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         Laura Marney’s first novel, No Wonder I Take a Drink, was voted by the public in The List magazine poll as one of the Top 20 Scottish books of all time.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “At last, a funny novelist with guts.” – Henry Sutton, Mirror, on Nobody Loves a Ginger Baby
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A rollicking earthy humour.” – Zoe Strachan on No Wonder I Take a Drink
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Marney is a marvellous comic writer.” – Barcelona Review on My Best Friend Has Issues
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Laura Marney’s wickedly dark sense of humour is such that she could write about anything and get away with it. Only Strange People Go to Church is a book of few boundaries… Any awkwardness in Marney’s choice of subject is glossed over by her style and tone: matter-of-fact, punchy, pacey, with a keen eye for description. The plot has more kinks than a corkscrew and a strong sense of momentum maintains suspension of disbelief until the very end… Her characters are typically comedic: ordinary people with ordinary jobs and lives, whose small faults or vices render them recognisable to the reader while also becoming a source of humour.” – Scotsman
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Hilarious…Read it for the sharp wit and delightfully soft feeling it’ll give you.” – Glasgow Herald
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Divine comedy… a joyous celebration of human imperfection.” – Louise Welsh, author of The Cutting Room
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            Chapter 1

         
   
         ‘Look!’ says Fiona, pointing. ‘That man’s got his thing out!’

         Although Maria would rather they didn’t, everyone stares. Martin, Jane and Brian follow Fiona’s lead and gawk at the man. Unfortunately she’s right. The man has got his thing out.

         Thing is too grand a word for it. At this distance it’s a slimy wee snail in the palm of his hand, that’s all. Hardly worth making a fuss over but they’re all squinting at it, giving him exactly what he wants: attention. The real obscenity is his face, or what they can see of it. He is of the shy bashful school of exhibitionists: his nose and chin are demurely hidden behind a thick scarf. He’s looking at them but his eyes are slits, jaw tilted up, his face curling in on itself. That’s the shocking thing, thinks Maria; really it’s quite pathetic, a man exposing himself on a public street to a group of mentally disabled people.
         

         He’s a sad case, and his nether regions are pitiful to behold: fly undone, pants a thousand-wash grey, underbelly slack and wanton, pubic hair like an ounce of Golden Virginia. His heavy leather belt is unbuckled. The ends of it writhe and flap like a peacock’s display as he jerks, pulling at his poor flaccid dick, tugging out his resentment, exposing his contempt, his desperation.
         

         His cock is the least of it.

         ‘Just ignore him,’ Maria orders her group, walking smartly, forcing Brian to speed up in his electric wheelchair.

         But, as usual, Fiona refuses to do as she’s told. She continues to stare and point at the man, giggling like a teenager.

         Maria shakes her head. It’s obvious to anyone that Fiona and the rest of them have learning difficulties or disabilities, that they’re Mentally Handicapped, Mentally Disabled, Learning Difficulties, Special. She’s lost track of what this week’s politically correct word for it is. Spazzies, nungies, loonies are some of the more colourful names the kids shout at them.
         

         The man seems to be taking Fiona’s laughter as encouragement and with his free hand beckons her. He tugs and waves, moving towards her, calling her on. His body language insinuating: come and get it baby, oh yeah. Perhaps Fiona’s lack of understanding is adding to the thrill for him.

         With this thought a surge of rage passes through Maria. The idea that someone would abuse Fiona’s innocence makes her want to vomit. She’d like to rip this pervert’s dick off and throw it to a passing dog, but her first priority is to get Blue Group away from here.

         ‘Come on, Fiona, pet,’ she says, gentle but insistent. ‘Let’s get back to the centre and we’ll get our juice and crisps.’

         Maybe it was a mistake to take this quiet back street. At one time this was the busiest street in Hexton. Four times a day it was a slow flowing river of men in working boots and overalls. Men with woolly hats and newspapers rolled into batons who brought home a small brown pay packet along with the sharp smell of hot metal and Swarfega. But the factory is closed now. Despite every government inducement it has lain empty for years, the deserted street an opportunity, not for heavy industry, but for a shrewd pervert.

         There is no immediate danger. The man is at a safe distance, skulking on the opposite side of the road from Maria and her clients. Clients, Service Users, Key Group, Blue Group, whatever the phrase of the moment is. She would never let them see that his behaviour is in any way threatening, it would only frighten them and she’s far too professional for that. But the man is keeping up with them and he’s getting closer. ‘Right, that’s it,’ she shouts across at him, pulling her bag to her and rummaging, digging for her mobile phone. ‘I’m calling the police.’

         At this the man stops. He laughs but it’s a nervous laugh, and it doesn’t stop him mauling his penis. If anything, the tempo increases. He persists with his frantic wanking, turning his attention now to Maria, staring at her with shark eyes.
         

         Until a few minutes ago he might have been the average man in the street: unobtrusive, of modest comportment, a plumber or a photocopier salesman, probably married with a couple of kids. Then he claps eyes on Blue Group and boof! He’s a raging sex maniac. His eyes are red-rimmed and bloodshot, clogged with lust. Not even the threat of Maria phoning the police has frightened him off.

         It is only a threat, an empty threat it turns out, because she now discovers that she’s forgotten her phone. While her phone lies impotently in the staffroom back at the centre Maria is forced to watch this pervert waving his bits at adults who are as innocent as children. He won’t do them any physical harm, he’d have crossed the road by now if he was planning to and he’d have to get past Maria first, but still and all. What he’s doing isn’t harmless. This could be the first step, the beginning of an apprenticeship in sexual deviancy that could end in rape or murder. But at last he backs off. 

         ‘He’s going away!’ cries Fiona, sounding disappointed.

         The man slowly turns and begins casually walking into a side street.

         ‘Good,’ says Maria. ‘He’s not a nice man.’

         Fiona bolts across the road.

         ‘Fiona! Come back here right now!’

         There is no traffic on the road and when she reaches the other side Fiona follows the man into the side street. What is Maria to do? She can’t very well let a client disappear up an alleyway with a sexual deviant, but on the other hand she can’t desert the rest of them.

         Martin, a small, rosy-faced, sleepy-eyed young man finds this turn of events exciting. He’s jumping up and down on the spot. Jane is scared and begins to cry. Jane is small and mousy with a runny nose and a metal plate in her head, everything scares her. Brian, the boy in the wheelchair, the nineteen- year-old baby of Blue Group, the most physically disabled, storms into action.

         ‘Get. Her. Back.’ says Brian’s Dynavox machine.

