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  For my sister Veronica, with love and thanks for all the Marvellous Bumps.


  Thanks to Bev Fox and Ian McLaughlin for practical inspiration, location scout Mandy Wheeler, sanity specialists Shelley and Yvonne, and the legal team: Graeme Austin, Claire Bonnet and Steve Harris. Special kihinui to Sandra Morris, kuia-in-waiting and Dave Perese, writer-in-residence.


  ONE


  I would sit in your mother’s kitchen and watch the sun come up. The kitchen is blue. I remember when your dad painted it. He is dead now. They both are. You killed them. Like you killed me. Like you killed everyone in your past. You do not know your mother and you do not know your father and you do not know me. Because that would mean them all knowing who you were. But I remember.


  I know enough to conjugate the tense into who you are.


  I remember when this was fun, easy. When the long summer holidays were six weeks that seemed like years, punctuated by the melting chocolate peanut slabs at the school pool and the warm Fanta and trips to the beach and the sweltering turkey of a midsummer Christmas afternoon. And it always rained on Christmas afternoon.


  And then not many years after that the changes began. The small town grew constricting, the black and white two-channel TV became a symbol of how much you needed to run away, how far we both needed to go. You went further than most.


  At eleven you wanted to leave. Told me where you’d go—and why. I didn’t believe it, I called you a liar. We fought, didn’t talk for half a year. By which time our seven-year friendship had faded. You had been leaving me for a long time. You had been leaving everyone. But I never left you.


  I helped your dad paint this room. We were almost friends, he and I. Some work together, a beer in the garage. By then it was just postcards from you. They shared them with me. The scribbled writings from New York, London, Amsterdam, Rio. Your parents shared you with me. Their generosity knows no bounds. That was their choice. I have never chosen to share you with anyone.


  Then you killed yourself and the postcards stopped.


  And now you say crisps instead of chips and off-licence instead of bottle store and sweets when you really mean lollies. But I know what they’re really called. And I know your name.


  You say it was a phoenix reinvention. Say you created yourself new. Recreation. And was it fun? I know all about it. You told your mum and she told me. Neither of us believed it. And anyway, who gave you permission to be reborn? Not me. You’re the Catholic. Resurrection and transubstantiation are foreign words to me. They stick on my tongue like the wafers of dry Jesus you smuggled me one day after Mass. It tasted of nothing.


  I’m doing this in memory of you.


  TWO


  A pigeon shat on Saz as she left St Pancras Station. She climbed from the train tired, still slightly hungover from the excesses of the day and within four paces, one of London’s lesser creatures deposited its multi-textured blessing on her front. Her whole front. The tip of her chin, the flare of bare flesh just below her collarbone and the top of her black wool Bloomingdales cardigan. The dark yellow and white crap ran down her left breast and into the top of her bra, leaving an egg yolk stain across her skin. She shifted her old suitcase into the other hand and hurried even faster out to the street, slimy pigeon droppings sliding from her underwired breasts down the ridges of her scarred stomach. Molly hooted from behind a taxi rank and Saz opened the car door, flung the case in the back, herself into the front seat and burst into tears.


  Molly said nothing until the sobbing had subsided, just passing Saz a box of tissues and stroking her right leg whenever gear changes allowed. At Camden Lock, a dated blackclad youth holding hands with two baby goth girls skinned his shins on Molly’s new Renault and a drunken old man grinned into the passenger window. Saz finally held back the tears and snot long enough to wind down the window and shout at the pedestrians, “Fuck off, you bunch of complete wankers, this is a road not a fucking shopping mall, use the fucking pedestrian crossing.” The drunk man jumped back in surprise and narrowly missed being run over by a black cab.


  When the congestion cleared a little Molly took her eyes off the traffic long enough to look clearly at Saz. She took in the almost dried bird shit in all its glory. “It’s supposed to be lucky, you know.”


  Saz snarled, “Being obliged to attend the wedding of your brother-in-law’s homophobic sister and her fascist army husband where the only conversation possible is one in which you tell all present that they’re nasty Tory bigots for whom shooting is too good and then get kicked out of the reception and unceremoniously dumped on the next train home?”


  “No. Bird shit is supposed to be lucky.”


  “Must be great being a lion in Trafalgar Square.”


  “Are you going to tell me what happened or don’t you remember?”


  “I remember, I just don’t think I want to. Anyway, it’s your fault, if you’d have been there I wouldn’t have drunk so much.”


  “If I’d have been there we’d probably both have been dumped on the next train home and then we’d both be covered in bird shit.”


  “It’s still your fault.”


  “You knew all along I couldn’t come.”


  “Wouldn’t come.”


  “I’m not going to argue with you, Saz. I was already committed to working this shift months ago, I’d promised Jim I’d cover for him—for his own wedding I might add—and much as I love your family, there’s no way that my respect for the extended family concept extends all the way out to your brother-in-law’s sister.”


