the old days, was it?” I asked, leaning my head on his chest. I pressed the ice pack to my throbbing eye and grimaced.

      “What do you mean?” said Daniel.

      “There never used to be this one Christmas toy that everyone HAD to have. I remember getting a doll’s pram, and another year I got a pretend iron and ironing board.”

      “One year I got an Action Man, and everyone went bonkers over the fact his eyes could move from side to side,” said Daniel.

      “Tracy Island apparently plays electronic sounds too. We’ll have to remember batteries… Do you think we’ll get one?”

      “Course we will, Cokes. Mum’s known this Bert bloke for years – he’ll come through tomorrow, don’t you worry,” said Daniel. “And I can organise Christmas,” he added.

      “You will? You’ll do everything this year?”

      “I promise. You don’t need to lift a finger. I’ll get the beds ready for when Meryl and Tony come to stay, and sort the tree, the decorations, the turkey. And I’ll buy frozen. It won’t be a live one,” he said. Despite everything, I laughed.

      “That was the strangest Christmas, when Ethel brought a live turkey. I wish I’d taken a picture of my father’s face,” I said.

      “Mum couldn’t face killing it…”

      “She could quite happily kill me though,” I said, adding, “She thinks I’m a bad mother, for going back to work.”

      “Well, I know that you’re doing it for us,” said Daniel. He pulled me close and gave me a kiss. “You know, Cokes, Mum does love you too, deep down,” he added.

      “It must be very deep down,” I sighed, taking a big gulp of whiskey. “Daniel, could you have a word with her, nicely, and maybe suggest she doesn’t have to be here every evening when I get home? Of course you should see your mother, but she’s been here most days for the past four months and…”

      There was the soft sound of snoring: Daniel had fallen asleep.

      “You have perfect timing,” I said. I drank the last of my whiskey and tried to get comfortable, balancing the ice pack on my throbbing eye.

      

      I woke at six the next morning with the alarm screaming and me soaking wet. The ice in the tea towel had melted. The only upside of all this was that I sounded suitably groggy when I phoned Miss Marks to say I wouldn’t be at school.

      “Mrs Pinchard, you do know it’s the Christingle assembly?” said Miss Marks incredulously. I said I did. She asked me again what was wrong, and I repeated that I had been concussed.

      “How exactly, Mrs Pinchard?” she asked sharply.

      “It’s none of your business how,” I snapped, losing my temper. “I have a concussion, and I have been advised not to come in to work.”

      Miss Marks never quite believes when a teacher is ill, so they tend to over-explain their symptoms. On several occasions a note has come through to the staffroom saying that someone will be off ‘because they’ve been on the toilet all night’. I can’t imagine this happens in a bank.

      “The Headmaster won’t be pleased,” she said. I caught sight of my reflection in the hall mirror and saw that I had a black eye coming up where I’d struck the doorknob. I had a sudden surge of confidence.

      “I’m not pleased either that I’ve had a nasty accident, Miss Marks, and I have been advised on medical grounds to stay at home. If you have a problem with that you can take it up with… with…” I scrambled around in my mind for the name of the teacher’s union I was paying to be a member of.

      “The NUT? AHDS? ASCL? The UTU?” asked Miss Marks sarcastically.

      “Yes. Them,” I said and put the phone down. I hoped my black eye would turn into a right shiner before I went back to school tomorrow.

      

      We got Rosencrantz ready for school, and I kissed him goodbye at the front door.

      “Mummy, why is your eye all black? Did you look through one of those joke telescopes?” he asked.

      “Yes, I did,” I lied.

      “Wow! Can I try it? Where is it?”

      “It’s Mr Cohen’s from next door. He popped round earlier to play a joke on Mummy,” I said.

      “You wouldn’t think Mr Cohen is into jokes, he always looks such a bloody misery guts!” said Rosencrantz.

      “Rosencrantz, don’t be rude!”

      “I’m only saying what you said the other day,” said Rosencrantz.

      “Well, Mummy shouldn’t have said that…”

      “Come on son, we’ll be late for school,” interrupted Daniel. They both gave me a kiss and I watched them for a moment, Daniel and his little doppelganger walking off, chatting away. My heart was fit to burst with love.

      Whilst Daniel walked Rosencrantz round to school, I dug out the AA Road Atlas and plotted our course to the mysterious lay-by on the route to Dover. We set off in the car just after eight, picking up Ethel in Catford on the way. There were miles and miles of roadworks along the dual carriageway towards Dover. The digging for the Channel Tunnel terminals was causing chaos. Daniel sat in the front with me, reading the map, and Ethel was in the back. Although she didn’t sit back, preferring to peer through the seats and eyeball me in the rearview mirror.

      “Put yer foot down, Coco!” she said. It was ten to ten and the van was due to stop in the lay-by at ten.

      “Ethel, we’re bumper to bumper in this queue,” I said.

      “Ain’t there a back road?”

      “We have to stay on the dual carriageway, because that’s where the lorry is stopping,” I said.

      Ethel leaned through the seats and honked the horn.

      “No, Mum, don’t do that,” chided Daniel, pulling her hand away.

      “They shouldn’t be doin’ this, digging tunnels under the Channel,” muttered Ethel darkly. “They’re openin’ a Pandora’s box. The French will be able to walk to England, an’ the tunnels’ll be flooded with rabid dogs!”

      The cars in front began to move and we inched forward. The dual carriageway was reduced to one lane and we were crawling along beside a row of traffic cones. Daniel poked his head out of the passenger window.

      “It’s okay, it’s just up ahead,” he said, pointing past the rows of cars stretching ahead to a lay-by appearing over the brow of the hill. We inched forward some more, and could make out a stationary lorry. The line of cars began to move quicker.

      “It’s fine, we’ll be there in a couple of minutes,” I said, changing up to second gear.

      “Me an’ Bert go way back, so you let me do the talking,” said Ethel for the fifteenth time that day. “‘E’s a very reliable bloke. So were ‘is homing pidgins, they were always the first back.”

      A roadworks van passed in the blocked-off lane beside us, and came to a stop parallel to the lay-by up ahead.

      “Tha’s Bert! Tha’s ‘im,” yelled Ethel in my ear, as a balding man with a paunch climbed down from the lorry. At the same time, two blokes in hard hats got out of the roadworks van. I was about to turn off the carriageway into the lay-by, when one of them walked into our lane with a huge stop sign on a pole. He planted it on the ground and I applied the brakes. The other bloke was now shifting the road cones, creating a gap through to the empty lane next to us and blocking off the lane in front.

      “Hang on, what’s going on here?” said Daniel. The bloke holding the sign then flipped it round to the green ‘GO’ side, and indicated I drive through the gap into the next lane.

      “We’re being diverted,” I said, not knowing what to do.

      “We can’t go, Coco, we’ll miss the bloody lay-by!” cried Ethel, leaning through the gap in the front seats.

      A car behind honked its horn. The bloke in the hard hat waved at me to move. I wound down my window.

      “Sorry, I need to get to that lay-by!” I said, pointing at the lorry. Bert was now unlocking the back.

      “GO!” he shouted, waving at me. More cars started to honk behind.

      “Don’t go, Coco!” squawked Ethel, grabbing my arm through the gap in the seats.

      “I’ve got to go! I’m blocking the road!” I screeched.

      “But it’s Bert, look, ‘e’s got the bloody lorry open!” cried Ethel.

      There was a muffled clatter as the back door of the lorry whooshed up, and we could see pallets of coloured boxes swathed in shrink wrap. The bloke with the ‘GO’ sign up ahead was now very angry and yelling, waving his arms. A cacophony of honking was coming from behind.

      “Shit!” I shouted.

      I put the car in gear and turned into the next lane. The diversion led us across two lanes and through a gap in the central reservation! We emerged in a lane on the opposite side of the road. We stopped parallel to the lay-by at a set of temporary traffic lights, which were red. A giant truck started to cross, piled high with earth.

      “Bert, you cheeky bastard!” shouted Ethel in my ear.

      She pointed across the central reservation, past the rows of cars to where Bert was sticking a large square of cardboard to the side of the lorry. Printed in marker pen he’d written: TRACY IRELANDS FOR SALE.

      “Bert told me it was just a trusted few people! I never liked ‘im, nor his scrawny diseased pidgins!” Ethel squawked. Four cars and a small van left the queue and turned off the road into the lay-by. “Do something, Coco! There’ll be none left!”

      “Will you stop your mother shouting in my ear,” I snapped to a helpless Daniel.

      “Coco, yer bloody useless!” cried Ethel.

      “What can I do? We’re on a dual carriageway! You want me to abandon the car and walk?” I yelled.

      People were now getting out of their cars in the lay-by and congregating around the back of the lorry.

      “Well, if you won’t, I will!” declared Ethel. She opened the car door and jumped out.

      “What are you doing, Mum?” yelled Daniel.

      Ethel made for the metal barrier of the central reservation. She hitched up her skirt and hooked one leg over.

      “Why did you have to go and put that idea in her head?” said Daniel.

      “Oh, it’s my fault, is it? Ethel, this is a dual carriageway!” I shouted.

      “Yer too bloody soft Coco!” she shouted back. “I survived the Blitz. I can survive crossing a bloody road!”

      “Weren’t you evacuated to the Lake District?” I’m not too sure why I felt it relevant to contradict her, but she was ignoring me and was now straddling the central reservation, skirt hoiked up with her huge grey knickers on show to the line of cars behind. A couple of windows wound down and a huge bloke in a white van shouted, “Nice arse, grandma! You escaped from the funny farm?”

      “You shut yer mouth, you fat bastard, I’m Christmas shopping!” shouted Ethel.

      The traffic light was still red, and the lorry carrying dirt had nearly cleared the lane in front.

      “Go and get her, Daniel, the lights are going to change,” I said.

      He jumped out of the car and went round to grab Ethel but she managed to get her other leg over the central reservation and climb down on the other side. She dashed between the stationary cars and into the lay-by. Fifteen or twenty people were now congregating around the back of the lorry, waving cash at Bert.

      “Come on, Danny! There’s gonna be none left for little Rosencrantz!” called Ethel.

      Daniel was now over the central reservation and running around the cars to join her in the lay-by.

      Seized with a crazed fear of losing out, I unclipped my seat belt and abandoned the car, leaping over the central reservation to join them. Ignoring the fat bloke behind who was still laughing.

      There was an undignified tussle at the rear of the lorry. People were pushing and shoving, and Ethel was squaring up to a tiny little woman with fuzzy grey hair. In the interior of the lorry was a fast-dwindling pile of Tracy Islands. Ethel fought her way through and clambered up into the lorry, smearing what looked like engine oil down the front of her coat. Before Bert could stop her, she seized one of the last boxed Tracy Islands.

      “Coco, ‘ere, I’ve got one,” she shouted, throwing it to me at the back of the crowd. Luckily I caught it.

      “Ethel, get down,” said Bert.

      “’Ow much, Bert?” she asked.

      “Sixty,” said Bert, who was taking fistfuls of cash in one hand and handing out the last few Tracy Island boxes with the other.

      “Sixty quid, Bert? Ain’t they in the shops for about thirty?” shouted Ethel. He reached the last of the Tracy Islands, and then the wooden pallet was empty. I clutched the Tracy Island box to my chest.

      “It’s sixty quid, Ethel. I could get skinned alive for doin’ this!” said Bert.

      “I’ve got fifty-five ‘ere, Bert, take it or leave it,” announced Ethel, putting her hand in her coat and pulling out a bundle of notes.

      “The RRP is £34.99,” shouted the old lady with the fuzzy hair, “but I’ll pay sixty-five!”

      “It’ll be RIP for you if you don’t keep yer trap shut!” snarled Ethel.

      “I’ll pay seventy!” yelled another lady in a red woolly hat.

      “Seventy-five,” chimed a young couple in matching winter coats.

      “Bert. You owe me,” frowned Ethel.

      Bert wiped his face, looked at the cash Ethel was holding out, then took it.

      “We got one, we got one!!!” said Daniel, turning to me with a grin.

      “The littlun’s gonna be made up! ‘E’s gonna get a Tracy bloody Island on Christmas Day! Only the best for my grandson!” grinned Ethel as Bert helped her down from the back of the lorry.

      By now the lights had changed to green. There was crazed honking and the road workers were screaming at us to get back into our car, which had three doors open and the engine running. We didn’t care though. We had Tracy Island!!

      

      When we finally got back home, we sat round the kitchen table with a pot of tea and some fruit cake.

      “You did well, Ethel. Thank you,” I said as we stared at Tracy Island in the middle of the table. The box was so colourful. I wiped away a tear.

      “Rosencrantz is going to be thrilled,” said Daniel, his bottom lip trembling.

      Ethel’s face crumpled in tears and she got up.

      “Well, I can’t ‘ang around ‘ere gas-bagging’, I’d best be off. Don’t get up Coco, love.”

      We all composed ourselves, feeling a bit embarrassed.

      “Would you like us to get you a taxi, Ethel?” I asked.

      “Gawd no, love, I’ll get the bus.”

      “Thank you, Ethel. I know we don’t…”

      “Save yer breath for blowin’ out candles, love. Where Rosencrantz is concerned I think we’re in agreement,” she smiled.

      She patted me on the shoulder and then Daniel showed her to the front door. When he came back he grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “It looks like Thunderbirds are go!” he smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Wednesday 16th December

          

        

      

    

    
      We had a few too many celebratory drinks last night, so when I woke up I was hungover and my black eye was very pronounced. To quote Rosencrantz, I looked like I’d been looking through Mr Cohen’s joke telescope again. I debated leaving my face bare, but decided to slap on some foundation, otherwise the kids in my class wouldn’t let me hear the end of it.

      I arrived in the staff car park and checked my reflection in the rearview mirror. I realised I should have put on some lipstick and eyeliner. I was a rather odd, pale colour. The Ripper must have seen me arrive because he was waiting by the school entrance when I reached it. His cold blue eyes were arctic.

      “Mrs Pinchard. A word. In my office,” he snapped.

      I followed him inside, past Miss Marks sitting at her desk with a smirk playing across her pointed face. I’d never been in The Ripper’s office before. It was vast and rather bare. A couple of certificates dotted the walls, and on a bookshelf there were a few spider plants which looked like they’d been read their last rites. I could hear muffled shrieks from the playground outside, but the windows had blinds drawn against the weak December sun.

      He motioned for me to sit at his large, polished wood desk. He sat opposite and stared at me. His eyes seemed to see into my head, poking around inappropriately at the folds of my grey matter.

      “You informed Miss Marks yesterday that you were ill,” he said, finally.

      “Yes. I had a concussion… Is it a concussion or just concussion?”

      He shrugged. “You’re the English teacher, Mrs Pinchard.”

      “I had concussion, Mr Sutcliffe,” I said, wishing I hadn’t covered up my black eye. I looked like an odd-coloured liar.

      “A concussion at home?” he asked.

      “Of course, where else would I be concussed?”

      “I don’t know. A car accident? Your car looks fine though. Did you go to hospital?”

      “No.”

      “Then how did you know you had concussion?” he asked. I paused.

      “I was under the impression I only need to provide you with a detailed sick note after my third day of absence?” I said.

      “Of course,” he smiled. “I’m just checking you’re okay. I know that concussion can make one forgetful.”

      “No, I’m fine. Apart from the grammatical mistake re ‘a concussion’ or ‘concussion’.”

      I was babbling now. He opened his drawer and pulled out a copy of The Sun. A page had been marked with a yellow post-it. He opened it, and placed the newspaper on the polished desk in front of me. The headline read: TRACY ISLAND MANIA! He tapped at a picture with his manicured hand.

      “This woman looks a lot like you, Mrs Pinchard,” he said.

      I looked down in horror at the double-page spread. Pictures from around the country showed empty shelves in toyshops, fights breaking out in queues at the till, and it included a series of photos taken yesterday at the lay-by. I leaned into the picture: tiny images of me, Daniel and Ethel could be made out amongst the throng at the back of the lorry. Who’d been taking photos? A lurking journalist? Miss Marks?

      “Do you think so?” I said. “That photo is a little blurred…”

      “And that’s your husband, yes?”

      “Um, is it? As I said, it’s very blurred…”

      “This is a very clear picture of your husband, Mrs Pinchard. I have met him twice and I can recognise him. So?”

      “I suppose it could be him. Although, what he was doing at that lay-by…”

      “It could be him? If so, who would this woman be he’s got his arm around, if it wasn’t you?”

      “Ooh, I’m going to have words with him when I get home!” I grinned manically. I started to sweat.

      “This is not the time to joke!” he said, slamming his hand down on the polished wood, making me jump.

      Say something normal! a voice screamed in my head. But I just sat there and looked guilty. The Ripper swallowed and sat back in his chair. The silence was deafening.

      “Was the Christingle assembly a success?” I chirruped eventually.

      “Was the Christingle assembly a success, WAS THE CHRISTINGLE ASSEMBLY A SUCCESS?” he roared.

      “Is that a yes?” I said.

      The Ripper went a funny shade of purple and tried to compose himself.

      “Your form was unsupervised, and started throwing Christingle oranges at the choir,” he growled. “They changed the words from ‘Walking In A Winter Wonderland’ to ‘Wanking In A Winter Wonderland’ and one boy asked the Lady Mayoress to show him her fanny.”

      “And what did she do?” I heard myself ask. Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut?

      “Well, she didn’t, OBVIOUSLY, MRS PINCHARD!” shouted The Ripper, losing it again. He stood up and thumped his desk.

      “SO I’LL ASK YOU AGAIN. WHERE WERE YOU YESTERDAY?”

      I reacted like a naughty year eight pupil caught smoking behind the bike sheds: I sang like a canary. I blurted out that I had done what any mother would have done, and I had gone to track down a Tracy Island toy for Christmas. I waited to hear that I was sacked but…

      “You’ve got a Tracy Island?” he said sharply.

      ‘Yes.”

      “A genuine one?”

      “Yes.”

      He stood and went to the window. He lifted the blind for a moment, then let it drop.

      “Look, Mrs Pinchard,” he said evenly. “I also have a son. A son I rarely see due to the pressures of being a headmaster.”

      “So you must understand, Headmaster,” I pleaded.

      He was composed now. He came and sat back at his desk. He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a file. I noticed it had my name on the front.

      “I’m having to make some difficult decisions about St Duke’s. We’re experiencing budget cuts and I have to make a teacher redundant.”

      “I thought Miss Bruce was retiring?”

      “Only if she decides to… If not, I have to make a tough decision. One teacher will be getting a P45 for Christmas.”