         The words come out slow and calm but his electric wheelchair zooms out on to the road, bouncing Brian almost out of his chair as it crashes down off the kerb. Forgetting everything Maria has taught them all about the Green Cross Code, Martin is right behind him.
         

         Maria has no alternative. She grabs Jane’s arm and hauls her across the road, barking a command as she runs.

         ‘Stick together!’

         She tries never to raise her voice to clients but these are extreme circumstances.

         ‘Jane, hold on to the chair. Martin, you round this side, now hold on. Run together, come on now!’

         Ahead of them in the alley Fiona is catching up with the man. He’s moving slowly, his head is down, his hands busy now with trying to stuff away the offending articles. Unfortunately, due to his masturbatory zeal, he seems to have burst his zip. He’s no longer strolling. He seems to be experimenting with a range of walking speeds. His strolling has become striding, then yomping, trotting, eventually settling into a light jog. So far he has resisted actual running.

         For a flasher, running away from the people you are attempting to frighten might represent a loss of face, an admission of failure. Besides which, running with your tackle dangling is undignified, not to say painful and potentially dangerous. Running away is probably an occupational hazard for sexual exhibitionists, but run he now must. Although Fiona hasn’t yet managed to catch up with him, the gap between them is narrowing.

         Fifty yards ahead of the others Fiona is now chasing the man full tilt down the alley.

         ‘We’re coming Fiona, wait for us!’ Maria shouts.

         Maria pulls Jane and Martin in close. They group defensively behind Brian’s chair and run in step, one two, one two, one two, their feet beating out a rhythm on the tarmac. As if about to storm a medieval castle, Brian and his wheelchair have become both defence and weapon, a battering ram. This formation is effective in keeping them together but, as they are almost falling over each other, it’s impeding their progress. The gap between Blue Group and Fiona is widening. Suddenly, the man dodges to the left and out of sight. Worse: a second later Fiona follows him and Maria loses visual contact with her headstrong client.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 2

         
   
         Decision time: allow Fiona to disappear up an alley with a flasher or abandon the rest of the group? Maria is in a quandary. Again it is Brian who suggests a plan.

         ‘Maria.’ says the Dynavox in its languorous voice. ‘You. Run. Ahead. We’ll. Follow.’

         ‘Okay, but try to keep up!’ Maria yells as she breaks free of the group.

         She instantly doubles her speed. Brian’s right, she thinks, this is a matter of priorities. She is surprised by how fast she can run. Fear and rage make her body light and her long legs powerful. Within seconds she reaches the left turn into which Fiona and the man have disappeared.

         Maria is generally a positive thinker, always trying to stay positive, but right at this moment she can only picture Fiona lying murdered in the alley, her belly ripped wide, her innards spilled, a look of disappointed confusion on her lifeless face.

         The left turn leads to a street on a steep hill. The gradient is so sharp that instead of pavement there are multiple flights of steps with a metal handrail running up the side. The man has not yet cleaved Fiona’s belly, thank God. Fiona is still chasing him, though he shows no signs of tiring. He bounds up the stairs two at a time. A morbidly obese forty-one-year-old asthmatic, Fiona is no match for him, but she will not give up. She’s made the sixth step, hauling her large frame up, hand over hand, along the railing. Her cheeks are flushed almost purple and she is wheezing noisily.

         ‘Stop!’ Maria shouts.

         Maria once again rifles her voluminous handbag. Please God don’t let Fiona’s inhaler be in the staffroom along with the phone. She has commanded Fiona to stop for fear that she’ll give herself an asthma or heart attack, but so authoritative is Maria’s order that Fiona is not the only one to obey. From the relative safety of two flights of steps above, the man stops. He leans forward, chest heaving, hands on thighs.
         

         Maria holds the back of Fiona’s head and inserts the inhaler into her panting mouth. Underneath her long tousled hair Fiona is hot and damp. Sweat steams from her.

         ‘Take a deep breath, hold it. Hold it.’

         Maria shakes her head in frustration: three years in the job and still unable to keep her clients under control. Fiona is by far the worst, as untameable as a stampeding buffalo. As if to demonstrate this she exhales with a snort and tries to speak.

         ‘Eh, no you don’t.’

         Maria pops the inhaler back in Fiona’s mouth.

         ‘And again, in. Hold it.’

         Fiona this time complies but her eyes are popping and Maria prays that this is the excitement of the chase rather than a myocardial infarction.

         ‘You’re okay, everything’s okay, pet. I just need you to calm down. Can you do that, Fiona, can you calm down for me?’

         Fiona nods, she can do that for Maria, but her eyes never leave the gasping man. Maria knows that he’ll probably bolt as soon as he gets his breath back, and that if she doesn’t stop her, Fiona will too.

         The infantry arrive. Martin and Jane, still holding on to Brian’s wheelchair, bring up the rearguard. They run steadily, not slowing until they reach the bottom of the stairway.

         With their positions on the steps, Fiona, Maria and the man have formed the outline of a triangle. Maria has her arm about Fiona, Fiona has her eyes raised to the man, the man is clearly suffering. Something about the shape of this formation reminds Maria of a religious print that hung in her old flat. But instead of the man being an angel of the Lord with spiky golden rays around his head, he is a pervert with his willy hanging out. The man does not share this aesthetic perspective because, when the others turn up, he legs it pronto.
         

         Martin and Jane begin to yell.

         ‘He’s getting away!’

         ‘Quick, get him!’

         What began as a rescue mission to bring Fiona back has become a manhunt.

         ‘Fiona, no!’

         Maria restrains her. She will not be able to hold Fiona for long; she weighs twice what Maria does, or more.

         ‘Leave it. Let him go. Just calm down.’

         Fiona strains against Maria, reluctant to give up the chase. But the man is now almost three flights of steps away, he cannot be caught. As he disappears over the brow of the hill Maria feels the fight go out of Fiona. She begins to cry as Maria leads her back down the steps.

         ‘He’s unlucky,’ Fiona sobs.

         ‘No,’ Maria corrects her, ‘he was lucky. He got away.’

         Maria should know better than to contradict Fiona, especially when she’s this upset. She’s likely to get angry and if she does there’ll be no holding her. Instead she gets surreal.

         ‘He’s got a strawberry. It’s unlucky.’

         Surreal and affectionate. Fiona now throws her arms around Martin in a fierce hug. This is better than trying to hit him, something she sometimes does when she’s overexcited.

         ‘Did you see his strawberry?’ she asks Martin.

         Martin is unable to reply as his whole head has been engulfed in Fiona’s bosom. Jane receives a similarly passionate embrace and Jane rubs Fiona’s back in a comforting gesture, patting her to signal that she’s had enough.

