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This is me. Ten, I am there. Can you believe it? Quite the
little madam, don’t you think? It was taken on holiday, at
Skegness. Stan always took us to Skeggy. We stayed with Mrs
Cabbage. Not her real name, of course — it was Gammidge,
or something like that, a relation of Stan’s I think — but her
guest house always smelled of boiled cabbage. And here I am
with Margo, so serious Margo, at home, in the garden. That’s
the farmhouse, in the background. And this is me with Margo
and Mum. Stan must have held the camera. Easy to spot the
odd one out, yeh?

Su Gardeen is looking through a photograph album with a
rush of memory that temporarily transports her back to a
childhood spent in a farmless farmhouse in Derbyshire, on
the edge of a craggy little village where everyone was sure
they knew each othet’s business. When the mobile butcher
bought the van of the rural milkman, after weeks of public
vacillation, the new owner left the dairy lettering on the
vehicle’s side so as not to confuse his customers. Everyone
knew that the young Suzie Gardeen — Suzie Earle since the
age of seven, when her mother remarried, though few
acknowledged the change — was as different from her sister
Margo, older by three years, as chalk is from cheese.
Everyone recognised the frolicsome spirit of childhood in
her. Little Miss Chief, the village shopkeeper would call her,
his gaze lingering on her as his fingers picked at the
sometimes insufficient, though invariably accepted, loose
change held forward on open palm as tender for a packet of
crisps or a can of fizzy drink. Everyone recognised, except

1=



the child herself; for childhood is not a conscious experience,
it is something recalled as an adult.

There is no one with Su. She turns the album’s pages and
talks in her mind. It is a long time since the shiny cheap
snapshots, which spring from their tiny retaining triangles as
the stiff dark leaves are turned, last reflected light. A long
time, till very recently. Now they hold a fascination, as if...

“Oi, you up there. We're ready, nearly.”

Fee is calling from the bottom of the stairs, from the
landing of the first floor, where the bedrooms are. Su is on
the second floor, in the expertly converted attic that is her
private den.

“I'm ready all the time,” Su calls back in a cheerful tone,
closing the album and sliding it into a drawer at the front of a
large cluttered desk. “Why the big rush? It’s Wednesday.”

There is a response from below, but Su does not catch it.
Her own self-referential comment is close to true: nowadays
she feels ready for almost everything; ready and in charge. On
her descent from the den to the landing, she comes face to
face with Fee. Fee adjusts the free-hanging dress she is
wearing as if in front of a full-length mirror. Su sighs, a good-
natured exhalation from the throat, and murmurs a ‘you’ll do’
before motioning they should go down to the ground floor.

Together, three depart the house: Su, Fee, Ellis. Were the
farmhouse depicted in the picture in the album in the den
desk drawer to be compared with the building that is behind
them as they climb into the car, a certain immediate similarity
would be observed. Both are spacious double-fronted well-
detached houses, traditional and solid. Both have end-wall
growths of ivy, shutters hinged from window frames, and
tubs for plants aside the door. There are differences,
however: this house stands not by a mud-splashed road that
runs to nowhere in particular but at the heart of a commuter
belt parish, overlooking a trim village green; it is not the
peeling home of a family struggling by on the income from a
smallholding but is — to borrow the prose of estate agents — a
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period property maintained to the highest specifications, a
desirable residence guaranteed to find appeal with the
discerning professional.

They drive to a restaurant in the country. It is no special
occasion — eating out during the week is habitual for the trio.
A diner sitting at an adjacent table, and possessed with a
curiosity of the world immediately around, could not of
course be expected to know this. That looker-on of life might
covertly scan the scene and see a happy family unit, doting
parents indulging a daughter. The daughter’s birthday,
perhaps. Eighteenth, nineteen? Or an exam passed? Pretty girl
in a passing Nordic way, with long blonde plaits, wearing an
unbelted pale blue dress of light loose material cut a couple of
inches short of the knee. On closer study, maybe a little older,
into the twenties. And the parents? He: quiet and easy and a
brow freed from stress. A man who appears to have found
the main of what he was looking for, and considers the
remainder too great an effort. Dressed casual-anonymous;
entirely off the peg. Thinning hair halfway silver — fifty, at a
guess. She: dark, younger than him by a good decade;
overweight but smart with it, in a navy trouser suit
sympathetically cut. Earrings each of which is a spiky sphere
at the end of a chain, like a medieval hand weapon made
expensively miniature. Blue-tinged spectacles that somehow
seem larger than they actually are, or need to be. Wide-
strapped watch vying with charm-laden chain for wrist space
below a multicoiled band which impresses upon the plump
flesh of forearm. And finger rings, as if the wearer were
plurally married.

The three drink and laugh and eat. Then, with the main
course consumed, it is time for some business to be
discussed. They look the type of family who cannot go long
before some business must be discussed. Snatches of
conversation drift across from the group. The daughter uses
the word ‘surely’ a lot and speaks with a trace of finishing
school. Their business concerns a payment of money.
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“They fannied about like this before,” the woman says,
evidently annoyed that it should happen again.

“Surely it’s to their advantage to run the programme as a
continuous process. A break now doesn’t bear thinking
about. Recovery would take for ages. Surely they can see that.”
The daughter applies an ingredient of passion to almost all
her sentences.

The man smiles and looks wise. “I would say the money is
perfectly assured and always has been. They wait till the last
minute because they have a desperate need to feel
appreciated. After they’ve put you through anxiety nudging
panic, you’re ready to fling your arms around their necks
when they finally hand over. That’s the bit they like — the
induced adoration.”

“I'm not nudging panic. But I know what you mean. I do
hate it when they play masters of the universe. Rrr, I could...”
The woman stage-shakes clenched fists just above the table.
Who ‘they’ are or what the money relates to is not for the
curious listener at the adjacent table to learn. A little later, the
same diner might notice that it is the woman who pays for the
meal, by plastic card, while the man discreetly rewards the
waitress with a cash tip. Should the interest continue, the
fellow diner might turn to the window that looks out on to
the car park, where she or he would observe the woman
direct a remote activator at a model of saloon which has
proved popular among upper management; and perhaps
speculate on the choice (it being most unlikely a random
issue) of letters for the vehicle’s licence plate to spell the word
200.

Once more at home, in the double-fronted house
overlooking the village green, Su returns to her den. Although
she retrieves the photograph album from the drawer, it
remains unopened on the desktop. Minutes pass before she
returns it to the drawer. She takes a deep breath, and goes
downstairs. The three enjoy a nightcap together, chatting,
yawning, closing down the day.
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“Tell me, are you able to say with any precision just how
many individuals in this city over the age of fifty have actually
committed to voluntary work during the past six monthsr”

The truthful answer would be ‘yes’. And ‘yes’ might
reasonably be the reply expected of an organisational agency
barely through its first year of existence and wishing to
demonstrate an operational efficiency matched only by an
effervescent fulfilment of any initiative handed to it from on
high. “Yes’, it could be argued, was the reply the head of such
an organisation was paid — and, by some standards,
generously so — to deliver. But the truthful answer could not
be given. It would not be to advantage. Even a monosyllabic
affirmative would require a number to follow — an arithmetic
value that, despite a liberal interpretation of the initiative’s
parameters and the last minute addition of a ‘maybe’ count,
would be low. Embarrassingly, unacceptably low. Su looked
the man from the government department in the eye, a gaze
steady through big blue lenses. It usually worked.

“A precise figure isn’t possible because it changes all the
time. The figure is growing, month on month, in line with
expectations.”

“I’ve no doubt the figure /s growing, and that’s reassuring.
But we still don’t have a figure — one that we can take away
with us — do we?” The man from the government department
was not the sort you would wish to share a desert island with,
unless you were taking up distance swimming. A granite
sixties, and probably had been since his forties. Impassive,
slow voiced, a too deep thinker behind delicate half spectacles
which he used for referring to documents on the desk before
him but otherwise peered over accusingly. At least the
Granite One spoke. The two others at his side of the table: a
man with a tic, a regular contraction of one eyelid which
possibly brought him trouble in men’s toilets; and a prim
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frigid-looking female with crooked teeth — neither of them
were apparently wired for sound. Their role was to study the
face of the person undergoing inquisition, and write notes.
Disconcertingly, the writing did not synchronise with words
said. What could the notes possibly be recording? Su decided
she must remember the technique. Across the table, in the
functionally appointed ground floor room used for meetings,
three pairs of eyes were on her, three pairs of ears awaiting a
reply.

“Our projections put the objective in range within the limits
of the programme.”

There was a short silence, then Su and the man from the
government department started to speak at the same time.
She stopped immediately. A ghost of a smile flicked across
his lips as he raised a horizontal palm inviting her to go on.

“I was going to say — am saying — that the success of the
initiative depends crucially on prompt arrival of funding
instalments. Delays can cause potentially damaging
backslippage.”

“Did not the first tranche arrive on time?”

“Yes. Yes, it did. I'm merely suggesting that a delay now
might cause a break in continuity, which would be a bad
thing.”

The Prim One whispered something to the Granite One,
glancing as she did so at Su — the kind of calculated side
glance which one member of the village sewing circle might
cast to another if the second were suspected of marital
infidelity. The Granite One again.

“I see from the returns that you launched the initiative with
— ahm — promotional vigour.”

Accompanying a practised drop of the head, the eyes
shifted from below the rim of the half spectacles to above. It
was unnerving, and the Granite One knew it. Was this the
trick question? There was always a trick question, a check of
common understanding. Normally it was slotted in at the
beginning. It broke the ice. This lot could be playing by a
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different set of rules — they were from London. Perhaps the
trick question came later in London. In any case, it had not
been a proper question, not one a question mark could be
attached to if written down, though the Granite One clearly
expected a response.

“The key to recruitment is awareness, more especially in the
voluntary sector. The volunteer who wishes to offer their
time is not so focused on seeking out an opportunity as
someone who is looking for paid work. The volunteer has to
be attracted, has to be made aware that she is needed, and
where. The only way to harness the valuable time of the
volunteer is through effective promotion of the initiative.”

The Granite One slowly stroked his chin.

“Indeed.” Silence again before: “Don’t you think your
campaign of publicity has tended rather to centre on — how
shall I say this — on the prime deliverer, and not the valuable
time of the volunteer?”

“Sorry?”

The man from the government department made a show of
scrutinising the sheet before him, a sheet not held in his hand
but lying flat on the table, before continuing.

“A proportion — a not insignificant proportion, I may add —
of your budget is spent on publicity. Publicity in which you
are the star.” This was a joke. The Granite one turned to the
Prim One, then to the One with the Tic. Both smiled. Su,
alone in the exposed expanse of the wrong side of the table,
also smiled. The Granite One continued.

“You used, just now, the phrase ‘effective promotion’. We
can plainly see the ‘promotion’. We wish to have a readout
for ‘effective’. This returns us to the original question. By
how many has the number increased of over-fifties entering
the voluntary field since the initiative’s launch?”

“We calculate by percentage. We find it more meaningful in
a local context than actual numbers.”

“Quite. So I should perhaps recast my question. By what
percentage is the over-fifty component increased?”
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“As 1 mentioned earlier, the figure changes — rises —
constantly. It is difficult to pick out any one calculation and
say this reflects the true overall situation.”

“But you do calculate?” This was another joke from the
Granite One. Another round of smiles.

“Oh, yes. The agency holds its own for statistics.”

Too late, Su realised this was not a clever thing to say. She
had cornered herself. But, amazingly, the kill did not come.
Instead, the Granite One changed tack.

“Some monitors of the initiative, and I'm being
countrywide here, have suggested that the potential volunteer
in the target age group responds better to direct contact, or
through an established social network, than to what may be
regarded as the call centre approach, or access via a website.
Have you any thoughts on methods of recruitment that you
could share with us?”

At last, the trick question. These Londoners really did leave
it late.