      “Are you threatening me?” I frowned.

      “No, no, no,” he said as if I were a silly little girl. “You are an able teacher, popular with pupils. But, I have a great deal of able teachers who are just as popular, and when I make my decision I have to be fair. I have to look at things like attendance records, and of course you are one of our newest staff members. So…” He tapped the file against his teeth.

      “So?” I asked.

      He pulled the newspaper toward him and twisted it round.

      “So I wish I’d known about those Tracy Islands. Getting one for Christmas would make my son happy, my wife happy, and, naturally, me happy. And when I’m happy I’m a much more reasonable Headmaster,” he said. He was now calm, collected. Then the penny dropped.

      “You want me to give you the Tracy Island?” I said. He kept staring at me. “No. No, NO, I’m sorry, Headmaster. This is my son’s Christmas present. Please. No…”

      He kept staring at me with his cold eyes. I jumped when the bell rang to signal morning registration. Miss Marks knocked and came in.

      “Mr Sutcliffe, I’ve got the Lady Mayoress on the phone, asking about the written apology?”

      “Yes, thank you, Miss Marks. I was just discussing the pupil in question with Mrs Pinchard.” He turned his attention back to me. “I’ll need that written apology on my desk by lunchtime, and think carefully about what we discussed.”

      I nodded and tried to compose myself. Picking up my bag I left his office.

      

      I had to give my class a dressing down when what I really wanted was to tell them well done for trashing The Ripper’s Christingle assembly. When morning break came round I went to the ladies loos near the domestic science block, which are always empty. I locked myself in a cubicle and had a good cry. I didn’t hear anyone come in, and was surprised when there was a knock on the cubicle door. I froze. The knock came again.

      “Yes?” I said.

      “Mrs Pinchard, is that you? Are you all right?” asked Miss Rolincova in her Slovak accent.

      “Yes, I’m fine, thank you,” I said.

      There was a pause.

      “You don’t sound fine, you are crying your head off.”

      Bloody woman, I thought, bugger off.

      “No I’m fine, really,” I insisted.

      “There is much chatterings in the staffroom about you pretending to be sick from work yesterday. And they are all passing round a newspaper with a picture of you in it.”

      I wiped my eyes, undid the lock, and opened the door. Miss Rolincova was perched on the line of sinks. She offered me a tissue.

      “Thanks,” I said, taking the tissue and blowing my nose. “So everybody knows?”

      She nodded. “They say The Ripper caught you bonking off.”

      “It’s bunking – bunking off,” I said. “And yes, I was caught.”

      “I have never properly introduced myself. I’m Marika,” she said smiling.

      “I’m Coco.” She nodded and we shook hands. “What else are they saying?” I asked.

      “Who cares what else they’re saying. That old crone who eats perished fruit is, as usual, being a bitch, and Mr Gutteridge, who smells like urine, was agreeing you should be given the sack. What is this sack? Some kind of bag?”

      “It means I’ll be fired. I’ll lose my job,” I said.

      “Ah, sorry.… Fuck. My English, I feel it will never get better.”

      “You speak really good English,” I told her, wiping my eyes with the tissue.

      “My God, woman!” she cried.

      “What?” I said, peering into the mirror. “Oh…”

      My tears had uncovered my black eye. I told her about slipping over on a pile of exercise books. She pulled a little pencil case out of her handbag, made me wash my face, then gently she re-applied my make-up. I couldn’t help but stare at her as she worked. She has a kind face, amazing cheekbones and beautiful long dark hair. She grinned when she was finished and turned me to face the mirrors.

      “Wow,” I said, admiring her handiwork.

      “How do you say? Army paint?”

      “War paint,” I laughed.

      Marika nodded and smiled. “Now you can face the battle,” she said.

      The bell rang out as if it had heard us.

      “What are you doing for lunch?” I asked. “I can’t face the staffroom today. You fancy coming to the caff round the corner? My treat.”

      She hesitated. “Okay, yes.”

      We agreed to meet outside the staffroom, and we dashed off to our respective classes. I was intrigued to go out for lunch with Marika. I’d been teaching at St Duke’s for nearly four months, and she was the first person I felt like I’d connected with. I wonder if she felt the same, or was she just taking pity on me?

      When lunch came round I was nervous. Marika was waiting for me outside the staffroom in her winter coat. As we walked out of school The Ripper was leaning over Miss Marks’s desk and in conversation. He looked up at me.

      “Thank you for the note of apology, Mrs Pinchard. Do think carefully about what I said.” His eyes bored into mine and I shivered.

      Outside it had started to snow, so we took my car the short way to the Italian café. The windows were steamed up, and a row of Christmas lights gave the mist a multi-coloured hue. I ordered lasagna, a green salad, and a large glass of red wine. Marika spent a long time studying the menu and settled on a green salad and a glass of tap water.

      “Aren’t you very hungry?” I asked. She shrugged. “You’re slimming?”

      “Yes,” she said unconvincingly.

      When our food arrived my lasagna was thankfully enormous, so I offloaded a quarter onto Marika, saying that if she didn’t help me it would end up in the bin. We ate quickly and when the plates were cleared away I ordered a coffee and offered her a cigarette. There was a copy of The Sun on the next table and I grabbed it to have a proper look. I told Marika about everything that had happened. She listened attentively. When I finished she was silent. She could see I was uncomfortable and looked back down at the newspaper.

      “Look at this old lady! You can see her knickers when she climbs over this… What do you call this barrier?”

      “The central reservation. That’s Daniel’s mother. My mother-in-law,” I explained.

      “She looks a little crazy.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” I said. I lit up another cigarette and offered another to Marika. “So how do you get to work?” I asked.

      “The tube train, on the red line from Epping.”

      “You’re living out in Epping? That’s miles away!”

      “I have to get the bus to Epping tube and then I change at Oxford Circus to get up here.”

      “But that must take you ages?”

      “Two hours, sometimes two and half…”

      She smiled and flicked the ash from her cigarette.

      “I’m happy to be here though. It’s hard to get a work permit for England, and teachers at home make nothing.”

      “Did you always want to be a teacher?” I asked.

      “I like kids, well, I thought I did, but the past four months at St Duke’s have made me think again. What about you?” she asked.

      “I had, have… no, had dreams of being a writer but life seems to have got in the way. I had my son four years ago, and then my parents died, leaving me a business which was bankrupt. I had to get serious. I thought teaching English would be bearable, but… St Duke’s is…” I trailed off.

      “No wonder they call it St Puke’s,” grinned Marika.

      I laughed too, adding, “I think you’re the first sane person I’ve met there.”

      “Mr Wednesday, the Art teacher, has been kind,” said Marika.

      “Are you two…?” I asked.

      “No. He is just a friend,” said Marika.

      “He’s rather gorgeous too, but he seems to spend the whole time in his art room and then leaves when the bell goes. Is he married? Gay?”

      “I don’t think he is married. And I have never met a gay man, so I wouldn’t know,” shrugged Marika.

      “You’ve never met a gay man?” I exclaimed.

      Marika shook her head.

      “But we’re in London! Gay men are everywhere!”

      “In Slovakia things like that are kept quiet. It’s a beautiful country but very… religious. Oh, I must sound like such a villager!”

      “No. I was just teasing. In fact, thanks,” I said.

      “For what?”

      “Coming to lunch, listening…”

      Marika grinned.

      “What do you think I should do about The Ripper?” I added.

      “I’d sell him the toy for a big profit,” she said, exhaling cigarette smoke out of the corner of her mouth.

      “But Rosencrantz really, really wants Tracy Island for Christmas.”

      “But this is your job, Coco. Your source of income to live. Can’t you get your son a toy plane or a boat?”

      “You don’t understand,” I sighed.

      “I don’t think you understand, Coco. There is a recession on, you have a job and you are willing to risk it all for a child’s toy? Are material things that important?” When she put it like that I couldn’t argue. “I’m sorry if I am direct, but I am direct with all my friends,” she added.

      “Do you want to be friends?” I said.

      “Yes, you just passed the interview.”

      “Oh,” I said.

      “I’m joking,” she grinned. “You are the first person in England I have been to lunch with.”

      “How long have you been in England?”

      “Five months,” she said.

      As we drove back to school I took stock of everything. I realised just how lucky I was.

      

      When I got home, and whilst Rosencrantz was in the living room watching Noddy’s Adventures In Toyland, I told Daniel what had transpired at school.

      “I’ll knock his bloody block off! What a twat!” said Daniel, reaching for his coat on the back of his chair.

      “Yes, thank you. That will solve all our problems, you punching my boss.”

      “I’m not having him blackmailing my wife!” he said, pulling on his coat.

      “This is how men run the world.” I rolled my eyes. “Smacking each other about because they don’t like what they hear.”

      “Where does he live?”

      “High Barnet.”

      “Oh,” said Daniel, looking at the heavy snow falling outside the kitchen window.

      “Oh! The romance,” I said. “No, Marika is right, I should just sell him the toy at a profit.”

      “That’s giving in!”

      “Don’t you worry, I’ll find a way to get back at him.”

      “But what about Rosencrantz? He’s desperate for Tracy Island. It’s the only thing he wants for Christmas,” said Daniel.

      On cue Rosencrantz came bursting into the kitchen.

      “Mummy! Daddy! Can I have a Bumpy Dog for Christmas?” he asked breathlessly.

      “A Bumpy Dog?” I said.

      “Yes, like the one Noddy has got. He’s white and small and a bit bumpy, but I could train him!”

      Daniel looked at me.

      “Pleeeeeease Mummy and Daddy, can I have a Bumpy Dog for Christmas?” he said, jiggling on the spot in anticipation.

      “What about Tracy Island?” asked Daniel.

      Rosencrantz screwed up his face in concentration and put his hand down the front of his trousers.

      “You don’t need to fiddle with yourself,” I said.

      “Sorry, Mummy, it helps me think. Daddy does it too.”

      “No I don’t,” said Daniel quickly.

      “I think,” said Rosencrantz, “that forty-three percent of me wants a Tracy Island, but a massive four hundred percent of me wants a Bumpy Dog.”

      “But you’ve already written to Father Christmas,” Daniel reminded him. “Ow!” he added as I kicked him under the table.

      “The secretary at my school knows everyone’s number. What if I got her to fax the North Pole, saying you’ve changed your mind and you want a Bumpy Dog?” I suggested.

      “Does Father Christmas have a fax machine?” wondered Daniel.

      “YES, he does,” I said, rounding on him. “He’s got flying reindeer, so it goes without saying he’s got a fax machine.”

      Rosencrantz was looking at us seriously. “So you can ask her, on tomorrow, if she can fax Father Christmas so he can get me a Bumpy Dog?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Not too bumpy though, Mummy. I wouldn’t want it to knock Nan over.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      Rosencrantz seemed satisfied and went back to the living room.

      “So as well as not giving him Tracy Island, we’re now promising him a dog?” said Daniel.

      We were quiet for a moment; Daniel put his hand down his trousers deep in thought.

      “Not you too! Leave it alone!” I snapped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thursday 17th December

          

        

      

    

    
      I got to school early this morning and asked to see The Ripper in his office. Miss Marks showed me through. He was eating Rice Krispies at his desk with a huge napkin tucked into the collar of his shirt.

      “Ah, Mrs Pinchard,” he said, wiping his mouth and indicating the seat opposite.

      I sat and waited for Miss Marks to bugger off. When she’d gone, I took Tracy Island out of a carrier bag, and placed it carefully on the desk in front of him.

      A hush seemed to descend on the room, broken by the occasional snap, crackle, and pop from his cereal.

      He pushed the bowl to one side and pulled out a pair of reading glasses. He polished them slowly, then popped them on and began to peer at the box, turning it over. A clock ticked loudly. I felt like I was on the Antiques Roadshow and he was going to tell me what a marvellous find it was.

      “I’m selling it to you for a hundred pounds,” I said.

      Daniel and I had agreed that The Ripper was on a good salary and the bastard could at least cover all of our Christmas booze, plus crackers and a new set of fairy lights.

      “And that’s what you paid for it, Mrs Pinchard? Tracy Island retails at £34.99,” said The Ripper, looking at me over the top of his glasses.

      “You saw the people at the back of that van, Headmaster. The wild-eyed hysteria. The closer we get to Christmas, the more valuable these become,” I said.

      “So it will cost me almost three times as much?”

      “Yes, and during January I won’t be doing playground duty either.”

      He raised his eyebrows and sat back.

      “Are you in a position to negotiate?” he said.

      I noticed beside his phone there was a picture of The Ripper with his family. His wife was small and quite ferocious-looking. His son had an unfortunate mix of their genes. I went to pick up the box. He put his hand on mine.

      “No, hang on, I’m sure something can be arranged,” he said. I shivered and pulled my hand away.

      I left his office with five crisp twenty-pound notes and a promise I wouldn’t have to stand in the cold during January blowing a whistle. I ran to the toilets and thought I was going to be sick. My heart was pounding. That man terrified me. I ran the tap and splashed cold water on my face. I felt complete despair at losing Rosencrantz’s Christmas present, but I would keep my job.

      Right now, if I could get away with it, I could have quite happily killed The Ripper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Friday 18th December

          

        

      

    

    
      The kids were unbearable at school today, and who could blame them? Christmas was now tantalisingly close. I couldn’t believe we had to come back next week on Monday and Tuesday before the Christmas holidays began.

      Like politics, a week is a long time at St Duke’s, and the teaching staff were more concerned about a pending redundancy. Whispers were going round about who it would be, and Miss Bruce was getting a kick out of knowing it wasn’t her. She sat watching everyone from a ripped armchair under the window, chomping on a blackened banana.

      Marika came up to me by the tea urn, and asked if I was okay. I said that Daniel was at home, working the phone and trying to get hold of another Tracy Island.

      “What about you? You look like you haven’t slept a wink!” I said, noticing how exhausted she was with dark circles under her eyes. “I’m sure you’re safe from the redundancy,” I added hopefully.

      “It’s not that. My electricity has stopped working,” she said quietly.

      “Marika, it went down to minus five last night!” I cried.

      “I know.”

      “Has the circuit breaker tripped?”

      “My landlord hasn’t paid the bill,” she said.

      Marika went on to say that she hadn’t got a phone, so I insisted she came back home with me at lunch time to use ours and get it sorted.

      When we came through the front door, Daniel was lolling on the sofa, still in his dressing gown, watching Sons and Daughters.

      “Cokes, you didn’t tell me you were coming back,” he yelped, leaping up, smoothing down his hair, and making sure nothing was hanging out of the gap in his pyjama bottoms. I introduced him to Marika.

      “Hello,” he smiled.

      “What have you found out about Tracy Island?” I asked.

      “Um, I’ve got some good leads,” he said.

      “Like what?” I probed, taking in his breakfast things which were still on the coffee table.

      “I think I’ll go and, er, get dressed… I don’t normally loll around watching Australian soaps all day,” he said before bolting upstairs.

      “He should be organising Christmas, not watching bloody crap on TV,” I grumbled when he’d gone.

      We’d stopped off on the way back and bought jacket potatoes, and we sat on the sofa eating them out of the containers.

      “Does he have a job?” asked Marika, through a mouthful of potato.

      “Yes, he writes music for pantomimes and plays. He’s a composer.”

      “Is he writing something now?”

      “No, he finished for Christmas,” I said.

      We chewed for a moment.

      “When does he start again?” asked Marika.

      “I’m… not sure, he’s looking for work,” I said.

      Marika looked at me for a moment and went to say more, but I changed the subject and phoned the electricity board. I found out that Marika’s landlord owed £195. Marika paled when she heard that.

      “My rent is supposed to be all-inclusive!” she said.

      I asked her if she could pay it over the phone with her credit card and then get the money back from her landlord, but she said she couldn’t afford it. I then offered to pay, but she wasn’t having any of that. I put the phone down and there was an awkward moment broken by the front door bell.

      I went to answer it, and came back through into the living room with my best friend, Chris. Marika looked a little shocked when she saw what he was wearing: a floor-length yellow and sky blue tartan winter coat and Ray-Bans.

      “Just call me Mother Christmas!” he said, waving a piece of paper and handing it to me with a flourish.

      “What’s this?” I asked, taking it from him.

      “It’s a distribution list!”

      “What?”

      “Dad gets daily print-outs for his catering business. You know, when he’s got merchandise coming in at the docks, blah blah blah.”

      “Why would I want to know about what’s arriving for your dad’s catering business?” I asked.

      “Daniel rang me and told me you were looking for a Tracy Island. So I asked my father to pull a few favours with the freight import companies, and I can tell you that there are two thousand Tracy Islands due to dock in Portsmouth later today!”

      “Two thousand?” I gasped, scanning the paper he’d given me.

      “They’re for the whole country, Cokes. But the good news is that Hamley’s toy shop in Regent Street is scheduled to receive two hundred tomorrow morning. They open at nine.”

      “Oh Chris!” I said, hugging him.

      Marika stood shyly by the sofa in her smart work suit and stockinged feet.

      “Sorry! Marika, meet Chris,” I added, letting him go.

      “Are you a social worker?” asked Chris, taking in her off-the-peg work suit and shaking her hand.

      “No. I’m a science teacher,” said Marika.

      “What’s that accent?” asked Chris.

      “Slovak,” said Marika.

      “You’ve got gorgeous cheekbones! And your hair is to die for!” he cried.

      He unbuttoned his coat and underneath was wearing a denim three–piece-suit with sliver buttons and a red necktie. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a roll of fifty-pound notes.

      “I also wanted to give you this, Cokes, to add to Rosencrantz’s building society account in my capacity as godfather,” said Chris, peeling four fifties off and handing them to me. “It’s from me and Benji. Benji is my new boyfriend,” he added to Marika. She nodded, still rather shocked at the encounter.

      “Have you seen Cats?” asked Chris.

      “Yes. I live above a Chinese restaurant and cats visit the rubbish bins all night,” said Marika dourly. Chris looked thrown.

      “No, I meant Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Cats – in the West End. Benji, my new boyfriend, he plays Rum Tum Tugger, the arrogant Tom… And he gets on like a house on fire with Elaine Paige. He’s promised he’ll arrange for me to meet her. She’s apparently very tiny, Elaine. Benji reckons she could fit through my cat flap, which is quite ironic, don’t you think?”

      Marika looked totally confused.

      “Look, Chris, we’ve got to get back to work. Thanks so much for the Tracy Island list and the money for Rosencrantz,” I said.

      “And you’d best get down to Hamley’s early tomorrow, Cokes. Dad says loads of people have been told about this,” added Chris.