         ‘He’s a bad man,’ says Fiona.

         ‘Yes,’ says Jane. ‘He’s a bad man.’

         Brian has sicked up his lunch, a common enough occurrence and, with all the banging around in his chair, hardly surprising, but this doesn’t put Fiona off. She vigorously pulls him to her. Brian’s thin arms are bent across his chest and Maria often worries that Fiona will break his delicate sparrow frame with her rough handling but he never seems to mind. Fiona now moves towards Maria for the last and final cuddle. Maria tries not to look at the splodges of Brian’s masticated spag bol lunch Fiona carries on her chest. With a heavy sigh and the acid smell of Brian’s bile sharp in her nostrils she opens her arms and lets Fiona mush the sick into her favourite pale blue jacket.
         

         A van pulls into the side street and draws to a stop beside them. What the hell is it now? The driver leans across and opens the passenger door, or tries to, but he can’t seem to reach. Before Maria has a chance to stop him, Martin jumps on to the footplate and opens the door. He is about to climb into the cab when Maria’s piercing scream of ‘Martin!’ stops him and he returns to the safety of the group.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 3

         
   
         Having just avoided the clutches of a back-street pervert, the last thing Blue Group needs is to be abducted by an anonymous White Van Man. She might be overreacting but you can’t be too careful so she quickly commits to memory the registration: X909 JSU.

         Maria has a foolproof method for remembering things. It’s a skill she picked up years ago from a book called Improve Your Memory or something like that. The trick is to make each number or letter mean something. X is easy, that’s sex, 909 is like the emergency number except that there’s a zero in it. Yes, that would work: it’s an emergency to have sex. The zero in the middle could represent lack of sex or the actual sex orifice, but no, that’s too graphic. Unfortunately Maria’s mind locks on to this and immediately she has a three-dimensional image of the two nines on either side of the zero as a pair of animated legs. Legs that are open and willing. Oh dear. It must be the sight of the flasher’s meat and two veg that has her off on this train of thought and she hasn’t even sorted out the other letters yet. JSU suggests the word ‘Jesus’. Someone told her once that, like hanged men, men who have been crucified have erections. This changed Christian iconography for her forever and she’s never been able to look at a crucifixion scene in quite the same way again. So, emergency sex with Jesus? It’s blasphemous but it’ll have to do. Along the side of the van it says Bespoke Carpentry and a mobile phone number. Wasn’t Jesus a carpenter? That fits nicely. The mobile number is 07781 434…
         

         ‘Excuse me,’ White Van Man shouts over the noise of his diesel engine, ‘I’m looking for Hexton Church, d’you guys know where it is?’

         He addresses this to the whole group.
         

         People in Hexton never speak to Blue Group. Apart from the odd chorus of Spot the Loony from hooligans, the populace largely shuns them. Hextors seem to believe that mental disability is contagious, keeping their distance and averting their eyes when Maria and her clients pass by. Shopkeepers speak only to Maria, and even then, reluctantly.
         

         Blue Group are momentarily speechless, stunned by the stranger’s bonhomie, and then they all want to tell him at once.

         ‘It’s not in this street; you have to take a left at the top.’ ‘Left. At. The.’ ‘That church is haunted.’ ‘Top. Second. Right.’ ‘No, go back the way you came.’ ‘He has to carry on and keep turning right and then he’ll be back to…’ ‘Second. Right. Again.’ ‘I know where it is. I’ve passed it loads of times.’ ‘If you go as far as Black Street then you’ve passed it.’

         White Van Man turns his engine off and scoots across the passenger seat closer to them.

         ‘Sorry, I can’t hear you properly.’

         Maria knows exactly where the church is but with everybody jabbering at the same time she can’t think off the top of her head the best way to get to it from here.

         ‘Left. At. The. Top. Second. Right. Second. Right. Again.’ says Brian’s voice machine.

         ‘Left at the top, then second right and second right again?’ says the driver, this time directly to Brian.

         Brian lets his head fall forward and pulls it up again in a slow nod.

         ‘Cheers mate.’

         White Van Man wrinkles his nose. He has a concerned look on his face. It’s a nice face, intelligent and inoffensive. He’s quite good looking in that generic square-jawed, broad-shouldered kind of way and perhaps it’s this observation that reminds Maria of the sick stains down the front of her jacket. And Brian and Fiona’s jackets. Fiona’s face is still red and blotchy from the running and the crying. Collectively they must look a right shambles.

         ‘Is everything all right?’ says the driver.

         Fiona and Martin begin to speak in an excited rush.

         ‘There was a man.’ ‘We chased him’ ‘I was going to catch him’ ‘He was scared of us’ ‘He had his…’
         

         ‘Yes,’ says Maria, taking charge, ‘okay Fiona, and you too, Martin,’ she says, chastising them with a look. It’s embarrassing enough without going into it with a van driver.

         ‘We’ve had a slight upset, but we’re fine now, thanks.’

         The van driver says nothing and smiles. All of Blue Group beam back at him.

         ‘I’m Ray, by the way,’ he says. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

         Blue Group are often shy with strangers, they hang back and let Maria do the talking, but not now.

         ‘I’m Fiona, pleased to meet you.’

         ‘Martin,’ says Martin, pointing to himself.

         ‘I’m Jane, how d’you do.’

         Maria waits for Brian’s voice machine to finish.

         ‘Brian. Charmed. I’m. Sure.’

         ‘And I’m Maria, nice to meet you.’

         ‘Okay,’ he says, ‘thanks for the directions.’

         Ray slides back across to the driver’s seat and starts the engine. ‘Take care. Bye now.’

         ‘Bye Ray!’ ‘See. Yah.’ ‘Bye bye!’ ‘Cheerio Ray!’ ‘Wouldn’t. Want. To. Be. Yah.’

         Fiona and Martin wave until the van is out of sight. All of them seem to be as invigorated by this encounter as the last one. All except Maria.

         With the adrenaline receding, she’s absolutely knackered, and disheartened and embarrassed. It’s a cruel irony that the only half-decent looking man in Hexton who has ever spoken to her, did so while she was sporting a vomit-encrusted jacket. With a sigh she rounds everyone up and heads back to the centre.