“I do admit our campaign may have placed a little too much
emphasis on centralised application processing in the early
stages. It’s a learning curve, though, and we plan to use a
different strategy for phase two. We will be reaching out to
the individual.”

The Granite One leant back in his chair, removed his half
spectacles, and rubbed his eyes. His words carried the
prospect of weariness.

“Would it be fair, therefore, to say you are learning from
mistakes made?”

No, it would not be fair. There had been no mistakes. The
agency was still in its infancy. It had no real experience of
dealing with the voluntary sector, not on this scale, and was
doing the best it could. But these were thoughts which could
not be put into words — the agency needed the funding.

“We are always seeking ways in which we can improve our
operation. The agency’s commitment to development of the
community supersedes any other consideration.”
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Back off! she screamed to herself. This was pure starchy
press statement. What the situation needed was the Gardeen
touch. A switch from reactive rhetoric to homely humble;
eyes towards the floor; self-reproaching sigh; voice dropped
to just above a whisper. “And that includes my own inflated
sense of importance, I suppose.”

The pained silence of deliberation — seconds? minutes? —
before Granite emitted a noise that could have been a
chuckle. It was a signal to the others. Tic and Prim smiled
freely, put down their pens, and leant back in imitation of
their leader. The ordeal was over. Just the induced adoration
remained. The Granite One handed over to the One with the
Tic, who spoke with a reedy voice. Maybe the involuntary
wink was not such a drawback in the men’s toilet. Reading
from a card in the manner of a presenter at an award
ceremony, he announced the next tranche would be released
according to the original timetable. Su flung her arms,
metaphorically speaking, as Ellis said she would, round the
neck of the Granite One. Someone consulted a watch and
mentioned the train for London. There was small talk over
the dregs of earlier refreshments while they waited for the
taxicab to arrive. Su thanked them for coming, led them from
the meetings room to the building’s entrance, thanked them
again, waved goodbye as if seeing off favourite relatives, and
punched the air of the staircase leading to the first floor and
her office.

Geri, Su’s personal assistant, was waiting with a smile of
congratulation and a spring-clip of coloured messages.

“Thanks, Get.”

“Fee wants you, urgently. As ever. She’s been on twice in
the last hour. Lucy Grainger’s dying to know how you got on.
Ring her first, she said. Don’t forget StreetArt are coming at
half four. That guy from Office Supplies — you know, the
dishy one, if you’re into fellahs — he’s been in so many times
we’re charging him rent for the waiting area. And there’s the
meeting tonight at —”
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“I know, I know. I haven’t forgotten. What are the chances
of a massive meteor striking the Earth between now and
then?”

* ok k% ok

Su is a busy woman. She is Head of Combined Community
Development working for an agency called Community
Advance. The organisation is a recent amalgamation of lesser
community development agencies which existed within and
around the same impoverished city. The largest of the former
bodies, officially styled Advancing This Community but
otherwise invariably referred to as ATC, had itself for a short
time been headed by a busy woman. That woman joined ATC
as a trainee development worker and in a little over four busy
years had risen to take the top post. That remarkable busy
woman also was Su Gardeen.

When Su pulls up outside the house which faces the village
green, it is nine o’clock in the evening. She is tired but
determined not to show it. A meal awaits her, prepared by
Ellis to instructions delivered by mobile phone earlier in the
day as an afterthought to communication of the result of the
meeting with the people from London. A glass of wine is
handed to her as she replays messages on the telephone
answering machine. Ellis slips out to put the car away in the
double garage, reversing it skilfully alongside Fee’s untidily
parked runabout. He checks and locks up outside and returns
to join Su at the table in the dining area. Fee comes down
from her room and picks up a bowl of salted peanuts from
the kitchen on her way to join the others. Peanuts spill across
the table’s surface as she greets Su.

“Hi, you.”

“Hi, yourself. Did you get the photocopier fixed?”

“Sort of. The man said we’re using the wrong paper. It’s
too hydro-something.”
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Ellis corrects and explains. “Hygroscopic. Absorbs
moisture, from the atmosphere.”

Between mouthfuls, Su retorts that the man would say that
since he wants to supply a more expensive paper.

Fee again. “Surely he’s just the engineer. He doesn’t supply
the paper.”

“No, but his brother does. Was it Wayne? Chubby chap,
with funny hair — dark with a blond fringe, yeh?”

“Yes, Wayne.”

“There you are. Wayne always comes that one.”

Peanuts are chewed and swallowed. “But that place is damp
after a weekend, and the loo ceiling lets in water every time it
rains — it’s like taking a leak in the shower, sometimes. You
said you were going to have the roof seen to.”

They are talking about the premises that were known as
ATC North when ATC existed as a separate organisation. It
is an outreach office situated on a deprived council estate on
the northern edge of the city that Community Advance
regards as its own. The dilapidated single-storeyed building,
described by the agency as a local resource centre, is still
known as ATC North. It is where Su cut her community
development teeth. Su is making Fee cut her teeth there, too.

“It’s in hand.”

“You said that last time.”

Ellis, gently firm, breaks in. “Enough of that.”

Fee gives him a look but shuts up. He refills Su’s glass and
pours a drink for himself.

“How was tonight’s meeting? Crunch time for them, isn’t
it?”

“Oh, you know... They talk in circles, they do.” Su takes a
mouthful before continuing. “Ng — it’s not their fault, really.
The problem is the low bank rate. There’s no incentive for
people to save” A brief conversation follows on the
difficulties faced by the city’s credit union. Ellis asks why the
cash-strapped operation needed to advertise for a second
administrator when, in his opinion, one keen type with
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experience should be enough. Su replies that, when there are
two, one is able to keep an eye on the other.

“Tell us more about how you got on with the people from
London.” This is said with steadily rising volume as Ellis
takes Su’s empty plate through to the kitchen and removes
something from the oven. He returns with a sponge pudding
running with hot custard. It is one of Su’s supposedly
relinquished favourites, and a surprise. Fee, elbows on table,
backs of hands under chin, is frowning. She gets up and
lollops from the room, a twenty-two-year-old teenager.

“Like I said on the phone, they played it out to the end.
Bum-aching, actually. Though I think the head guy took a
shine to me — once he’d seen me grovel. The prickle.”

“Why does it take three of them, I wonder?”

““Why does it take ome of them?’ you mean. All this can be
done automatically.” She digs generously into the sponge, and
steadies the overfilled spoon above the dish before bringing
her mouth to it. Ellis replies, quietly, a voiced thought.

“Taxpayers’ money. They have to be seen to monitor the
process. Must demonstrate value for money, and all that. So
they employ three expensive suits to travel the country.”

Two more loaded spoonfuls follow. Su smiles. “The head
guy thought I was spending too much on promotion. Said I
was making myself a star. Me-¢-e?”

“Never!” They both laugh.

Another refill of glasses. A nod from Su towards the
doorway that leads to the lounge. “What’s got madam’s
goat?”

“I think she’s had a rough day. Rough days only happen to
Fee.”

“I’ll sort her out later. Did you book the carpet fitter?”

“Yes, I did.”

“What about the back hedger”

“The leylandii Gardeenis are down to regulation height.
Niggling Nigel no longer has anything to moan about — not
to us, at least. And I arranged delivery of the clock — they’re
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bringing it tomorrow. I'll get them to lug it up to the half-
landing. I also sent a letter to Hetheringtons. Crisp, to the
point, no room for misconstruction this time. And I sorted
out the dry cleaning bill.”

“And you’re worth every penny.”

The three are watching the news on the flat-screen television
in the lounge. Ellis is in his adjustable armchair, nursing a
tumbler of single malt whisky, offering the occasional remark
on world events. Su sits at one end of a long sofa. Fee is
cutled up besides Su, her head on Su’s lap and thumb in
mouth while Su runs soothing fingers through Fee’s loosened
hair. The girl’s unbelted dress has worked high up her legs,
showing bare white thighs, but she makes no move to adjust
1t.

“Im going to Derbyshire this weekend.” Su makes the
announcement. Within the words there is a trace of defiant
determination, as in ‘I shall go and no one will stop me!” Ellis
picks this up. It is unusual. Su journeys to Derbyshire every
other month, on her own, to see her family. No big deal. A
visit is due; there is no reason why she should not go; so why
the tone of resolve? Maybe Su is more tired than she realises.
It has been a long day for her.

“We’ll try and manage without you,” says Ellis, humorously.
‘We’ in effect being ‘I’. Fee is reliably absent as Su is absent,
staying over at Amy’s place, where she used to live. Amy is
married now and has a toddler. It doesn’t matter where Fee
goes — it is not his business; it obviously has Su’s approval.

“I just thought I’d tell you.”

But you always tell us. Why the ingredient of special
purpose this time? Ellis thinks the question but does not put
it into words. In vain, he searches his memory for something
she might have said earlier. To cover himself, he asks, “Do
you want me to get you anything special?”

“Such as?” Then, almost immediately, aware that too much
attention is being drawn to the matter, “No. I'll be all right.”
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They watch the long-term forecast, Fee opining that the
weathergirl is pregnant.

“I may go Friday tea-time, come back early Monday.”
Attention is back to the matter. Fee gives a little gitI’s ‘oua’ of
disappointment and is ignored.

“A long weekend it is, then. You might run into fog, early
Monday.” He nods towards the television.

“I’ll chance it.” Whatever is behind her plan, Su is not going
to share, and Ellis is not going to probe. He gets up and
pours himself another whisky. With some roughness, Su
shakes Fee.

“C’mon. I want some R and R.”

The casual observer, as might occupy an adjacent table in a
country restaurant on a Wednesday evening, may see in Ellis,
Su and Fee a family unit comprising a man, his younger wife
or partner, and their late-developing daughter. Such a
conclusion would be wrong. For the wife is not a wife, nor a
partner to the man in an accepted sense, but is head and
complete owner of the household. Therefore, the man is not
a husband, nor the woman’s partner, though he was once her
lover. The man takes care of the household in exchange for
comfortable quarters. He also provides intellectual support
for the busy woman who is Head of Combined Community
Development. Their previous relationship is a story told
elsewhere. Suffice for the present to regard the man, as
indeed the woman regards him, in terms of someone rescued.
Nor is the daughter the progeny of anyone living in the house
that overlooks the village green. Her rescue is perhaps a story
for another time.

When Su leads Fee up the stairs, they pass Fee’s room and
enter Su’s bedroom, nicknamed the Chamber. The Chamber
is a spacious opening out of two previously separate rooms.
Its burgundy walls support a series of vertical mirrors, like
step-through hatches into an adjoining reverse-image boudoir
world. The window wall carries full-length plush red curtains
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hung from within deep upholstered pelmets. Centrally
positioned in the room, and dominating it, is a substantial
four-poster bed built of dark wood. The bed’s canopy of
tasselled black-and-gold drapes give it a medieval air; grand
and vaguely sinister. Across the bed is a throw of fluffy white
wool, a soft virginal surface. Two high-backed bedroom
chairs, and a cluttered crystal-topped dressing table in
decadent cream, occupy one end of the room. Nearer the
bed, a video camera waits on a tripod. There lingers in the
heated air of the Chamber an indistinct odour, despite
scented attempts to remove it, of newness: a blend of
emulsion, wood stain, adhesive and textile.

Without bidding, Fee casually casts off her dress, letting it
fall to the deep twists of mixed greys and pinks where she
stands. She waits as Su unfastens her bra from behind and
slides the straps forward down compliant arms.

“We won’t be needing egg warmers, I think.” Su tosses the
garment towards one of the chairs but is well short.

“It’s not my fault my boobs are small.”

“It’s all right, dear. Keep up the exercises.”

