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Foreword

As a continuation of  The S.0.D. Saga , The S.0.D. Sequel lives up to its name, which is
always a good start. It encompasses a very particular time of my life, namely the three

years | spent as a ma ture st udent of psychology at The University o f Plymouth, in
Devon. Please don't hold this against me.

As before, the characters are completely fictitious I not a scrap of similarity to any of the
people | met, oh no! | wonder how may authors can write ab out cha racters without
basing any facet of per sonality on people they actually know, or have come acros s?
Maybe they can, I'm not sure. Having spent three years studying psychology and well

over half a century studying life as | know it, | still can't pret end to understand people.

However, | find peo ple fascinating and | find life is full of gentle, humorous moments,
even amongst the harsh, sad ones. Life is such a strange mix and this is just the story of

a life (that | confess at times might  happen to be a bit like mine) trying to make sense
and occ asionally a great deal of nonsense about its experiences.

So, off you go and may the force be with you!

Kay Santillo, February 2010.
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CHAPTER 1

It was September 1993 and Sandra Olivia Dullkettle had recently succum bed to a 41
birthday. She had made a serious a ttempt to avoid the occasion altogether , by booking
herself on a mystery coach trip to Paignton Zoo, but the trip had been cancelled at the

last moment, due to the vandalism of the coach by the local Left-Wing Animal Rights
group. Sandra had tried to redeem the situation by ringing around for an emergency

triple hair and manicure appointment, but in the end had been forced to give in

gracelessly.

The inevitable family birthday tea ha dn't been quite as bad as she'd feared,
though, due to the absenc e of her i n-laws, Sybil and Basil. They had opted instead to
attend a nearly -all-night vigil of the  Violence And Global Insanity Never Again group that
had been formed by their church after the First World War.

Howev er, the presence of Sandra's cousin, Si ndy Linda Grossbody, who had been

staying with them on a week's holiday, had annoyed Sandra for at least two good
reasons.

'She's younger than | am, she's got more clothes than | have and she calls me
Sandy,” Sandra had thought petulantly. 'Actually, not only that, she can drive, she's
taken a bigger piece of cake than | have and | can't see a grey hair anywhere. Also,
she's not pathetically afraid of birds, she hasn't got a small mole on her left lower lip and
Auntie Lavender gave her 2s 6d once when all | gotwas 6d.'

"Hi, Sandy!" Sindy had said at that point, coming up to Sandra and putting her
arm around Sandra's waist. "I'm sorry | have to go back to Grimsford tomorrow, I've
really enjoyed staying here. Yo u will write to me, won't you? Osborn said he would writ e
to me if you didn't mind."

"Oh, he did, did he?" Sandra had replied a little acerbically, looking across to
where her husband had been fingering a salmon and nectarine vol -au-vent rather
suspicious ly. "I don't mind , what Osborn does is up to h im. Yes, | 'll write to you if you
write to me, like we always used to."

That had been a week ago. Now Sandra was busy becoming incredibly nervous
about her forthcoming start on a BSc (Honours) Psychology degre e cours e at the
University of Plymouth. She'd already bo ught a pair of jeans and a rucksack, but her
blonde -haired, green -eyed 12-year-old daughter Madeleine had been slightly less than
totally encouraging.

"Mum, those jeans are too new," she said, gazing critic ally at Sandra. "They do
look sort of O K on you, but they'd look better with a couple of interestingly placed holes
and a nasty little stain or two. And the Naked Nudie Bare Bear slogan on the rucksack
doesn't quite hit the mark either." As she look ed up a nd caught the expression on her
mother' s face, ho wever, she relented. Giving Sandra a sudden hug, she added, "I'm sure
you'll be fine, you're great for your age. It's funny you being a student at the same
university where Dad works though!"

“If Im anage to pass my A -levels and getin to the uni versity ne xt year, just don't

let on that you know me," said Sandra's dark -haired, brown -eyed 17-year-old son
Gulliver, as he came into the room. Sandra couldn't help wondering why he didn't want

to go away to univers ity, but was secretly pleased that he'd so far op ted to stay at
home.

"l won't bother to run after you across the campus when you forget your lunch
box, then," she replied, smiling.

"I'd rather starve, Mother Bitch," replied Gulliver smilingly, as he gav e his mother
a friendly shove against t he wall. "It's bad enough with my father working in the
Communications Department where | want to do my degree."