         Her first priority will be to find fresh clothes for Fiona and Brian and then herself. That’s assuming of course that, with the excitement of it all, no one else has peed themselves.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 4

         
   
         Bert, the centre manager, insists on the police being called, which, as far as Maria is concerned, is a big palaver for nothing. The two constables, although they are nice–overly nice in fact–struggle to hide their smirks as they interview Maria and her clients. Blue Group are scared by the policemen, intimidated by their uniforms and confused by their official yet über-nice manner. They may have mental disabilities but they know when they’re being patronised and rather than become indignant, as Maria regularly does on their behalf, they meekly hang their heads. Even Fiona is reluctant to tell the police what she knows. She volunteers nothing, only nodding and shaking her head in response to their questions.

         ‘I’m sorry, Miss,’ says one of them, ‘it’s not much to go on: man of average height and weight, skin and hair colour unknown.’

         ‘And you’re certain this was a man?’ says the other, apparently sincerely.

         ‘Yes, Officer,’ says Maria. ‘You may be surprised to discover we are cognisant of basic human anatomy.’

         ‘Of course you are, Miss, just checking.’

         ‘And his hair colour is known,’ Maria corrects him, ‘at least, his pubic hair is. I told you: a kind of tobacco colour. Maybe the hair on his head is the same colour.’

         ‘Tobacco,’ he confirms.

         ‘Yes, you know, golden.’

         ‘Right. Golden pubes.’

         The cop bangs his pencil down hard in his little notebook and closes it. They smile and thank Blue Group for their help, a little too profusely for Maria’s liking. They can’t doff their hats and get out of the centre quick enough and Maria knows that they’re probably sitting in their squad car right now sniggering over Goldenpubes and the five dafties.
         

         Bert also insists that Maria informs parents and carers. She knows this is going to mean trouble, and it does. Jane’s brother, Vince, phones the next morning demanding assurances that his sister will never again be forced to endure sexual intimidation. He makes no actual accusation but his tone of voice implies that Maria is somehow guilty, that she has low moral standards. It is as much as she can do to remain civil to Vince.

         Martin’s parents are much more relaxed; they are chuffed to bits with Martin’s own account of how he single-handedly rescued Fiona from the Bad Man. They are pleased and proud, but quite unsurprised by their son’s heroism. Weirdly there is no call from Fiona’s mum, usually the first person on the phone to complain. But Brian’s dad’s reaction more than makes up for it.

         Brian’s dad, Phil, is furious. This is quite normal; Phil has a constant background level of rage. He’s angry because his son is disabled, angry at Brian for being so in-your-face disabled. He’s angry at losing his job when the factory closed down, angry that he no longer has the means to buy Brian gadgetry that might alleviate his disability, angry that the price of the specially adapted bathroom quadrupled when the word ‘disabled’ was mentioned, angry at the centre bus which picks Brian up and is a daily reminder to all the neighbours of Phil’s complete failure to produce a normal healthy son, angry with strangers’ sympathy or embarrassment, angry at his own sub-standard sperm.

         So it’s quite refreshing for Phil to be angry at the flasher. Maria can see how revitalised he is with this novel channel for his fury. He arrives at the centre wanting to know where and when the flasher flashed. Maria would tell him were it not for the baseball bat he is wielding. His twin brother Billy waits outside similarly tooled up. They both intend to ‘sort this out’ today.

         Maria can’t tell him; what if they go there and find some golden-haired, golden-pubed innocent passerby? They’d stove his head in. And Maria would be responsible. Even if they got the right guy: death by baseball bat? It seems unduly harsh.
         

         Brian is also refusing to tell his father in what street the flashing occurred. They have argued, Phil tells Maria, Brian laughing and repeatedly punching ‘Goldenpubes, Goldenpubes, Goldenpubes’ into his voice simulator until his dad ‘wanted to smash the fucking thing to smithereens’. Brian, like any teenager, despises his father.

         The brothers Billy and Phil spend an ecstatically rage-filled day patrolling the streets of Hexton, but meet with no obvious sexual deviants. It must be too cold, or perhaps the sight of two heavily armed vigilantes is enough for the flasher to keep his willy in his pants.

         
            *

         

         Fiona knows where men keep their thing. They keep it in their pants. Mum says that’s fine by her so long as it stays there. The man is a bad man. He got his thing out and then ran away. But it’s not fair because Fiona wanted to see it. She saw Martin’s thing when they were at swimming lessons. The man’s was pink and small, like Martin’s. Fiona saw Martin’s thing when she climbed on the seat in her cubicle and looked over into his cubicle. She didn’t tell Maria that she saw Martin’s thing.

         Mum said Fiona was a bad girl. She said Fiona made Jenny cry about the baby’s strawberry. Mum says the strawberry is unlucky but it isn’t the end of the world. The strawberry is right beside the baby’s nose but it can’t eat it. No one can. Mum says she is sick of all the weeping and wailing about a tiny wee strawberry and she doesn’t want to hear another word about it. Mum says Sienna is a normal healthy child. She says Jenny should be grateful it’s only a birthmark and not a congenital mental defect. Jenny said Fiona can hold the baby but she’s not to squeeze it.

         Maria is taking Fiona to the pictures. Fiona loves Maria. The packets of crisps at the pictures are bigger than the packets at the centre. Fiona is worried that mum won’t let her go to the pictures. She is worried Maria will tell mum about the man’s strawberry. Mum will get mad. But Maria didn’t see the man’s strawberry. The man’s scarf fell down and Fiona saw it on his cheek but he pulled his scarf back up and Maria didn’t see it. The man is unlucky. Fiona is a good girl. She’s not going to tell about the man’s strawberry.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 5

         
   
         Maria is going to be late. She’s still to get the bus out to Hexton and she’s not even dressed yet. She has her appraisal meeting with Mike today. Due to the importance of this meeting it’s crucial that she arrive in plenty of time but, due to the importance of this meeting, she had to have an extra long meditation this morning. Two years ago Maria had sneaked a peek at her appraisal form after Mike’s summative comments. ‘Head full of wee beasties,’ he’d written. It’s a disgusting yet fascinating idea; cockroaches and beetles nibbling at her brain, blindly clambering over each other in the darkness under her skull, maggots sucking and sliding, bobsleighing the grooves in her cortex. But it isn’t true. As usual, Mike’s got it wrong. Maria’s head is full of much higher forms of life.
         

         Her usual routine is to enter meditation by lying on her bedroom carpet. The carpet has an unfashionably thick woolly pile, ideal for meditative purposes. Her flat is east facing which, in the morning, is a good thing. Between the bed and the chest of drawers there’s enough space, just, for her to lie down and catch the early morning light on her face.