Fee allows herself to be led to the bed, and sits on its edge
while Su places a leather choker round the gitl’s neck. Gently,
Su pushes Fee on to her back, turning her so she aligns with
the rug’s length. Fee stretches out her arms; eyes closed, she
ovals her mouth and slowly moistens lips while Su carefully
arranges blonde hair over billowy pillows.

“There’s no hurry. Just relax.”

For a while, the still-dressed Su runs her hands very lightly
over the almost naked body, producing gooseflesh. Fee gives
a soft moan of pleasure.

Su whispers, “Don’t go away. I'll be right back,” and lightly
pats the knickered crotch.

Near the dressing table are doors, mirrored panels, to a
walk-in wardrobe. Su slides a door, enters, reaches up and
takes down from a shelf a towel bag from which she removes
a plastic-rubber imitation of the male sexual organ, fitted with
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straps. Undressing, she places her clothes on one of the
chairs, though she does not remove earrings or arm
accessories. Taking the artificial device, she secures it to her
groin, tugging at the straps till they dig into the flesh of her
hips. She applies petroleum jelly to the permanently erect
penis in liberally loaded strokes, and uses baby wipes to clean
her fingers. There’s no hurry, she breathes to a reflection, as
she hurries.

At the bed, she pulls Fee’s panties down and from her legs.

“I know what you’re waiting for. Here’s a taster.” Su’s
tongue finds and washes Fee’s clitoris. Fee’s body is growing
urgent. Su crawls up the rug and thrusts her tongue into Fee’s
mouth while her fingers massage the top of Fee’s vagina.

“Steady, now,” Su whispers seductively. “I’'ve got
something for you that I think you’re gonna like. Something
just about your size.”

“Please —”

“Steady makes ready. And I think — you’re — just about —
ready.”

Downstairs, Ellis checks doors and switches off lights. He
hears moans and gasps as he climbs the stairs and goes to his
room. The girls don’t care about the noise they make.
Lesbians never do. Undressed and in bed, he picks up a book:
Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees. The Chamber eventually falls
quiet. Fee does not leave for her own room. After a session
of rough and ready, she rarely does. All is well in the double-
fronted house overlooking the village green. Ellis reads for a
while, then drifts into untroubled sleep.
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Su was prepared to concede that the decision to travel to
Derbyshire on the Friday evening instead of the customary
Saturday morning may have been a mistake. Before her, six
beaded bands of red snaked up an unseen hill, the brow
marked only by no more red. Traffic was at a complete
standstill in all three lanes. Why does traffic jam up like this,
in the middle of nowhere, on an ordinary Friday night? She
was hungry. A couple of cold and probably old sausage rolls
bought from the kiosk near the office were never going to be
enough to sustain a growing woman to the next meal. And a
stiff drink wouldn’t go down badly right now, either. As she
changed the music, one of the lanes began to move. Then
another. Only the lorries were left behind to fret and fume.
But she was still hungty.

The mobile in the shoulder bag on the passenger seat
played its musical trill. Not Fee again. Surely. The day had
carried a wearisome log of calls from her, presumably as a
protest against the long weekend. Fee getting her knickers in
a twist over some wally from the estate sounding off after
being refused community Internet access because he hadn’t
booked. Fee in a fluster because a fire officer makes a routine
check and comments on some metal chairs stacked against
the emergency exit. Fee making a fanny out of handling
another team member’s request for a couple of days’
unscheduled leave to take the kids to see the lights at
Blackpool, so much so that both Fee and the other member,
older and significantly longer in the job than the boss’s pet,
take it in turns to ring HQ) and whinge. All this while, at Su’s
side, Roger and Geri pretend patience, exchange glances,
carry on with the draft annual report that the three of them
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are in the process of preparing. Fee who can’t go for a pee
without the roof raining in on her. Fee who is forgiven
everything because she’s a brilliant lay.

She reached an arm across and blind-rummaged for the
source of the tinny classical tune she kept meaning to
remember the name of. The caller wasn’t Fee. It was Lucy
Grainger, CA’s part-time voluntary services liaison officer,
supposedly wanting a word about the volunteers’ recruitment
programme, but really itching to catch up with gossip. Luce
was one of those people who could smile and laugh all the
time, seemingly deflecting problems like they were summer
flies. To be able to live with Simon, that boorish alcoholic
self-adoring prat of a husband of hers, an always-on positive
approach to life must be an absolute must — even if Simon
did earn megabucks from supplying computer systems to big
companies. Lucy, expecting Su to be at home, had tried the
landline but Ellis had merely said Su was out. Ellis would say
that. He protected the weekends in Derbyshire as much as Su
herself did. Derbyshire was a side to her life that she was not
prepared to share with the rest of the world. And, for the rest
of the world, you merely had to say Lucy Grainger. Su said
she was on the motorway, escaping for the weekend, like
Lucy knew she sometimes did but would still pick away at,
given half a chance. That was not going to happen: Su would
ring when she got back and they could have a good gitl-to-
girl.

“Better still, why not meet over a drink — Tuesday night’s
free for me — and charge it to expenses as out-of-hours
consultation, yeh?”

“Do you really think the boss would approver”

“I am the boss.”

It was a verbal routine Su had yet to tire of.

The motorway was on the move, but not at motorway speeds.
There had been an accident. Blue police lights flashed from
the hard shoulder, and a breakdown truck was hoisting a
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hatchback up its ramp. She craned her neck as she passed,
aware that she might share her own accident should the car in
front brake, but could see no gore. A sign informed her — it
seemed to be there just for her, big and brightly lit — that the
next services were five miles. Services meant food. But
services also meant another half hour added to the journey.
Decision time. Drive on — there will be food at journey’s end.

The one advantage of motorway driving, perhaps the only
advantage, is that it allows time to think. This may be
disciplined thinking, in which the traveller resolves that a
stage of conclusion be reached by the end of the trip. “When 1
arrive at place X, I will have worked out what to do about
problem Y.” That sort of thinking; the sort Su knew she was
no good at but persisted with anyway. The mind which travels
the motorway is not allowed to close down but must be kept
active, especially when the body is tired and hungty.

Su thought about Ellis’s writing. Would this book of his
ever be completed? Was it really a book? Ellis used to speak
of it as a thesis, but a thesis is for someone who hangs on at
university. Ellis had finished with university after taking his
degree as a mature. He referred to his work as a polemic, a
word Su used to associate with something to do with plastic.
Her proper knowledge of the word, that it means a forceful
one-sided written or verbal attack, was a product of her
recent education, for which in large part she had Ellis to
thank. The book, thesis, whatever, had a title: ‘Tending
Poverty, the maintenance and management of social
deprivation’. Or maybe it was management and maintenance.
Ellis supposedly started on the writing during his off the
radar period, when he cut all communication with the outside
wortld, locking himself away in that crummy high-rise flat of
his, playing the council estate doley and slowly losing his
marbles. Su had little doubt that Ellis had suffered some kind
of breakdown during that time. It had aged him — years in as
many months. It had changed him. For example, he seemed
to have emerged from it completely impotent — no interest in
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physical sex. There had been no attempt whatsoever on his
part to resume the relationship they once had. Nor had he
made any advance to Fee, who he occasionally caught sight of
in careless states of undress, not that Fee of course would
have responded. Fee hardly ever spoke to Ellis, and Ellis not
often to Fee: it was as if they existed in parallel universes,
sharing the same life under one roof but for the most part
each ignoring the other’s existence, while she — Su — played
the honest broker. The post-breakdown Ellis was docile,
attentive, protective — in short, the perfect male companion
for a successful woman who had released the might of the
inner self.

One change that had not taken place within Ellis was his
view that some poverty was planned, that social deprivation
was a form of poverty cultivated so that the middle classes
were guaranteed employment by professing to fight it. Ellis
continued to insist that community development was the
most insincere manifestation of the poverty industry. He no
longer got heated up about the subject like he used to, didn’t
jump down your throat at the mere mention. The new
improved Ellis explained his ideas patiently and
encouragingly, as if demonstrating the operation of a washing
machine. She could hear his voice now over after-dinner
crackers and cheese.

‘Our middle class is growing all the time. The government
relies on middle-class votes, and the middle class has to be
looked after. If there aren’t enough jobs for the middle class,
then jobs must be made. Fill out the bureaucracy. Pump up
the problems. Poverty is blue chip; nobody complains if
people are employed to tackle it; so the government expands
the poverty and — pachinko! — you have the jobs. Except that
the tackle part is all pretence. People are employed to go
through the motions of fighting poverty but in reality theirs is
to ensure it brews at the right strength. Not so weak that the
problem of poverty isn’t evident as a warning to the rest of
society; not so strong that the poor spill from their estates.’
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Yep! Ellis had it all worked out. Nothing escaped him.
Always bang on. Everything he complained about could be
observed in the real. But Su believed Ellis would never finish
his book. He had good reason not to. His comfortable living
depended on her going through the motions of pretending to
tackle poverty.

That estate he had made home for — what? — five, six years. It
was bandit territory, where they would steal the wheels from
your car as you drove by, where the police sent the press in
first, where bad people went when they died. Asylum seekers
directed there to fill the empty tower blocks would take one
look, then grab the tunnel freight back to persecution. There
had been that guy who told the newspaper that even the dogs
go somewhere else to crap. Most of the jokes about the place
came from the residents themselves.

The estate was where she and FEllis had met: the one doing
his ‘experience the life to discover the truth’ thing and nearly
going under as a result; the other finally getting her act
together, starting a new career that would fit her like a skin.
Not that there was any way of knowing it would, not to begin
with. Question: what woman in her right mind would
abandon suburban security to move to an unfamiliar city and
become a trainee community development worker on one of
its grottiest sinks? Answer: a woman who needed to prove
she had balls.

The estate was also where she had been joined by Fee.
Fiona Something-hyphen-Somebody, as Ellis once referred to
her, daughter of a jailed property tycoon and wannabe nob.
Fee had been accepted for undergraduate placement and
assigned to ATC North. That was three years ago, and ATC
North was where Fee had stayed, though now she was team
leader, following Su’s own example of rise through the ranks,
except that Fee was not exactly self-raising. Fee hated ATC
North as much as ATC North hated Fee. That was good —
good for Fee, good for ATC North, and good for
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Community Advance. She was useless at the job, but that
didn’t matter. Fee was eyes and ears in the north of the
empire.

A police car passed on the outside lane, in a hurry but not
audibly announcing so. The officer in the passenger seat gave
Su a frown as the car went by. Maybe she had a tail-light out.
No, her rear fogs were on — she must have caught the switch
as she poked about in search of strayed sweets. She lifted a
hand of thanks to the policeman, now several yards ahead.

The police were good on the motorway. On any road. They
could detect an unfastened seat belt at half a mile. They
sensed immediately you were in schedule-catch-up mode, and
would be there, right on your tail, at the very moment of
breaching the speed limit. They didn’t care for the humble
street. Ellis said their absence on the street was part of a
social strategy to nurture a fear of crime. Paranoia, he said,
means easy power to those who wield it.

Jason had lived on the street, sometimes quite literally,
despite having come from a reasonable home. Addicted to
drugs, stealing in order to feed his habit — ‘shop and pop’, as
it was known on the estate — Jason was a lost cause. Su had
tried to help the young man during her latter days at ATC
North. Persuaded by a persistent probation officer, a bronzed
sandal-wearing Tarzan who saw infinite good in everyone, she
had employed Jason in the office, his pay funded through an
initiative. She had offered support during his rehab
programme, smartened him up, shown him respect, listened
as he loosened the lid on trapped anger. For a short while,
she began to doubt whether she really was completely free of
the maternal instinct. Despite her efforts, when the initiative
came to an end, as all initiatives do, and the money for his
wages was no more, Jason returned to the wild.