"Hey, you haven't called me Mother Bitch for ages," remarked Sandra delightedly,

as she rubbed h er elbo w where it had banged against the wall. "You've been a bit distant
lately."

"The camp was only 15 miles away, Mother Hell Fiend," replied Gulliver, "and |
did bring you back all my dirty washing, like the old days."

"That's n otwhat| meantandyo uknow it, " said Sandra, about to hit him with the
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Naked Nudie Bare Bear  pencil case, which had been a free gi ft with the rucksack. Just
then though, dark -haired, follicly -challenged Osborn came into the room.

"Hi, | was just trying to get into the swing of thi ngs," said Sandra quickly.

"That's wha t 1 'm afraid of," said Osborn quietly, as he kissed her on the cheek.

'What did he mean?' reflected Sandra as she lay in bed that night. ‘And why did he kiss
me on the cheek and not on the lips or the elbows? And why do | still have trouble
putting on duv et covers? And why do | always forget to look at lunar eclipses? And why
do worms always leap out of the earth suicidally when I'm gardening? And why do |
want to do a degree in psychology, for heaven's sake? | s it so me fatalistic genetic trait
that I'm po werless to fight because both my parents were psychologists? | wonder if
they still think of themselves as psychologists, even though they're retired? What have |
let myself in for? Actually, if the genetic tra it hypo thesis is true, Osborn by all rights
should be a religious nutter. Thank God he's not, although it was a bit hit and miss a
while ago with that Theresa episode.'
Sandra shuddered at the memory of their Lake District holiday a year ago, when

she'd f ound a letter Osborn had written to Theresa, s aying how when he'd made love
with Sandra on a hill -cum -mountain, he'd wished it had been with Theresa. Incredibly,
Sandra felt tears stinging her eyes.

'Even after all this time, it still hurts,' she thought wonderi ngly, as she reached
across for a piece  of Painful Pink Mood Matching Toilet Roll . 'l wonder if Osborn still feels
hurt about Geoff and me, although all we ever did was talk T and hold hands 7 and kiss
T and 7 oh, sodit." She sniffed rather noisily

"Any thing wrong?" asked Osborn suddenly, tu rnin g over to face her.

"Oh! | didn't know you were awake,"” said Sandra, her heart suddenly racing
without her consent. "l was just feeling a bit strange e

"No difference there, then."

"I was feeling strange about starting university and about you and T heresa and

me and Geoff."
"Sounds a bit like a  second -rate film," said Osborn wryly. He wrapped his arm
around her. "Look, all that's in the past."

"But you still remember it, don't you?" asked Sandra, althou gh she was
comforted to a large extent by his arm. He didn't have particularly big arms, but just the
feel of another human being was reassuring.

"Yes, unfortunately | do," he said quietly. "Sometimes | lie awake at night and it
eats at me. | know | shoul d let i t go, but just the thought of you wanti ng someone
elseé"

"I'm sorry," said Sandra, turning over to face him. "l do love you, really I do , and

I meant it when | said we'd make a fresh start.” There was a silence, which Sandra
found herself filling w ith her own doubt. "Do you love me really?"

"No, n ot really," replied Osborn.

"Oh," replied Sandra with a small voice, hardly believing his reply.

"Joke, " said Osborn sleepily. "l don't love you really, | just love you."

Sandra wondered if she was at | ast beg inning to lose her treasured sense of
humour as she scrunched up her piece of Painful Pink Mood Matching Toilet Roll and
threw it testily across the room.

The next morning a letter from Sindy arrived on the mat, just as Sandra was making a
slit in  her new university jeans. The sudden noise of the | etterbox caused her to make
the slit somewhat longer than she'd intended.

'Oh well," she thought philosophically, as she went to pick up the letter. 'All in the

name of a modern front . | must say, | don't really fancy a slit in the back of my jeans T
although why can't | just be me? Hmm, | must be backsliding. As long as it's not
backsiding . Well, it's quite a while since I've seen Sindy's handwriting on an envelope

My God, it's for Osborn! She's written  to him first, th e sly cow!" Sandra sat down fo ra
minute, turning the letter over and over i n her hand and wondering why she had

mentally called Sindy a sly cow.
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'‘She's my cousin and we spent a few childhood summers together T which is no
reason why she s houldn' t write to Osborn, since she did ask if | minded. Th ey definitely
got on well w hen she was here on holiday , after all. She's written to him before me ,
though! | suppose she's allowed to , but | wonder what she's written to him about , there
are at lea st a co uple of pages in there . | wonder if she 's written anything about me , the
sly co w!'