      Daniel came back downstairs, now dressed.

      “Hi Chris,” he said.

      “Hi Daniel. What happened in Sons and Daughters today?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t see it all,” said Daniel defensively.

      “Chris has found out Hamley’s is getting two hundred Tracy Islands tomorrow,” I enthused, “And he’s given Rosencrantz two hundred pounds for his building society account.”

      “Thank you,” said Daniel, although he didn’t seem pleased. “Nice suit,” he added. “I saw a guy wearing one just like it when I went out yesterday.”

      “Where?” asked Chris.

      “Marylebone High Street. He was pushing a Christmas tree along in a wheelbarrow.”

      Chris looked annoyed.

      “Bugger! I knew my tailor was a lying bastard as well as a perv. I can cope with being felt up when he measures my inside leg, but lying about this suit being an original. I need to have words… Right, I’d best be off, Cokes. Lovely to meet you Marika.” Chris gave a surprised Marika a kiss, buttoned up his coat and left.

      “In case you hadn’t realised, Marika, that was your first encounter with a gay man,” I said.

      Marika laughed and Daniel scowled and went off upstairs.

      “Did you order a turkey? And what about a tree?” I yelled up, as he took the stairs two at a time.

      “I will,” he shouted.

      “And we’re going to Hamley’s in the morning, early. So ring Ethel and ask if she can come and stay tonight so she can be with Rosencrantz tomorrow.”

      “Yes!” he shouted moodily.

      Marika and I stood awkwardly in silence for a moment in the hall. Her eyes flickered to the two hundred quid I was holding. I stuffed it in my pocket and we made our way back to school.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Saturday 19th December

          

        

      

    

    
      When we left the house this morning at six o’clock it was pitch black outside and the orange light from the street lamps could barely make it through the freezing fog.

      “Now don’t be shy about pushing people, and if someone falls over in the stampede don’t help ‘em up,” said Ethel, handing us a flask of tea at the front door. “Particularly you, Coco. Yer far too nice fer yer own good.”

      “I’m nice too,” protested Daniel.

      “No, yer like me, son,” said Ethel.

      “I don’t know when we’ll be back,” I told her.

      “I can be ‘ere all day. Rosencrantz will be fine, love. Just bring ‘im back Tracy Island,” said Ethel.

      We took a taxi and arrived on Regent Street at quarter past six. I thought we’d be ridiculously early, but when we rounded the crossroads at Oxford Street, I could see crash barriers had been erected around the entrance to Hamley’s and a substantial number of people were already waiting. I joined the back of the queue, whilst Daniel went along to count how many were in front of us.

      “We’re one hundred and ninety-eighth,” he said when he came back.

      “It’s going to be close then,” I groaned.

      Over the next couple of hours, we drank our tea and stamped our feet to try and keep warm. As it started to get light, the canopy of Christmas lights above us flicked off and the line continued to grow, snaking back past us and vanishing round the curve of Regent Street. An aggressive silence hung over everything, punctuated by a BBC television news crew moving past the line to document the Tracy Island mania. At one point they stopped in front of us, and a bright light came on above the camera, illuminating a windswept-looking couple. They perked up when they realised they would be on telly, saying they’d driven down from Norfolk at two o’clock this morning in the hope of getting a Tracy Island for their son, who is in a wheelchair. I felt rather guilty about the thoughts I’d had of pushing them to the ground and walking over them both. Then the BBC television crew moved past, and the couple from Norfolk were silent.

      At quarter to nine, it was light with a thin fog still hanging in the air. I noticed a little old man working his way down the line, holding a pile of leaflets. At first I thought that he was a born again Christian, or one of the touts for open-top bus journeys, but I noticed that almost everyone he stopped beside was rooting around for spare change and buying a leaflet. I told Daniel to keep our place, hoisted myself over the barrier and went down to him.

      “What’s that you’re selling?” I asked.

      “Maps, of the inside of Hamley’s,” he said. He had on fingerless gloves and an old winter coat. His nose and ears were sprouting tufts of grey hair.

      “How much?” I said.

      I saw that the maps were hand-drawn, and had been photocopied badly.

      “A pound,” he replied.

      “A pound?”

      “There’s seven floors in Hamley’s. Do you know where the Tracy Islands are going to be?” he demanded.

      “No. Do you?”

      “No,” he admitted. “But with this map you’ll find ‘em quicker, won’t you love?”

      I agreed he had a point and forked out a quid. I took the map back to Daniel. We went into a huddle and pored over it, deciding that Tracy Island would probably be on ‘Boys’ Toys’ on the fourth floor, or ‘Boxed Games’ on the third, or, ideally, that they’d have piled them up by the front door.

      “The latter makes sense, surely?” I said.

      “Yeah, we’re all here for the same thing!” said Daniel.

      I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned, and there was a tiny woman behind us with an immaculate brown hair in a bowl cut, which made her head look like a polished conker.

      “This is the queue for Hamley’s?” she asked.

      “Yes. You’re one-hundred-and-ninety-ninth,” I said. The woman looked confused. “For the Tracy Islands,” I added. “There’s only two hundred, apparently.”

      “Don’t tell her that,” hissed Daniel through his teeth.

      “No, I’m here to buy the Sylvanian Families Treehouse,” she said.

      “Do you have children or grandchildren?” I asked.

      “Neither. I thought the Sylvanian Families would be nice company to have in the house, you know, over Christmas. They’re much easier to keep than live animals. Believe me, I know. I had a hamster. So what’s Tracy Island?”

      Daniel gave me a look. I gave him a look back to say this woman was obviously a bit mad, and so it was okay to tell her. Then I briefly explained about Tracy Island mania.

      “But there’re plenty of Sylvanian Family Treehouses? I don’t want to spend Christmas alone again,” she asked anxiously.

      “I’m sure they’re plenty,” I said, smiling.

      She smiled sweetly back. Suddenly a ripple of voices ran through the queue and then, Hamley’s was open! The line began to surge forward. I hooked my handbag over both arms and got ready to shop. The queue slowed and I could feel a push from behind.

      “It’s not me, dear,” said the little lady. “They’re pushing from the back.”

      “Don’t crowd us!” I snapped at the people behind, but they returned a determined stare.

      As we moved past the windows of Hamley's, towards the main entrance, there was a puppet of Lady Penelope behind the glass in her elegant pink drawing room with a cigarette in a holder. Parker stood to one side, proffering an ashtray. Who’d have thought kids would be still be interested in all this in 1992, puppets on strings? I thought.

      The queue surged forward again, and we were at the door! Someone dressed as a giant teddy bear came out of the entrance with a man in a policeman’s outfit. The man from Norfolk barged inside, knocking the huge teddy bear over, blocking our path. The woman from Norfolk took no notice and managed to scoot round him and through the door as the policeman got the bear half up, but the bear was too heavy and fell back down pulling the policeman with him.

      “Why have they put bloody costume characters here?” I shrieked. They were now blocking the doorway. “Oi, Plod and Bear, move your arses!”

      I went to step over them, but the policeman grabbed me by the arm. Daniel managed to leap over them and get inside.

      “Hey! Get off,” I said.

      “Madam, you need to cool it,” said the policeman.

      “I don’t need some out-of-work actor in a stupid policeman’s costume telling me what to do,” I snapped.

      The policeman kept his grip on my arm and used the other hand to pull out his ID.

      “Ah…” I said, reading that he was indeed a real policeman.

      “Yes, ah,” he said.

      “I’m very sorry,” I apologised and tried to pull away.

      “Not so fast, madam,” he said.

      The giant teddy bear had now righted himself and people were streaming past. I pulled harder, but the policeman held on to my sleeve. People were swarming past either side, bashing us back and forward in a little dance.

      “Let me go!” I cried.

      “Not until you calm down,” he said, red in the face.

      A very tall man rushed past, smashing his shoulder into the back of the policeman’s helmet. It slid forward over his eyes. I managed to yank my arm away, and I ran for it into Hamley’s.

      There was chaos: people were surging and crowding through the shop, which was packed with Christmas toys, piled high, lights winking and blinking.

      “Coco!” I heard Daniel shout.

      I looked round and saw him being carried upwards on an escalator packed with people. He mouthed something.

      “What?” I yelled.

      He mouthed again. I still didn’t understand. He rolled his eyes.

      “Basement!” he shouted.

      “They’re in the basement?”

      He nodded, and then vanished as the escalator took him up and out of sight. I spied a neon arrow on the wall where the basement stairs led down. The crowd had heard Daniel and headed that way too. I felt a small, strong arm push me out of the way. It was the little Sylvanian Families lady who had been behind us in the line.

      “What are you pushing for? I thought you wanted a Treehouse?” I said.

      But she was gone, towards the neon arrow. I followed and the stairs took us all round twice before we were in the huge electronics department in the basement. The crowd fanned out.

      “Where are they?”

      “Tracy Island?”

      “Where have you got them?” people were shouting.

      I ran blindly to one corner, but there was just a rack of Game Boys and posters. I felt like I was on The Crystal Maze.

      “The Tracy Island toys are on the fourth floor!” said a harassed sales assistant, cupping her hands around her mouth. Half of the people on the shop floor surged towards the stairs, and the half on my side went to the lift. A big man stabbed at the button, and we waited for a minute until the lift doors opened with a ping. Twenty people piled in, and there was shouting and pushing as the remaining few tried to squeeze behind us.

      “Get out of the way, the door won’t close,” shrilled a highly-strung female voice. I realised a moment later it was me.

      The people refused to budge until the little Sylvanian Families woman gave the three people who had their feet in the lift door a hard shove. With no obstruction, the lift doors closed and we began to move up. A mirror on one side displayed our wild faces. A woman with long mousy hair blew a tendril away from her face and looked as if she were going to cry. The lift slowed and I braced myself.

      The doors opened and we were off again. Shouting out, “Where are they?” we zigzagged through shelves until, at the back, we saw a big blown-up poster for Tracy Island, and below it, a dwindling pile of boxes. I lunged forward, shoving people out of my way. Someone was standing on the back of my maxi-length coat and I couldn’t move forward, so I sloughed it off like a snakeskin and kept moving.

      Finally I made it to the front and there were three left. Two hands went out and grabbed two of the boxes, and I got the last one! I got it! I clutched it tight to my chest and hurried to the till to pay.

      A sales assistant stood there, dumbfounded at the crazy sweaty people. She wanted to take the box from me to scan the barcode, but I wasn’t having any of that. Nor would I let her put it in a bag for me. She gave me a receipt and a carrier bag, and I carefully put my Tracy Island box inside. Then I remembered I didn’t have my coat. I found it in the centre of the shop floor, covered in mucky footprints. I put the bag down on the floor, and bent down to pick up my coat. Then the little old Sylvanian Families lady whooshed over and crashed into me, dropping the carrier bag she’d been clutching.

      “I’m terribly sorry,” she said, then, giving me a twinkly little smile, she picked up her bag and scuttled off.

      I finally found Daniel outside Hamley’s. He was lying in the back of an ambulance. His shoe and sock were off and the ankle on his left foot was twice its normal size. A rather brusque middle-aged nurse was bandaging it up.

      “I fell, Cokes,” he whimpered. “I tripped over a display of Scottish Barbie dolls and went tumbling down the escalator.”

      “He’s lucky he didn’t break his neck,” said the nurse. “This isn’t what Christmas is about! I think you’re going to have to go to hospital and get that looked at. It’s a bad sprain.”

      Daniel sat back and took a deep breath.

      “This will cheer you up. I got the last one!” I said, holding up the plastic bag with a grin. I opened it and pulled out… A SYLVANIAN FAMILIES TREEHOUSE!

      “What the FUCK!” I shouted. The nurse looked horrified.

      “Have you been drinking?” she asked.

      “No, I’ve been conned!” I looked in the bag in disbelief. I was sure I’d picked up a Tracy Island. Then I remembered… The little old Sylvanian Families lady… she’d bashed into me.

      “That bitch must have switched it!” I shouted.

      There was a silence from Daniel and the nurse, and then a policeman appeared – the one who had grabbed my sleeve.

      “Right, that’s it! You, OUT!” cried the nurse.

      “Causing trouble again, madam?” the policeman said.

      I didn’t wait to find out what would happen next. I ran for it. I steamed down Regent Street, through crowds of Christmas shoppers. I didn’t stop until I rounded the corner to Oxford Circus. I looked back. No one was following.

      

      The house was warm when I got in. I followed the sound of voices and laughter through to the living room. A fire had been lit, and Rosencrantz was standing in front of the television. Sitting on the sofa were Ethel, Chris and Benji. Chris’s new boyfriend was dark-haired, lithe, and incredibly handsome. Rosencrantz was conducting them as they sang.

      

      
        
        
        “I’m the bestest and wisest man,

        Ten times better than Peter Pan,

        I’ve got lots of Frankincense,

        I got it on offer for fifty pence,

        Is that Jesus in his pram?

        He looks like a lump of boiled ham!”

      

        

      

      

      “Mummy, I just taught everyone my brilliant song!” shrilled Rosencrantz when he saw me.

      “’Ere Coco, I also taught ‘im one of mine,” said Ethel. “Go on, love.”

      Rosencrantz didn’t need encouragement and he launched straight into it.

      “I’m not a pheasant plucker, I’m a pheasant plucker’s son,

      And I’m only plucking pheasants, till the…”

      Rosencrantz tailed off as he noticed the Hamley’s bag I was holding.

      “Mummy! What’s in the bag?” he shrieked, running over and hugging my legs.

      “Oh, nothing,” I said holding it up high, out of reach.

      “Yer mum’s bin shoppin’ for Father Christmas,” explained Ethel. I shook my head frantically.

      “Oh? What? You ‘aven’t?” asked Ethel.

      It was too much. I burst into tears and ran upstairs. On my way up I heard Ethel say, “Woss up with ‘er? Is it me song? It’s not as if I taught ‘im the rude version!”

      Chris came up and found me a few minutes later. He was carrying a large mug of mulled wine. It smelt delicious.

      “Cokes? Hun?” he said, knocking on the bedroom door. He came in, handed me the steaming mug and sat down on the end of the bed. I told him what had happened, ending with running away from the policeman.

      “Blimey. Talk about shopping madness…”

      “This isn’t what Jesus had in mind, is it?” I said.

      “Well, technically, Jesus was born in February, wasn’t he? And he was Jewish.”

      “I don’t mean that. Christmas should be a time for caring and sharing. I’ve left Daniel in an ambulance on Regent Street with a sprained ankle! And what for? A miniature treehouse full of plastic rodents!”

      I sat up and showed him the contents of the Hamley’s bag.

      “What are Sylvanian Families?” asked Chris.

      “Badgers, and otters, and bears…”

      “Oh my,” finished Chris. “Sounds like a busy night at the Vauxhall tavern.”

      “Be serious,” I said, sipping at my mulled wine. “Ooh that’s good, that’s strong.”

      “Why else do you think Ethel is teaching her four-year-old grandson I’m not a pheasant plucker? She’s on her fourth mug,” said Chris.

      I laughed. He went on,

      “And Benji has been helping Rosencrantz run through his lines for the Nativity play. He knows them all, and everybody else’s… I know we’ve only been dating for six days, Coco, but I think he’s the one. What do you think of him?”

      “He’s gorgeous, Chris. I’m so pleased for you.”

      “He’s perfect. And I can’t think of a thing I don’t like about him. And his body is just amazing. He’s so flexible, he can put both legs behind his h—”

      The phone began to ring downstairs.

      “I’ll get it, you lie there and de-compress,” smiled Chris.

      He came back a few minutes later.

      “Daniel is on his way back in a taxi. He asks if you can come down to the door in ten minutes, with cash. His wallet went missing in the Hamley’s melee.”

      I sighed and downed my mulled wine.

      “I’ll get you a refill,” winked Chris.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sunday 20th December

          

        

      

    

    
      Daniel has a badly sprained ankle. The nurse told him to go home and rest up for a few days. Chris and Benji helped me to get him up the stairs last night and into bed, I then elevated his foot with a pile of old magazines and administered two paracetamol and a glass of brandy, but it didn’t seem to help. He was in so much pain. With that, the Tracy Island disaster and the ongoing worry about work next week, I didn’t get any sleep beside him.

      I’d agreed to go over to Chris’s house today and meet Benji properly. Daniel said his foot was giving him agony, and he told me to take Rosencrantz.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay with you?” I asked.

      “No. You go and have fun, Cokes. Mum said she’d pop round. She can look after me properly,” said Daniel.

      I was tempted to ask what he meant by properly? But I didn’t have the energy.

      Ethel arrived at two, and only added fuel to the fire by indulging Daniel’s groans and mopping his brow. She’d brought an old Blue Peter advent crown with balding red tinsel, and proceeded to put it on the bedside table and light the fourth candle.

      “Remember this, Danny? You made it when you were little. I thought there should be at least one Christmas decoration in the ‘ouse,” said Ethel.

      Instead of being Christmassy, it gave the bedroom the air of a nineteenth-century sick bed.

      “You go on, Coco. Go ‘an ‘ave a booze up with Chris. I’m ‘ere fer Danny,” said Ethel, pulling up a chair to sit by the bed.

      “We’re not having a ‘booze-up’. I’m only going for an hour, and Rosencrantz wants to go too,” I insisted.

      I looked to Rosencrantz for support.

      “Yes, I’m coming too, Mummy! I want to see Uncle Chris’s tree!” he cried.

      I bundled him up against the cold air and we walked round to Chris’s through Regent’s Park. It was only half two, but the afternoon was beginning to fade and a few ducks were splashing around in the lake.

      His house was a blaze of fairy lights when we arrived. The path down to the front door was dotted with dwarves dressed in Santa outfits, the thatch roof was lined with blinking fairy lights, and a wreath on the door said, ‘Happy Holidays!’

      When Chris opened the door warm air and the smell of mulled wine rushed out.

      “Come in,” he said morosely.

      On his hall table was a huge Nativity scene, which on closer inspection I could see was filled with miniature china figurines from Disney’s Beauty and the Beast. Belle and the Beast were standing by a manger and lying amongst the straw was Chip, the little teacup.

      “Isn’t baby Jesus supposed to be in the manger?” said Rosencrantz, as I helped him out of his duffle coat.

      “And what are the Aristocats doing beside the manger?” I asked.

      “My house has been hijacked by Disney,” grimaced Chris. We followed him through to the living room. There was a crackling fire and, beside it, a giant Christmas tree. Disney characters adorned every bauble, and Tinkerbell was on top of the tree waving her magic wand. There were little ornaments of Mickey and Minnie Mouse all along the mantelpiece. On top of the TV was a huge snow globe, and inside was the magic castle from Sleeping Beauty.