Su had seen Jason only once afterwards. He was behind the
wheel of her car — recently bought as a present to herself on
becoming head of ATC — looking scared and panicky. She at
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the time was clinging to the car’s bonnet for dear life. The
ruse that brought the situation about had been a clever one.
An accomplice loiters around a supermarket cashpoint on a
Sunday night, when the store is closed and the car park stark
and creepy. The accomplice flags down a potential victim, a
woman on her own, after she has withdrawn cash and is
about to drive away. Through the car’s window, he engages
her in conversation, asking if the cash machine is working all
right, and casually mentions that the car’s front tyre is losing
air. The victim, wisely, stays in the car and drives on, but
stops before departing the car park for the main road, to get
out and check the tyre. Someone is hiding in the bushes. A
car that has engine running and door open to a card wallet of
cash on the passenger seat is exactly what Jason is waiting for.
Su told the police and interested others how she had been
pushed to the ground from behind as she bent forward to
listen for escaping air but had immediately sprung up and
hurled herself on to the bonnet of the car as it started to
move, clutching hold of the wiper arms. She had managed to
catch a glimpse of the thief through the windscreen — a sharp-
featured grim-mouthed young white male under a dark
bobble hat, as she described him — before the car abruptly
braked to fling her from the bonnet. A tanker driver had
found her sprawled unconscious on the surface of the dual
carriageway that ran past the supermarket.

But she had been less than complete in relating the events.
Jason, hiding in the shrubbery, had no way of knowing who
his victim might be. Any lone female would have suited. He
was after money, but maybe also a little sport. If so, the plan
was curtailed when he realised his victim was someone who
had once tried to help him. Although Jason had put Su in
hospital with damaged ribs and other injuries, had made off
with her money, bank cards and important office papers, and
— this the most painful — had torched her precious car on a
piece of estate wasteland, his identity did not appear on the
police report. She had not been able to turn Jason in. The

23—



police were left to rely on their own skills of investigation
which, she reasoned, almost guaranteed Jason would not be
brought to account for this particular crime.

The weeks after the attack — ‘attack” being her word; the
police condescendingly preferred ‘incident’ — and the thought
that she knowingly concealed the identity of a potential
molester had troubled her. The point was, could she be sure
that Jason had intended sexual assault before the moment of
recognition? His hands had been at her thighs, and his lips
had slobbered just a beer breath away from her ear. In the
dreams that attended her while she lay in the hospital bed,
dreams sufficiently vivid to have been lived, she was downed
and turned and entered, there on the gritty surface of the
supermarket car park — and her all the while enjoying it,
laughing at and taunting her attacker. Then, in the clinical
daytime reality of the ward, she would put the delicious rape
down to an overactive imagination, the result of shock from
theft and physical injury.

Had a sexual assault on anyone taken place during those
weeks, she would have divulged Jason’s name. But no assault
was reported, none at least that the police had no one lined
up for. Did Jason understand why she had not given him up?
She doubted it: she herself did not fully do so. Would he have
come after her, to threaten her had she said anything? She
very much doubted that, too.

Nevertheless, those weeks after hospital had left her feeling
spooked. Not with regard to Jason: knowing your attacker,
understanding his motives, were in a strange way comforting.
It was all explainable. No, it was the thought that an attack
was possible by a complete stranger, someone who might go
the whole violence hog, that produced the anxiety in her. She
found herself reluctant to travel alone in the evening, and
even during the daytime when duty took her to any of the
worst estates. Ellis, during his high-rise period, had accused
her of having caught a middle-class professional’s fear of the
poor. After the attack, she started to think this might be the
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case. But community development people cannot allow
themselves a fear of the poor. As Ellis continued to say,
present-day poverty is a creation of the middle class. So, who
would fear the very thing they are supposed to have created?
She had thrown the question at him, hoping to trip him,
except clever Ellis had replied ‘Frankenstein’. Anyhow, her
post-attack sensitivities were not the result of a fear of the
poor but the realisation that she loathed men.

Jason had done that to her. He had spooked her, and for
this he could not be forgiven. He had also acted as unwitting
catalyst in a major life change. Thanks to Jason and the attack,
she had finally been able to set free the inner woman, to
announce the real Su. The actual violation of her possessions
and dreamt violation of her body had provided the last tug
necessary to break away from the male world order. For this
Jason could be forgiven. And had not Jason indirectly
delivered Ellis to her? Ellis, creeping out of his self-imposed
high-rise exile to visit her in hospital. Ellis with his bunch of
flowers and get-well-soon card and genuine concern. Ellis
ready to fall right into her lap.

Jason was now out of the picture, banged up for any
number of drug-related crimes. The clincher, the one that put
him away, had been a farcical attempt to rob a service station
with an imitation handgun. Apparently, he forgot his lines;
stumbled against a pile of bagged barbecue charcoal; dropped
the replica weapon, which then skimmed under an ice cream
refrigerator; and failed to notice the arrival at the pumps of a
mini-coach of rugby fans returning from an away win.

Su gave her head a shake. Why was Jason in there? It was
suddenly too warm in the car. She pressed the window
control although lowering the glass never seemed to work as
a source of cool air. Ellis had explained it to her several times:
the air outside, passing at speed, creates a fall of pressure
inside the cabin which draws more air through the heater — or
something like that. In his interpretation, opening the window
like this when the car has air conditioning, was a
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subconscious attempt at securing an escape route. Was she
trying subconsciously to escape Jason? From Jason? Jason was
— let’s get this right — a complete toerag. They all were. Jason
had been given a chance, a good chance, and had muffed it.
He’d screwed up. Typical male weakness: they screw and they
screw up. They just can’t get the hang of it. Jason, you are
definitely the weakest link. Goodbye.

The motorway exit was a mile further along. Because the
inner lane was filled with slower moving traffic, mostly heavy
goods vehicles, Su had to brake and seek a gap. She could feel
the headlights of the car behind burning into the back of her
head, and hear the drivet’s curses. The switch of lanes was
not her best ever.

From the motorway, the slip road took Su under a vast halo
of light that illuminated a multi-exit roundabout. Though she
had made the same journey countless times, taking the same
route, negotiating the same roundabout, she was momentarily
unsure of the correct exit, indicating too eatly then too late.
The rest of her journey was through landscape she could not
see but knew well — a terrain more rugged by the mile.

Roger too was rugged. Bearded, brawny, filling his large suit
while not visibly overfed. He had once been her superior, the
head of agency, in her ATC days. Now she was his. Roger’s
fall from grace was his own doing. A zip job. The girl he had
been unable to keep his trousers on in front of had been a
school-leaver on work experience at ATC North. Donna had
cock-crazy written all over her, if you were able to read her
like a woman reads. Roger, being a mere male, could not. He
had accepted Su’s team leader assessment at the end of the six
month period that the youngster held real promise, and
agreed to find the girl a place at Central. More than half the
staff at ATC Central, later the headquarters of Community
Advance, were at the time employed as a result of internal
recommendation. Roger had been the standard-issue happily
married man before the arrival of Donna. Su was correct in
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her judgement of Donna’s possibilities: the teenager showed a
flair for office work, proved no slow puncher when it came to
keyboard skills, and demonstrated an aptitude for
organisation. She was also willing to stay behind to help with
the production of a newsletter, photocopying the sheets and
stapling them together in the right order and the same way
up. Or to assist with the completion of a report, typing in
changes and new dates on the saved copy of the previous
report. Willing to stay behind whenever Roger asked.

What happened next was never revealed to Su in detail, and
she did not care. Much of it took place behind closed doors.
Firstly behind the door of Roger’s office, except that on one
occasion the door had not been as securely closed as believed
by those inside. Secondly behind the door of the most senior
officer of the council department to which ATC was
answerable. Roger was granted sickness leave, to resurface a
year later in robust health at the birth of Community
Advance, when his application for position as services adviser
was one of the earliest to be considered and approved by the
busy head of the new agency. Donna, so the grapevine had it,
was invited to apply for a post within the council, in a
department having very little contact with community
development, but chose instead to be a croupier at a dubious
casino before training as a nurse. Roger had turned out to the
best services adviser an agency could hope for. If there was a
precedent to an issue of procedure, Roger would cite it. If
there was a potential legal pratfall, Roger flagged it well in
advance. Roger lived for small print and detail. He had a
steady relationship with a new partner and kept his pecker
under cover. Only a handful of people knew of his earlier
misconduct. Only one person maintained it on file.

Ellis, Jason, Roger. For God’s sake, why should they all be
passengers on this journey? What was she doing, reviewing
the men in her present and recent past? Su gave a growl of
self-reproach. Her stomach was rumbling, and her mouth dry.
Not far now.
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Something would happen to Su whenever she visited the one-
time family home. The change would begin to come over her
as she entered the village, indeed as she left the A-road and
took the hilly twisting minor road down to the village. And
the change would continue as she passed the old school
house. The building in which she had been acquainted with
the three R’s was intact, although converted to bijou
apartments for second-homers. Then the shop, now boasting
a gaudy eight-till-late facia, though the ‘late’ was something of
a retail embroidery. A small group of young people were
gathered in and around the bus shelter, a modern metal and
perspex cover that replaced the smelly rotting wooden hut of
her own youth. They were not waiting for public transport
since departures took place only twice a day: in the morning
to deliver a boisterous clutch to a school some miles away;
and in the middle of the afternoon to take nobody anywhere.
Youths and their females were drinking from cans and
bottles. As her car neared the shelter, they began shouting,
shrieking and gesticulating. Su heard a clack on the roof of
the car as she passed them, but drove on. The change that
came over her would be completed as she pulled into the yard
behind the farmhouse. This night, she was more than usually
aware of the change as she parked under the outside light
and, having examined the roof of her car for coin damage to
find none, lifted a carry-all from the boot and let herself into
the kitchen through the rear stable-type door left unlocked
for her. To say Margo and James had done a lot to the
property would be to understate. In the fifteen or so years
since they had married, when James moved in, they had
practically rebuilt the place. The exposed ceiling beams
survived in the kitchen, as did the Yorkist range. From being
merely part of an unexceptional whole in Su’s childhood, the
timber and cast iron had undergone elevation to the status of
retained original features. Over the years, Margo had made
sure Su was brought up to date with each latest refurbishment
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during her visits, a steady replacement of memory. Tonight,
however, Su saw the snug if shabby unextended kitchen of
the Earles, and smelt the smoke of the backdraught. The
llusion lasted only a moment; no doubt the effect of
tiredness and hunger following another busy day.

Margo had prepared a meal for one, which she warmed
while Su took her bag upstairs. It was always difficult to tell
what frame of mind Margo was in: she could be serious,
distant, every smile giving the impression it might be forced,
even when showing off the latest alteration to the house. Su
had tried to imagine what Margo was like in bed. Perhaps
Estelle had been created with all the excitement of a test tube
and syringe. Estelle, she learnt as Margo laid out cutlery, was
at a friend’s house. Su had a flash vision of the coin-throwing
group at the bus shelter. Margo would never permit Estelle to
go anywhere near the bus shelter crowd, though that might
not stop Estelle doing so. James was at home, but at work in
his study. He would join them later, when the sisters and their
mother had had a little time together.

Their mother. Mum. Physically indestructible, mentally
crumbling. Mrs Gardeen, formerly Mrs Farle, and before that
Mrs Gardeen, conversed mostly by repeating or rewording
any part of what had just been said in her presence, and by
exercising set phrases of comment.

“How was the journey?” Margo served Su a bowl of home-
made soup accompanied by wholemeal rolls.

“I got off to a good start, but there was an accident this
half. The traffic tailed back for miles.”

“There’s been an accident. The traffic was sinful. Sinful,”
Mum modified.

Margo, although herself largely inscrutable, was trained to
read the minds of others. She produced a bottle of wine and
poured Su a glass, leaving the bottle at hand. The next course
was on its way: lasagne Margo in a Suzie-sized portion. Su
supposed that her sister had worked out why this weekend
was a long one. In a way, Margo had brought it about. During
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the previous visit, over Sunday lunch, a roast with celebrity
chef cookbook trimmings, Margo had delivered her carefully
constructed bolt from the blue.