As Sandra was holding the envelope up to the light to see if she could see
anything of the letter inside, Gulliver came into the room.

"l thought you were above suc h thing s, Mother Slut Nose."

"Gulliver! When are you going to start being nice to me? " asked Sandra, putting
the letter down quickly.

"I am nice to you. Honestly, as if I'd use such ter ms of affliction to anyone else. "

"Terms of affection?" asked Sandra hopefu lly.

"No, terms of affliction. Have yo u got the photos  for your studentcardy  et?"

"Yes, but | don't like them much."

"Let's ha ve alook. "

"What about yours for the sixth form, you've never shown them to me."

"OK, I'll show you mine if you show me you rs."

"You stupid thing!"

"Hey, Mother Dippy Chin, you shouldn't talk to yours elf like that."

"Oh, go and destroy yourself. Are you scared of taking your A -levels this year?"

"Technically next year. Me? Scared? Of A -levels? Well, what do you thin k? Yes, |
am, actually. Going to university an d taking a degree sounds so grown -up. An d scary."

"I'm scared,” admitted Sandra. "Scared thingie -less now it's only three days
away."

"Er 7 a small hint here, Mother Wimpy Cheeks. If you're at university, you 're
going to have to get accustomed to full an d explicit forms of strong language.”

"Oh, I'm not afraid of strong language, don't you worry. Why, golly gosh and
hairy bottoms, | was using some damned awful strong language befor e you were even
ruddy well b orn." Sandra frowned at her strange articulati on. "God, where did all that
come from?"

"I don't want to know," said Gulliver, smiling. "I'm off to play Obuggerit on the
computer, before all my spare time gets taken up with A -level -type activities, plusth e
social side of things, of course."

"Such as ?"

"Oh, drinking, clubs T you know, the whole hect ic scene. Maybe even a spot of
course work here and there, as well."

"Are you sure you don't mean coarse work?"

"I don't know what you mean." Gulliver was unt ouched. "Are you going to any
Freshers' Week events then, orany  Sex-n-Study Weekends ?"

"Good God , no! Oh , you're teasing me. Well, | was thinking of trying something
on this programme they've sent me called Mature Students Go Immature Night , but I'm
not sure yo ur dear father would understand."

"Mot her Hell Knees, | don't understand."

"Me nei ther, to be honest. Anyway, I'm not going, I'm probably too mature. By
the way, how are you feeling about your driving test, it's only next week, isn't it e

"Thank you so much for reminding me."

"That's OK. Yo U'll do fine, you're a natural."

"Yes, defin itely unnatural. "

Later in the afternoon, Madeleine entered the front door, unceremoniously flinging her
bag on to the floor.

"Hi, Mum. Do you know anything about King A rthur? I've got to do an assignment
on him."

"King Arthur? Oh yes, he T umm 1 he i no, | don't seem to know anything
definite about him, to be honest . | think what | know is all myth. | never did anything
about King Arthur at school," finished Sand ra lame ly.
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"Oh well, it's another trip to the library with Lucy, then. | don't mind, there s a
new assistant there that we like."

"Fancy!" Sandra looked at Madeleine, thinking how much she'd matured in the
last year or so.

"Yes, we do." Madeleine grinn  ed sudd enly and looked thoughtfully at Sandra. "It's
really nice being able to tell you nea rly everything. I'm so glad you're not normal.”

"Thank you, darling. " Sandra was secretly heart -warmed at her daughter's
sudden observation.

"Oh, by the way," said Madele ine, picking up her bag again to go to the library, "I
thought I'd better mention th at slits in jeans aren't ne ssacelery in any more. You haven't
made any slits, have you?" Madeleine regarded her mother wonderingly.

"Necessarily? Yes, | have!" excl aimed S andra, reflecting for a moment on life' S
certain uncertainties.

"Never mind, Mum, j  ust be yourself. That's what you tell me and th at's what |
believe is best. | hate conformity. Have you seen my blue jacket? | wouldn't be seen
dead at the library w  earing this old thing."