      “Where’s Benji?” I asked, as Chris started crashing about in his drinks cabinet.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care. We had a huge row and he stormed out,” he said, pulling out a huge bottle of Grey Goose vodka.

      “Why? Chris, what’s going on?” I asked.

      “I came back from the gym this morning to find the house like this. Benji had done it for me as a surprise,” he said, slamming down the bottle.

      “I think it’s quite nice!” cried Rosencrantz, pulling at a bunch of helium balloons floating lazily by the ceiling which had The Jungle Book characters on them.

      “Yes. I suppose I should think it’s nice,” said Chris looking around the room with a shudder.

      “Are all these decorations his?” I asked, noticing a huge Winnie The Pooh, Tigger and Eeyore sitting on the sofa opposite all dressed in Christmas outfits. Chris pulled out two crystal cut glasses and poured us each a large measure.

      “Of course they’re all his! All my lovely Conran decorations are still in the attic… Cokes, it’s everywhere. Snow White and the Seven Dwarves in the downstairs loo. A twenty-five-piece Fantasia china dining service in the kitchen. A hundred and one Dalmatians, plus Mr and Mrs Darling and Cruella De Vil on the shelves in the library!” He came over and handed me a vodka, then lowered his voice saying, “There’s even a miniature dolls house in my bedroom which plays ‘It’s a small world after all’ on a loop! What man can maintain an erection with ‘It’s a small world after all’ playing in the background! ”

      I tried to suppress a laugh.

      “It’s not funny, Cokes!”

      “I know, I’m sorry. Didn’t you know Benji was a Disney fan?”

      “No! He never mentioned it on our first date.”

      “Why would he?”

      “Still, look around. Is this normal? He’s… He’s…”

      “A Disney fetishist?” I said.

      “Yes!”

      We clinked glasses and he took a big gulp of vodka.

      “Surely there are worse fetishes, Chris? And you’ll sort it out. You’re both going on a cruise – you’ll only have to look at all this for a day or so. Then you’ll be off.”

      “I hope so. The alternative is spending Christmas with my family. My sister’s just been dumped by a bloke mother disapproved of. I refuse to give her the satisfaction that my relationship is over too,” he said.

      “Your relationship with Benji is not over,” I said, adding, “Who was your sister going out with?”

      “Some investment banker. He got bored and left a message on her bleeper that it was over. She booked into The Ritz and tried to kill herself.”

      “That’s awful! Is she okay?” I asked.

      “She’s fine. The stupid girl jumped out of a ground-floor window. The only thing she broke was her padded hairband. No, it’s going to be okay. I’ll just have to learn to cope with Benji’s Disney fetish.”

      I sat on the sofa and a cushion began to play ‘Be Our Guest’ from Beauty and The Beast.

      “Oh!” I cried leaping up.

      “Every cushion plays a different tune,” said Chris morosely, throwing it behind the sofa. “I’ll be counting down the hours until we’re cruising through the Caribbean islands.”

      “I can’t wait to open my Tracy Island!” piped up Rosencrantz as he twiddled the baubles on the tree.

      “Shit!” I mouthed to Chris.

      “Oh, that reminds me. Dad’s been in touch,” said Chris in a low voice.

      “Yes?” I said eagerly.

      “Not good news: your island is like gold dust apparently. They’ve been changing hands on the black market for hundreds of pounds. He’s going to keep an eye out, but don’t hold your breath.”

      

      We stayed for a couple of hours, then Benji returned and it was all a bit frosty so I said we’d head back home.

      “Will I see you at Christmas, Uncle Christopher?” asked Rosencrantz.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” said Chris. “I’m coming to watch you in your Nativity play.”

      Rosencrantz beamed. “Yay!”

      “And I’m coming too,” said Benji pointedly, looking at Chris.

      “It will be lovely to see you both,” I said.

      “Although please don’t be disappointed,” said Rosencrantz seriously. “Mary and Joseph have no chemistry…”

      Chris and Benji looked at me and we all laughed.

      “What? It’s true!” insisted Rosencrantz. “I overheard Miss Mears talking to the Headmistress.”

      

      As we walked back home in the dark, Rosencrantz asked what it meant for Mary and Joseph to have no chemistry. Before I could stop myself I said that they didn’t have a chemist’s shop near them in Bethlehem. Then we saw two very posh ladies whose little dogs had decided to have rampant sex by the pond.

      “What are those doggies doing, Mummy?” asked Rosencrantz.

      “They’re doing the conga,” I said.

      “That’s a bit different to how we did it at my birthday party…”

      “Yes, dogs, um, do it differently because they don’t usually have any music,” I said.

      He seemed satisfied and we carried on past the two posh ladies who had given up trying to separate their dogs. It made me think, why do we lie to kids all the time? That was the third lie I’d told Rosencrantz today. Did it really protect him, lying? Although the Tracy Island lie was justified because I was determined to get him one for Christmas. As far as the dogs were concerned, I didn’t want to have to go into the birds and the bees, not yet. And as for Mary and Joseph, well, life was too short to worry about two little kids who can’t act.

      And who’d want their child to go into the acting profession anyway?

      

      When we got home, Ethel met us at the door. The house was in darkness. I flicked the light switch but nothing happened.

      “Has there been a power cut?” I asked.

      She looked terrified and grabbed me, whispering, “Yes! And iss Danny! I think ‘e’s possessed, Coco!”

      She was wearing her plastic rain hood indoors and clutching her little crucifix.

      “What?” I said.

      “’E’s been babbling nonsense for the past hour, well, not the usual shite, real nonsense…”

      Candles were dotted about, casting a dim glow, and we followed her upstairs and into the bedroom. Daniel was lying in bed. His skin had a horrible grey hue and he was soaked in sweat.

      “Oola baloolaer ranticfah!” he murmured. “Wooohoo pallooo!”

      “’E’s talkin’ Latin, Coco,” said Ethel. “’E must be possessed, cos ‘e failed the eleven plus. ‘E never did Latin… only woodwork.”

      “He sounds delirious,” I said.

      Ethel went to the end of the bed and lifted the covers.

      “No! Look. A face ‘as appeared on the bed sheets! It’s Jesus!” she hissed with wonder in her eyes.

      I joined her and together we peered at the spot she was indicating on the sheet. There was a black stain, an eerie, angular pleading face with long hair. Beside it Daniel’s foot was propped up on the pile of magazines, looking puce and hugely swollen.

      “Cantoono baramshifah!” gurgled Daniel menacingly. “Rambabba-booba!” The candles flickered on the Blue Peter advent crown.

      “Mummy, I’m a bit scared,” said Rosencrantz grabbing at my leg.

      The candles flickered again and Daniel groaned. Suddenly all the lights came back on. I peered closer at the face on the bed sheet again.

      “That’s not Jesus, it’s Yoko Ono,” I said.

      “Eh?” said Ethel.

      “Did you move the pile of magazines?”

      “Yeah. Danny was ‘avin cramp,” she said.

      I gently pulled out a magazine from the bottom of the pile.

      “Look. It’s the ink from the Radio Times,” I said. “It’s transferred onto the bed sheet.”

      Sure enough, it was an article and a picture of Yoko Ono. Ethel seemed to blame me that her son wasn’t possessed, and got very huffy.

      “Can you blame me fer worrying?”

      I went to him and felt his head. He was burning up.

      “He’s definitely delirious,” I said. “I think we should ring the doctor.”

      

      The doctor came reluctantly, but when he saw Daniel and the state of his foot, he called for an ambulance. We followed to the hospital and waited for several hours in the busy waiting room. Ethel kept repeating, “I told yer it was bad. Didn’t I?”

      “Okay, let’s just wait and keep calm,” I said, glad that Rosencrantz was out of earshot. He was blissfully unaware and playing on an activity centre in the corner of the waiting room.

      When a doctor finally came out, he told us that Daniel had broken his ankle and had an infection.

      “’E’s not gonna die?” asked Ethel.

      “No. We’ve set the bone and given him a cast. He’s also on intravenous antibiotics,” said the doctor. “We’ll be keeping him in overnight for observation.”

      “Thank you, Doctor, praise the Lord. ‘Is wife ‘ere, she didn’t think it was anything serious, but I… all I can say is that I probably saved ‘is life!” exclaimed Ethel.

      I bit my tongue.

      “Can we see him, Doctor,” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “Of course, but he’s very tired,” said the doctor.

      He took us through to the ward where Daniel lay looking a little better. But his leg! He had a plaster cast from his knee down to his foot! It was hung from a loop attached to the ceiling. I felt a sudden rush of love for him. There was a brief tussle between me and Ethel, but I made it to his bedside first so she had to scuttle round to the other side.

      “Hello love,” I said, smoothing his dark hair down. “I thought you were being over-dramatic… I love you.”

      “It’s okay, Cokes. It’s going to be an interesting Christmas, eh?” he said, smiling weakly.

      “We’ll all be there for yer, Danny. Meryl an’ Tony are comin’ down, and little Rosencrantz is ‘ere,” she said, leaning in front of me and stroking his hair.

      “I’ll be there too,” I said.

      “Blood is thicker than water though, Danny,” said Ethel.

      And no one is thicker than you, Ethel, I wanted to say, but I bit my lip.

      We stayed with him for a while, competing for who had the best bedside manner. Then Daniel asked Ethel if she would take Rosencrantz home and put him to bed. Ethel was a bit put out at this, but capitulated, and after Rosencrantz gave Daniel a big hug, they left.

      “Go easy on Mum. She had a fright,” said Daniel.

      “I had a fright too,” I said. “You know, I’ve tried until I’m blue in the face with your mother…”

      “She’s old, Coco.”

      “She’s not really that old, Daniel.”

      “Yeah, but she’s lonely. Dad’s been dead a long time. Meryl lives up in Milton Keynes. I think she feels I’m all she’s got.”

      “Well, just remember you’ve got me and Rosencrantz too. Everything seems to be getting out of control. The most important thing is our health and our happiness. Look, I know this is difficult, but can we talk about your mum…”

      There was a soft sound of snoring, and Daniel was asleep.

      “Every time I try to talk to you about Ethel, you fall asleep,” I said.

      I stayed with him for a little longer, then I kissed the top of his sleeping head and left.

      

      When I came out of the hospital, a Salvation Army band was huddled under the awning playing ‘Silent Night’. The sound of the brass instruments was so rich and warm, compared to the cold evening. I lit up a cigarette and stopped and listened for a while. It was the song Dad always put on the record player as we decorated the tree. I was overcome with sadness, and anger. Sadness that my parents weren’t here to see Rosencrantz grow up, and anger that they’d left me.

      

      When I came back the house was quiet. I went upstairs, and Ethel was coming out of Rosencrantz’s bedroom. She was holding a copy of The Very Hungry Caterpillar in one hand and an ashtray with three cigarette butts in the other.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I just read Rosencrantz a story; ‘e was out like a light,” said Ethel.

      “No, what are you doing with that ashtray? Were you smoking in his bedroom?”

      “No, I weren’t smoking in ‘is bedroom!” she hissed.

      I followed her down the stairs.

      “Then why are you carrying the ashtray?”

      “Iss my ashtray! I was tidying up. Something you’d know all about if you was even a little ‘ouse proud! When did you last push the carpet sweeper round?”

      “No! You do NOT get to speak to me like that in my house!” I hissed back.

      “Oh gawd Coco, take it out on me!”

      “Take it out on you? That’s my son!”

      “An’ my grandson! An’ I would NEVER smoke in ‘is room!” she said.

      “Oh really? I know for a fact you smoked like a chimney when Daniel and Meryl were babies. Daniel told me you used to balance an ashtray on his head when you breastfed him.”

      “You watch yer mouth, Coco! We didn’t know ‘ow bad smoking was back then!”

      “In all his baby pictures the top of his head is completely flat!”

      “That was the forceps!” she snarled. We glared at each other, then she went on, “If I’m such a bad mother, why was I the only one with Danny? I knew ‘e was in a bad way! I knew it were more than a sprain. You were off gallivanting with that Chris!”

      “You also thought he was possessed by the devil! Or Yoko Ono. You’re obviously too bloody thick to tell the difference!”

      We had reached the front door now. Ethel grabbed her coat off the peg and dragged the door open.

      “Where are you going? It’s eleven o’clock at night?” I said.

      “Well, I’m not stayin’ ere! To think of all I’ve done for you!”

      “What have you done for me? You’re always here, criticizing and making snide comments!”

      “I’m good enough whenever you want a babysitter though, ain’t I? You know I’ve got a life too!”

      She stomped off to the gate.

      “Ethel, please, it’s late… Stay and let’s talk, sensibly.”

      “I know when I’m not welcome! You think I’m muck, don’t yer?”

      “I do not think that!” I shouted.

      A taxi was rounding the corner; she flagged it down and got in. I watched it drive away into the cold night. I came back in and closed the door.

      I went upstairs to Rosencrantz’s room. His small form shifted under the blanket. There was a faint smell of cigarettes, but I couldn’t tell if it was coming off me. I opened his window a little and let some air in. The moon was high in the sky and frost glittered on the rooftops stretching out across London. I put my head against the window frame and drank in the silence. Very softly the opening strains of ‘Silent Night’ floated on the breeze from next door. When it got to “All is calm, all is bright”, there was the sound of a needle being yanked off a record. Then I heard Mrs Cohen shout, “Stop playing that rubbish and help me find the candles for the Menorah!”

      A row started up so I closed the window. I went to Rosencrantz’s bedside and looked at him sleeping peacefully, his beautiful little face lit up by the moonlight.

      “Do you know how much you are loved?” I said softly. “I would die for you. So would your Dad, and, I hate to say it, your Nan too… I wish that meant something to you right now. But you’re lucky to be young enough not to know heartbreak, or loss, or pain. I’m doing everything I can to get you Tracy Island. I just hope that it doesn’t break your little heart if I can’t.”

      I kissed Rosencrantz and came downstairs. Apart from Ethel’s Blue Peter advent crown, you wouldn’t know it was Christmas in the house. I came into the kitchen and made myself a cup of cocoa. I slumped into a chair and pulled out a pad and a pencil to see what needed to be done before Christmas:

      
        	Find Tracy Island urgently!!!!

        	As an absolute last resort, find Blue Peter plans to make Tracy Island.

        	Make Rosencrantz’s Nativity play outfit, wash bed sheet and tea towel, also hunt down gold curtain tie-back which will make a good belt. (Is the school supplying the wise men’s gifts? If not who sells Frankincense? Debenhams?)

        	Buy a nice real Christmas tree of aesthetically pleasing proportions and decorate. Decorate house.

        	Buy all Christmas food/booze and other presents.

        	Check fold-up Z beds for when the in-laws come to stay, and throw away faulty one. If Daniel’s sister Meryl gets trapped in folding contraption like last year, I will never hear the end of it.

        	Visit local library and look for self-help books about coping with awful mother-in-laws. Also hide the Christmas Radio Times before Ethel gets to it with her highlighter pen.

        	Buy blank videotapes, which can be used as a bargaining tool if we have a clash of Christmas TV programmes. Work out how to use video recorder.

        	Buy crackers.

        	Try not to go crackers.

        	Replacement bulbs for fairy lights.

        	Buy Pic N Mix from Woolworths for carol singers.

        	Find nice Christmas music cassette.

        	Present for Rosencrantz’s teacher?

        	Who is Rosencrantz’s teacher? Ugh. Am a terrible mother.

      

      Then the pencil broke. I put my head on the table and burst into tears.
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      I woke up this morning with my head on the table, fully-dressed. I had been dreaming I was on a beach. I could feel the sun warm on my face, but now I could feel my face was stuck to something. I opened my eyes and saw it was the Argos Christmas catalogue.

      “Mummy, shouldn’t I be at school?” I heard a voice say.

      I turned to see Rosencrantz in the kitchen doorway. He had got himself up and dressed, and it was eight o’clock. Everything came flooding back to me: Daniel was in hospital… the row with Ethel… Rosencrantz had to be at school… I had to be at school… Tracy Island… Christmas still had to be assembled.

      “Shit!” I said. “Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit!”

      “Mummy, you shouldn’t use those words,” he said.

      “Yes, they’re only for mummies to use,” I agreed.

      I grabbed my purse and my keys and drove him round to school. Luckily, I looked like all the other mothers on the school run – harassed and bedraggled, and several of them were still wearing slippers. I came back home to grab the rest of my stuff when the phone rang. It was Meryl.

      “Hellllooooo Coco!” she trilled. I could hear Nat King Cole in the background singing ‘It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas’.

      “Meryl, I can’t stop. I’m on my way out to work,” I said.

      “This is just a quickie, Coco. I won’t keep you. I wanted to ask if you have a memory foam pillow?”

      “I thought you said you were getting me and Daniel bath cubes for Christmas?”

      “Yes! Of course we are. No, this is a memory foam pillow for Tony, he’s suffering terrible whiplash.”

      “Did he have an accident in the hearse?”

      “No, he went a bit overboard doing the funky chicken at the Rotary Club Christmas dinner and dance… If you ask me he was playing to the crowd, but the only people he comes into contact with at work are dead, so I let him have his moment in the sun.”

      “Meryl, I’m late for work—” I said.

      “Okay working girl, can you put Daniel on?”

      I quickly told her everything that had happened.

      “Oh Coco, that’s awful,” she said. “Well, look, I can help ease the burden…” I thought she was going to say that she and Tony wouldn’t be coming to stay for ten days, but instead she offered to talk to Mandy at Handy Mandy Crafts, her local craft shop.

      “I could help you make Tracy Island!” she added excitedly. “Now I’ve mastered Batik and finger puppets, I’m dying for a challenge—”

      “Meryl I’ve got to go,” I said.

      “Righty-ho. Well, keep me in the loop about Daniel, I’ll bring that pillow for Tony, and start to brainstorm Tracy Island… byeeeee!”

      

      I got to work at nine o’clock. Marika, God bless her, had somehow managed to take the register for my class and get them seated for assembly in an orderly fashion. She’d saved me a chair beside her at the side of the hall.

      “Thank you,” I whispered as we took our seats and The Ripper appeared at the front. She smiled and handed me a tissue.

      “You’ve got ‘sogra’ written on your forehead,” she murmured.

      I grabbed the tissue and scrubbed at it.

      “All gone?’ I whispered. She nodded. “I fell asleep on the Argos catalogue,” I added.

      I didn’t get to hear her response because we all stood for the first hymn, ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’.