“Stan’s been in touch. Suzie, did you know he’s dying? He’s
asked to see you.”

At the table, Su had concentrated on the plate in front of
her and watched as knife and fork assumed a life of their
own. No one spoke until she broke the spell.

“Oh, really?” As an attempt at detachment, she rated it
utterly unconvincing,.

“Never mind,” Mum had offered.

Nothing else was said on the subject during the remainder of
that lunch, but Su had mentally chewed on the message, like
her teeth the beef, as Margo must have know she would.
Stan’s been in touch. By what means? Letter? Telephone?
Someone from the village? In touch with who, exactly? Did
you know he’s dying? How on earth would she, Su, possibly
know that Stan was dying? Margo’s question was pitched to
suggest that she had had contact with Stan, the stress
delivered on the ‘know’ and not the ‘dying’. The full sting
came in the last part. He'’s asked to see you. Her senses must
have blanked at the time the words were spoken: only later
did she recall Margo’s laser gaze across the table.

That same Sunday evening, while helping to clear up in the
kitchen, Su had asked her sister how the message arrived.
Margo removed from the magnetic memo pad and handed
over a folded strip of paper, the torn off top of a headed
letter, bearing the details of a rest home.

“Ginny came. She left this.” Ginny, half-sister to Stan and,
once or maybe twice a year, unprompted visitor to Mum.

“Good old Ginny, yehr”

“Yes. Good old Ginny.”

Had it really been only weeks since Margo’s bolt from the
blue? It seemed an entire life stage ago, perhaps because there
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was where it belonged. Why does the busy, successful woman
that is Su Gardeen — a reinvented woman in charge of her
own destiny as well as the destiny of others — revert to an
unsure subordinate Suzie whenever she enters a particular
farmhouse in Derbyshire? Why did she make these trips,
anyway? Family duty? A daughter’s obligation to her mother?
Or a compulsive return to the scene of the crime?

* ok k% ok

The Willows Residential Care Home was not at all like Su
expected. In her imagination, she had seen a large to
substantial property standing in its own quiet grounds, with a
sweeping arc of a drive round a cluster of graceful willow
trees, and a nurse-receptionist to answer the door. Instead,
she found the address to be a high broad terraced house set
back from a steep urban main road noisy with Saturday
traffic. There was not a willow in sight, though neighbouring
properties boasted trees of other kinds. Perhaps the willows
had been removed to make way for the gravelled forecourt. A
faded signboard announced the name of the establishment
and, under this, an assurance: Bes? residential care for the elderly.

The journey from the village to this address in a town of
only partial familiarity had taken the best part of an hour in
pouring rain. It was still raining, though less so, when she
parked the car by the side of the road, having decided against
pulling in and on to the gravel since there was probably not
enough gap between an overflowing builder’s skip and a rust-
bruised Jaguar. A van, some dismantled scaffolding, and
another car occupied the rest of the space. Not knowing for
sure whether there was an umbrella in the boot, so not
bothering to look, Su pulled her coat collar to her throat and,
skirting mats of wet mulchy leaves as if playing a game of
hopscotch, joggled to the shallow open porch of the care
home. Ignoring the bell push, she tried the door handle and
went in.
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Su glanced around the entrance hall but found no obvious
reception point. On one wall, a notice board contained
insurance and other certificates in cellophane sleeves, and a
list of instructions to be gone through in case of fire. Besides
the board was a bulbous red button marked ‘push’. For
attention, or to raise an alarm? The other wall held a mirror
with browning edges. In the glass, Su adjusted herself, flicking
rain from her hair, and made the reflection take a deep
breath. Two doors ran off the hallway, left and right. Ahead,
the hall turned into an offset corridor that pushed by a
staircase fitted with a stairlift. The air carried evidence of old
people and disinfectant. A girl, a slim wary teenager dressed
in a cleaner’s smock and holding a plastic dustpan, emerged
from one of the side rooms.

“Can I help your”

“It’s raining, so I let myself in.”

“That’s all right. Are you looking for someone?”

“Mr Earle. Mr Stanley Earle. I understand he’s a resident
here. I rang during the week and spoke to a Mrs Fanshawe.”

“Oh, you want to see Ron.” The girl’s face clouded in
doubt. “He’s out at the moment. He’s gone to the wholesalers
— but he’ll be back soon.”

“And Ron is?”

“Ron’s the day supervisor.”

Behind the girl, the door was ajar. Su could see into part of
the room. A row of chairs were backed against a wall as seats
might be at a party. Some of the chairs were occupied by
expressionless residents looking at a television out of Su’s line
of sight. The volume was turned up giving range to high
pitched American nasal exchanges and glottal yells of a
children’s cartoon. When the gitl realised that Su was looking
past her, she pulled the door to.

“Actually, it’s Mr Earle I came to see. Is he in?”

“You need to see Ron first. He’s in charge.”

“Didn’t you say Ron is out?”

“He’ll be back soon. He won’t be long. Watch out for his
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car, if you like. It’s a maroon Jag.” The girl turned to go back
into the room. Su spoke with a patience she wasn’t feeling.

“There was a maroon Jaguar outside when I arrived. Would
that be Ron’s?”

“Oh, he must have come back without me noticing.” Then,
making Su start, a piercing rising “Ro-on?” directed along the
cotridor. “Someone to see yoo-on” To Su, “He’ll be in the
kitchen. He’ll be along in a minute.”

The girl, presumably considering her part over, left the
visitor alone in the hall. Su consulted the mirror again. The
frame being tall but narrow, an image was returned that
appeared less weighty than the real thing. The brown
corrosion at the mirror’s edges added a touch of old-world
charm, like a Victorian photograph.

No Ron arrived. Not wishing a second dialogue with the
girl, Su walked quietly along the corridor to the rear of the
house, listening out for movement but also curious about
what went on in the back. She passed the entrance to a
moderately sized dining room empty of diners but occupied
by two old ladies, seated opposite each other across a table,
playing cards. One, who faced the entrance, looked up at Su
and smiled, a head-cocking motion of query.

“I’m looking for Ron.”

“I wouldn’t bother, if 1 were you. Save yourself the
disappointment, dear.” A conspiratorial wink accompanied
educated vowels. “Come in. We won’t bite you.”

Su entered the dining room.

“Im April and this is May. You’re not a June by any
chance?”

“No, I'm a Su.”

“Well then Su, we’re just about to take some tea. Would
you like a cup of?”

“Thank you, but I’'m just passing through.”

“It is made.”

“Go on, then. I must say I wouldn’t mind one.”

May stood at April’s nod and disappeared through a swing
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double-door in the back wall of the dining room.
“You’ve come to see our Mr Earle, I believe.”

Su turned to April, not sure whether to treat her words as
question or statement.

“Don’t be surprised. A visitor here isn’t a secret for long.
Are you family?”

“Yes, I am. In a manner of speaking.” She sensed April’s
covert scrutiny. “I’'m — I was his step-daughter.”

April gave an elongated soft A/ which suggested far more
information had been transmitted than intended. Su turned to
one of the room’s two windows to see trickles of rain
distorting the view on to a raised lawn.

A rustle from the corridor heralded the arrival of a small,
somewhat top-heavy man perhaps in his late forties, wiping
his hands on a small towel.

“Oh, I didn’t know...”

“And hello to Ron. We’re refreshing our visitor with a cup
of tea, if that’s all right with you.”

“Yes, yes. I thought...” His restless manner was meant to
convey the preciousness of his time.

“The day lounge gets so stuffy. I’'ve mentioned it before.
This room is much more pleasant. Would you like a cup of
tea, Ron?”

Ron ignored the offer. He extended an arm low behind Su,
as if to scoop her from the room. Su repeated the purpose of
her visit. Comprehension registered on the moon face.

“Yes, of course. To see Mr E, isn’t it. Mts Fanshawe — she’s
the owner — said to expect someone. I'll take you up.” The
man gestured for Su to follow him, the tea abandoned. Ron
had a defective leg which demanded that the other leg did the
leading, though the imbalance did nothing to impede his
pace. Su strode after him, down the corridor and up the stairs.
He said something she didn’t catch before stopping abruptly
on an intermediate landing and tapping on a stout panelled
door bearing the number four.

“Are you decent, Mr E? It’s Ron. You have a visitor.
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Someone to see you.”

Without waiting for a response, Ron entered, holding the
door back for Su. The voice remained at a level adjusted for
penetrating woodwork.

“Now, everything’s all right, Mr E. No need to be
disturbed.”

Su found a brown room that smelled of camphor. Brown
carpet, brown wallpaper, brown curtains, two dark-wood
wardrobes, two cheap beds of the sort that are supported on
short plastic legs, an old drop-leaf table with heat marks, and
two brown easy chairs. Stan wasn’t brown, not of skin, he was
yellow. She didn’t recognise him at first, and wondered
fleetingly if there had been a mix up with names. The Stan
she remembered was upright and strong. Mr E was shrunken
and collapsed, even as he stood from his chair.

Giving his hands another rub with the towel, Ron half
whispered to Su through the side of his mouth. “He’s not so
well, you know, but bearing up.”

Ron moved aside so Mr E and his visitor could eye each
other. Mr E too showed uncertain recognition. Ron was
hovering, playing with the towel, before Su caught his eye. He
gave a quick little bow like an oriental might perform.

“Look, I've got to get on. I'll be downstairs if you need me,
through the back. There’s a pull cord, here, by the bed, in
case...”

“Thank you, Ron. I’ll make sure to see you before I leave.”

Su waited until Ron’s uneven treads were gone before
stepping forward. Temporarily masking the camphor was a
whiff from childhood: Stan had always smelt like a smoker
though he did not smoke. Had he started? Was the odour
carried from others? Are residents of care homes allowed to
smoke? Was it her imagination?

“Hello, Stan.”

“Hello, Suzie.”

“How are you?” It sounded stiff and corny, but originality
had deserted her.
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“Sit down.” Stan indicated the spare chair as he sank down
into his own. He explained that there were two of everything
because it was by rights a shared room, though he had had it
to himself since the previous winter when the other fellow
passed on. The home couldn’t find anybody daft enough to
fill the vacancy, Stan said: the little joke to jolly the situation.
Back to the question.

“I feel better than I look. Better, I reckon, for not taking
the rubbish they’re always wanting to put down me throat.
Some days are better than others, and I get out a bit. Not
today — it’s more than wet. Look at it. In any case, I knew you
were coming, didn’t 1.”

Su allowed a thought on how much of the peculiar skin
colour was due to not taking the rubbish.

“Where do you go to — when you go out?” She supposed
there was nothing else to do in this place other than try to
escape it.

“Oh, here and there, you know. The library’s good. It’s not
far, just down the hill. You’ll have passed it on your way up.
And I have a walk over to the park. I manage the odd bevvy
in the Bu/l. Not supposed to, like, but to hang with it, heh?”

“I don’t think the occasional drink will do you any harm.”

Despite his appearance, Stan was not an old man by any
means — Su calculated his age as sixty-two. He had always
possessed an old man’s manner of speaking, somehow time
shifted, as if he belonged to a generation before his own. It
now seemed appropriate. They were still taking each other in.
It occurred to Su that Stan, too, would see differences in the
other person: older by a factor of two, no doubt heavier by a
factor of two, finally grown up and responsible.

“So, what are you doing with yourself?” Stan’s first question
to her had a guarded tone as if he thought he might cause
embarrassment by asking it. The implication disappointed
her, but she forced herself to brighten.

“Would you believe, I'm head of community development
for an entire city and its surrounds. Made good, I have. Posh
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office, name on the door, staff who call me sir. Honestly.
Here’s my card.” Su delved inside her coat, unbuttoned but
still around her, for proof that she wasn’t exaggerating. Stan
read the card carefully.