Two days later, Sandr a called by in the afternoon to see her parents, Caroline and
Leonard. It was her last visit before she was to become a student and would
consequently be seeing less of them for a while.

"This is my last visit before becoming a student and consequently se eing less of
you for a while,” explain ~ ed Sandra, sitting on the sofa with a mug of tea and a chocolate
biscuit that Caroline had pressed into her hand. It had been a silly thing to do.

"Crumbs,” replied Caroli ne. "Ye s, I'll miss seeing you as frequently a s we have
been lately. Since Dad and | retired, it's it's brightened up our days." A poignant glance
shot between Caroline and Sandra, but they both looked away in embarrassment.

"I'll still come to see you as often as | can,” promised Sandra sincerely. " It's not
as if I'm going away, or anything. Besides, wi th all your social activities, it's been hard
sometimes to find a time when you're in!"

"Yes, that's true," chipped in Leonard. "I've enjoyed going out wi th the Old
Ramblers since | had my bypass. I m ust say, though, | do feel all out of sorts today."

"Ah, you may feel all out of sorts, Dad, but you're not out of All-Sorts because |
brought you some," said Sandra, putting down her mug to rummage through he r bag.

"Why thank you, Sandra," said Leonard, taking the bag of  All-Sorts a little shyly.

"Why not thank you, Dad!" quipped Sandra, then looked a little concerned as
Leonard stood up slowly.

"Would you mind if | left you two on your own and went to lie down in  my own
room for a while?" he said. "I' Il take a couple of pills before | do, I've got to knoc k this
headache on the head. Ho T knock the headache on the head, get it?"

"Yes, Dad," said Sandra, relieved that Leonard still felt well enough to laugh at his
own jokes. "I'll see you later."

"OK, love. Enjoy all the behaviourism," said Leonard, winkin g at Sandra as he left
the room.

"Oh, never mind the behaviourism, just tell me if there's any new research on the
self-concept," said Caroline, sniffing . "l use d to be on top of it all in my day . Psycholog y

is such a vast field , there are so many subject areas and it seems to be widening all the
time. I'm sure you'll find it stimulating."
"As long as it's not too much of an eclectic shock," joked Sandra, private ly feeling
overawed and overnervous.
"You'll be fine T ouch! " said Caroline, shifting uncomfortably in her chair.
"What's wrong?"
"Oh, just a few twinges. Old age or something, it's catching up at last,” said
Caroline ruefully.

"Mum, you'll neve r be ol din your head," said Sandra, as much to comfort herself
as her mother.
"Tell that to my body. " Caroline laughed. "I've tried, but it just won't listen."
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As she lay awake in bed that night, Sandra alternated interestingly between nervousness
and r ebellio n.

"Il show the world what I'm mad e of," she thought, after her knees had stopped
trembling at the thought of all the people she would have to meet the following day.

"They'll have to accept me as | am. So what if I'm not big, blonde, beautiful a nd youn g?
I'm me, I'm Sandra Olivia Dullkett le and I'm small, dark -haired with traces of grey,
interestingly wrinkled around the eyes and old.

'Hell no, I'm not old! What is old, anyway? It's all comparative i older and oldest,
in comparison to younger an d young est. God, what am | on about now, I'm thinking
gibberish. | must be getting old T ha!' She scratched her ear contemplatively.

'Mum mentioned age today, as if she's really beginning to feel older. The plain
fact is that she is older. We're all older than w e were a while ago.' She scratched h er
shoulder reflectively.

'‘Dad's beginning to look older, too. He's gone completely grey now. Well, it's

rather a pleasant whiteish silver, actually . | like it. See, there are good things about
being older.' She scratch ed her navel ponderingly.

'‘Osborn, of course, will always be two years older than | am, which is comforting.
Then, of course, | shall always be two years older than Sindy . The sly cow, | wonder
what she wrote in Osborn's letter? | think I'll ask hi m." She scratched her knee
agitatedly.

'‘Osborn's parents have always seemed old to me, probably because they've
always seemed so rigid an  d unbending and unlistening and T no, I'm being cruel. | must
be more open -minded myself, if I'm going to study for a degree. How exciting, I'm
looking forward t o it.' She scratched her big toe animatedly.