      The rest of the day was a crazy blur. All the teachers bunged on videos for their classes to watch and we took it in turns to keep an eye on the kids whilst we tried to organise our lives. I nipped out to Debenhams and bought a pillowcase and tea towel for Rosencrantz’s Wise Man outfit. I checked the toy department, but was laughed at when I asked if they had any Tracy Islands.

      I bumped into Mr Wednesday, the handsome art teacher, on one of his rare visits to the staffroom and he kindly said he would photocopy me the Blue Peter ‘make your own’ Tracy Island plans. He’s very rugged and tanned with a shock of dark hair. He smells delicious and carries a leather satchel with a selection of Koh-i-Noor pencils poking out, and I sometimes see him sharpening one with a Swiss army knife.

      “Come and see me in the art room,” he grinned, his white teeth contrasting with his black stubble.

      “Yes, I will,” I said, feeling rather overwhelmed by him.

      

      At lunchtime I phoned the hospital who told me that Daniel was doing well and could probably be discharged tomorrow. I said to tell him I would visit after work. Marika had asked if I had a moment before I left, but I completely forgot and dashed off as soon as the bell went for the end of the day.

      I picked up Rosencrantz from school and took him straight over to see Daniel. He was sitting up in his hospital bed and looked almost back to normal.

      “Daddy!” Rosencrantz yelled and went to jump on the bed.

      “No!” said Daniel, and I grabbed him quickly before he could land on his cast.

      On the bedside table, I noticed there was a huge bowl of fruit, a giant ‘get well’ card and several bottles of Lucozade.

      “Mum’s been here most of the day,” said Daniel. “Got me a lovely card too.”

      I realised I hadn’t brought him anything. I also realised the time.

      “I’m sorry, Daniel, it’s been a mad day, and we can only stay for a few minutes…”

      “I’m due on stage tonight,” said Rosencrantz proudly.

      “Yes. Break a leg son,” said Daniel. “I wish I could come and see you!”

      “Don’t break a leg, Rosencrantz. I couldn’t cope with you both in plaster,” I said.

      “Mummy, break a leg is just a figure of speech. It means good luck before a performance.”

      Daniel and I laughed.

      “Bye Daddy!” he yelled and gave Daniel a kiss.

      “See you tomorrow, love you,” I said, pecking him on the cheek.

      “Yes, Cokes, love you too,” he said.

      

      When we got home, I assembled Rosencrantz’s Wise Man outfit and got ready for the Nativity. He looked so adorable! I got changed and then we drove over to the school. Chris and Benji were waiting for us outside and when Rosencrantz saw them he suddenly got very scared and tearful.

      “Mummy, what if I forget what I have to say!” he said, the panic on his face.

      “You won’t forget,” I said. “You know your lines better than anyone. And you know all theirs too!”

      “Yes, Rosencrantz. Just take a deep breath and enjoy it,” said Chris.

      “But what if I do forget?” asked Rosencrantz, wiping away the tears in his little eyes with the corner of his Wise Man’s tea-towel headdress.

      “Then improvise,” said Benji.

      “What does that mean?” asked Rosencrantz.

      “You know the story so you can make up something that fits,” said Benji.

      “You’ll be fine, you’re the best little actor I know,” said Chris, giving him a hug.

      I took Rosencrantz round to the classroom and reluctantly left him with Miss Mears. Then we took our seats in the school hall front of the stage. It looked magical. Fairy lights and paper lanterns hung from the ceiling, and the scenery on stage was an image of the mountains of Bethlehem, with a star in the sky. When Benji went off to get us all a cup of mulled wine, I asked Chris if things were okay between them.

      “Yes, we made up when he came home, three times. I can think of worse things to be obsessed with than Disney... He could have wanted me to pee on him!”

      A rather posh lady next to us choked into our mulled wine. Chris didn’t seem to notice and carried on,

      “How are things with you? By the way, where is Ethel?”

      “Good point,” I said. “I thought she’d be here…”

      “Here, use my mobile phone?” offered Chris, retrieving it from his long coat and pulling up the aerial.

      I dialled Ethel’s number and she answered after a few rings.

      “Oo is it?”

      “Ethel, it’s me. I’m at Rosencrantz’s Nativity play. Where are you?”

      “Well, as far as I remember, I’m not welcome!” she snapped and hung up. I stared at the phone in shock.

      “She’s not coming,” I said to Chris. “She can hate me all she wants, but Rosencrantz wants her to be here.”

      Then Benji appeared with the mulled wine and the lights dimmed so I didn’t get to say anymore.

      There was a pause. Then the music began, and a spotlight came on up on a rotund little redheaded girl wearing a pillowcase and tinfoil angel wings, who began to narrate the play.

      The children were all very sweet, but I think Miss Mears took it all a bit too seriously with the live Dulux dogs around the manger, and we had no idea that Mary was going to give birth to a real live baby.

      “Ouch. And she did it without gas and air,” whispered Chris when the tiny girl playing Mary was presented with a very large thirteen-month-old toddler, who apparently belonged to one of the school dinner ladies.

      We all gave a squeal when the Wise Men arrived.

      “Rosencrantz looks the best, like a tiny Arab,” said Chris.

      “Is he wearing a curtain tie-back from Debenhams? I love their living room range,” added Benji.

      “Yes,” I said, welling up with pride.

      And then Rosencrantz started speaking!!!

      “On this special night, under a banker of stars,” he began. He took a breath… Then there was silence. Rosencrantz froze. There was a shuffling of feet and several people in the audience coughed.

      “Did he mean to say ‘bank’ of stars or ‘blanket’?” I whispered.

      “It should be blanket,” whispered Benji.

      “Ummm,” quavered Rosencrantz, biting his lip. The silence went on.

      “Where’s the bloody prompt?” I hissed.

      Chris grabbed my hand. Rosencrantz looked around at the silence. His bottom lip trembled. Tears came into his eyes.

      “You know your lines,” I whispered loudly, smiling and trying to catch his eye to reassure him.

      “Improvise!” whispered Benji, equally loudly.

      Rosencrantz tried to see past the bright lights to where we sat.

      “Yes, improvise Rosencrantz!” hissed Chris.

      “Sing your little song,” I said, more loudly.

      Rosencrantz gulped and seemed to compose himself. He took a deep breath and said,

      “I’m not a pleasant fucker, I’m a pleasant fucker’s son,

      And I’m only fucking pleasant ’til the pleasant fucker comes!” he beamed and handed the Frankincense to Mary.

      The next little Wise Man stepped forward grinning and started, “I’m not a pleasant fucker, I’m—”

      The curtains suddenly began to whirr shut, sweeping together at speed and, in their haste, dragging over the microphones on stands at the front of the stage. There was a crashing, echoing sound and then feedback. The headmistress leapt up from her seat, and told everyone how wonderful it had been and refreshments would be served outside the hall.

      Myself, Chris and Benji helped ourselves to another plastic cup of mulled wine and waited for Rosencrantz to emerge. We were given a wide berth by everyone in the hall. No one said a thing. As if what Rosencrantz had said was supposed to be in the script, and people were politely ignoring this radical bit in the story. Rosencrantz came out, still in his costume, and ran to me and cuddled my legs.

      “I’m sorry Mummy, I think I got the Pheasant Plucker rhyme wrong?”

      “Yes, but never mind. Maybe you should have sung your made-up song, I’m the best and wisest man, ten times better than Peter Pan,” I said.

      “It was the only thing I could remember,” he said, sadly. “Did I let you down, Mummy?”

      “Of course not!” I said, crouching down to hug him.

      “It was scary up there, Mummy…”

      I noticed we were getting haughty looks from the Headmistress. I got up to go and say something to her, but Chris grabbed my arm.

      “Come on Cokes, let’s go. Your mouth will only make things worse.”

      Outside on the street we said goodbye to Chris and Benji.

      “We’ll try and phone you from the cruise ship,” said Chris.

      Several parents walked past us and stared at Rosencrantz, the little foul-mouthed Wise Man. An elderly bloke with a kind face stopped and told us how much more interesting the Nativity had been this year, then walked off into the dark with his wife.

      “What did I do?” asked Rosencrantz in wonder.

      “You went down in Nativity play history Rosencrantz,” said Benji. “I’d kill for an audience to go away remembering me like that!”

      Rosencrantz tilted his head up to me, peering from under his bobble hat.

      “I don’t understand, Mummy? I thought I made a mistake,” he said.

      “I’ll tell you when you’re older,” I said, squatting down to give him a kiss. Chris squatted down too.

      “Have a fabulous Christmas, Rosencrantz,” he said. “What do you think of Scalextric? I’ve heard they are really cool…”

      “What’s a Scaleytrix?” he said.

      “Oh, well it’s… um, something to do with travel?”

      “Electric car racing,” I said, saving Chris.

      “Yeah! And I hear that Father Christmas has plenty in stock!” he added.

      “No. I want Tracy Island and I’ve written to Father Christmas weeks ago. As Nan says, if you want something you have to book it well in advance. Where is Nan?”

      “She, um, wasn’t feeling well,” I said.

      “Shame, cos I really, really wanted her here. Just as much as I really, really want Tracy Island,” he said. “FIVE…. FOUR…. THREE…TWO… ONE. THUNDERBIRDS ARE GO!”

      He went tearing off round the school car park, his gold curtain tie-back belt dragging along behind him. Benji and Chris looked at me sympathetically.

      “I’m going to have to make it,” I said. “I’ve got the Art teacher, Tom Wednesday, to give me the plans.”

      “Yes, Tom Wednesday,” said Chris. “Bit of a dish, Benji.”

      “Ooh. What does he look like?” asked Benji.

      “He’s dark and quiet. Tall. Rolls his shirt sleeves up and has lovely arms. He’s very much like the kind of man who you see in The National Geographic magazine, advertising precision watches, or steering a ship,” I said.

      “Ooh, an intrepid explorer,” said Benji.

      “Yes, do you think he wants to explore you? Intrepidly, Cokes?” joked Chris.

      “I’m married,” I said. “And he’s… he’s… Mr Wednesday.”

      “He could be Mister Any-day-of-the-week for some lucky lady,” said Chris. “He owns his own yacht, Benji!”

      “Oh! You could be Tom Wednesday’s Girl Friday!” cried Benji.

      “I doubt it. Right now I feel more like Gayle Tuesday…” I said.

      I bade them farewell and Rosencrantz and I headed home.

      When we arrived at the front door, an ambulance was parked by the kerb and a paramedic was helping Daniel out.

      “Daddy!” shouted Rosencrantz.

      Daniel grimaced in pain as he stepped down onto the pavement. He had a paper bag containing his things under his arm.

      “I’ll leave him with you then,” said the paramedic. He got into the ambulance and drove off.

      “Didn’t they give you a crutch?” I asked, as Daniel stood there in his pyjamas resting his huge cast on the kerb.

      “Oh bugger, it was in the ambulance,” he said. “Where’s Mum?”

      “She didn’t show up,” I said.

      “That’s odd. She said she was going. Didn’t you offer to give her a lift?”

      “No. She gets the bus everywhere.”

      “It’s late, Coco. So she missed the Nativity?”

      “Yes.”

      There was a silence. He grabbed my arm and we made it slowly up the steps to the front door, his leg with the cast lurching, and our little Wise Man following with the paper bag.

      When we got in, I told Rosencrantz to get ready for bed. Daniel slumped on the sofa and we had a huge row. He thought it was my fault Ethel didn’t feel she could come to Rosencrantz’s school Nativity! Halfway through the row Daniel began to grimace.

      “What is it? Do you want painkillers?” I asked.

      “I’ve got a crazy itch,” he groaned, rubbing at the plaster cast.

      “Do you want me to get you a knitting needle?” I asked. Then I realised I never knitted. I went through to the kitchen and grabbed a few bits of cutlery, a pencil, a ruler and the barbecue tongs. When I got back in the living room, Rosencrantz had changed into his pyjamas and was trying to help.

      “What about a ruler?” suggested Rosencrantz.

      “Try this,” I said, handing a rather short ruler to Daniel.

      It wasn’t big enough, nor were the cutlery items. We spent an hour trying to find something to scratch Daniel’s itch, but nothing was long enough. Not even the barbecue tongs, which, with difficulty, I bent out to their full length. Then Rosencrantz went to bed and the row restarted about Ethel. He refuses to believe the woman is capable of doing wrong.

      Daniel ended up sleeping downstairs on one of the Z-beds. I came upstairs, checked on Rosencrantz, and then got in bed alone.

      Just before I went to sleep I remembered Mr Wednesday had something very long: the rod he uses to open the skylight in his classroom. It would fit perfectly down the side of Daniel’s plaster cast.
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      I was late again, and Marika covered for me, again. I did have two very good reasons: an invalid husband who needed help to wash and dress, and a four-year-old son who’d said the F-word four times during a primary school Nativity play.

      When I dropped Rosencrantz off, I went into school to assure the Headmistress that it was a silly mistake, that Rosencrantz didn’t even know what he was saying, and that it wasn’t the beginning of a darker pattern of behaviour.

      Thank God it was the last day of term! There was such a nice atmosphere at school. The death knell of a redundancy had failed to chime, so I was now certain The Ripper had just been scaring me into handing over Tracy Island. In the morning after registration, the kids all went to the assembly hall, again, to watch films. The teachers took it in turns to nip out for a last-minute errand, a fag and a coffee, but in my case I went to find Mr Wednesday to get the plans for Tracy Island. I’d been told he was in the art room firing the jugs, fruit bowls and ashtrays made by pupils.

      The art room was tucked away at the back of the school buildings. When I walked in, the lights were off. I moved past dimly-lit easels set up around a now-dismantled still life of driftwood and leaves. I could just make out paintings and drawings lining the walls, and there was a sink in the corner, completely filthy from endless dirty paintbrushes. At the back was a glass partition and, behind it, almost in darkness, the giant grey dome of the kiln hummed.

      As I got closer I could feel the heat rolling across the room. I jumped when the door of the kiln opened, and a bright square of orange lit up the art room. Mr Wednesday stood there, stripped down to his waist, and bathed in the glow. Sweat shone on his quite remarkable torso. How does he get so muscly doing fine pencil drawings? I thought. He noticed me and closed the kiln, bathing us in darkness.

      “Hello, Mrs Pinchard,” he said, coming round the glass partition and wiping sweat off his face with a muscly forearm. “Sorry,” he added, indicating his lack of shirt. “It gets so bloody boiling when the kiln is on.”

      “Oh, it’s okay,” I said.

      I was glad it was quite dark, so he couldn’t see that I was blushing. He went over to his desk and started to rifle through piles of paperwork. He flicked on a lamp. I went and joined him. His battered leather satchel was on the side, and next to it was a picture of him grinning beside a large sailing boat. He was wearing shorts and a white woolly jumper, his thick, dark hair being blown to one side by the wind.

      “Is this your boat?” I asked.

      “Yes. Odessa. She’s my saviour from work. I’m hoping I can take her out over Christmas, if it’s not too choppy.”

      “She’s beautiful. I’d love to go down on her…” I froze when I realised what I’d said. “I mean, of course, to go down into her bows, you know, inside her, it, the boat—”

      “It’s okay, I know what you meant,” he laughed, still searching around on his desk, “Ah. Here we go.”

      He picked up the photocopy of the plans for Tracy Island.

      “How many pages is it?” I said, dismayed.

      “Eleven. But if you go through slowly you’ll be fine. There’s a list of all the materials you need at the back.”

      He flicked through the plans, but they slipped from his hand and fell to the floor, sliding in all directions across the waxed parquet floor. We both went off in different directions to retrieve the pages.

      “Here, I’ll staple them,” he said, moving back to his desk and putting them in order. I spied a sheet we’d missed under the desk, and ducked down to retrieve it.

      The fluorescent lights suddenly came on, flicking separately until they lit the room in unison.

      “Mr Wednesday,” said a female voice, “why did you have the lights off?”

      I crawled out from under the desk, emerging at the flies of Mr Wednesday’s trousers. He was still naked from the waist up. Miss Bruce took one look at us, cried “Disgusting!” and left. Her clumpy court shoes thudding rapidly away to silence.

      “I’m so sorry,” said Mr Wednesday, “that must have looked really suspect.”

      “Yes, don’t you worry, you’ll be the hero. I’ll be the one who’s known for doing goodness knows what to the Art teacher under his desk.”

      “And you were just talking about going down,” he joked.

      I stood up and our eyes met. I suddenly wished I could step out of my life. Spend a week with this handsome, thrilling man on his boat. Very slowly he leaned in to kiss me.

      “I’m married, I’m sorry,” I said, pulling back and shaking the thought away.

      “I know. It’s a shame, because you’re really beautiful,” he said softly.

      I looked up into his eyes, which were a remarkable shade of blue. His bare chest was still damp with sweat.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “What for?”

      “For making me feel like a person. Not a crap teacher or a crap mother or a crap daughter-in-law and wife.”

      “No one needs to know,” he said softly, leaning in to kiss me again.

      “Sorry. No,” I said.

      I took a deep breath, turned and walked quickly away, closing the door to the art room behind me.

      

      I went straight to the ladies loos and splashed cold water on my face. My heart was pounding. Did that just happen? I thought. As I pulled out one of those horrible rough paper towels to dry my face, a toilet flushed and Marika emerged from a cubicle.

      “Hello. You all right?” I said.

      She looked like death. Pale with huge bags under her eyes.

      “Electricity still isn’t back on,” she said. “I haven’t slept.”

      “Or eaten, by the look of it.”

      She turned on the warm water and put her hands under. Steam rose up and misted the base of the mirror; she kept her hands there, seemingly to thaw out.

      “I’ve been meaning to say thanks, for all the help with covering my absences,” I said. She smiled, still warming her hands under the water. “And, what are you doing for Christmas?” I asked.

      “My Christmas or your Christmas?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “We celebrate it on the twenty-fourth in Slovakia,” she said.

      “Oh, I didn’t know. So what are you doing?”

      “I’ll be at home,” she said, without a trace of wanting pity.

      “Do you want to come to mine after work? You can have a shower. I was going to get fish and chips… ”

      “No, you’ve got so much to do and you’ve got a family,” she said.

      “You could sleep on the sofa. Oh, actually Daniel’s downstairs on the Z-bed…”

      “I can get the last tube home from yours,” she smiled. “Thank you,”

      “So that means you’ll come, after school?”

      “Yes,” she grinned.