         If she concentrates hard enough, Maria experiences bliss. Although she’s never actually tried any illegal drugs she has attended enough drug awareness workshops to understand that this sensation must be similar to that induced by ecstasy and other class As. Maria has no need of synthetic drugs; the pharmacy in her brain makes all the chemical cocktails she wants.

         From this happy place, beside a shimmering river designed in her imagination, Maria progresses to planning her day, conferring and taking advice from her spiritual advisors, programming her personal development and her long term goals. Spiritual advisors come and go, depending on how they inspire her. They’ve been with her, in her head and by her side every day, ever since she got spiritual.
         

         She got spiritual as a way of life after she’d done political, which was prior to promiscuous, and long after religious. Maria has tried them all. Nothing else ever lasted long but this spirituality thing has been a grower.

         True, she is unencumbered by a relationship at the moment but, she often asks herself, is having a boyfriend the be all and end all? Her friends, the girls she shared a flat with at uni, the Kelvin Street Kids as they called themselves, they’ve all got nice partners now. The boyfriends Maria’s had up until now have never quite worked out; they’ve always been flawed one way or another. She’s always ended up with the nerds, the geeks, the lame ducks her friends wouldn’t entertain. After the debacle with her last boyf, the exotically named Dirk, that Saturday morning she found herself in a bookshop browsing the Mind/Body/Spirit section.

         The books weren’t all hippy dippy nonsense, some of the advice made perfect sense and made her feel better, certainly better than Dirk had ever done. Better than her earlier interests: politics, promiscuity or religion had ever done. And there was so much to absorb. Reading in the bookshop café with a mochachino on Saturday afternoons allowed Maria to accept and relax into Saturday nights alone in front of the telly.
         

         The Mind/Body/Spirit books got her started on meditation and spiritual advisors. It’s a harmless enough little foible, she thinks, a creative and amusing diversion that helps get her through the day. Given Mike’s previous appraisal comments Maria knows it’s best to keep her interesting interior life to herself. If he knew what went on in the privacy of Maria’s own head he’d be freaked out and want rid of her, or at least send her home on the sick.

         She’s going to be late, again, giving Mike another golden opportunity to spike her promotion prospects. Another year will go by with Maria at the bottom of the ladder, another year of unfulfilled potential. She feels panic creep up her spine.

         Ironically, her leading spiritual advisor, Nelson Mandela, kept her late this morning with a long debate on the nature of patience.
         

         ‘The most important thing,’ he kept saying, ‘is not that you are promoted, young lady.’

         He only calls her young lady when he’s annoyed with her.

         ‘The most important thing is that you learn patience.’

         Of all her advisors, Maria is reluctantly forced to concede, Nelson is far and away the most qualified on the subject.

         ‘Because’, says Nelson sagely, ‘what is patience but love?’

         He’s used this line before. Maria’s pretty sure she read this in one of her MBS books as a quotation of Nelson’s but still, that doesn’t make it any less true.

         She takes three deep centring breaths and begins visualising a successful outcome to the meeting. When she thinks of Mike she has to stop her mind leaping to its usual impression of him: a prissy, snobbish, insensitive, knob-end. For the purposes of the visualisation she must rejig that notion and conceive of Mike as a smiling, caring boss who values his staff.

         She visualises him coming out of his office to greet her, taking one of her hands in both of his, leading her inside. Like a TV advert for a credit company, she pictures him nodding agreement as he ticks the boxes on her appraisal form. She envisions them sharing a joke, an affectionate chuckle at some of the antics of Blue Group. She imagines his bashful admiration of her tolerance. She sees him writing a fulsome report recommending her for promotion to Senior Key Worker, them both smiling as they shake positively and confidently over the deal.

         And, sure enough, when she arrives for the meeting, Mike does indeed come out to greet her.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 6

         
 
          ‘Maria, you’re nearly seven minutes late.’
 
         ‘Sorry, I …’
 
         ‘Look, never mind, you’re here now. We’ll have to get on.’
 
         On leaving school Maria hadn’t the grades for medicine, which  was just as well. Even if she had been qualified, she knew she  couldn’t deal with blood and guts and death, eyeballs and innards.  This squeamishness also ruled out nursing. She wanted, needed  even, to do something therapeutic, therapeutic but unbloody. After  university and years in career wastelands, she’s now a low status  Key Worker in an Adult Learning Centre. And loving it.
         
 
         Despite the long hours, the tedious staffroom politics, the  boring meetings, the frustrating disagreements with clients who  regularly throw tantrums and scream at her or pee themselves in  the supermarket, she wouldn’t want to be anywhere else. Sometimes  she sees herself as a kind of secular nun devoting her life to  this work.
 
         Mike will find no room to criticise Maria’s work when it comes  to client care. None are cared for more assiduously than Blue  Group. The one thing about which Mike could carp, and no doubt  will, is the Inclusion Initiative.
 
         Maria has lead responsibility for an initiative which is tasked  to integrate the centre into the wider community. Her remit is to  liaise with groups and ensure that centre clients play an active role  in the life of the neighbourhood. Unfortunately it isn’t something  that she has, so far, proven to be very good at.
 
         No one can say she hasn’t tried. She has postered everywhere,  approached every voluntary group in the Hexton area. She attends every meeting hoping that an opportunity might present itself for integration with the ATC. It never does. The initiative has so far produced no integration, no volunteers to the centre, not one.
         

         Others, embarrassed by their lack of success, might be reluctant to ask for promotion, but not Maria. She has the full backing of her spiritual advisors. She understands it’s not logical when you’re apparently failing in your job to look for career advancement but, in this case, she has rejected logic in favour of instinct. Nevertheless, she knows this meeting is not going to be easy.

         She has a good idea of what’s going to happen: Mike will start to bang on, as he always does, about the Inclusion Initiative and how, after three years, she still hasn’t got anything off the ground. But this time, instead of cowering and nodding her head, yes sir, no sir, three bags full, she’s going to be ready for him.

         ‘Right. Let’s start with the plus points,’ Mike says as he sits behind his desk, carefully holding his tie to stop it falling on to the file.

         ‘As usual, an impressive 100 % attendance.’

         Maria has never had a day’s absence since she started at the centre. Even when she has a cold or a bug she makes it in, Blue Group need her.

         ‘Again you’ve scored consistently high in all of this year’s staff training, 93% for the homemaker’s course.’

         Maria smiles, she loves staff training.

         ‘85% pass rate in your crafts class.’

         Maria’s smile tightens slightly on being reminded of this. It would have been one hundred per cent if it hadn’t been for Martin insisting on doing his own knitting. Of course in a childish fury he ripped out the few rows of plain and purl he had managed and refused to even try again. Maria had considered quickly knitting a simple scarf in his name, it would only have taken a few hours, but she knew Martin would make a fuss. It had been selfish and disappointing of him to let the rest of Blue Group down.