“Back to Gardeen, then.”

“Yep. Gardeen to an Earle, a Porter for ten years, then back
to what I was born with. It can stay that way, for me.”

“Su, it says here. Do I call you Su?”

“It’s an image thing.” She looked at him for a second or
two before continuing. “It’s all right. You can still call me
Suzie, if you like.”

“I always did.”

“That’s right, you did.” Stan held out the card for her to
retrieve but she told him to keep it. It had her office number
on, and her email address, she said. He put the card on the
table, replying lightly he didn’t understand all the business
about emails and interwebs and such. At Stan’s asking if she
was warm enough, and his getting up to twiddle the valve on
one of the room’s two small central heating radiators, Su
slipped off her coat and laid it across her lap. She let the silk
scarf hang loose around her neck. Stan checked the other
radiator.

“Downstairs gets all the circulation during the day.”

He shuffled to a corner of the room; on a shelf were things
ready for making tea. They talked about nothing either would
remember while he carried out his hostly task. Su glanced at
her watch, and was instantly annoyed at breaking her resolve
not to. Stan brought the drinks — teabags floating in cups on
saucers — with a plate of plain biscuits to the table on an
unsteady tray. He declined his guest’s offer of help. Su ate a
biscuit, fished the teabag from the cup with a spoon, added
milk and sugar, stirred the tea, then nibbled at another biscuit.
Stan used the string to remove his teabag. Both were lost in
thought for a few moments. It was now or never, Su told
herself. The time had come. Deep breath.

“Stan. I’'m sorry, for — you know. I just want you to know.”
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Stan stared at her, a haunted look. She couldn’t tell what
emotions backed it. Maybe he thought her words sounded
hollow. Could he hate her so much? The sick man’s eyes
seem to compress years of reflection. Stan moved his head
first to one side then to the other, a slow emphatic
movement, his mouth open.

“No, no, Angel. I'7 the one who should be saying sorry.
That’s the truth. If we just had chance of our time over again
—ch?”

Stan’s use of ‘angel’ momentarily stung Su. Stan had
probably not mouthed the private name since she last heard it
from him. He, too, seemed uncomfortable. Neither spoke.
There, in the indifferently heated brown room, yellow Stan in
his baggy navy-blue trousers and lumberjack shirt and beige
woollen cardigan with its stretched-elbow sleeves; and Su,
flushed in face, blinking behind her sky-tinted lenses, nursing
her black coat and plucking at the tail of her violet scarf as if
together the garments formed a corpulent sleeping cat — in
that room the word acted as a code between them. A code to
say nothing. As it had once before.
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Stan’s special word stalked Su through the remainder of the
weekend and into the new week where, in the very different
context of the agency’s regularly held Start of Week meeting,
it was once more to step out in front of her.

“What about the Angel Parade, this year?”

Geri spoke without looking up from her papers. Brisk,
businesslike, more authoritative by the meeting, Geri was
consciously or unconsciously modelling herself on her
superior. Tinged lenses in full frames; ear ornamentation that
had undergone steady expansion from stud to mini-mace; a
hair style trimmed boyishly short, though not lesbian severe.
There was no weight sensitivity, no regular announcement of
an as-never-before regime of dieting from Geri, however. She
remained a slimline version of her superior, a feature which
could emphasise the excess poundage of the head of agency
whenever the two were in close proximity. Such proximity, at
least in staff meetings, was avoided on the grounds that the
taker of the meeting’s minutes should sit at the far end of the
group: if the scribe can hear what is going on, then so can
everyone present. On the other hand, the officer equipped
with all the facts and figures should sit at the Chair’s right
hand — this officer taking the bulky bear-like form of Roger.

Another difference between head and PA was that Geri
acted sexually straight, though she was perfectly broad-
minded about gitls on girls. Having no particular man in her
life, Geri was a clubber, and she liked to pull. Su would josh
her, calling her unenlightened, saying there would come the
time.

“Same as last Christmas?” Geri prompted, giving her pen a
couple of taps on the notepad and looking up. “I’ve already
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primed all parties concerned.”

“Yes. No. Bigger. It’s growing a bit stale. Make this one a
one to be remembered. I know — let’s have another minor
celeb, if there’s still time. I'm sure someone or other’ll be
available. Will the budget run to it?”

Roger said it would, with a bit of juggling.

“And can we make sure everyone’s on message with this
one, right from the starting grid, yeh?” Su was making a
reference to an item on the previous week’s agenda, a report
on a recent event organised by Community Advance in which
the agency had not, in her opinion, received full and proper
credit.

At the beginning of autumn, Su had announced, through the
local newspaper, in an article accompanied by a picture which
depicted her dressed in outdoors garb and holding separately
a Catherine wheel and rocket, that fireworks are potentially
dangerous and cause many injuries each year. In response to
growing concerns over the risks, Community Advance were
to supervise a spectacular public display to celebrate the Fifth
of November. She said very much the same on the region’s
FM radio station. When a listener rang in during the live
broadcast to ask whether the agency would support a ban on
the sale of fireworks over shop counters during the weeks in
the run-up to Bonfire Night, this so that peace-loving
residents — especially the elderly — would not have to endure a
nightly hell of loud noises, Su replied that the caller should
contact the council’s consumer affairs department. Only later
did she learn the council, not wishing to be seen as thwarting
retail trade, had expressed its opposition to the idea of
restricting the eatly sale of fireworks. The nightly hell turned
out to be more protracted than for previous years. So bad was
it in one neighbourhood that the newspaper ran the problem
as a leader. The paper had contacted shops which sold
fireworks and, when these reported that sales were up, made
the suggestion that premature announcement of organised
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displays serves only to increase the period of antisocial bangs.
Although the display itself had been a visual success, there
was a feeling within the agency that the handling of the
event’s promotion had somewhat back-fired.

Su felt on safe ground with the Angel Parade. Four years
earlier, the first event, organised by ATC North, had been
opened by a minor actress from a television soap and
supported by a local pop group desiring to give an airing to
their debut single. School children dressed as angels, holding
sparklers and singing carols, had taken pre-Christmas cheer
through the centre of the estate watched by a good turn-out
of residents. Over the holiday period, a laser beam in the
likeness of an angel played up and down the front face of a
tower block. But even minor actresses and nascent pop
groups are expensive for community budgets. Subsequent
Christmases retained the parade and the laser display, while
performers were replaced by speech-prone ward councillors.

“Did you have anyone specific in mind?” Geri asked. Su
took a moment to register the question.

“There’s what’s-his-name, the funny man — appearing in
panto here after Christmas.”

Geri supplied the name.

“I like him. I’ve seen him on television. See if you can get
hold of his agent, will you?”

An okay from Geri.

“And find a DJ who doesn’t mind the cold. Do it asap —
we’re running out of year. Next item. And it’s over to you,
Cliff. The Angel Parade’s all right by you, yeh? Does it show
in your field of interests?”

Cliff was present by invitation, to submit a case in his
capacity as a young people’s activities adviser. His knowledge
of the workings of Community Advance was limited. Su had
seen no reason why he could not sit in on some of the
meeting’s business, to give him an idea of the way CA did
things. It would, she said, give him a chance to adjust to
personalities and to dispel any fears he might have that the
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CA team would try to bamboozle him. The man — late
twenties or early thirties; boldly bespectacled; wearing the
green windcheater with orange stripes that he had arrived in
on his bicycle though had since unfastened to reveal a white
sweatshirt that begged to carry a slogan but was blank; whiff
of cheap aftershave; the archetypal honest and ardent
campaigner type — cleared his throat.

“Not really — my focus is teen youth — but I personally
think it’s a good idea. I’'m often on the estate — my sister lives
there — and I saw a bit of the parade last year. I was surprised
that no copies of the photographs taken of the children were
available. It’s possible that some parents would like a
permanent record of the event.”

“That’s to prevent paedophiles getting hold of them. It’s
necessary, I’'m afraid.”

“An over-reaction, though, isn’t it?”’

“I don’t think so. Anyway, there’s nothing to stop people
taking their own photographs, if they wish.”

“Including paedophiles, presumably.” Cliff seemed to
realise he was digging a hole for himself. His task was to win
hearts and minds, not to get under fingernails. He signified
this purpose by continuing in a formal tone.

“The recent opening of the Hadley Centre is of course to
be warmly welcomed. It’s an important milestone for youth in
the northern area of the city, and I’'m proud to be involved.
However, my colleagues are concerned that the centre will
consume most of the youth activities budget and that local
community drop-ins may be lost as a result.”

The Hadley Centre was a high profile project, one of the
largest that Community Advance had so far been partner to.
Su had put in the hours to help deliver it from political
rhetoric to community reality. Although there was no cause to
doubt its long-term success, the centre was still in a sensitive
start-up phase. Any criticism, direct or indirect, had to be
headed off.

“The Hadley Centre has all the facilities young people need
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— we’ve all made sure of that. You, Cliff, were in at the
consultation stage. Community drop-ins simply don’t have
the facilities. It’s sensible to channel the funding towards the
facilities, yehr”

But Cliff was not for heading off.

“Young people are tribal. They have their own territories.
They need their own places to hang out. It’s a mistake to
expect them to travel distances and then to take part in
planned activities when all they want to do is relax on their
own patch and do their own thing, you know? Attempts to
direct them into a centralised venue and close their regular
meeting places can be counter-productive. The consequence
is that more young people are on the street, bored and getting
into trouble.”

Su sought the roots. “Who told you drop-ins might close,
Cliff?”

“The word is strong among the community centres that the
aggregate funding to them is to be slashed next year —
possibly by as much as twenty per cent. The worry is young
people’s activities might be curtailed.”

“Who on earth starts these potty rumours?”

“Is this a rumour? Can you say categorically that there will
not be cutsr”

A sigh from Su, a sigh that said senior management really
did not have time to listen to every rumour doing the rounds.
A sigh that gave Geri a chance to interject. She addressed the
visitor.

“Efficiency savings that have been made throughout the
year translate through as budget adjustments. These are not
cuts as such. Nothing is being squeezed out, if that’s what you
mean.”

Thank you, Geri. That should have been Susu’s line. Grab
the reigns back, Su.

“It’s true community funding is under review. All budgets
are reviewed, each year. It would be gross dereliction of
responsibility if they weren’t. No decisions are made until
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everything can be looked at, so the rumours are just coughed-
out air — nothing more.”

The visitor did not appear convinced. Su continued.

“CA 1s not responsible for service budgets of the kind we’re
talking about, Cliff. Like yours, our role is to advise. We look
at the situation from all angles, we listen to the people
concerned — like we’re listening to you, today — and we
advise. I take on board all you say, and your comments will be
included in our recommendations to the relevant authorities.
Did you get that, Geri?”

It sounded sharp. Both Cliff and Geri shot a glance to the
top of the table. Roger pursed his lips. Su replied to all three
with a smile — not mechanical or managerial or facetious or
forced but one from the genuine winning smile collection.

“Don’t look so wortried, Cliff. Your case is in good hands.”

The honest and ardent representative of the city’s young
people did not return the smile.

“I'm glad to hear it.”

“And the great news is I can make good even gooder.”

“How’s that?”

Still smiling, Su scanned faces again to ensure she had
everyone’s attention.

“Well, what have we got. We have the Hadley Centre
providing a wonderful range of facilities in a state-of-the-art
environment. I don’t think anyone would disagree with that.
From the point of view of the young person’s activities
budget, it offers excellent value for money — or it will when
up to speed — and therefore there are no grounds for
increasing the budget. Don’t forget, the YPA budget has only
to meet one part of the centre’s operational costs, and none
of the building costs.”