‘Actually, how absolut ely petrifying. I'm dreading it. ' She scratched herself all

over in confusion and a small and rather disturbing amount of pleasure.
CHAPTER 2

On her f irst morning at university, Sandra f ound herself waiting alone outside a lecture
theatre, amid a throng of other new students , who all seemed to know each other and
who were not wearing jeans with slits in them.

'How did | arrive here at this lectu re thea tre, at this point in time (09:54) we aring
jeans with slits in them?' she thought wonderingly. 'l must have had an out of body
experience on the bus here, or else I've simply been out of my mind with fear. God, |
think | still am. Anyway, h ow come a Il thes e rather young people seem to know ea ch
other already?'

"Hey Zo! Did you make it with Jo last night?" shouted a girl with short blonde hair
to another girl, as she made her entrance through the outside entrance doors. It was a
good place to make an  entran ce from outside.

"Hey Mo! No, I didn 't, but | made it with Ro!" shouted back the other girl, running
her fingers though her long, dark hair.

"Who's Ro?" asked short blonde haired Mo.

"Rodney Bent, the guy with the nose stud,” replied long dark -haired Zo ,
whereupon Mo and Zo shrieked with | aughter. "Hey, there he is," said Zo suddenly.
"Over here, Ro!"

"Hey Mo and Zo," said the brown -haired Ro, approaching the two girls. "Have you
seen Bo?"

Sandra began to develop a headache and was glad when a s mall ma n with dark
curly hair cam e staggering through the doors under a huge pile of paper . Obviously a
lecturer, thought Sandra reverently.

"Thank you," he said with undisguised relief to the small chestnut -haired woman
who stepped forward to open the do ortot he lecture theatre for him.

'Ah, anoth er mature student,’ thought Sandra excitedly. 'l recognise her from the
interview day.' She propelled herself rather uncharacteristically through the group of
students immediately in front of her as they began to move into the lecture thea tre,
desperately trying to make ¢ ontact with the only face she' d recognised so far.
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"Hil" she said with triumph, as she bumped into the small chestnut -haired mature
student. "I'm Sandra."

"Urgh 1 hi!" replied the small chestn ut-haired mature student, sta rtled. "I'm
Neri ssa."

"W hat a nice name. Do you mind if | sit with you?"

"NO_“
Sandra hesitated for a moment, uncertain whether Nerissa meant she minded or
not. The lecture theatre was filling up rapidly, as Nerissa continu ed to w alk down the

aisle loo king for a seat.  Actually, there were plenty, but she was looking for a suitably

empty one. As Sandra stood gazing at the sea of unknown faces, knowing she had
committed herself to follow this course of study for the next three years, she felt a
moment of pur e panic rise u p inside her. She turned to launch herself after Nerissa like a
kamikaze firework, suddenly feeling sick as she realised she'd lost sight of her.

"Sandra, over here!" Nerissa's voice was the most welcome sound Sandra could
have heard at t hat moment. She s at down beside Nerissa and managed to calm her
rapidly beating heart.

'Don't be such a neurotic raving wimp, Sandra,' she said to herself nicely. ' You
chose to do this. So what if you're feeling sick with nerv es? The worstyou candoist o
vomit copiously all over the person sitting in front of you.' Sandra gazed in horror at the
sophisticated looking woman in her early twenties sitting in front of her, but fortunately
her mind was taken off the situation, as t he smal | dark curly -haired le cturer began to
speak with a strangely unidentifiable accent in a thin nasal voice (which nevertheless
emanated from his mouth) while tapping nervously at the small microphone attached to
his shirt.

"Good morning. Ahem! Yes, g ood mor ning and welcome to th e start of your
Applied Marine Science degree. Just a joke! | do, of course, mean your BSc Psychology
(Honours) degree.” A murmur of uncertain origin and intent rippled through the lecture
theatre.

"My name is Simon Coe," he ¢ ontinue d, tapping miserab ly on the microphone as
it began to fail to work, "but don't let that worry you."

Sandra found herself spending the next hour and a half straining intently to hear
Simon C oe's voice as he valiantly semi -shouted information followi ng the complete
demise of the microphone. Than kfully, a lot of the time was taken up with the
distribution of countless photocopies and Sandra began to relax. She enjoyed receiving
countless pieces of paper, especially if they imparted int eresting informat ion. Ev en semi -
interestin g i nformation, to be  fair.