  Saz grunted and blew her nose, Molly slowly joined the uphill out-for-dinner traffic in Hampstead High Street.


  “And you still haven’t told me what happened.”


  “The best man, Jonathan the soldier, is a racist, sexist pig who didn’t realize I was gay when he started slagging off queers.”


  “I guess he didn’t know it was a reclaimed word then either?”


  “It’s not reclaimed the way he uses it. Nor are nigger, paki or not—in his mouth—girl.”


  “So you had a go at him?”


  “No, I should have but I didn’t. I was being ‘good’. I was being the quiet sister.”


  “Must have been hard.”


  Saz ignored Molly and continued with her description of the day’s events. “I sat quietly listening to his bigoted ranting until Tony had a go at him and then Cassie joined in. I just sat there like an idiot, thinking it was only my family by marital extension and Emily Anne couldn’t help being so stupid and I really shouldn’t interfere and I’d had too much to drink anyway and I was so angry that I’d only talk rubbish—”


  “Or burst into tears.”


  “Exactly. So I sat there and listened to my brother-in-law and my sister try to reason with him, telling all those pathetic placatory stories, you know—‘Molly’s Asian and she’s wonderful…’”


  “All absolutely true.”


  “That’s not the point, Moll, and you know it. Anyway, he’s probably the kind of bloke who has one friend in every shade just so he can prove he’s not racist. So finally he turns his attention to me, telling Tony and Cassie, ‘Your sister’s no better, even if she is a dyke she should still have the decency to wear a dress to a formal occasion.’ Tony was about to hit him and so I just stood up, climbed on to the table—by this time we were all sitting at the bridal table itself—and I took off the trousers and the jacket of my beautifully cut and incredibly expensive deep-red raw silk suit to show him and the rest of the assembled guests just exactly why I wasn’t wearing dinky little mini skirts so often this season.”


  Molly pulled the car up outside their flat. “Oh, I see.”


  “They certainly did.”


  “And then?”


  “Then, while no doubt one or two people were enjoying the sight of my Janet Reger underwear, everyone else was gasping in shock at my horrifically scarred legs and stomach.”


  “They’re not that bad.”


  “Not to you, darling. You love me, you’re used to them. Anyway, you’re a doctor.”


  “So what happened next?”


  “Well, it got even juicier after that. Tony swiftly hit the bastard best man—causing his nose to bleed copiously all over the chief bridesmaid’s lemon taffeta dress and Cassie retrieved the kids and bundled us all back to the bed and breakfast before the remaining guardsmen took it into their tiny heads to see to Tony. They stayed the night and I got the first train home to you.”


  “So you didn’t exactly get kicked out?”


  “Not as such. But I’m tired, hungry, hungover, furious with myself for letting him get to me and … oh God, you know. This.”


  She hit her right thigh in frustration and Molly took Saz’s scarred hand to stop her hitting herself again.


  “Yeah, babe, I know.”


  That night Molly lay in bed beside her girlfriend, stroking the heavy lines the burn scars had left on Saz’s stomach and legs. The scars from a job that had gone badly wrong. Scars that, although they were slowly fading, could never be removed completely, either from Saz’s body or her mind. Molly let her hand travel up the thick ridge of burned skin along Saz’s thigh, gently easing pressure where scar tissue turned to sex tissue. After more than a year of various treatments and painfully slow healing, Saz was almost used to what she referred to as her “branding”, but there were still many times when she reached her hands down her own body and felt disgust, when she looked at her newly mottled body and longed for the smooth single-coloured skin she’d grown up with and had loved to both feel herself and have others discover. Saz’s physical strength and a large dose of body image politics had steered her through much of the pain of healing, but Molly knew that her lover’s defiant, drunken gesture at the wedding would no doubt leave its own scabby residue to pick over in the coming weeks.


  Molly started to kiss Saz, slowly drawing her back from sleep. Her hand followed the map lines of burn scars back to breasts and stomach. Saz roused herself enough to hold Molly’s hand fast and draw it to her face. She kissed the hand and then turned away, her back to Molly, whispering, “I’m sorry, I can’t babe, I’m all raw.”


  Molly cradled her lover and listened to their twin-rhythmed breathing as Saz fell asleep beside her. After nearly eighteen months of patience, Molly was starting to wonder when the rawness would end and Saz would finally be cooked enough to eat again.


  Six hours after they’d fallen asleep together Saz came in from her usual run across the Heath, headed straight for the shower and stood for a good ten minutes under the fast running cold water. The shower sluiced away the sweat and aches in her muscles and the chill raised her heartbeat another notch or two. Her body cold and dripping, she climbed back into bed beside Molly.


  “Hold me?”


  Molly turned over, still dreaming and took Saz in her arms, acknowledging the cold wet skin with a grunt and a lick like a kiss to the forehead and then they slid together back into sleep.