“I appreciate that.” Cliff with knowledgeable precision
quoted the contribution expected from youth services, and
meant to continue. “The point is —”

“And then we have the council, the major funder of
community services. It’s common knowledge that the council
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have fouled up on their forecasts again. So what’s new — yeh?
Central government is breathing hard down the council’s
neck and the only way forward for the council is for them to
look for greater efficiencies.”

“You mean to make cuts.”

“I mean not to duplicate activities.”

The visitor looked confused.

“But you said you could help.”

Leaning back and putting her hands on the table surface at
the end of straight arms as if to steady a capricious chair, Su
switched to an expression of pronouncement. Cliff waited —
he was unfamiliar with the technique. Nothing happened.
Seconds went by as words seemed to be mentally selected
only to be discarded. Suddenly, with a light clap of both
palms on the surface, Su leaned forward as if about to stand.

“Why don’t we have some refreshment? Geri — could you?”

Geri nodded obediently and made for the door. Roger said
he had to take a walk to the end of the corridor. Monique, the
office manager, said she had something to check on and
would be back soon. Su and Cliff were left alone. By the time
tea and coffee and fruit juice and biscuits arrived, and
everyone had returned, the honest and ardent representative
from youth services, in his green windcheater with orange
flashes, had agreed that Community Advance, having not just
the ear of the council but also a hand on its crotch, should act
as grant securing agent for his organisation.

At first, Cliff had struggled with doubt. It seemed he might
decline the offer. But Su, in their privacy, had assured him
that this was not just another layer of bureaucracy, nor a stick
poked into someone else’s pie to make CA look good. To
back the words with deed, she herself would join the youth
services board — if they would have her. She would take the
utmost care not to step on other members’ toes in matters of
policy or process — her role would be to apply some serious
clout in discussions on funding held with the council and
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other sources. Community Advance would do everything in
its power to ensure that local provision of young people’s
activities would remain untouched by council predation. Cliff
said he personally saw the advantage of having the head of
the region’s umbrella agency on side, and felt sure the board
would agree to the proposal. But he also sought clarification.
What exactly would be in it for Community Advance? Was
not the agency committed to championing the Hadley Centre
above all other youth facilities? And how could personal
participation by the head of agency be justified?

These were perfectly valid questions, Su had replied, with
another sample from the winning smile collection, and she
was glad he had asked them. CA’s remit covered the interests
of every section of the community in as many ways possible.
Yes, the Hadley Centre was an important milestone for youth
— Cliff’s own words — but the opening of the complex
shouldn’t be at the expense of other means of contact. CA
existed to offer support at every level. And the agency was
only too pleased to do so. She, Su, made it a point to add the
personal touch in these matters. Things tended to happen
faster when she was in the picture.

Then the close. Looking the visitor in the face, Su had
pushed her hands in clenched union over the table top
towards him. In lots of cases, advice and support are given
freely, she said, adopting a confidential tone. This is usually
when the client is a small, very localised group with no
income to speak of. In other cases, such as registered bodies,
semi-official organisations, and auxiliary services — like youth
activities — a scale is applied, depending on the extent of
involvement, to cover expenses.

Cliff opened his mouth to speak but Su continued without a
pause. She explained that on every single occasion that the
agency had so far been asked to help as regards the grants
securing process, the outcome had been successful. No client,
the representative of youth had been assured, ever lost out
with Community Advance. All he needed to do was trust her.
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Later, Geri and Su together.
“Are you all right?”

“I’'m fine. Why do you askr”

“You weren’t entirely with it first thing.”

“Was I not?”

“No. But you made up for it later. Like the man said, you’re
a star.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

This was said pleasantly: Su was pleased with the outcome
of the Start of Week meeting. Geri fussed around her.

“You landed Cliff, didn’t you? Brought him on board.”

“A bit prickly around the edges, that one. He doesn’t know
us properly yet. Give him chance, poor lad.”

The head of agency had an office that was light and
spacious and modern, as befitted her position. The PA had an
office that too was light and modern, though it could claim
only half the floor area, and a lot of that was filled by office
hardware. The head of agency’s office had, by its window,
two substantial desks placed back to back, so that sitters at
each faced one another. One desk, its top strewn with
paperwork, represented the very seat of agency executive
power. The other, its burden of paper arranged in tidy
rectangles, had initially been installed in order to
accommodate overspill. Geri used the overspill desk more
often than her own in the adjoining room: role model and
slimmer imitator seated on opposite sides of a paper-
dominated expanse of mahogany. There was little that Geri
was not privy to in the daily official life of her boss, and she
did her best — though considerably less successfully — to attain
a similar measure of knowledge about the boss’s private life.
As now.

“What sort of weekend did you haver?”

“Oh, just the normal run. Nothing to bowl me over.
Why?”

“Just wondered. As I said, you were a bit off, this morning.
I thought you might be coming down with the bug that’s
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doing the rounds.”

“No. My health is in perfectly good health, like me. Good
of you to ask, though.”

“I worry about you.”

The direct line phone rang from under some papers. Su
gave a cutl of the mouth but made no other movement so
Geri pulled the instrument out and answered.

“Community Advance.”

No personal element such as Geri speaking, how may 1 belp
you? Su didn’t favour that degree of intimacy with someone
whose identity was yet to be revealed, and discouraged the
practice. Geri put her hand over the mouthpiece.

“It’s Fee, for you.”

Another twist of the mouth from Su.

“Shall I tell her —”

“No. Let’s do it.”

The receiver changed hands.

“Yes, sweetie. What’s your little local difficulty this time?”

The PA continued with the task of sorting through
documents, sometimes adding a comment with a click-action
pencil, occasionally looking up to catch her boss’s grimace.

“I hope you told him we don’t do that sort of thing and
warned him a refusal often offends before you refused and
offended him...He’s still there?...Hey, I don’t want him
here.. Well, tell him the answet’s no, that’s N, O — the
consonant comes before the vowel...Oh, never mind...Yes,
all right, put him on.”

The receiver crossed the desks again, Su hissing, “It’s Santa
Claus again — be nice but just really get rid of him, will you.”

Geri concluded in three minutes that which Fee had failed
to achieve in what was probably the best part of an afternoon.

“Thanks, Geri.”

“It’s my job.”

They both smiled and worked at the documents for a while
until Su spoke again, with a comedy routine inflection.

“Ge-eri?”
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“Ye-es?”

“I’'ve been thinking, Geri. You — em — wouldn’t like to
spend a couple of days at ATC North, would you? Putting
some shine on Fee.”

“I thought you did that.”

“I don’t mean that sort of shine. I mean some basic skills
on running an outreach office that she appears to be rusting
up on.”

“You know I don’t like that place.”

“It’s not there to be liked. I'm asking you as a favour,
actually.”

“I will if I must.”

“I think you must.”

Over dinner at home, Fee complained. After dinner, Fee
complained. During the television late news Fee complained.
She even tried to enlist support from Ellis, who wasn’t biting.
Su was adamant: she explained to the gitl that Geri would
only be with her for a couple of days — three days at the most.
Fee was still complaining when Su led her upstairs. Ellis
sipped his whisky, musing over Su’s moments of distraction
since returning from Derbyshire, and why she wanted Geri
out of the way.

Had Su been able to shut herself in her office, cut off from
the wotld outside, disconnected from all means of
telecommunication, relieved completely for a while of the
contractual ~commitment to develop disadvantaged
communities, she would have done so. Since that was not
possible, and an absence from the office would have invited
the need for explanation, she orchestrated the next best thing.
Geri away from the overspill desk; Fee’s twice daily crises
sorted on the spot by Geri; Indira, on reception, instructed to
deflect all but the most exciting calls; Roger buried under
piles of legal stuff; and group meetings postponed for any
reason that sounded a quarter convincing. With the space
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these arrangements won her, Su got down to some serious
non-motorway thinking. Ellis, sensing something was on her
mind, held the domestic fort like a trooper, not once pushing
his curiosity at her. Fee entered a sullen mood, proving she
could still act the door-slamming teenager, but Su knew that
would lift as soon as Fee had her crises back. Surely.

It was the first occasion in her life Su had taken time out to
unpick her mind like this. Su had always believed hers was a
brain wired for making decisions on the hoof, knowing
instinctively what was the best course of action in the context
of the moment. Better to strike while everything is clear, and
sod the consequences. She had read somewhere that thinking
things through was a waste of time: if there is an obvious net
benefit to be had from a particular option, then the decision
is as good as made; and when there is little difference in gain
from the various options, then it does not matter which of
them is chosen.

Her methods had served her well. She was nicely in front,
had a lot going for her. So, there must have been more good
decisions than bad, yeh? Life had rewarded her, presented her
with success, surrounded her with willing people, and had
gift-wrapped it all by the death of an old maid of an aunt
who, for reasons no one could fathom, though over which
the rest of the family would fume ever more, had left near
enough her entire secret hoard to dear little Suzie.

Was it right, this reward? Had she deserved it? Ellis had
explained to her, during one of his intellectual rambles over a
bottle of good wine, the notion that fate happens without
recourse to a prescriptive set of rules. A person receives as a
result of the greater world contingency regardless of what is
individually deserved. He had been talking about wins on the
National Lottery, but his words had helped clear her own
moral balance sheet.

Su’s purpose for sitting undisturbed at her desk, trying out a
new way of thinking, was therefore not to contemplate the
accidents of good fortune. It was the desire to improve her
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performance on life’s stage, to fine tune the success machine.
Su was aware of a particular fault within her character,
perhaps a fundamental flaw. It weakened her while she
wanted to be ever stronger. The fault was that of not being
able to square up to the past. You can ignore the baggage of
history as it spreads about at your feet, threatening to trip
you. You can detach yourself from all sense of responsibility,
instead transferring the blame to others. You can pardon
yourself of all guilt, and shower self-forgiveness on everything
not already forgotten. But there is a cost. By not being able to
face your own past, you risk missed chapters. It means the
book of life can never fully be read, and you cannot hope to
be complete. Su’s purpose was to make her book whole.

Christmas came and joyously went, the New Year
boisterously born; January was out, and May had died. April
told her. It was a sad loss, April said, but the Lord had other
duties for her — if you believed in that twaddle. As on Su’s
first visit to the Willows, Ron had had to be called by a junior
member of staff, and waited for, before she could go up to
Stan’s room. Stan looked weaker, but he insisted they go for a
walk round the park. Su warned him there was a chill to the
wind despite the sunshine but Stan replied he no longer felt
the cold. He said with a lightness born of resignation that he
regarded each walk in the fresh air as possibly his last.

They sat for a while on a park bench, screened from the
breeze by a tall hedge. Children played and whooped within a
compound of playground furniture made uninterestingly safe
by the fear of legal claims for injury. Su imagined this would
be a favourite seat with Stan. She asked him, gently, about
prison.

“If you keep your nose clean, hold your corner in the
showers, let the screws beat you at draughts, it’s bearable, I
suppose.”

“Did anyone give you a hard time because of — you know?”

“Because of what I was sent down for? No. No one knew,
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really.”

“Oh?”

“No. You see, it’s all down to the screws. If they think
you’re guilty, then you’re in for it. They make sure you have a
bloody hard time. I've seen it. But if they think you’ve been
unlucky, you don’t deserve to be there, then things soon settle
down. There was no #ze evidence against me, was there now.
Not like, say, a stack of loot found at a burglar’s.”

Su inhaled, deeply. “No. No true evidence.”

Stan lifted his tone. “They let me work in the kitchen. All
sorts of perks.”

“That was good. Where you in a special wing?”’

“Nah. Only for a few weeks. They needed the room. I
wasn’t a risk to myself. I wasn’t a danger to others. Leastways,
not in there.”

She turned to him, adjusting her mouth while she found the
safest words, but he returned her look and cut her shott.

“We’re not going all through the ‘sorry’ business again, are
we?”

She smiled. “Not like that, no. But I am sorry,
nevertheless.”