In the lunch break, she and Nerissa ventured into the Student Union to collect
their student cards and a Free Fresher Goodie Bag

"Are you a free fresher?" joked Nerissa with Sandra, as they investigate d the
contents of their g  ood ie bags.

"Oh yes, I've never charged," replied Sandra, feeling very much at ease with
someone who made rather lame jokes like herself. At one stage, she'd tried therapy to
stop thinking of herself as a lame joke, but the acrony m of he r name had, frankl vy, never
helped. The initials SOD were enough for anyone to contend with, she and the therapist
had finally decided.

"Good God!" exclaimed Nerissa, holding a small box of Post-Curry n' Booze
Fallout Settlers in one hand and a spam  -flavou red condom inthe  other.

"Are you reli gious then , Nerissa?" asked Sandra absent -mindedly, lifting a
miniature container of Lager Fragranced Correcting Fluid from her goodie bag.

"No," replied Nerissa, equally absent  -mindedly, investigating a vouch er for a free
pint of bee rata Student Specia |at Sleazy Suzy's night. "l just live up to my initials."

"Initials?" squeaked Sandra with a start.

"NUT 7 Nerissa Ursula Tripp," replied Nerissa, gazing at Sandra just a little
disconcertedly.

"NUT!" shout ed Sand ra with delight, i gnoring several raise d eyebrows in her
immediate vicinity. "Hey, that's not so bad. Mine's SOD! My mother had this hypothesis
about people's names. She was a psychologist, you see, but she's over it now é
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Later in the afternoon, i t was t ime to find out  which personal tutor gr oups
everyone was in. In the first floor Psychology Department corridor, Sandra joined the
mass of students who were trying to view the allocation notice of personal tutor groups
on the notice board. Being rath er smal I, she was unsur e whether she found the
sensation of being in a confined space among so many young pulsating bodies mildly
exciting or mildly claustrophobic.

"Gosh, this is friendly," she said aloud to an armpit by her left ear.

"Ow!" said the arm  pit own er. "Mind your e Ibow, mate."

Sandra ch ecked her elbows, but was relieved to find the armpit owner had not
been speaking to her. At last people began to filter away and she was able to scan the
list of personal tutor groups.

"Marcus Lowe," she said aloud, as she found th e group of five among w  hich her
name was included.

"It's an omen," said a man on her right. "I'm in his group, too."

"Oh?" Sandra looked to her right -hand side to see a fairly tall man, probably in
his late forties, wearing glasses and a rather delicious purple corduroy jacket ."Oh good."

"How have you found it so far today?" asked the man politely.

"Well, I'm usually hopeless with directions, but | just sort of followed everyone
else,” replied Sandra. "Hey, I'm glad you're in my group, I've never felt so old in my life
befor e as | have today among all these bright young things." She stopped, beginning to
blush at her unin  tended inference about his age.

"Well, we're supposed to go and mee t Marcus Lowe," said the purple -jacketed
man, eith er not noticing,  or ignoring her infere nce. He peered at the list again. "Let's
see, room 223."

"Where's that?" asked Sandra, looking around her.

"On the second floor," he replied, looking at her slightly askance. "Shall we go?"

"Yes, sure,” said Sandra brightly, as sh e turned to go the wron g way down the
corridor, wondering dejectedly why her sense of direction was so abysmal. A few
minutes later, walking up the stairs to the second floor, she suddenly felt incredi bly glad
to have met the purple  -jackete d man.

“I'm San dra, by the way," she s aid in a moment of bold gladness. "I'm glad | met
you, or | could still be wandering around the first floor looking for room 223."

"That's OK," said the purple -jacketed man. "I'm Phil. Nice to meet you, Sandra
Aha, the famous room  223." He knocked and wa s answered by a distant "Come!"
emanating from inside the room. Sandra suddenly had to fight an urge to giggle and
wished fervently that Marcus Lowe had invited them to "Come in!" instead.

She entered the room behind Phil, to discov er that three other fir  st-year students
were already seated in various attitudes of casual nervousness. Marcus Lowe himself was
sitting behind his desk, searching through one of the piles of paper that almost covered
the desk top. A man of rather indetermi nate age, the first thi ng Sandra noticed about
him was the long blond fringe which flopped, rather pleasantly she thought, above his
blue eyes. He glanced up as she and Phil looked for somewhere to sit.

"Hi," welcomed Marcus Lowe in a stro ng clear voice. "Do sit down. There's
another chair here and do use the comfy chair in the corner there."