  An hour later they were wakened by sun twisting in around the wooden slatted blinds and Molly groaned as a bright beam hit her, a shot in the right eye.


  “Saz, I hate this. I told you these blinds weren’t dark enough. We should have kept the curtains.”


  Saz shuffled closer and laughed as Molly pulled a pillow over her face, barely stifling her own complaint, “And I despise your early morning cheeriness.”


  Saz hushed Molly’s objections with a long soft kiss, nibbling at her lower lip and then smoothed her girlfriend’s sleep ruffled hair.


  “My darling Moll, it’s a beautiful crisp day, the Heath is covered in trees doing their red and gold thing, I have no work and you have a day off. Let us greet the sunshine and play in the world with joy and gratitude that we are happy, healthy, alive and, best of all, together.”


  “God, I hate it when you wake up all Pollyanna.”


  “Even when Pollyanna’s feeling sexy?”


  “Hayley Mills feels sexy?”


  “I do.”


  Molly opened her eyes wide. Saz laughed, “You’re so predictable Molly Steel!”


  “Yeah, and you so rarely feel sexy these days, let’s get on with it!”


  Molly pulled off her own T-shirt and rolled over on to Saz’s naked body, nibbling at her shoulders, arms, breasts. She closed her eyes and ran her fingers lightly over the four heavy ridges of scarring that counted her down from just below Saz’s breasts to her groin, her hand hovered, dived and then stroked up, over the more heavily burnt right thigh then over the lightly scarred left. Saz’s legs and stomach were once again strongly muscled, and Molly could feel the long thigh muscles tense under her touch. Her exploration of Saz’s torso nearly over, Molly bent her head to kiss the breasts that had, to her unspoken relief, escaped permanent injury. Her mouth to Saz’s nipple, her hand reaching for her groin, Molly was lost in the pleasure and enjoyment of her lover. It took two or three rings and Saz’s decidedly unsexual stirring underneath her before she heard the phone. Molly barely paused, just moving her mouth from the skin long enough to say, “Leave it, I like this.”


  Saz shook her head and pulled herself up on the bed, away from Molly’s kiss, “I can’t, babe, it might be my sister.”


  “She’ll leave a message.”


  “No she won’t. Not if she’s pissed off with me. Please?”


  Molly threw back the bedclothes and stormed into the lounge, picking up the phone just as the answer machine cut in. Saz heard her irritated greeting and then a few short sentences were exchanged and the receiver was replaced with an echoing click from the phone in the kitchen. Molly walked back into the bedroom, a piece of paper in her hand.


  Saz looked up sheepishly, “Not Cassie? I’m sorry. I’ll call her later.” Saz was looking at Molly’s confused grin as she held out the piece of paper.


  “What? Why the look? Who was it?”


  “Siobhan Forrester would like you to call her—when you have a moment. If you’re not too busy.”


  “Who?”


  “Siobhan Forrester. The singer, I suppose. Wonder what she wants with you?”


  “The Siobhan Forrester?”


  “Well, yeah. She had a Scouse-ish accent and she said this was her private number and would I please be very careful about who I gave it to. I suppose she thought I was your secretary which is why she talked to me like an idiot.”


  “I’d better call her.”


  Saz started to get out of bed and Molly lunged at her, pulling her back. “Oh no you don’t. We were busy, remember? And anyway, like the good secretary I am, I told her you wouldn’t be back for another hour. So you can just lie back and think of me for a change.”


  “Is that the same as lying back and thinking of England?”


  “Only if an Asian Scot counts as English. Now, Ms Martin, what do we think about sexual activity in the workplace? Or is having an affair with your bimbo secretary just too much of a cliché to contemplate?”


  Saz didn’t bother to answer and Molly regained her rightful position at Saz’s breast while Saz did her best to ignore thoughts of why the lead singer of Beneath The Blonde should be calling her at eleven o’clock on a Sunday morning. A few moments later Molly was nearing her target and Saz had no trouble forgetting Siobhan Forrester. She sailed with Molly’s experienced hands and mouth into a body and mind mix where her burn scars were as irrelevant as the tiny tattoo on Molly’s left thigh. And twice as sexy.


  THREE


  At barely twenty-three, Siobhan Forrester didn’t really appreciate what the man from NME meant when he had called the promising newcomer: “the dream reincarnation—Deborah Harry face with Patty Smith vocals and lungs like Janis Joplin never left town”.