         ‘Ah, this is interesting. You’re usually so hands-on with the clients, Maria. I’ve a note here from Bert to say that although you take your group swimming, you don’t enter the pool with them.’

         Cheers Bert, thinks Maria.
         

         ‘Mike, everyone’s perfectly safe, there’s a lifeguard on duty at all times.’

         ‘Yes, of course, but you know the policy, Maria: clients should be assisted in the pool, it helps their confidence.’

         ‘I’m allergic. The chloride in the water, it nips my eyes.’

         ‘Well, keep your eyes out of the water then.’

         ‘But they thrash about and splash me, it’s like a jacuzzi in there.’

         ‘Client confidence and personal development takes priority over your nippy eyes. Ask Alison for petty cash and buy goggles.’

         Maria’s face glows red. It’s pointless arguing with him.

         ‘Now to more serious matters. I’ve had a complaint from Fiona’s mother. Fiona has been crying a lot at night again. She says she has nightmares that you are hitting her.’

         ‘I’ve never laid a hand on Fiona!’ shouts Maria.

         She shouldn’t shout, not at an appraisal meeting with her boss, obviously, but the idea that anyone would even imagine such a thing.

         ‘No,’ says Mike calmly.

         ‘Or anyone, ever. Never in my life!’

         ‘No, I know that, or, let me assure you, you wouldn’t be sitting here now, but we have to look at the underlying reasons why Fiona is frightened. Her mother feels that you pick on her.’

         ‘She picks on me; she’s always trying to slap me! You know that, you’ve seen her.’

         ‘I know that Fiona is one of our more challenging clients. Perhaps we need to look more closely at her specific needs.’

         ‘I do, Mike. I spend more time with Fiona than with anyone else.’

         ‘Of course I’m aware of the extra hours that you put in, but I wonder if you’re not a bit too involved with the clients? At the end of the day they need respite from us as much as we need from them. I can’t tell you how to spend your free time, but perhaps you should cultivate friendships outside the centre. Have a normal social life with normal people.’
         

         ‘Blue Group are normal people who happen to have learning difficulties. I’d prefer if you didn’t speak about them like that.’

         ‘Calm down, Maria. These kind of emotional scenes aren’t helpful.’
         

         Shit. This is just the kind of outburst she has specifically meditated not to have. It’s not fair. She’ll never get her promotion now. How can such an insensitive prick like Mike wield such influence in her life? This is not going well.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 7

         
   
         Mike takes his time rifling around in Maria’s file, perhaps to give her a moment to compose herself. She needs it. She breathes deeply.

         ‘Okay, let’s move on,’ says Mike in a faux-friendly management tone, as if nothing has happened. ‘Now, where are we with the Inclusion Initiative?’

         This is it. If the first half of the interview didn’t go well, it’s only going to get worse from here on in. Fuck it, Maria thinks. She’s got nothing left to lose.

         ‘Nowhere,’ she sighs.

         Mike lets his head fall forward dramatically.

         ‘I requested work placements for clients at the Breakfast Club at St Peter’s School but they say they’re too crowded as it is. There isn’t enough space for all the kids to sit down. Rather than turn kids away, they’re now operating a buffet.’

         ‘A buffet? How can kids eat hot porridge while standing? St Peter’s will end up getting their arses sued.’

         ‘The Elderly Forum applied for a sports grant.’

         ‘Typical, the most proactive group in Hexton is the Elderly.’

         ‘They got the full amount. Enough for a fitness instructor two days a week and all the equipment.’

         ‘Wow! That is good news. We could bus a few of our groups down there. In fact we could walk them down and that would be their warm-up. That’ll kick the client’s arses into gear. And,’ says Mike, pointing his pen at Maria excitedly, ‘this fits the health initiative remit like a glove.’

         But Maria is only building his hopes to bring them crashing down again.

         ‘Except that the Elderly Forum won’t let anyone, not just us, use their equipment. A unanimous decision.’
         

         ‘What? They can’t do that; it’s community equipment.’

         ‘They don’t want to share.’

         ‘Selfish old gits, they want their arses kicked.’

         ‘It stems from a complaint they raised last July about another user group, WAVAW, Women Against Violence Against Women.’

         ‘Oh God, the battered wives again? Irate husband running amok trying to chop up the missus, was it?’

         ‘No, not this time. The problem was caused by the Elderly Forum’s premises being closed for two weeks after the meeting. If it hadn’t been for that everything would have been fine.’

         ‘Eh? I’m not following.’

         ‘WAVAW held their meeting without incident, 

         locked up and handed back the keys. The problem was that they forgot to empty the bin. One woman had changed her baby’s nappy and it was left there in the bin. You remember how hot it was last July. Two weeks later when the Elderly Forum re-opened they discovered an infestation of maggots.’

         ‘Jesus Christ.’

         ‘And a really bad smell.’

         ‘I’m not surprised the Elderly won’t have them back. They’ve ruined it for everyone with their shitty nappies. Those battered wives need their arses kicked.’

         A silence falls.

         ‘That was a joke, Maria.’

         Another silence.

         ‘Yes!’ she blurts. Maria’s hand flies to her chest and presses hard. She pushes against her breastbone trying to contain her embarrassment. She never gets his jokes.

         ‘I’ll tell you who really need their arses kicked,’ says Mike.

         Who, Maria wonders, is to feel the force of Mike’s jackboot now? Cancer victims, holocaust survivors, disabled kiddies?

         ‘The scrotebags that torched the community centre, that’s who. I don’t know how I’m supposed to run a community without a community hall.’

         ‘Any word on when we’ll get the new one?’
         

         ‘Oh I wouldn’t hold your breath. Recession, economic downturn, credit crunch, blah-dee-blah. The planning meeting has been put off twice already and we’ve not even gone to consultation yet. I blame the Christians. That Pastor McKenzie keeps blocking it. He’s a slippery one. How the hell did he manage to get on the Community Council?’

         ‘He was the only candidate. His church group voted for him. Perfectly constitutional, they’re entitled to support whoever they like. The Victory Mission is part of the community.’

         ‘Oh wise up Maria! You don’t think any of these Christians actually come from Hexton, do you? They’re missionaries, for Christ’s sake. They’re parachuted in here every Saturday night with coffee and biscuits trying to bribe people to join their weirdo Jesus sect.’

         ‘Pizza. They’re offering pizza now.’