“I messed up your life, Suzie — your younger life. I shall
never forgive myself for that. My time inside was my
punishment. I deserved it. ’'m just pleased to see that you’ve
made all right now.”

“You didn’t mess up my younger life, Stan. I did that all by
my own.”

A child, a girl of perhaps ten, approached them.

“’Cuse me. Have you got any change you could lend me for
an ice cream? I lost all my money on the swings.”

Su answered.

“It’s too cold for ice cream. Have you had a good look for
you money, near the swings? You can get your friends to help
you.”

At the blue-tinted glare that accompanied the advice, the
girl shrugged her shoulders and wandered off. Su took hold
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of Stan’s arm. “C’mon, I'll treat you to a pint, if you feel up to
it.”

In the pub, only part filled by a huddle at one end of the
bar preparing for an afternoon of Saturday televised sport,
Stan asked after Mum. He had asked on Su’s first visit. Su
repeated the previous reply, that Mum seemed content in her
own little world.

“Your mother went through purgatory when...”

“I know.”

"She —”

“What?” Coaxing,.

“She was on her way before all the business, you know. She
was seeing a doctor. I’d noticed the signs. Hah! — I can
remember her mowing that little patch of grass at the front of
the house late one night, holding a torch in one hand. And
wanting me to take her to do the week’s shop only the day
after we’d already done it. She had a thing about soap — we
ended up with a cupboard full of the stuff — remember? I
don’t know, I reckon the court do must've been the last
straw.”

Su took a drink, chasing the unrequested ice cube with her
tongue. Mum’s was a rare form of dementia. Farly onset
familial Alzheimer’s, apparently. Passed down the generations
on a duff gene. Mum’s own mother had for a time been
committed to an institution. Mum too was lodged in an
institution, in a manner of speaking: the Meredith household,
chief custodian Margo. Anyhow, the Gardeen sperm seemed
to have been sound. Su trusted so.

“Yes, it wasn’t a good time for any of us.”

Stan, seemingly having nothing to add, supped at his beer.
Su continued.

“The situation got out of hand. I didn’t mean it to go the
way it did — it took on a life of its own.”

“That’s enough. I don’t want to hear no more about it, if
you don’t mind, Suzie.”

“All right. If you say so.”
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Margo had heated some mulled wine. It smelt delicious, and
tasted delicious. She asked after Stan in the distracted tone
she reserved for strangers, and sometimes for Su.

“He’s bearing up. We went for a walk.”

“How nice for you both.”

They were in the kitchen, after the evening meal, which Su
had given her absence for. Mum stood at the double sink,
washing up, often the same plate or cup twice over. Margo
had entrusted the task to her instead of slotting the crockery
on racks in the cavernous dishwasher. No knives or forks, Su
noticed. Estelle appeared, ostensibly to collect an apple. An
attractive slim girl, she was dressed in jeans that did not
completely cover her bum cleavage when she bent over, and a
top that displayed her midriff when she straightened up.

“Is it all right if I go to Allie’s?”

“Hmm. I’'m not exactly transported into higher rapture by
the prospect.”

“Oh, please!”

“Very well. Don’t be late back. You know what happened
last time.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

Mum watched the fifteen-year-old skip from the room.

“There’s always a palaver.”

Margo checked the sink. “There is, Mum, you’re right.”

Su asked to which family in the village Allie belonged.
Allison’s, Margo replied, was one of the new families. The
adjective was used locally to describe any family that had
moved into the village during the last twenty or so years. By
the definition, some three-quarters of the village’s families
were new. The village had been demographically a much
smaller place when Su was Estelle’s age. Unlike Estelle, the
early-teen Suzie would never have thought to ask before
going out. Indeed, rarely was she in. Suzie left school with
four indifferent GCSEs the same year as Margaret entered
university. One sister went up to Durham to learn applied
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psychology while the other went down to the bus shelter to
instruct on finger fucking.

“Margo. I'd like to talk to you about something. Later, in
private.” Su emphasised the last part by a jerk of the head
towards the kitchen sink. The request might have been — was
expected to be — a brusque “What about?’ or a difficult “There
is nothing to be said that Mum can’t hear.” Instead, Margo
cast her eyes down to the bowl of fruit she was delicately
rearranging after Estelle’s assault.

“Yes. All right.”

Another Monday, another Start of Week meeting. Another
lamb to the fold. This time, Community Advance was to
champion late literacy, to advance the case for additional
money with which to hold classes that hoped to improve the
standard of reading and writing among citizens who were
deemed to have reached adulthood without noticing the
disadvantage in not possessing these skills. Also, Geri, her
half week spell at ATC North over, had reclaimed the
overspill desk, to find there was a lot to catch up on.

“That makes,” she said, counting, “eighteen opteds in all.
We’re getting there.” The term ‘opted’ referred to a
community group or organisation that had agreed, like Cliff’s,
to allow the agency to present applications to the various
funding authorities on the group’s behalf .

“Keep on trucking, yeh?”

“One small snag, though.”

“Like what?” Su glanced across the white sea.

“We’re running out of fielders. You can’t be everywhere; [
can’t be; Roger has other things to do; Monique has her
young family; Indira doesn’t want to be everywhere; Jeannine
says she —”

“Okay, okay, I get the picture. Too much like work.”

“Too much like affer hours work. Many of our client groups
only come out at night.”

“I guess so. Any ideas?”
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This was the line the PA was waiting for. Geri grabbed her
chance.

“Well, you remember last week, when you sent me north
into no-man’s land?”

“I know it well. They say the deprivation’s at its best this
time of year.”

“The thing is, ATC North is falling apart. I don’t mean the
building, though that as well.”

“Roget’s on the look-out for new premises.”

“I mean the organisation. Fee is — well, I don’t want to hurt
touchy feelings here, but —”

“Bloody useless.”

Geri gave a short humourless laugh. “Revolution’s in the
air. We’re going to lose some good people if we’re not
careful.”

“Where would they go? We’re the only game in town.”

“To social services, for one. To health. To other parts of
the country. We may be the only community development
game in town, but we ain’t the only town. Actually, there’s a
lot going on out there.”

“I know, I know. Just testing.”” Su sent a smile over.

“Perhaps we could hit two birds with one stone. What if
Fee were to —”

“I’'m way ahead of you. Fee out of ATC North; Monique in;
Fee on the road as rep; all our problems solved. Right?”

A cheerful nod from the overspill desk. “Yes. That’d do it.”

“Do you think Fee would be up to raising passions here
there and everywhere?”

“As a matter of fact, I think she would. She has the party
line patter, it’s her — her lack of authority that lets her down.”

“Like she hasn’t got any.”

“The people working under her don’t take her seriously.
She uses your name as a threat on neatly every occasion.”

“Big Bad Su?”

“I would rather not say what they call you.”

“I would rather not know, thank you.”
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The phone rang. Reaching out to it, but before lifting the
receiver, Su was crisp and managerial, a response that Geri
admired.

“Yep. The idea’s a success already. Let’s go for it.”

% ok ok ok ok

Not so late in the same day’s evening, they went up to the
Chamber. Fee was in high spirits, delighted to be departing
ATC North and excited to be given the chance to spread the
gospel, as she put it. She was willing to get drunk, to take a
tablet, to do anything Su wanted her to do. As she rolled and
turned on the bed in her underwear, Su sat at the dressing
table, fully clothed, cleaning the plastic-rubber penis with a
baby wipe. Presently, Su stood before the wardrobe and
withdrew a large plastic bag from its floor, which she took
over to the bed.

“I’d like to try something new.”

“Sounds cool to me.”

One by one, Su removed four cords from the bag. FEach
length, of red braided nylon, had at one end a stout black
padded restraining strap and buckle.

“We need to fit these up.” In a public announcement voice,
she added, “Please be patient. Abnormal service will be
resumed as soon as possible. In the meantime, please feel free
to view our other products.”

Drawing the bemused Fee out across the bed in the style of
a letter X, Su pulled the straps through their buckles, first
around the girl’s wrists, then around her ankles. When all the
straps were fastened, she tugged each cord towards an upright
of the bed canopy, wound it twice round, and tied it securely.

“There. That’s about in the middle.” She checked for slack
in the cords.

“Nice and tight. You’re not going anywhere for a while.”

Su changed unhurriedly into a plunging black leotard with
red trimming. She replied to questions from the bed in
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non-listening monosyllables as she positioned the video
camera. After some bodily caressing, which brought Fee out
in gooseflesh, Su produced a pair of dressmaker’s scissors and
wielded them about as if preparing a ritual. With the girl
below her looking a little apprehensive, the mistress carefully
snipped at the tie between bra cups, drawing the light blue
garment from under the body and dropping it on to the
carpet. The scissors moved down and clipped away at the side
bands of pale pink briefs. There was protest from the bed.

In his chair in the lounge, Ellis sat back with a tumbler of
whisky to watch the flat-screen television which displayed an
image sent by the Chamber’s camera. The picture was
pleasingly crisp.

% ok ok ok x

Su formally introduced Monique, their new team leader, to
the staff of ATC North. The frizzy-haired befreckled red-
head was hiding any nervousness she may have felt. Monique
had been in community development for almost a decade and
knew the administration routines as well as anyone, but had
not seen much of the grass roots. A spell of fronting ATC
North would, in Su’s opinion, change that. And Monique’s
supervisory skills would no doubt be welcome at ATC North
in the wake of Fee’s fumbles.

After a morning of familiarisation with the office and its
personnel, Su took Monique on a car drive round the estate.
During her own time as team leader, Su considered the estate
to be totally toilet. It had gone downhill since. The
neighbourhood centre was a complete mess. Demolition of
homes to make way for the approach road to a new health
centre had been completed the year before but site clearance
had proceeded no further than the formation of hills of
debris. On the proposed site for the new structure, some
trenches had been dug, to be filled with rainwater and
supermarket trolleys. Any safety fencing erected round the
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initial excavations was gone, no doubt sold for scrap.
Residents from the eastern half of the estate were obliged to
follow a roughly surfaced path between the trenches in order
to reach the neighbourhood centre. At the centre itself, the
single-storeyed shop units were as unappealing as ever, and
the wooden community centre pleaded to be put out of its
misery. Only the existing health centre, to be vacated in the
near future, looked at all maintained. A burnt-out car sat on
the shopping centre car park. Some children, to whom school
was apparently no more than an option, were busy
dismantling a second vehicle, abandoned, possibly stolen, but
not yet offered up to the flames.

Su pulled to a stop, leaving the engine running. Monique
scanned the scene, then spoke.

“Blait’s Britain.”

“Don’t you start.” When Ellis lived on the estate, he had
been the driving force behind a group calling itself Arcade
whose members hoped to act as the voice of the community
in a scheme to improve the neighbourhood hub. Su realised
Monique, whose brow expressed puzzlement at the response,
would not be aware of Ellis’s involvement.

“You remember back at the office, a group called Arcade
was mentioned?”

“Yes, they’re the group campaigning for regeneration, aren’t
they?”

“That’s right,” nodded Su.

“Well, they’ve certainly got their work cut out, that’s all 1
can say.”

“The new health centre /s on its way — I’'ve seen the model.
It’s bound to attract better shops. And a new community
hall’s been promised.”

“Before the present one falls down, I hope.”

“It’s a PPP project, that’s why there’s a delay.” Su could
hear herself promoting the idea as if to a community group,
which annoyed her.

“Sounds like a stutter.”
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“Public — private —”

“I know what it means. Pathetic partial performance.”

The Monique surveying the run-down neighbourhood
centre was not the Monique that had worked at Community
Advance head office. In just over half a day’s exposure at the
coalface, the woman was beginning to sound like an activist.
Su slipped the car into gear.

“Anyhow, none of this affects our work.”

“No. We’re just here to pick up the pieces.”

Su turned to Monique, momentarily giving the woman one
of her glares.

“You do want this position, don’t you, Monique?”

“Ye