  Five years later, after she’d invested in the works of her musical godmothers to wile away months of negotiating the Ml at five in the morning, she knew when she was being praised by a master, even if only as a newcomer. She also knew that their second album would confirm the band’s status and keep them forever out of the flash in the pan bracket. Getting ready to gear herself up for the next press launch, she reminded herself that as long as she kept her lips apart just a little for the photo calls and wore a short enough skirt, all the baby boy journos (and at least a third of the girls) would fall over themselves, and each other, to be nice to her, taking great care with their sharp muso prose to note her looks first and her music second. It was tedious and predictable and if it annoyed Siobhan, it probably annoyed the boys in the band even more, but all five of them knew that the perfect packaging they’d chanced on by accident—blonde girl singer, four boys backing—was the glitter that sold their music. While the press was slowly starting to acknowledge that the music could stand by itself, no one yet felt brave enough to test the waters and allow Siobhan more than a moment or two out of the spotlight. So the four men of the band prepared for the press part of the launch by buying matching charcoal grey Paul Smith suits, with a different coloured linen shirt for each and Siobhan prepared herself by buying most of South Molton Street with half of Top Shop thrown in for glitter trash value. Their manager, their tour promoter, the record company and the band itself knew that Beneath The Blonde was made up of five people, only one of whom happened to be Siobhan. The buying public knew that too, but only as much as it knew winter follows summer and first love always dies. Truth, but not the kind of truth you think about too much. For the world outside the band, Beneath The Blonde was the Blonde.


  In the past five years Siobhan and the guys had learnt more about the business than they’d ever hoped to know. They’d had a fairly slow start. The first single, a minor triumph, had been followed by another year of student gigs and record company stonewalling. Then they’d eventually managed to record a very well received first album with a willing if disorganized indie label. That album had been a huge and very surprising success. However, the subsequent tour had been followed not by the weeks of glory they’d expected but by another agonizing year in which they eventually sorted out all the business details. And rather messily extricated themselves from a tricky relationship with the guy who had been acting as their manager until a real one happened along. An old friend of the bass player Steve, Alan had known far more about managing stand-up comedians than bands and had only been looking after them as a favour. Manager-free (after a great deal of negotiating and a greater deal of cash), they accepted an offer from Cal Harding, a Texan businessman their record company had introduced them to. He’d commuted between LA and New York for thirty years and, in his early fifties, he knew the business inside out. Or certainly seemed to. With one success under their belt and badly needing to realize the promise of so much more, the band couldn’t afford not to make a leap of faith on the manager front. They signed away the next five years to him and then, for the first time in their career as musicians, they were able to leave business to someone else and get on with being creative. Greg and drummer Alex churned out over forty songs, Siobhan and Dan edited, pruned, arranged and then rearranged. After five major arguments between Alex and Dan, yet another monumental fight between Siobhan and Greg, and a single moment in which even Steve was ruffled, they finally had the sixteen tracks they felt ready to let Cal offer their record company. The album was whittled down to thirteen songs, at least one of which everyone hated, and another which needed virtual blackmail to get the record company to agree to. (Cal had proved himself a man of great artistic integrity by simply sending a fax to the most difficult company executive: “No ‘Pink Pleasure Please?’ No Blondes.”) Luckily for all of them, his bravura show of force was successful.


  And now, with the second album due out soon, Cal had set them up with a new tour manager, dates were being booked and time on the road was coming up in the new year. Only three months to start with, but that was three months too long for Alex and Steve who both hated to go away—and nine months too short for Dan who, having just broken up with his boyfriend, would have been happy to go on the road forever and never come back. Siobhan knew that they stood a chance of becoming something with this album, of building on their first success and actually making all the work really matter, not just the years she’d been with the band but everything else too: the hundreds of nights in grotty clubs and pubs since she was sixteen, the effort she’d put into trying to make homes out of sad bedsits and worse shared squats with Greg. She knew that Beneath The Blonde On Tour had to be something incredible.


  She also knew that the silent phone calls she was receiving at three in the morning were starting to annoy her. The nasty anonymous letters weren’t very pleasant and when the first bunch of yellow roses arrived, she realized she was frightened and maybe it wasn’t just a joke after all.


  FOUR


  The band had been Alex’s idea. Stoned again in the muggy summer of 1988, sitting on the roof of his squat in Vauxhall, gas tanks and the Oval hazy in the near distance, he was burning his back and rewriting his fourth poem of the day. Stuck on line three, he was relieved to hear Greg shout up from the street. He stood on the warm pavement with a twelve pack of beers and the bongos he’d borrowed for a party the night before. Alex threw the keys from the roof and watched after them as they floated down to the street on their pink silk handkerchief parachute. Five minutes later Greg dropped a cold beer two inches in front of his new friend’s face. “I bought them this morning and left a couple out so they’d warm up for your crap taste buds.”


  “Very considerate. Unusual for a colonial. Smoke?”


  To Greg’s nodded agreement, Alex rolled his fourth joint of the day—it was one-thirty in the afternoon, he’d been up since ten and he was cutting down.