      

      The rest of the day went by like a flash. Miss Bruce was nowhere to be seen in the staffroom at lunchtime. The school nurse had sent her home after having ‘a funny turn’. When I’d done afternoon registration, each of my kids presented me with chocolate. I had thirty boxes. I was incredibly touched. Damian Grange had managed to get a very good pirate copy of Terminator 2, so I put it on the video player in my form room and I opened some of my chocolates to share with the kids.

      “You know, you’re actually quite cool, Miss,” said Kelly Roffey. Coming from Kelly Roffey, it was quite a compliment.

      When the bell rang at three-thirty I waved goodbye to the kids, and went through to the staffroom, where plastic cups of lukewarm wine were being passed out by Mrs Carter.

      “Cheers, and thank God it’s the end of term,” she said downing hers in one, adding, “Right, I’m off, I’ve got Five Tracy Islands to make!”

      “And here’s to Miss Bruce!” added Mr Gutteridge raising his cup.

      “Why are you toasting her?” asked Marika, joining our group and taking a cup of wine.

      “She’s gone and taken early retirement after all,” explained Mr Gutteridge. “I saw her on the way to the Art department earlier, and she seemed fine… Then, all of a sudden, she’s been in to see the Headmaster and tells him she’s going. She took a train to Whitstable.”

      “What’s in Whitstable?” I asked.

      “Not Tom Wednesday; I think she rather held a candle for him. God knows what happened in the Art room,” said Mrs Carter winding up her scarf and pulling on a pair of warm gloves.

      “But she’s old,” said Marika.

      “You’ll be old one day too,” mused Mr Gutteridge, swilling the dregs of his wine round then knocking them back. “Creeps up on all of us.”

      “So no one’s being made redundant?” I asked.

      “No. Merry Christmas,” said Mr Gutteridge, mournfully slopping more wine into his cup.

      We finished our wine, wished everyone a happy Christmas, and then I drove Marika back to the house.

      “You live here?” said Marika as we pulled into Steeplejack Mews. She craned her neck at the size of the houses.

      “It was Mum and Dad’s house,” I said. “I got it when they passed away. Did I tell you that Daniel has been in hospital?”

      We pulled up near the front door, and parked outside was a hearse.

      “Oh my God,” I gasped.

      “What? He’s dead?” cried Marika, going all wide-eyed.

      “What? No! It’s my in-laws…”

      “They’re dead?” said Marika.

      “No. They’re here.”

      “I still don’t understand,” shrugged Marika.

      I explained that Meryl and Tony run a funeral parlour in Milton Keynes and that they are too tight to buy another car so they go everywhere in the hearse.

      “They always get into rows with the management at Sainsbury’s when they take up two parking spaces,” I said.

      “Maybe I should go home,” said Marika, nervously.

      “No. You are my friend. They’re the ones who’ve arrived a day early,” I said.

      

      When we opened the front door I nearly bashed Daniel’s leg. He was sitting at the bottom of the stairs with his cast sticking out in front. Tony was sitting two stairs up playing snap with Rosencrantz. All the other doors leading off the hallway were closed.

      “Snap, Uncle Tony!” cried Rosencrantz.

      “Bloody hell,” said Tony. “Ah Coco.” He squeezed down the stairs, past Daniel to give me a lingering hug. His red face leered over Marika. “And who is this lovely young lady?”

      “Marika Rolincova,” said Marika, offering her hand.

      Tony bent down and kissed it. He stood back up but kept hold of her hand.

      “Do I detect an accent?” he said.

      “Yes, Slovak.”

      “Ah, Czechoslovakia,” said Tony, getting all bug-eyed and excited. “Our knives and forks all have ‘Made in Czechoslovakia’ written on them. Is it written somewhere on you?”

      “What?” said Marika.

      The living room door flew open and Meryl stood there in her housecoat winding up the hoover cord.

      “Tony! What are you doing?”

      Tony leapt away from Marika, and I introduced her to Meryl.

      “Oh, you’re a foreigner, how interesting. Nice to meet you… Don’t flush the downstairs loo, I’ve only just put Harpic down. Don’t go in the kitchen, the floor’s wet, and you’d better steer clear of the lounge too, I’ve just shampooed the carpet. It was a bit of a fright, Coco.”

      Marika looked confused as Meryl leant in and kissed us both.

      “You were bloody quick, Auntie Meryl,” said Rosencrantz.

      “No toilet language, please Rosencrantz,” she said.

      “That’s nothing, Auntie Meryl, apparently I said loads of rude words in the school Nativity play!”

      “He’s joking,” I said, putting my hand over his little mouth.

      Meryl pushed past Daniel with the hoover.

      “Right, I’ll get cracking on your pelmets, Coco. Tony, you can make yourself useful and find the crevice tool!”

      He leapt to attention and followed Meryl up the stairs.

      I looked at Daniel.

      “What are they doing here?” I hissed. He shifted, trying to get comfortable with his leg poking out. “Couldn’t you have pretended to be out?”

      “She heard me watching Countdown,” he said.

      “Who fancies a swift one on the corner?” I suggested. “If she’s going to clean, we might as well let her get on with it.”

      “Yeah, I’m spitting feathers,” said Daniel, rising awkwardly.

      “What? What’s a swift one on the corner? And why would it have feathers? asked Marika anxiously.

      “Mummy means do you want to have a booze drink at the pub on the corner, and Daddy said he’s thirsty. I’m coming too, but I’m only going to have a children’s drink,” said Rosencrantz, taking Marika’s hand. “Come on, I’ll look after you,” he added. Marika grinned.

      Even though the pub was close, it took a while to help Daniel hobble the short way there. I ordered wine for Marika and me, a pint for Daniel, and Vimto and crisps for Rosencrantz. We sat at a cosy table in the corner.

      “I know that bloody is toilet language,” announced Rosencrantz, fiddling with his straw. “I only say it to make Auntie Meryl mad. She’s funny when she’s mad. So who the bloody hell are you?” he added to Marika.

      “Now that’s enough, Rosencrantz!” I said. “This is Marika, my new friend from school, and she is very nice.”

      “Yes, you do look very nice, in fact you are very pretty,” said Rosencrantz, looking at Marika through his straw as if it were a telescope.

      Marika smiled and blew down the straw.

      “Got you,” she grinned.

      “You did!” smiled Rosencrantz, offering her a crisp.

      “You’re in there, Marika,” said Daniel. “He never offers anyone a crisp.”

      

      I had started to relax and we were on our second round when Marika came with me to the cigarette machine. As I fed in two-pound coins and selected Marlboro Lights, I suddenly heard the Thunderbirds theme tune. We looked up at the TV in the corner of the bar. The Channel Four news headlines had just begun, and they were still running with the Tracy Island shortage.

      “Bugger, bugger, bollocks!” I exclaimed, grabbing my fags out of the machine. “I’ve left the bloody Tracy Island plans at school! I never got them from Mr Wednesday!”

      “I thought you went to his classroom?”

      “I did, long story.”

      Marika checked her watch. “Will anyone still be there?”

      We looked at each other and realised not.

      We went back over to the table and I gave Rosencrantz a pound, and told him to knock himself out on the Pac-Man machine in the corner. When he was out of earshot, I told Daniel what had happened, leaving out all the bits about Mr Wednesday not having his shirt on.

      “Do you have the number for the caretaker?” asked Daniel.

      “No, he’s gone to Devon to see his sister,” said Marika. “What about The Ripper?”

      “Call him away from home on the first night he’s had with his family in months? No way,” I said.

      “I could phone him,” offered Marika.

      “No, you don’t want him getting funny with you. I think I could get in and out. I know a way into the school grounds and the back door to my classroom has a broken lock. It’s usually open.”

      “Break in?” said Daniel.

      “It’s not breaking in when the lock is broken already,” I pointed out

      “You’re mad, Coco,” he said.

      “Am I?” I rounded on him. “What I think I am is a desperate mother whose husband is laid up with a broken leg. We have nothing for Christmas, and I am not seeing our son’s little face on Christmas Day anything other than happy.”

      We looked over at Rosencrantz on the Pac-Man machine. He was standing on the small stool the landlord put there for the tiny kids, and his excited face was lit up by the yellow light of the game.

      “Ok. What should I do?” he said.

      “Just look after Rosencrantz.”

      “I’ll come with you,” said Marika, downing the rest of her wine.

      “No, it’s risky,” I told her.

      “You are the first person in England who has treated me like a friend and I always think you should help your friends, so let’s go.”

      Tony appeared in the doorway, looking in need of a drink.

      “So this is where you’re all hiding!” he grinned. “Thought I’d leave Meryl to it, she’s cleaning your skirting boards with a toothbrush.”

      “Tony can help you hobble back across the road if we’re gone for ages,” I said.

      “Yes, will do!” said Tony.

      I kissed Daniel on top of his head, slipped Tony a tenner for more drinks, and me and Marika went out into the darkness.

      “How should we do this?” she asked as we picked our way along the pavement. It was now coated in a thin film of ice.

      “We should go on foot,” I said. “There’s a gap in the side of the playing field fence.”

      “How do you know?” asked Marika, moving faster to keep up with me.

      “I overheard Kelly Roffey tell Damian Grange they could meet there.”

      “Romantic…” said Marika.

      

      Arriving at St Duke’s, the front gates were locked, and the orange street lights reflected off the bike sheds by the gate. The long squat building at the end of the drive was in darkness. We hurried past a row of terraced houses next to the school, and at the last house we turned down an alleyway leading along the perimeter of the school fields. It was dark and quiet.

      “Coco!” hissed Marika. I turned and couldn’t see her. “Coco, I’m stuck,” she hissed again.

      I tracked back to where Marika’s coat was caught on a giant bramble, now dead but still with fearsome spikes.

      “You should be able to pull free,” I whispered.

      “This is my only coat,” she said.

      I couldn’t see her face properly but she sounded embarrassed. I gingerly grasped the long twisting bramble and unhooked Marika without doing her coat any damage. We carried on, down the side of the terraced houses, past dark gardens, and found the hole in the fence leading to the school playing fields. I held it open for Marika and she squeezed through. I followed and we ran, hunched over, across the wide, dark expanse of the school playing fields, towards the main school building.

      We passed the long, tall windows of the assembly hall reflecting the wisps of cloud above, and then moved round to the art room. The huge chimney from the kiln cast its long shadow on the mini courtyard outside the door. I stopped and peered into the dark windows.

      “Where could he have put it?” I said. Marika joined me at the window.

      “Did he want to put it in your pigeon hole?” she asked.

      “Yeah, but I told him I was married.”

      “What?” she hissed.

      “Oh. The pigeon holes by the main entrance, you mean. For internal mail. Yes, he might have.”

      “Don’t make me laugh, Coco, I’ll wet myself,” she giggled.

      I tried the door, but it was locked.

      “We need to go round to my classroom,” I said.

      We crouched down and ran along the back of the building, past the science labs and the school canteen where the bins were giving off a foul odour, even in the cold. We rounded the building and reached my classroom. I peered in the window. The room was dark and silent. I gripped the door handle and gently turned: the door opened a crack. Marika made to go in.

      “You should stay outside,” I said. “What if we get caught?”

      “Who is going to catch you? The place is empty. There aren’t burglar alarms, are there?”

      “No,” I whispered. “The Ripper never turns them on after they went off accidentally a few times one weekend.”

      The door creaked as I opened it and we slipped inside. I closed it softly behind us, and we tiptoed between chairs stacked on rows of desks. Halfway along my handbag became tangled on a leg of one of the chairs and it fell off the table, hitting the floor with a crash. The door to my classroom was open and it echoed along the hall. We froze as the echo subsided. I was shaking and so was Marika.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered. “We’re the only ones here.”

      Carefully I picked up the chair, turned it over and placed it gently back on the desk.

      We crept out of my classroom and along the dark corridors. When we reached the doors to the assembly hall we stopped to catch our breath. I grimaced as the handle squealed, and the door creaked open. Long windows stretched all the way along one wall from floor to ceiling. The full moon lit the vast room.

      “Let’s be quick,” I whispered. “It’s so bright. People might see us!”

      Halfway across the vast parquet floor of the hall, a huge cloud sailed in front of the moon, plunging us into darkness.

      “I can’t see anything!” whispered Marika.

      I slowed and reached back, grabbing her hand. We fumbled our way to the other side of the hall, squealing when we made contact with the branches of the giant Christmas tree. We jumped back as it swayed and a lone bauble fell off, bouncing away on the dark floor like a ping-pong ball.

      We finally made it out of the hall and along to Mr Wednesday’s classroom in the art department. The moon came back out and we approached Mr Wednesday’s desk. There was nothing on it. The moonlight reflected off the polished wood. We stood for a moment looking at the driftwood of the abandoned still life.

      “He probably put it in your pigeon hole then?” whispered Marika.

      I gulped: the pigeonholes would mean another trip across the school to the front entrance. We slipped quietly out of the Art department, back through dark corridors. The school was starting to give me the creeps. All this empty space. Marika must have felt the same because she grabbed hold of my hand.

      We arrived at the school canteen, passing rows of tables, and then we were through to the reception area. The wall of staff pigeonholes was opposite Miss Marks’s desk. We were about to start poking around in the pigeonholes when we heard the main entrance door open and someone hit the lights. They blared on and we squinted against the brightness. Voices were coming towards us, fast, and we rushed down the corridor toward The Ripper’s office. The door was closed but the little kitchenette opposite was open. We dived in and ducked down under a work surface to one side, between two big boxes of Styrofoam cups. We got there just in time as The Ripper walked past with Miss Marks!

      Marika grabbed my hand again and dug her nails in. I bit my lip; we were both trembling. We heard the clinking of a big bunch of keys and The Ripper unlocked his office. They went inside, and the door closed. I leaned round the box, but the door opened again. I pressed my back against the wall. They stopped outside the kitchenette.

      “How long have we got?” asked Miss Marks breathlessly. “Will I get to see you over Christmas?”

      Marika and I looked at each other outraged. Miss Marks was a home wrecker!

      “You can come to my flat,” she went on. “I put Mother down for a nap in the afternoons, so we’ll have privacy.”

      She sounded quite desperate.

      “I want you. Now,” he growled.

      “Where do you want to do it? The vaulting block in the gymnasium?” she suggested.

      There was a slurping sound. Ugh. Miss Marks was kissing The Ripper!

      “How about the biology lab? You want me to be your naughty gynaecologist?” growled The Ripper.

      “That’s my classroom,” mouthed Marika with a disgusted look on her face.

      I was now terrified. What if they caught us? There were more slobbering, snogging noises and growling sounds. Then there was silence. We sat sweating for a few minutes, then a few minutes more. “I’m going to look,” I mouthed.

      I peered round the boxes a fraction: they weren’t in the doorway. I got up and slowly moved to the door, peeped round, but they had gone. I beckoned for Marika. We crept out and over to the pigeonholes. I found mine and, sure enough, tucked inside were the plans for Tracy Island.

      “Let’s get out of here,” said Marika, still terrified.

      We made to leave, and then I noticed my Tracy Island on Miss Marks’s desk! I went over to it and ran my finger along the cellophane. The box was so colourful, the picture of the toy island was so glossy and striking.

      “This is what he must have come back for,” I said. “He’d forgotten it.”

      “Or he used it as an excuse to get out of the house,” said Marika.

      “I went through so much to get this,” I said wistfully.

      Making one out of old junk was going to be such a let-down for Rosencrantz. I looked over my shoulder and back at the box. I lifted it off the desk.

      “You’re going to take it?” gasped Marika.

      “Why not? What can he prove?”

      “Coco, you’d be crazy!”

      “No, it’s perfect, he hasn’t seen us. He couldn’t prove which member of staff it was.”

      “But he knows you gave it to him and—”

      “And what?” I interrupted.

      I was going to do this. I was going to take it back from the cheating bastard. It was pleasingly heavy in my hand.

      “They’re coming back!” warned Marika.

      Through the glass of the canteen doors The Ripper and Miss Marks came round the corner of the tables, walking hand in hand.

      “Put it down Coco, and run!” hissed Marika.

      Devastated, I put Tracy Island back and we ran, down the corridor and out of the front entrance, which thankfully was open. We dived through the hedges and ran across the playing fields to the gap in the fence, and then we were out and in the dark alley. We stopped to catch our breath. I was in tears.

      “We got the plans, Coco,” said Marika, giving me a hug. But it didn’t make me feel better.

      We trudged past the terrace houses and towards the front of the school. Suddenly The Ripper’s car was coming down the drive and approaching the school gates. We looked around for somewhere to hide. Then a hearse came purring out of the darkness and pulled up beside the kerb. The tinted window slid down.

      “I thought you might need a getaway vehicle,” said Meryl, leaning over to peer through the window, still wearing her curlers. “Daniel and Tony came home and told me what you were up to.”

      I yanked open the passenger door, but Marika hesitated. The Ripper’s car was now almost at the gates.

      ‘It’s all right, dear, there’s no dead body in the back. There was this morning, but she’s now safely tucked away, six feet under,” trilled Meryl.

      “Get in, Marika!” I hissed. We piled in and shut the door, just as The Ripper’s car headlights reached us, illuminating the hearse.

      “Where to?” asked Meryl, as if we’d just completed a bank heist.

      “The pub,” I said, clutching the Tracy Island plans to my chest.

      “Yes, I could do with a swift one. I am spitting feathers,” said Marika. We sank back against the leather seat in relief and laughed.
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      It turned into quite a fun evening. We had some drinks and a bite to eat. Afterwards, I walked Marika over to Baker Street tube station and thanked her again for joining in the St Duke’s heist.

      “Think about coming for Christmas Day,” I said. “I’d love you to be there.”

      “No, Christmas is a time for family,” she said.

      “Christmas is a time for wanting to kill my family,” I corrected her, but she wasn’t having any of it. I watched as she went down the escalator and wished she wasn’t so bloody proud.

      When I got home, everyone was asleep. I kissed Rosencrantz good night and then found Daniel had returned to the marital bed, his plaster cast hanging off the end, and he was snoring loudly. I undressed, climbed in beside him and was asleep in seconds.

      

      There was a knock on the bedroom door at six this morning. I thought it was Rosencrantz, but then I heard Meryl whispering, asking if I was ‘decent’.

      I left Daniel sleeping and came to the door. She was in her long button-up nightie and holding the plans for Tracy Island with her reading glasses perched on her nose.

      “Coco, we need to talk,” she whispered.

      “Now? It’s early—”

      “Now!,” insisted Meryl.

      We came downstairs to the living room, and she closed the door, putting a chair under the door handle. On the sofa was a notebook full of her scribblings, and a video of Blue Peter’s ‘How to make Tracy Island’ was paused on the television. All of Rosencrantz’s Thunderbirds figures and toys were lined up on the coffee table.