         ‘They’re giving out free pizza now, are they? Dirty bastards! It wouldn’t surprise me if it was the bloody Christians that burned the centre down. Divide and conquer, that’s their game.’

         ‘Although they didn’t bring any pizza when they came to the centre.’

         ‘They came here?’

         ‘Pastor McKenzie and a few of his followers came offering pastoral care.’

         Mike is outraged.

         ‘Trying to recruit the mentally disabled,’ he spits, ‘that’s low.’

         He looks set for a bout of apoplexy.

         ‘Unfortunately their visit clashed with ‘The Jeremy Kyle Show’ so they didn’t actually get any takers.’

         ‘Well, thank the Lord for that.’

         ‘I asked the Stoma club to come in and give us a demonstration of changing their bag,’ says Maria, counting off her fingers.

         ‘Euw!’

         ‘It said on their publicity that they did, but they politely declined. I asked the Mother and Toddler group if we could help out but they also declined, and none too politely. Liz Marshall said they couldn’t have loonies near the kids. That’s what we’re up against.

         ‘I started a Slimming Club at the centre, WUFACS, primarily for clients but open to anyone from Hexton.’
         

         ‘WUFACS?’

         ‘Women Using Food As a Coping Strategy.’

         ‘I see what you’ve done there. Good title. Non-judgmental, so’s not to make them feel bad about being fat. Any luck?’

         ‘Fiona came for a few weeks when I was trying to wean her off crisps, but no, nobody else.’ Mike giggles. ‘It might have been more successful if you’d called it Woman Using Food As a Stuffing Their Face Strategy.’

         Maria blanks this pathetic attempt at humour. She’s kept the best till last, a terrific example of the pains she has taken to fulfil the criteria for the Inclusion Initiative.

         ‘We joined the Stop The Motorway Campaign, went to the demo, banged our pots and pans. Obviously our involvement was limited once the police turned up and the protesters took to the trees. There was talk of rigging a block and tackle to hoist Brian’s chair up next time. Brian was pretty keen.’

         If there’s one thing that is sure to wind Mike up, it’s the idea of Brian, the youngest client at the centre, swinging from the trees like Tarzan, if Tarzan used a wheelchair.

         ‘What? There won’t be a next time.’

         ‘Sorry?’

         ‘Are you kidding? We have a duty of care to our clients not to get them arrested or have them fall out of trees. No more demos. That’s final.’

         Mike closes Maria’s appraisal file. The air that has been between the pages of the substantial dossier is forced out and smacks her face like a rebuke.

         ‘Anyway, good effort. I can see you’ve put a lot of work in.’

         ‘You don’t expect me to achieve anything, do you Mike?’

         ‘You’re a valued member of the team, Maria; don’t think for a minute that you’re not.’

         He reaches across and pats her. He delivers his standard one, two, three pats and then a soft up and down reassuring rub on a generally agreed, non-threatening part of the body, her elbow. She stares into Mike’s eyes. She wants to see beyond his eyes, into his soul, if he has one.
         

         ‘Believe me Mike, it’s impossible. The community councillors don’t care about our clients. They have referred to them as, and I’m quoting here, ‘subnormal mentalists’.’

         ‘I don’t think it’s wise to call the councillors ‘mentalists’, Maria.’

         ‘Not the…’

         ‘Joke,’ says Mike, holding up his hands.

         ‘I’m tired of begging snooty community groups to be kind, it just doesn’t work. I’m sick of kissing community arses. I’m up to here with the sausage roll circuit. I’ve had enough. It’s time to change tactics, time to get tough.’

         ‘Mmm,’ says Mike scratching his chin, ‘an aggressively negative approach to building community networks. That’s novel.’

         Maria barely registers his sarcasm. It’s time to deliver her master plan. The plan that came to her at the shimmering river of her meditation, the beautiful simple sweet plan that is going to solve the inclusion issue and get Maria promoted. Before she speaks she swallows the saliva that has pooled in her mouth. It tastes like bleach.

         ‘A show,’ she whispers. ‘I’m going to put on a show.’

         It’s Mike’s turn to stare into Maria’s eyes now.

         ‘Mike, it’s perfect. Everyone in Hexton fancies themselves as a singer. Instead of us chasing them, pleading to be involved in their little schemes, they’ll come to us. They’ll be queuing up to get involved. We can host it in our assembly hall. There’s room for two hundred people in there. A community show, with a theme, you know, like those tributes they have on telly on a Saturday night. I was thinking Rihanna, Lady Gaga or something.’

         Maria becomes aware of how heavily her hand is squashing her chest, constricting her breathing. She releases it and instantly feels giddy and reckless.

         ‘Rihanna I don’t mind, she’s tidy’, mumbles Mike. ‘Not Lady Gaga, she’s a gender reassignment, isn’t he?’

         Maria’s heart leaps. He’s thinking about it and he hasn’t said no. Yet.

         ‘A concert party; a musical extravaganza,’ she continues. ‘The school choir, the Elderly Forum Glee Club, these groups are always looking for somewhere to sing.’
         

         ‘God save us,’ says Mike with tired cynicism. ‘Hexton’s the place for singing Found Love in a Hopeless Place and, heh heh,’ he snickers, ‘you could always get the demented pensioners to cover What’s My Name.’
         

         He’s being deliberately objectionable, thinks Maria, but she stays focussed.

         ‘Most of the groups have some sort of musical ability. Stop The Motorway have jugglers and guitarists. Oh, and I’ve just remembered, Victory Mission has an organist.’

         ‘Whoa! I don’t know if we’d want those church weirdos in the centre.’

         ‘We can’t exclude them Mike, we can’t exclude any of the groups. And the beauty of us hosting it is that they can’t exclude us. We’re in charge. My drama workshops have been going well. The clients could perform something around a framework of other acts.’

         Having presented her evidence Maria forces herself to stop talking.

         Mike stares at the file, he screws his lips up, obviously deep in thought for self-serving schemes, and after an agonizingly long time he says,

         ‘Well, I suppose if nothing else it’ll look good on the annual report. Nobody will be able to say we haven’t explored every avenue.’

         ‘A theatrical production involving some or hopefully all of Hexton’s community groups would fill the inclusion initiative criteria, wouldn’t it?’

         ‘Mmm, yup, mad as it is, a community show ticks all the boxes.’

         The next question is not as assertive as Maria has rehearsed. ‘And that would then make me eligible for promotion?’

         ‘If you manage to get Hextors to set foot inside the centre you’ll get my job. It’ll be your ticket out of Hexton. Let me have a preliminary report in two weeks and diary a meeting in, say, a month from now?’ Maria nods graciously. She’s imagining a victory dance on top of Mike’s desk.