  The two young men smoked and drank through the heat of the afternoon, enjoying the solid wall of breeze-free London heat and the freedom of summer. Greg was an engineer for a recording company and loathed every minute of his weekday job. He’d taken the job hoping it would help him with his own music, but found that the best of his work involved recording cheap radio ads with bad voice-over actors, while in the worst moments he was just a glorified (and slightly better paid) runner. Alex was signing on every second Tuesday morning and putting in twelve-hour days at a pine furniture factory in West London for twenty quid a day cash in hand. He’d just arrived back from two weeks with his family in Cork and was gearing himself up to the regime of fortnightly lying to the government and daily lies to the tube inspectors and then wasting himself at the weekend as a relief from hating his weekdays.


  As they sat and smoked and drank, Alex occasionally made forays all the way down to the cellar kitchen to bring up another slice of bread and jam for himself or bread and Vegemite for Greg, who complained that the Vegemite in Alex’s kitchen was Australian, not New Zealand, and therefore not the real thing. And then ate it anyway. After two warmish beers and a half-hearted attempt at conversation about cricket, Greg, who had cleared his own flat of party goers at six that morning, fell asleep and Alex finished his poem. Then Alex fell asleep, Greg woke up, rolled another joint, read Alex’s poem, edited Alex’s poem and wandered downstairs to chat in the kitchen to Alex’s Spanish girlfriend. Mariella had spent the day at Kennington Lido and after too long asleep by the reflected water, was applying after-sun to the backs of her arms and legs. He stayed long enough to make coffee until three of her dyke friends arrived with two dogs and a puppy on a string and he felt the warmth of Mariella’s welcome quickly turn to a more politically correct animosity. Waking Alex with the coffee, Greg told him that Mariella was back.


  “Are those ‘wimmin’ with her?”


  “Yep.”


  Alex grabbed his coffee and growled. “Fuck it.”


  Greg shook his head, “Nah, they’re all right. They’re just not very …”


  “Nice?”


  “Chatty.”


  “Yeah, well it’s my fucking kitchen, man, and they’re always bloody here.”


  “Is Mariella …?”


  “I dunno. Not yet anyway. Oh fuck it, why me?”


  “Why you what?”


  “Why do all my fucking girlfriends become lesbians?”


  Greg laughed, “Only one of your girlfriends has become gay, and you knew Hannah was more or less a dyke when you started going out with her.”


  “So why’d she go out with me then?”


  “Last fling? Sad and desperate? Just to persuade herself of what she wouldn’t be missing?”


  “Bitch.”


  “Nah. Just confused. It’s the zeitgeist.”


  “The what?”


  Greg picked up the bongos and started drumming while Alex rolled another joint. He explained, “Sign of the times. It’s trendy for girls. The girls we know anyway. Look at Mariella, I mean she’s probably more or less straight.”


  “Oh, she’s more, believe me.”


  “Ok, but if most of her women friends are gay, and it’s not as if she really knows that many other people in London anyway, she’s bound to get a bit curious. And you know … they’re women. They’re girls. They’re nicer, softer, cleaner—all that shit. I’d be a lesbian if I was a girl.”


  Alex snarled, “Not if the lesbians you knew were those lesbians.”


  “Yeah, well, maybe I could do without the barbed-wire tattoo on the face …”


  “And the fucking dogs everywhere.”


  Greg drummed faster, Alex holding the joint for him so he didn’t have to move his hands from the rhythm. “That’s not the point. These specific lesbians aren’t the point. I know some lesbians who don’t have tattoos or dogs.”


  “You do?”


  “Yeah. There’s a girl in my photography class. And she doesn’t live in Brixton either.”


  “Well, she must have got lost.”


  Greg stopped drumming. “You’re deliberately being a wanker now. My point is that when you say all dykes are ugly or nasty or whatever …”


  “I didn’t.”


  “No, but you implied it. And that’s just the same as when they say all men are crap or all men are slobs—which, come to think of it, is probably true …”


  “Fuck off, you might be, but I did my washing this morning. And I’ll be ironing tonight.”


  “Or all men are liars …”


  “Or all men are rapists?”


  “Maybe that’s stretching the analogy a little too far, but you know what I mean. You know, all Irish are thick?”


  Alex stood up and started pacing the small roof area, looking down at the square he’d lived in for the past four years, once a haven for squatters of all kinds, now slowly reverting to “society” as the housing associations and coops bought up the properties and normalized them. He sat on the edge of the roof and looked back at Greg. “Yeah, all right. Of course I know what you mean. And I also know that this is my house. I found it. I opened it, I got the electricity and water put on, I cleared the garden, I fixed the roof, I put in the windows and when Mariella brings that bloody Autumn round here …”


  “Autumn?”


  “Yeah. Her girlfriend’s called Evechild.”


  “Oh.”


  “See? Anyway, the problem is, I don’t exactly end up feeling that this Englishman’s home is his castle.”


  “Fair point. Even for an Irishman. Pub?”