      “Where did you get that video from?”

      “Mandy from Handy Mandy Crafts in Milton Keynes. Mandy was happy to help. She was very pleased with the job Tony did burying her mother.”

      “That’s very generous of her,” I said.

      “Now, Coco. We’re dealing with papier mâché,” said Meryl gravely.

      “That’s easy, isn’t it? Just glue and old newspaper?” I said.

      “Papier mâché may be slap-dash in its execution, but it needs time to dry. We’ve got barely forty-eight hours until Rosencrantz comes running down those stairs to see what Father Christmas has left him.”

      I sat down heavily on the side of the sofa. I’d been so excited to get the plans last night that I’d forgotten we still had to make the damn thing.

      “So we’re screwed?” I said.

      “Coco. No toilet language, please.”

      “Sorry, Meryl.”

      “I’ve watched the Blue Peter video and I’ve been planning,” said Meryl seriously. “I think we can do it, but we can’t waste any time. We need to make a couple of Tracy Islands, maybe three to cover ourselves.”

      “Three?”

      Meryl came and sat beside me.

      “I’ve just been on the phone with Handy Mandy,” she said. “Handy Mandy divulged to me her top-secret drying method for papier mâché.”

      Meryl paused for dramatic effect.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Meryl glanced around furtively, as if we were two ladies from the French Resistance hiding in a bunker.

      “Bake it in the oven at eighty-five degrees for one hour,” she whispered. “We’ll need to monitor the temperature – any deviation from eighty-five degrees and the game’s up. We can’t take our eyes off it for a second. Are you with me Coco?”

      I nodded seriously and tried to keep a straight face. She checked her watch.

      “Right. You need to get dressed. We’re going shopping.”

      We were first at the supermarket when it opened at half past seven. As we dashed round with the trolley, I felt like an awful mother. Here I was with no present for Rosencrantz and attempting to make a substitute with ordinary household junk – washing-up liquid bottles, tin foil and old cardboard boxes, for God’s sake! I had to thank Meryl for her steely resolve and for guiding the trolley round when the tears in my eyes blurred our route.

      Meryl left me to go through the till, whilst she went to a pay phone and rang Ethel. We needed someone to keep Rosencrantz out of the house.

      “Mum’s not at home,” said Meryl when I wheeled the trolley out with all our purchases.

      I was relieved. I didn’t want to have to explain about Ethel boycotting the Nativity play.

      “Chris is away on a cruise and Daniel’s only got one good leg,” I said.

      “It’ll have to be Tony then,” shrugged Meryl.

      “Tony?”

      “Yes, it will do him good to spend some time with Rosencrantz, give him practice for…” Then Meryl was silent. She always dismissed the friendly enquiries she got about her having children, saying things like they’d just bought new carpets and a baby would cause havoc.

      “So we’ll get Tony babysitting,” she said, pulling herself together. “Next stop B&Q.”

      

      We arrived home just after ten dragging bags full of Christmas shopping, Tracy Island shopping and a six-foot Scotch pine in a bucket.

      “Christmas tree! Yay!” yelled Rosencrantz.

      He was disappointed when he heard he was going out for the day with Uncle Tony.

      “Is he my uncle?” asked Rosencrantz.

      “Of course he’s your uncle!” said Meryl. “He’s married to me, and you know I’m your aunt.”

      Rosencrantz looked surprised that the slightly pervy man who came every Christmas was related to him.

      “What should I do with him?” I heard Tony whisper to Meryl.

      “Get to know him, take him to the zoo or something,” hissed Meryl. “Just bring him back in one piece.”

      I nervously kissed Rosencrantz goodbye, and then Meryl pulled me into the kitchen. She had laid everything out and was mixing up a gloopy paste in a bowl.

      “Flour and water for the papier mâché,” she trilled. “The Blue Peter Tracy Island starts with a square of cardboard from one of those big boxes from the supermarket. Then on top you build up layers and layers of papier mâché to make the shape of the island.”

      It was slow, messy work, especially as we were making three islands. Daniel was helped down the stairs to reluctantly to lend a hand. Ever the practical one, Meryl made a lunch of cream cheese sandwiches with crisps, then washed the tubs up for the next phase of Tracy Island. The control tower lookout was made from an upside down cream cheese tub with square stickers to form windows.

      By mid-afternoon the kitchen was a mess of flour and water paste and scrunched-up newspaper, but we had finished the main work on three Tracy Islands. One went into the oven on a very low heat, whilst the other two went upstairs into the airing cupboard.

      

      We’d just finished clearing away the glue and paste when Tony came through the front door with Rosencrantz. Tony was soaking wet, and his lips were blue.

      “My godfathers! What happened?” cried Meryl, pulling him into the living room.

      “He fell in the Emperor penguin pond,” said Rosencrantz matter-of-factly.

      “Emperor Penguin pond?” asked Meryl

      “L-L-London Z-Z-Zoo,” shivered Tony.

      “He got pecked a lot too!” said Rosencrantz gleefully.

      I noticed peck marks on Tony’s nose, and on top where his hair was thinning. I grabbed him a blanket off the sofa, and Daniel hobbled over to the fire and attempted to put some more wood on.

      “Daniel, sit down,” I snapped. “We can’t have any more accidents!”

      “Tony! Come upstairs and get those wet clothes off,” instructed Meryl.

      Tony shuddered as she led him out of the room and up the stairs.

      “Did you know Uncle Tony buries dead people in the ground?” said Rosencrantz. “And if they don’t want to pay extra for him to dig a hole, he burns them in a big oven!”

      “Well, it’s a bit nicer than that,” said Daniel.

      “The oven!” I cried, noticing a faint burning smell.

      Rosencrantz sniffed the air.

      “Oh Mummy, are you cooking again?” he said, sounding dismayed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it always goes wrong!”

      “Oh no! The Tr—” I stopped myself in time and ran into the kitchen, just as the fire alarm began to beep. The room was filled with smoke and a hideous burning smell. I yanked open the oven, and black smoke poured out, spreading across the ceiling. Without thinking I grabbed the grill pan and pain shot through my hand. I dropped it on the floor and ran to the sink, plunging my hand under the cold water.

      “What was that, Mummy? I’m not eating it!” said Rosencrantz, peering at the remains of the Tracy Island that never was, the top blackened and the bottom a saggy, glutinous mess.

      “Ow, ow, ow! Shepherd’s pie,” I lied.

      Rosencrantz gave me a look. Then we heard a scream from upstairs, and feet thundering down the stairs. Meryl rushed in, her head covered in what looked like grey vomit.

      “Quick, move. I need water! Before it sets!” cried Meryl, running over to the sink. She shoved her head under the tap and turned on the water. “I went to the airing cupboard to get towels for Tony,” she hissed at me, pulling what I now realised were gloopy lumps of papier mâché out of her hair. “I forgot what we’d put in there to dry, and they both came tumbling out and landed on my head!”

      “Both of them!”

      “Yes! They’re both ruined. Oh, it’s setting!” she cried. “If this flour and water paste sets in my hair, I’ll never get it out! I’ll have to shave my head!”

      “I can’t believe Uncle Tony buries people in the ground, and gets paid for it!” said Rosencrantz, oblivious to the chaos. “I was going to ask him if he’d ever buried anyone alive by mistake but he fell in the penguin pond…”

      

      We put Tony, Rosencrantz and Daniel in the living room and got to work on clearing up the mess. It took two hours. The carpet on the landing would have to be replaced, and poor Meryl didn’t get to the sink fast enough. Her hair set into a solid, spivvy quiff. At four-thirty we sat with a stiff whiskey and a cigarette each, even though Meryl doesn’t usually smoke, and we made a plan.

      
        	Buy new materials and start again from scratch.

        	Leave the menfolk here with money/telephone numbers to order a take away.

        	Move Tracy Island operations to Chris’s house. He has a huge double catering oven he never uses, a sauna, and one of those upright salon hairdryers you can sit under. All of which could come in useful drying papier mâché.

      

      Rosencrantz was quite excited when I said that Daniel and Tony would be looking after him.

      “I’m going to ask Uncle Tony loads of questions,” he grinned. “Do you think he’d take me on a trip to Milton Keynes to see some dead bodies?”

      “Well, maybe that’s not the nicest thing to do at Christmas,” I said.

      “Yes,” he agreed sagely. “What about the day after Boxing Day?”

      I kissed him and promised we’d have lots of time tomorrow.

      I packed an overnight bag, lent Meryl a baseball cap and we set off for Chris’s house, unsure of when we would return.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thursday 24th December (Christmas Eve)

          

        

      

    

    
      Meryl was quite enchanted by all the Disneyana at Chris’s house. We spent most of the night working in his huge kitchen, making three new Tracy Islands. The first perished in the oven, but the amazing news was that the second and third fared much better in Chris’s walk-in sauna. The dry, hot atmosphere was perfect, and as of three o’clock in the afternoon the papier mâché was drying nicely.

      I was making us a well-deserved cup of coffee in the kitchen, when I heard Meryl talking in the hall. Then she poked her quiffed head round the door with the phone held against her cardigan,

      “Coco! What’s this about you banning Mum from Rosencrantz’s school Nativity play?”

      She put the phone back to her ear,

      “What’s that? No, I know, Mum. You’d never smoke in Rosencrantz’s bedroom… Of course I’m fine. You didn’t know about the effects when you were expecting us.”

      Meryl listened then put the phone back to her cardigan.

      “Coco! The top of my head wasn’t flat when I was a baby!” I looked at Meryl with her rock-hard quiff of hair.

      ‘Well, I might have been a little angry,” I said “but I never banned her from—”

      Meryl put the phone back to her ear.

      “What, Mum? You’re not coming to Coco’s for Christmas… You’re going to stop at home and eat Spam salad!” She handed me the phone. “She wants to talk to you.”

      I took the phone. “Ethel?” I said.

      “I ain’t settin’ foot over yer threshold. I know when I’m not wanted,” she said, and she hung up!

      We tried to ring her back, but we kept getting the engaged tone.

      “I think you need to sort this out, Coco,” said Meryl sternly.

      “Look, me and your mother don’t see eye to eye, that’s not a secret,” I said.

      “Coco, Mum thinks the world of you! I wonder if it’s you with the problem?”

      I went to protest but Meryl raised a hand.

      “Why don’t you drive over to Catford? Explain truthfully how much you want Mum to be there on Christmas Day.”

      “Truthfully?”

      “Yes, Coco. It wouldn’t be Christmas without her. Now go. I’m the craft expert. I’ll stay here and supervise Tracy Island.”

      

      It was gone six o’clock when I pulled up at Ethel’s house in Catford. The street lights were broken so the row of grimy terraced houses was doused in gloom. A distant police siren screamed, and the windows leading away from Ethel’s house were all dark. There was a tiny glow coming from behind the curtains in her front room.

      I took the passage along the side of the house. The light was on in the kitchen, casting a rectangle of yellow in the back yard. I went up to the door and banged on the glass.

      “Oo is it?” came her voice a moment later.

      “It’s Coco,” I said.

      There was a pause.

      “I’ve got nothing to say to yer!” she shouted.

      “That’s a first,” I said. “Seems you’ve had plenty to say over the years.”

      I hammered again on the door.

      “I’m not going until you open up, we need to have this out!” I shouted.

      A minute later Ethel opened the door. She was wearing her flowery housecoat and had a fag on the go. She dragged me inside.

      “Jeez, keep yer voice down! The neighbours’ll think I’ve got the bailiff round, or, worse, that I’m behind on me catalogue payments!”

      “I do not look like a bailiff,” I said.

      “They come in all shapes and sizes: small and, in your case, big.”

      The kitchen, as ever, was warm and cosy. A little fire was glowing in the hearth and Christmas cards were dotted along the mantelpiece. A clock in the middle chimed the quarter hour, and I could see her rent book poking out from behind.

      “That’s enough. I’ve had enough of you, Ethel. I’ve tried and I’ve tried until I’m blue in the face. You don’t like me – I get it. And you know what? I don’t much like you. All I’ve ever done is love your son. All I’ve ever got is nastiness from you. And as for not coming to the Nativity play… Well, it ends now, you hear me?”

      Ethel regarded me for a moment and took a drag on her cigarette.

      “You want a cup of tea, love?” she asked.

      “Didn’t you hear what I said?”

      “Or something stronger?”

      “I’m driving,” I said, exasperated.

      She ignored me and left the room, coming back with two large schooners and a bottle of sherry. She poured two glasses.

      “Sit down, love,” she said. I pulled out a chair at the blue Formica table. “Not the ripped one,” she added. I pulled out the chair beside it and sat. We both took a sip.

      “I will say I’m sorry. I know you weren’t smoking in Rosencrantz’s room.”

      “An’ I never would,” she said. We drank in silence.

      “Look, why don’t we just agree that we don’t like each other and then move on.”

      “I don’t dislike yer, love.”

      “Then what?”

      “I just don’t wanna lose me son.”

      “You haven’t lost your son, believe me.”

      We took another sip. I went on.

      “I wish you’d come to Rosencrantz’s Nativity play. It’s not on that you used it to make a point. You can throw as much shit as you like at me, but don’t you dare upset Rosencrantz.”

      For the first time ever, I saw Ethel looked chastised.

      “Sorry, love. So ‘ow was it?”

      I told her about Rosencrantz’s Nativity play. Ethel burst out laughing. It emerged with a rattle from her chest. She threw her head back and slapped her leg.

      “I’d ‘ave given anything to ‘ear your little Rosencrantz say I’m not a pleasant fucker during a Nativity play! Must’ve brightened it up for all the parents.”

      “Yes, well…”

      “Did Chris tape it?”

      “No, he didn’t video the performance.”

      “Performance! I’ll say,” she squawked, dissolving into even more laughter, which then turned into a coughing fit.

      I couldn’t help it, I began to laugh too.

      “Oh Coco. What am I gonna do with you?” she said when we’d calmed down a bit.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re a resilient cow.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You remember when you first came in this kitchen?”

      “Yes.”

      “All those years ago. I thought you was wet, a right wet weekend. But you’ve proved yerself you can be a tough old mare.”

      “How is any of that a compliment?” I asked.

      “You need to be tough in this life. I know my Danny can be pretty useless,” she said, “but ‘is heart is in the right place. ‘E just needs nurturing, ‘e’ll come good.”

      “I’ve nurtured him for years, and I’m still the breadwinner,” I said. “I thought when we had Rosencrantz things would change.”

      “The slowest tree bears the best fruit, Coco.”

      “But I’m worried we’ll starve before he produces anything edible,” I said.

      Ethel poured us more sherry.

      “Maybe it’s my fault. Maybe that ashtray squashed all the good brain cells,” she said with a grin.

      “Look, Ethel. It would make Rosencrantz and Daniel, and Meryl and Tony… and me very happy if you’d come for Christmas tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow? I’m coming tonight! I ain’t gonna get on a bus tomorrow.”

      “What?”

      “I always stay up your place on Christmas Eve, Coco. It’s tradition!”

      “So you were coming all along?” I said.

      “Course I was love, and now you’re here, you can give me a lift.”

      Before I could say any more, Ethel bolted upstairs and returned with her suitcase and a Tesco bag full of wrapped presents. I’d been lured over as a bloody taxi!

      

      As we crossed the river, the fairy lights on Chelsea Bridge shifted and clattered in the breeze. I drove slowly along the embankment so we could look at all the houses with Christmas trees in the window. I realised my house was far from looking Christmassy.

      As we approached Piccadilly Circus, it began to snow. At first it was blown across the road like icing sugar, but it quickly began to settle. As we turned the corner by the huge statue of Eros, last-minute shoppers were lugging bags, rugged up against the swirling snow. The Christmas lights were beautiful, and their reflections moved slowly across the windscreen.

      The traffic lights turned red, and a swarm of shoppers spilled off the kerb weaving through the stationary traffic. The huge signs advertising Coca Cola and TDK changed the eddying snow from red to blue and back again.

      “’Ere, Coco love, iss gonna be a white Christmas after all,” said Ethel looking up in wonderment.

      

      When we got home the house had been transformed. It was warm and clean. A fire was burning, and there was a Christmas tree glittering with lights and decorations.

      “We made ourselves useful,” said Tony, red in the face from whiskey. The peck marks on his head were now turning purple. He hitched up his trousers and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

      “And I made Daddy a crotch!” said Rosencrantz, indicating Daniel standing by the tree with the broom under his arm.

      “It’s a crutch, love,” said Daniel. I went over to him and he hugged me. “Thanks for going and getting, Mum,” he added.

      “Coco kindly invited me for Christmas, an’ I accepted,” said Ethel, surprising me with a smile.

      Daniel handed me a bauble.

      “Thought we’d leave this one for you,” he said. He held up the glass bauble with Karen written on it.

      “You remembered,” I grinned. I found a branch and hung it on.

      “There. Now it’s Christmas,” said Daniel, and leant across and gave me a kiss.

      We stood admiring the twinkling lights and decorations for a moment, then Rosencrantz asked, “Who’s Karen?”

      “It’s Mummy’s real name,” said Daniel. “Coco is a nickname I gave her.”

      “Then who gave Mummy her real name?”

      “Her mummy and daddy…” explained Daniel.

      “No. Dad wanted to call me Jessica, but Mum overruled him on that, as she did with most things,” I said.

      “They’re dead, aren’t they?” asked Rosencrantz.

      “Yes. They are,” I said. There was silence.

      “So did you have them burned in Uncle Tony’s special oven for dead bodies, or did you pay extra and dig a hole to put them in?” asked Rosencrantz in a chatty little tone of voice.

      “Rosencrantz!” snapped Daniel.

      “Rosencrantz… Rosencrantz,” said Rosencrantz, as if he’d heard his name for the first time. “Have I got a proper real name too? Cos Rosencrantz, it’s a bit bloody weird!”

      “No toilet language!” trilled Meryl, bustling into the living room wearing a Santa hat. She hugged me and Ethel. “It’s no use,” she said. “I’ll have to have my hair cut off, it’s still rock-hard after four Wash and Go’s.”

      “She washed it and it went nowhere!” piped up Rosencrantz.

      Just then the downstairs toilet flushed. I looked around the room.

      “Who else is here?” I said.

      Marika came sheepishly into the living room.

      “I only phoned to talk to you, Coco,” she said, embarrassed.

      “Her teeth were chatting away!” said Rosencrantz excitedly, and he did an impression of a very cold person shivering. “I told her she had to come for Christmas. She can sleep in my bed,” he added.

      “I invited Marika to come over, too,” said Daniel. Marika still looked embarrassed.