         As she shakes his hand and leaves, she allows herself a smile. In the words of one of her previous spiritual advisors, Freddy Mercury, the show must go on.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 8

         
   
         Next morning Maria is meditating. Her body is lying on the bedroom floor in her flat but she is simultaneously inhabiting another, more idyllic location: the sky is blue, the forest is piney fragrant, the shimmering river glints in the fresh morning sunshine as she stands and waits for her spirit guides. This is often a difficult time in the meditation.

         If they take too long to come Maria might decide that she’ll do spag bol tonight. Use up that leftover mince. Pop into Waitrose for tomatoes on the way home. But she pulls her mind back. Meditate.

         One of the fun things about meditating is that spirit guides can be different every day. She’s never entirely sure who’ll turn up. Sometimes they are generic, kindly, smiling, wise faces, usually older men and women, sometimes famous people, like Nelson, and sometimes just ordinary people who’ve made an impression on her: a considerate boy on the bus giving up his seat to a blind man, a cheery mother of a seriously disabled child. Arlene, Maria’s ex-next-door-neighbour, has become quite a regular.

         Arlene and her husband Norman lived next door to Maria’s family until, when Maria was only thirteen, Norman’s job forced them to move away. She has wonderful memories of Arlene and Norman: they were such a glamorous couple, the Charles and Diana of the neighbourhood. Arlene wore beautiful clothes, not like Maria’s own dowdy mum, and Norman was incredibly handsome. Arlene was kind and funny, and Maria always wishes she’d gotten to know her better, but she was only a kid. Arlene and Norman didn’t have kids of their own and didn’t socialise with anyone Maria knew.

         Arlene has become a prominent spirit guide because of one particularly strong memory Maria has of her: Arlene and Norman were in their living room sitting at their built-in nautically themed bar, which was always bright with tiny coloured lights. Maria couldn’t see clearly, but they were probably drinking Martinis. She wasn’t spying, she was just doing her paper round and as she was outside she couldn’t hear anything, but there must have been music playing because suddenly Norman swept Arlene into his arms and waltzed her around their beautiful white-carpeted living room. As they swung past the window Arlene’s full-skirted dress fanned out gracefully and Maria caught a close-up of the couple laughing. Arlene was happy.
         

         Arlene is turning out to be a good spirit guide, too. All her advice so far has been spot on and she’s very encouraging.

         ‘Good on you!’ says Arlene, out of the blue. ‘Great stuff!’ Nelson nods.

         ‘Well, it’s all thanks to you guys.’

         Maria throws her arms around Arlene, then she kisses Nelson’s hand.

         ‘If it wasn’t for you two, I’d never have had the nerve.’

         Nelson shakes his head in disagreement.

         ‘Don’t give us that crap. The concert was your idea. It was you who brazened it out to ask for the promotion.’

         ‘Nelson’s right, credit where credit’s due. You’re smarter than you think, Maria, the concert idea: pure genius. But talking of credit, you haven’t even noticed my new dress!’

         It’s true. Maria has been so caught up in her victory that she has failed to spot Arlene’s outfit. It’s an expensive looking peach and cream nineteen-fifties-style dress with a plunging neckline perfectly displaying her enviable décolletage. She wears a matching cream-coloured straw hat and shoes and delicate little lace gloves.

         ‘Oh, it’s gorgeous, Arlene!’

         ‘Cheers. You really think so?’

         ‘Definitely, peach is so your colour!’

         ‘Well I thought your bouquet should have some of those pale orange roses that you like and that would set off my dress.’

         ‘Do I really have to wear this tie?’
         

         For the first time Maria notices that Nelson is wearing a morning suit with a white shirt and a tie in the same peach shade.

         ‘I’m not liking it,’ he says in his regal Thembu growl. ‘It’s too girly.’

         ‘Oh for God’s sake Nelson, how many times?’ says Arlene. ‘You’re going to spoil the whole effect if you insist on wearing one of your African numbers.’

         Maria smiles. This is a well-worn routine. Outside of her meditation Maria’s mum died three years ago; they didn’t particularly get on. Inside the meditation Arlene represents the mother figure, Nelson the dad.

         Arlene and Nelson are trying to marry Maria off. She’s not entirely unenthusiastic. Ever since she brought Arlene in they’ve been preparing for her wedding. Arlene often comes up with new designs for her own and Maria’s dresses. There seems to be no limit to her imagination. Until recently there were no contenders for the role of groom but that has never put Arlene off.

         For Maria, Arlene is planning a traditional white dress with a wee tartan trim. This is slightly ticklish, they all know Maria is no virgin. There has been, of course, her promiscuous, or ‘blue’ period.

         But it was all a long time ago now, years ago, not long after graduation, after the Kelvin Street Kids split up. Anna and Colette went down south chasing careers and Bethan, who swore she’d never go back, ended up returning to Inverness where her boyfriend Craig had managed to get work. Maria kept on the lease but things were never the same. The new flatmates weren’t so keen on pyjama parties and girls’ nights.

         One of the new girls, Janice, started bringing guys back at the weekend, different guys. Maria would be in the kitchen making cocoa and a half-naked lad would stroll in, open the fridge and swig milk straight from the carton without asking. Maria was intrigued. Janice was quite plain looking; how did she manage to snare so many boys? One night Maria accompanied Janice to the pub, watched and learned, and before long Maria too was bringing lads back.

         Thus far she hadn’t been very good with boys but under Janice’s tutelage she became a practiced seductress. She didn’t even have to do much, clothes loaned from Janice’s wardrobe helped a lot. Short skirts, low tops, high heeled shoes which, Janice assured her, were not only slimming but positioned the foot exactly as in the moment of orgasm, these all spoke eloquently on her behalf of a desire for sex. They declined to mention a need for love.
         

         One night she and Janice brought one guy back between them and took turns snogging him until he got scared and left. That felt good, powerful. Another night Maria found herself slapping the naked backside of a boy whose name she couldn’t remember and requesting that he give her it hot and hard. That felt fake and embarrassing.
         

         In time she began to question the efficacy of this strategy. Maria had a new boyfriend virtually every week; enough ex-boyfriends to fill a playing field. If she’d put her exes end to end they would have reached to the moon and back. If she’d put the ones who ever mentioned the word ‘love’ end to end they wouldn’t have made it to the bedroom door. Casual sex was exciting but ultimately fruitless and so she went back to waiting and hoping that someone who might potentially be husband material would find her.
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