  “In a minute. I just want to finish this.” Alex looked around for his notepad, Greg pointed it out under the several empty cans of beer.


  “I did it for you. Edited the poem. It’s finished.”


  “You bastard. That’s private.”


  “People who get stoned as much as you do should never attempt to keep things private, they fall asleep too fucking much. It’s good though.”


  “Thanks, you’d know.”


  “But I’ve made it better.”


  Alex grabbed the notepad and stared at it for a couple of minutes, frowning hard. “Fuck me, but you have. Hah!” He tossed the notepad down and opened the last can of very warm beer.


  The young men shared the last beer and watched the sun set on the other side of the river and talked of Greg’s photography course and the relative merits of Split Enz and Crowded House, football and rugby, until Mariella joined them with three glasses, two bottles of Spanish wine and two mammoth portions of chips swimming in salty vinegar. When she went inside to get her after-sun cream for Alex, having kissed him for a full five and half minutes, Greg looked across at his friend and smiled. “Yeah, she certainly looks like a dyke to me.”


  Alex threw a handful of cold chips at him. “Fuck off. Let’s start a band.”


  Alex always maintained that he’d been thinking about suggesting a band to Greg for months, but it was Greg’s editing of his poem that decided him. Greg believed Alex was too unnerved by the honesty of their earlier conversation about sex and sexuality and wanted to get back to any safe topic. Football, music, anything as long as it didn’t involve sexual truth. Whatever the reason, Greg agreed and the idea became real. Alex brought in his old friend Dan as keyboards player and singer, gleefully pointing out that Dan was gay and wasn’t it strange that Greg didn’t seem to have any gay men friends, and Mariella pointed them in the direction of Steve, bass player, sometime playwright and Autumn’s brother. The band rehearsed on the roof for the rest of the summer and moved down to Alex’s bedroom when the days turned colder. For a while, Mariella sang with them but when she left in October, with Autumn and the two puppies, Alex wrote their first real song “Welcome Winter” and Greg brought in his new flatmate, Siobhan, to sing. Greg and Siobhan weren’t yet lovers. That grew over the following months, but by late November of 1988, the line up of Beneath The Blonde was firmly established.


  FIVE


  Since 1988, Siobhan Forrester had created one hell of a reputation for herself. When the band was performing she strode the stage like a manic sex goddess. Alternating between her whispered intros and proclaiming the songs with cut-glass attitude, she held court between chord changes—rude, crude, loud and powerful. The music press, at a loss to describe her adequately, took the easy route, comparing her to other women performers. Gig reviews were crammed with quotes like “A cross between Sinead O’Connor and Jenny Eclair with the voice of Annie Lennox”. And always, no matter how erudite the publication, the reviewer would find some way of getting in a description of the physical Siobhan—long lean limbs, impressive height, amazing mouth, tits that shouldn’t be allowed near hips so sheer and, inevitably, all that hair. The celebrated blonde locks. Blonde that changed from week to week, gig to gig—elemental silver and platinum, alchemical peroxide, edible strawberry and honey, and occasionally just pure out-and-out white. Whatever they thought of the music, and most were agreed the band was close as fuck to perfect, every reviewer, male or female, gay, straight or raving queer was in agreement on one thing—Siobhan Forrester’s looks were phenomenal.


  So, turning up at the Chalk Farm address on Sunday afternoon, Saz had expected a collection of security guards and a video entryphone at the very least. What she didn’t expect was to stroll up the overgrown path, climb the three steps to the purple front door of the baby pink house, ring the bell and, after a fish eye had glared at her through the peep hole, to be greeted by Siobhan herself. At least she thought it was Siobhan. The mouth looked like it belonged on Siobhan Forrester, but very little else did. Saz was just starting to wonder if every beautiful woman had a dowdy little sister hidden away somewhere when the tall, thin woman with short brown hair held out her hand. “Saz Martin? Thanks for coming so quickly. I’m Siobhan. Come in.”


  Saz followed her into an open entrance hall, decorated in a mini rain forest of tropical houseplants and pots of yellow and orange flowers against a backdrop of draped purple muslins.


  The newest icon of female pop sexuality shuffled away on holey socks and called over her hunched shoulders, “I’ve just put the kettle on, would you like some tea?”


  “Yeah, thanks.”


  In the first floor kitchen Saz sat on an extremely modern and very uncomfortable stool, four inches too tall for her legs to reach the floor. She watched while the darling girl of Britpop poured boiling water on round Tetley teabags in chipped yellow china mugs and then fished out the soggy bags with a bone caviar spoon. She knew it was a caviar spoon because Siobhan told her so. “It’s since we’ve had some money. Greg’s got this thing about caviar. I don’t get it myself. The only time I like seafood is when it’s a tiny piece of anchovy with a thin crust pizza base on one side and a lot of melted mozzarella on the other.”