      “I’m so glad you’re here!” I said giving her a hug.

      “She brought some rather delicious Slovak cakes,” added Tony.

      “Yeah Mummy, they’re like Jammy Dodgers!” said Rosencrantz.

      “And I will help out with cooking, cleaning—” offered Marika.

      “No you won’t, you’re my guest and my friend, and I’m so pleased you’re here,” I said.

      Meryl beckoned me and Marika out of the living room. Ethel came too, and we followed her upstairs. She checked the coast was clear and opened the airing cupboard door. On the bottom shelf was a complete Tracy Island! It looked stunning, almost like the real thing.

      “The paint just needs the night to harden,” said Meryl.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, marvelling at the detail – the palm trees made from pipe cleaners, the green hills of the island and the beach, and the swimming pool, made from a circle of tin foil.

      “Thank you, Meryl,” I said, hugging her, almost in tears.

      “Yes well, I wanted to tick it off my list, craft wise,” she said embarrassed.

      “Tha’s lovely, Meryl,” said Ethel. “Oh Coco, ‘e’s gonna love that.”

      “It’s beautiful,” added Marika.

      “This is amazing, Meryl,” I said. “But do you think Rosencrantz will mind it’s not the shop version?”

      “Don’t be silly, love” said Ethel. “Iss like that Dolly Parton song.”

      We looked at her, confused.

      “You know, that Dolly Parton song, where she sings about that jumper ‘er Mum made ‘er… with all them bits of wool lying around. In all different colours… cos they ‘ad no money.”

      “‘The Coat of Many Colours’,” said Marika.

      “Oh, was it a coat love? What was the song called?” said Ethel.

      “‘The Coat of Many Colours’,” I repeated.

      “No, Marika’s established that, Coco, love, but what was the song called?”

      “‘The Coat of Many Colours’,” we all chimed, but Ethel ignored us.

      “No, it’s got a really good name. I’ve got it! ‘Jolene’s Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat’!”

      We all managed to stifle a laugh. Ethel went on,

      “Dolly Parton sings ‘ow much she loves Jolene’s amazing technicolour dreamcoat. An’ she loves it, cos ‘er Mum made it for ‘er. It was all the more special, you know? An’ it’ll be the same thing with Rosencrantz. Cos you all made it for ‘im.”

      “Thanks Ethel,” I said.

      “To think Dolly Parton’s mum’s name was Jolene,” she added. “Cos then she wrote that song about Jolene nicking ‘er usband off ‘er! They’re a funny lot in America, aren’t they?”

      We all grinned.

      

      The last few hours of Christmas Eve were wonderful. We lit a fire, ordered pizza and Daniel played carols on the piano, with his leg propped up on the portable electric heater.

      It was so lovely to have Marika here too. She fitted in with everyone and she was a big hit with Rosencrantz. He spent the whole evening brushing her hair and asking her to teach him Slovakian swear words.

      I came to bed relieved. We’d done it. Rosencrantz was going to open Tracy Island on Christmas Day, just as he wanted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Friday 25th December (Christmas Day)

          

        

      

    

    
      I slept soundly until the alarm beeped softly at a quarter to six. I turned to wish Daniel a merry Christmas but his side of the bed was empty. It was chilly, so I pulled on a jumper and tiptoed out to the landing. I could hear noises from the bathroom, and assumed that must be where Daniel was. I opened the airing cupboard and took a moment to admire the beautiful Tracy Island once more. I tried the paint with the tips of my fingers, and it was bone dry. I decided it was time to wrap it. Checking Rosencrantz’s door was shut I very gently lifted it out of the airing cupboard, then turned carefully holding it in both hands. I heard the bathroom door open and the sound of Daniel clunking across the carpet.

      Seconds later the airing cupboard door was shoved closed against my back. I was knocked into the shelves inside and Tracy Island crumpled as it was crushed between the shelves and the front of my jumper. I squealed in shock. Daniel pulled the airing cupboard door open and the crushed pieces of Tracy Island fell to the carpet. A big chunk was caught in the fibres of my jumper. We both froze.

      “You idiot!” I hissed.

      “Oh no! Coco! I, I… The door was open!” said Daniel.

      “So you closed it without checking?”

      “I didn’t think,” he said.

      “You never bloody do. Your mother was right about that ashtray!”

      “Ashtray?” echoed Daniel.

      I looked down at the wreckage of Tracy Island and burst into tears. Ethel came out onto the landing rubbing her eyes. Her face fell.

      “Your son shut the door on me!”

      “What did you do that for, yer bloody idiot!” said Ethel, giving him a slap round the head.

      “I’ve got a broken leg!”

      “I’m tempted to break the other one, you prat!” said Ethel.

      Then Meryl came out of the spare room.

      “What’s going on? It’s six o’clock on Christmas morning, I don’t want to hear toilet language!” She saw the Tracy Island wreckage. “You bloody idiot, Daniel!” she shrieked.

      Tony and then Marika joined us. We were paralysed, not knowing what to do.

      Then Rosencrantz’s door opened. I quickly closed the airing cupboard door after pushing all the bits on the carpet inside too.

      “Happy Christmas everyone!” said Rosencrantz, grinning. “Can I open my presents?”

      There was an awkward pause.

      “Let’s see if we can spot Father Christmas flying across the sky!” said Ethel, grabbing him and taking him back in his bedroom.

      “I thought he comes during the night?” said Rosencrantz.

      “Oh ‘e does, but ‘e knocks off at six and ‘as a quick pint before ‘e goes off to Lapland. Maybe ‘e’s bin at the pub at the end of the road.” She managed to get him in his room and shut the door.

      “Coco, have we got anything else we can give Rosencrantz instead?” begged Daniel.

      “That is the most stupid question I’ve ever heard!” I said, seething with rage. I ignored him, came downstairs and into the living room. The presents were all laid out under the tree.

      “Ooh look, is that Father Christmas’s reindeer in the beer garden?” I heard Ethel say from upstairs in Rosencrantz’s bedroom.

      Marika joined me in the living room and saw my tears.

      “Oh God, Marika. What are we going to do?”

      She gave me a hug. Then Rosencrantz bolted downstairs, past us and into the living room shouting, “Presents, present, presents!”

      Ethel appeared out of breath at the door.

      “I couldn’t keep ‘old of ‘im. ‘E’s like a slippery little bar of soap.”

      Within seconds, Rosencrantz had the wrapping paper off four of his presents. He was wild with excitement.

      “Slow down, love,” I pleaded.

      I felt powerless, a failure. I came out of the living room and shut the door. Ethel, Marika, Meryl and Tony were in the hall. Daniel was hobbling downstairs.

      “I can’t watch him get to the last present,” I said. “I’m going to be sick.”

      Just then the doorbell rang. We all froze for a moment. It rang again.

      “Well, someone answer it,” said Ethel. “It ain’t bloody Father Christmas!”

      I pulled open the door. There stood Chris, crying. In his hand he held… a Tracy Island!

      “What? How?” I said with wonder.

      “I know I should be on the cruise, but I jumped ship. Well, not literally, I can’t swim. I waited until we docked at Calais and got a ferry back. I’ve broken up with Benji,” sobbed Chris.

      We all stared at him in shock.

      “I know, I can see what you’re all thinking. I said I thought he was the one, but the ‘cruise’ he’d booked us on was a bloody Disney Christmas Cruise! I said I am NOT going to be trapped on a boat with a bunch of Disney freaks!”

      “Um, is that Tracy Island?” I asked, insensitively I know.

      “What?” said Chris.

      “Tracy Island?” said Meryl.

      “Tracy bleedin’ Island?” said Ethel.

      Chris looked confused.

      “IS THAT TRACY ISLAND?” we all shouted.

      “Oh, this? Yes,” said Chris, holding up the box. “Dad got one in the end, from his friend in the import-export biz. Had it delivered to my house last night.”

      Meryl lunged at the box and grabbed it out of Chris’s hand.

      “Give me two minutes! Tony!” she barked, clicking her fingers. “I need a yard of red ribbon, Sellotape, scissors, and that roll of nice wrapping paper.”

      They vanished upstairs. Chris looked bewildered.

      “It’s just a toy,” he said.

      “Chris, if you expect to live long enough to see the Queen’s Speech you will take that back. It is not just a toy. It’s an embodiment of everything: my ability to be a good mother and to make my son happy.”

      “Cokes, you’re scaring me,” he said.

      “Sorry. It’s so good to see you!” I dragged him in off the step and hugged him.

      Meryl was back down the stairs in two minutes with Tracy Island wrapped. We all crept into the living room to find Rosencrantz sitting amongst a pile of discarded wrapping paper.

      “Where did Father Christmas put my big present?” he asked.

      “Look behind the tree, love,” said Ethel.

      “I did look, Nan,” answered Rosencrantz.

      “Well, look again, ‘ere, I’ll help.”

      She took him up to the Christmas tree, and when their backs were turned I gently placed the wrapped Tracy Island on top of the unwrapped presents. Rosencrantz turned and his eyes lit up when he saw the box with the big bow.

      “Wow! You just missed him,” I said.

      “He just whipped in the door and whipped out again, like lightning,” said Daniel.

      “Really?” said Rosencrantz.

      “Yes, Father Christmas moves very fast,” nodded Meryl.

      “How do you think he gets round all the houses?” said Tony.

      “See love, I told you’d ‘e’d bin in the pub,” smiled Ethel.

      The look of wonder on Rosencrantz’s face made everything melt away – all the stress and the panic, all the anger and fear. He seized the present and tore off the paper.

      “Tracy Island!” he cried. “This is the best bloody Christmas ever!”

      Tears began to roll down my face and I looked round at Marika and Chris smiling, at Daniel with his leg in plaster, Meryl with her hair frozen in a rock-hard Elvis quiff, Tony covered in peck marks from his brush with the Emperor penguins, Ethel grinning without her teeth, and me with the tail end of a black eye and bits of green papier mâché all down me. Outside there was a deep blanket of snow, and I was inside, safe and warm with the people I loved.

      “Yes, it’s the best Christmas ever,” I said.

      

      And I meant it.
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Ello Love. t suppose now you really aint wy daughter
i Law wo ieore... | ope we get to stay) friends, or should t
<ay (ope we ean be friends now!

Anyhow, we ad a Little whip vownd, for Yer honeymoon.

Now, its not nothing huge, Rosencrantz and me
found this lovely little cottage in Tuseany ow the
Inkernet, jus for a week mind. (ks in the middle of
wowhere but | think You wite LiRe it. Rosenerantz ad the
idea, said %o seem a filim called Lunder A Tusean's Son...
sounds a bit blue if you ask me, but ‘es promised its o
very vowantic location.

Have fun, You two deserve it!

Bthel x
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4.Do you wish to breastfeed?

Absolutely! T think there is nothing more marvellous than feeding your own
baby, and my husband worked out that we could save £2,847 by not using

formula. He joked that Ken Dodd insured his teeth for four million, and he's
going to insure my bosoms for £2,847!

5. Please specify your options for pain relief

1 wish to experience the joys of a natural birth. No epidural or gas. T plan
to hypnotise myself. T have recently completed a Readers Digest
correspondence course in self-hypnosis. That reminds me, I will also be
bringing my mini CD player and ‘Panpipe Moods’ to the delivery room. If all
fails and the pain gets really bad, I am bringing one emergency back-up
paracetamol in my handbag.

6. Midwives, nurses and doctors need to observe women in labour as
part of their training. Please specify if you would be happy for a trainee
nurse, midwife or doctor to attend.

I'm afraid I have fo say, no. I think the NHS is a remarkable resource,
however, I was briefly hospitalised in my seventeenth week for high blood
pressure, and the doctor brought a rather large group of student doctors
with him on his rounds. T was perfectly happy for all of them to have a
feel of my cervix, but the doctor wasn't very attentive and I think the man
who runs the refreshments trolley also had a feel. Now this isn't an official
complaint as T can't be sure - but I'm convinced the same man sold me a
bottle of Lucozade a few days later.

Signed: M. £ Watson
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Meryl Watson'’s Birth Plan
Name: Meryl Ethel Watson Due date: February 22nd 2011

1. Where would you like to give birth?

1 would like to give birth in hospital, but I would like a water birth, please.
1 have already been shopping, and bought a two-piece swimming costume in
preparation. Obviausly, T won't wear the bottoms! Incidentally, I had quite
a row with the sales assistant, when she wouldn't let me buy just the top
half. Maybe this is something the NHS could look into? Allowing expectant
mothers who want a water birth to buy only the bikini top? Perhaps, before
my contractions get too bad, you could show me where the comments box
is?

2. Please specify who will be accompanying you during labour? A
partner, or companion?

1 don't have a ‘partner’ or a ‘companion’. I have a *husband’, and T
conceived this baby in wedlock. I am all for women who do it alone, but
what about those of us who have made the effort not to bring an
illegitimate baby into the world?

3. Do you wish to bring any equipment with you, for example a beanbag?

I'm ot really keen on the idea of a beanbag. Ever since I sat on one at my
local youth club, which was reserved for snogging couples and several young
men got the wrong idea. T will, however, bring a travel kettle, tea, milk +
box of Mr Kipling Fandant Fancies. (I'm famed for my haspitality and that's
not going fo stop even if I'm in labour). As 1 said, T would like a water
birth. With regards to the birthing pool, is my husband allowed in with me
during the birth? If so, how deep is the birthing pool? He can't swim. Please
let me know ASAP, as he would need to purchase a life jacket.
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|few days here Vs pi&yEA 4 lot of
_loing~ L mise hey when
she ages. s up To her f she wants
o 11 vou Har ot but Lwill say shes
ol & bad gerson- \X/hen\m veleaged,
1\ have veached my ninth slep where
\have To talk te all omejg:_e\ilhuf
= \m_\x.L\a]_@Y becavse lve realiced
not wait forthis,
You mgﬁ have alvead b
(| hope “not becanse | really want to
be there) 2rd youve onb&b\v had
an offev on the hovse.
PLEASE DO WHAT You HAVE TO PO,
Dont wait for me and let gn
2reazina opporfunily puss you by
llove you Hum an | love oW
too Adam.You must meve tothie
favm and start 4 new family
toaethev.

P sincevel soryy that Uhued vou both
;pr_y_e_\/ﬁm_ﬁe there for me when

l co ouf.
he Rosenerantz wxx
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Dear Hum 2 Adam

| [This is a veally tough lefter to write.
lwant fo sayfirstly %Esﬂ \‘;v\ Sorry . |

|l g0 | Love you both.The past

couple 'of weeke have been Toughev

han anything lve_ever had fodo.. bt

its aiven me clavifylm embarrassed,

 2nd horrified_at theings that hapeened

he things |did.

~ Mehavete share rooms beve and ifs

very basic, I'm sharing with

2 fifty-year-old sumeon Who is here

ffor the THIAD timea, That's scary-

Hes warned e that | need to be careful.

Ldidat reach vy veek bottom.l vealise

| still_could, e something | nead to he

2waye of.

If you have this lefler,Reaina 5

Battenbeva has found 70(.\.11‘ was &

shock 1o Bump into her at the

plna-pong Tab\e_‘ and she Tock Yme

~ lunder her win l.\v"\ni my fivet
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FROM: Heddo Enerisimenta L D, 48 Tre Strest, Suindon, SN 158
contsci@eds doons s

TO: Cuco Pinchurd, 3 Stouplface Hows, Maryobons, Londor N1 €5

19032000 Goll 10 USA Duraton 106 nutos 7280
G0 MILTON KEYNES. Duralon 163 riwlos £5730

161032009 Pay Por Vicw 4 eplsodos of Coumba
(staming PecerFal asthe Lnassumirg cigar smeking polce defecive of i descent]

sase
canmusa Curston 67 miruts 2550

1710302009 Pay-Por-Viow 1 spiaodo of ‘Diagnes's Murcer
(staring Dick Var Dyko and Bary Van Dyke) e
Gal o MILTON KEYNES. Duston 136 Tnuss £4550

18032000 Call i USA Duralon 100 rulos £75.00
a0 MILTON KEYNES. Duraton 173 s o5
Cantousa Lurstian ¢0 miuses ssas0
a0 MILTON KEYNES. Duraton 73 mirues 2450

Py Pur-Viow 2 oo of Murdor, Sho Wicle'
{stang Angeln L ansh.ry 2 wrte- anct Amsteur sper 5 e Jeasca Fleiher) £9.98

22032009 Pay-Per-VIEW LM Camy On at Your Canverisnce a0
Py PerVIEW =1L Gay on up the Kryher e
PayPar-VIEW ZLS Chippendalss LIVE Pr
(st contert withparial male iy

suBTOTAL= see205

AT @ 5% En

ToTAL= £s6009

PAYMENT HUST BE MADE WITHIN 7 DAYS OF RECEIPT

Bedside Entertainments LTD
“Proud to have been entertaining the sick and Infirm since 2008."
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Wednesday 176 of November

Dear Coco,

Things arewt working between us. Your Life is so
full and busy - I don't lanow where I fit tn! It's
\illing me Coco. YOU ARE THE WOMAN. The one who
grabbed my keart and pulled it tnko yours. Buk T caw't
take the pressure, T want to call it a doy, I'm sorry, T
Ehiiale it would be best if we dow't see each obher
anymore. It would be wrong for me to move in with
you, oily o then Leave,

I'm sorry,

Adam,

.5 I kope one day you'll forgive me,
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FIMP GAMBRIA SANDS
25.06.2011

Doar Coco,

I found shis old typewriter when I was cleaning ous the admin office
whers T work The guy in charge said I could keep it. Having
Something of my own is & real thrill

S0 many things drive me bonkers abous prison lifs, as well as the
obvious thirgs we can't do togothr ;) 1 just miss being with you,
‘working on the allotment, or Lstening o Muslo together.

A8 you know, ] have & radio CD player (thanks to Lhe Dairyles
Stabber) and I thoughs what, 1f we made & time where we coule to
Listen to music sogether?

One of she inmates lont me 21, Adele’s new album, 11oved it 50
‘mush that 1 wanted to tali to you about it, and listen to it with you.
501 got Rosercrantz %o buy a couple of copies! You have one of
them tn your hand.

You also have a digital wateh which gives the precise time, st Dy
radio signal in Greenwich. My watch is the same. 8o, at 8.30pm.
‘preciscly (after my roll call) on Saturday 28 May will you pross
play on the first track? I will do tae eame and we will b6 listening
togezner,

Tlove you with all my heart and [ miss you with all my heast, and
ather bits tao.

All my love, Adam x0c
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