  Saz could see that the woman before her was the Siobhan Forrester she thought she knew, but only just. She had the distinct feeling she was looking at the “before” photo from a trashy magazine makeover. This woman was tall enough, but hardly the giant she seemed on stage, closer to Molly’s height, maybe five foot nine or ten. Saz knew most of the hair must be a wig though she wasn’t prepared for the ordinariness of the mousey brown bob. But what really got her was the body. It just didn’t seem to be there. She looked up from Siobhan’s T-shirt covered chest to see the younger woman smiling at her.


  “I know. It’s a shock. Or so the men tell me. And of course I don’t answer the door like this to the press—our manager would never allow it. It is me though. It’s easy. Really. Same old girl shit just taken to extremes.”


  “Girl shit?”


  “Yeah, you know. Hair, height and hips. Hair’s obvious—just wigs. Height’s shoes. And hips—well, there’s never really any hips anyway. I’m lucky I suppose. Prancing around the stage for two hours a night does wonders for the bottom line—that’s why I like doing the big dates last, so I’m even thinner than usual by the time we get to them. Makes the waist go in and so the hips go out—with the right clothes they do, anyway. The rest of it’s just makeup.”


  Saz nodded. “All of it?”


  Siobhan grabbed a breast in each hand, pulling the T-shirt material tight across her front. “Almost. These bits are all mine—with a little help from Mr Gossard of course.”


  Saz had the grace to blush. “Yeah. Right. I’m sorry. It’s none of my business. I just …”


  “Expected Bette Lynch?”


  “Maybe. Or Bette Midler.”


  Siobhan laughed and put a cup down in front of Saz. “Christ, even drag queens get to take their heels off at home!”


  Twenty minutes later Saz was listening to Siobhan’s stories of Beneath The Blonde—the early years. She’d just heard a catalogue of particularly disastrous motorway journeys and hideous B&B’s when Greg Marsden walked into the kitchen. He appeared not to have seen Saz as he grabbed Siobhan by the throat, turned her to face him with a growl and then pulled her off her chair. Saz was about to stand up to protest, but stopped in her tracks as Siobhan burst out laughing and then swung both of her legs around Greg’s waist, attaching herself to his body with her own and her face to his mouth with her big famous lips. What seemed like an embarrassed eternity later to Saz, Greg put Siobhan down, ruffled her flat bob and, putting the kettle on for the third time that afternoon, said, “Hi honey, I’m home. Going to introduce me to your new friend?”


  He flicked the switch on the wall and held out a hand for Saz to shake, adding, “New Zealand, not Australian, so don’t even ask.”


  “Wouldn’t dream of it.”


  Siobhan threw a cushion at Greg, narrowly missing the top of his almost six-foot frame. “Don’t mind Greg, he has a massive antipodean chip on his shoulder.”


  “I do not,” he countered, returning the cushion with rather more accuracy. “I have a massive Aotearoan chip on my shoulder—and I’m not a bloody Australian.”


  “That’s nice, darling, but I don’t think our guest cares much. Saz Martin, this is Greg Marsden. My lover of ten years, the writing force behind the band, though don’t tell Alex I said that, and a New Zealander who has lived in England for … ooh, I don’t know … six weeks from your accent isn’t it, hon?”


  “Sixteen years. Almost half my life. But don’t let that stop you getting it wrong in your article, Saz—who do you write for?”


  By the time she left for home, Greg knew that Saz was about as interested in writing music articles as she was in having her tongue pierced and Saz had two new jobs. One as assistant to their PA and the other, rather more importantly, as unofficial investigator/bodyguard for Siobhan Forrester.


  SIX


  “No, fine, darling. You go on tour, all that extra work, all those late nights, wonderful idea, it’ll do you the world of good.”


  “I hate it when you use that tone, Moll.”


  “I hate it when you do stupid things, Saz. Doesn’t stop you doing them though, does it? And really, it’s not as if we need the money.”


  Saz ran her fist up and down her left thigh, a new gesture of irritation she’d developed in the past eighteen months—although her hands had healed fastest, they’d also been covered in burn gloves for long enough for her to learn to do without her fingernails. She got up from the old wooden farmhouse table and took their dishes to the sink.


  “Jesus, Moll, this is the first real job I’ve been offered in ages. I’d have thought you’d be pleased.”


  “Right. Sure. Of course I should be pleased. A pop band wants you to go on tour with them for months, just at the point where you’re almost healthy …”


  “They’re hardly a ‘pop’ band and I am healthy.”


  “I’m the doctor. ‘Almost healthy’ and just when I could actually start having you to myself again.”


  “You’ve had me all to yourself for the past eighteen months!”


  “Except for all the other people I’ve shared you with—the physiotherapists, occupational therapists …”


  “Psychotherapists. Don’t forget them.”


  “Yeah, well they obviously didn’t bloody well work. Not to mention your mother, your sister, her husband, her kids and every ex-lover you’ve ever had.”


  Saz ran water over the plates, keeping her voice low and trying not to get caught up in Molly’s rising anger. “A slight exaggeration, babe, it was only Carrie really, I don’t see any other ex-lovers. And being with her has usually been more work than socializing.”


  “Well, Carrie doesn’t seem to be able to tell the difference between work and fun and she takes up enough space and energy to feel like half a dozen old friends.”


  “I think she is. Anyway, she cares about me.”


  “I care about you.”


  “I know. So admit that having a real job, one I can concentrate on …”


  “One you need to go away for.”


  “Yeah, that too. A job where I need to go away and look after myself will be good for me. You’ve been looking after me for ages. Earning all the money—”


  “You had sickness benefit for a while.”


  “Yes. That went a long way, didn’t it? Come on, Moll. You know I’m right. I’m not sick any more. Maybe I’m always going to be a bit tender, but I can’t hide behind you forever. It’s not good for us, for our relationship. And anyway, I don’t want to.”


  Molly picked up her glass of wine and poured the rest of it down the sink. She kissed Saz’s shoulder and picked up a tea towel.


  “I know it would be good for you to have a job you can get involved in. I know you need a job. I know I can’t keep you wrapped in cotton wool forever.”


  “Not even silk suits.”


  “Not when you rip them off at weddings, no. But this is different, Saz. You don’t know anything about music, about bands.”


  “I can learn.”


  “I thought you were there to detect, not to gain new career insights?”


  “I’m being an assistant. I’m just helping. Being the runner, whatever. So I can find out what’s going on. Find out about them. If I see what there is to know, then I’ll know what there is to find out. Anyway, I won’t be doing the business thing much. They’ve got a band manager and a tour manager and they’ve got a PA working for them at the house. Alex’s little sister. She’ll do most of the work.”


  “Right. And she’ll never ask you to do anything.”


  “I’m quite good at office work actually.”


  “And body guarding? You’re not exactly Kevin Costner.”


  “Dances With Dykes?”


  “I’m serious. All your work until now has been investigative stuff.”


  “So’s this. It’s just in more glamorous parts of the world than South London.”


  Saz rinsed the last of the glasses and continued with her attempt to persuade Molly of the value of getting back to work full-time.


  “Look, it’s really not going to be that complicated, surely. I’ve just got to find out who’s been delivering the flowers to her. I can get Carrie to help out. She could do with the cash. Once we grab the flower sender, I’ll persuade Siobhan to make a complaint and then hand it all over to the men in blue. Here’s your stalker, deal with it.”


  “So why doesn’t Siobhan just go to the police herself?”


  “I don’t know. Shy. Private. She probably feels stupid to be worried. It’s not as if she’s actually being threatened as such, more like irritated, annoyed. Letters, flowers, that sort of thing.”


  “Doesn’t sound very annoying to me.”


  Saz turned her head to look at Molly, her yellow-gloved hands still in the washing-up water. “That, my darling, is because you expect all flowers and surprises to come from me. What if you didn’t know who they came from?”


  Molly kissed Saz’s upturned forehead. “I might find it a turn on. I might find it exciting. Like I’m finding you exciting.”


  Saz turned to kiss Molly back. “Yeah, I know, there’s just something so goddamn sexy about a girl, a washing-up bowl and a pile of dirty dishes, isn’t there?


  Saz extricated her hands from the sticky yellow gloves and Molly slid her own hand down Saz’s bare arm. Saz hooked her leg back between Molly’s and pulled her even closer. Beneath the knee, beneath the line of burn, Saz’s legs were smooth like Molly’s touch, Molly’s mouth. Lips to legs, to stomach, to breasts, to back, sweet pointed eye teeth clawing their way through scarred skin. Saz was bodypinned to the kitchen floor, newly laid slate tiles cold on her back. Molly found her experienced way through the clothes straight to the skin, the soft flesh, taunting Saz’s body with her fingers, her hands, whipping at Saz’s centre with her rope of long hair, the two of them as the same shudder. Saz’s body joined Molly’s, centring herself on her lover and into the slate and into the cold of the kitchen night and, after the sweat and the holding and the last turn away from the hot two-body cave, eventually into sleep.


  Hours later Saz and Molly pulled themselves from the cold kitchen floor, Saz complaining that their new tiles should have an anti-sex warning, and stumbled through the dark flat into their bed. As Molly stroked Saz to sleep, Saz mumbled, “You won’t miss this when I’m away, will you? At least you won’t have to look after me all the time. That’ll be a relief, won’t it?”


  Molly smiled into Saz’s hair, “I love looking after you, babe. I’ve always loved it. It’s my favourite thing. Which is why I know it’s a great idea that you should go.”


  But Saz was asleep before she heard the permission granted.
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