Sandra found herself sitting in the comfy chair, wishing she could stop
remembering the Monty Viper comfy chair sketch, as it had always made her wan t to
laugh like an idiot. In the end, s  he'd decided she was an idiot anyway, so it didn't really
matter.

"Let's introduce ourselves," said Marcus abruptly, abandoning his search through
the piles of paper. "You know who | am, so let's start from th e left. Just say your n ame
and a few things ab out yourself. | can't find my list of your names, I'm afraid." He
looked expectantly at the young male student fingering his nose stud.

"Oh. Yo. 'm R odney Bent, knownasRo ¢é"

Sandra looked up sharply from wh ere she 'd been poking her finger in and out of
the slit just above the knee of her jeans, recognising the Ro who had apparently made it
with Zo the night before. She gazed at him wonderingly, as she allowed her mind to
wander. A wandering and wondering min d were two of her str ong points, she decided .
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'‘Gosh, I'm here in a personal tutor's room with a personal tutor and all his books
and his computer and his table with a funny looking machine on it and his whiteboard

and his carpet with a stain in the shape of Mada gascar. | wonder what it is. The stain, |
mean, not Madagascar. And these students T real live psychology undergraduates who
are weird presumed intelligent and who wear nose studs and who make it with one
another. Except probably the oldies, like Ne rissa a nd Phil and me.' She looked at Phil,
wh o had begun to scratch his wavy mid -brown, grey -streaked hair, in consternation that
it was his turn to speak.

"Hello, my name's Phillip Potts i Phil preferably . Well, a few years ago | became

disillusioned wi th goin g away to sea as a way of life, but whe n | came ashore, my wife
left me for a peripatetic vet. I've had a couple of jobs since then, but none of them were
remotely fulfilling. So here | am, having chosen poverty and stimulation." He laughed
briefly and loo ked down at wh ere his hands were folded in his lap. Sandra was also
looking at his lap, thinking how interesting he made poverty and stimulation sound,

when she realised it was her turn to speak. Her heart began to beat quickly.
"I'm Sandra Olivia Dullket tle." S he almost bit her tongue in agit ation, as she
realised that nobody else had said their middle name . "Well, it's an acronym, you see.

My mother had this hypothesis about people's names. She was a psychologist, but she's
overitnow é"

"How did everyo ne ge t o n today?" asked Sandra, as the four Dullkettles sat unusually at
the dining room table that evening. For some time now, they had usually eaten their
evening meal in front of the television in the sitting room, but Sandra wanted to
celebrate survivi ng he r first day at university with her family and a bottle of wine.

"OK," replied Gulliver. "I had quite a bit of Home Study time today, so Damien
and Nigel came back here."

"I'm glad they like to study in our home,” commented Sandra, thinking th at
prox imity to the school could sometimes be a bit of a downfall.

"Is this a home -thrown pizza?" asked Madeleine suddenly, looking rather
suspiciously at some black bits on the underside of the mushroom and lychee pizza.

"Home -made topping, but | bought the ba se," replied Sandra. "I wish you lot
wo uld stop referring to that day when | was angry in the kitchen. | just saw red, that's
all."

"So did my shirt," said Osborn said. "All that tomato purée i terrible looking stuff.
| liked that shirt, too."
"Mum thre w the pizza, but it was me who squirted the tomato purée, Dad,"

explained Madeleine patiently. "It was just an aimless mistake, honestly."

"I know, Maddy, | wasn't getting at you," said Osborn. "It was a long time ago,
anyway. What do you mean by an aimle ss mi stake, though ?"

“Imean | didn't  aim it at you, of course!"

"Oh, | see." Osborn smiled briefly, then looked enquiringly at Sandra. "How did
you get on today?"

"Oh, not so bad," replied Sandra. "I've got a whole load of photocopied material
toread befor e t he timetable starts properly ne xt week. I'm determined to keep on top of
all this stuff. |~ can't cope with not coping."

"Hmm," said Osborn thoughtfully. "Did you meet anyone in particular today?"

"Yes, | sat with someone called Nerissa in the mor ning session and had lunch
with her. Th en this afternoon we had to meet our personal tutor and the others in the
group who we'll be having tutorials with and | met this guy called Phil. They're both
mature students T Nerissa and Phil, | mean. | just seemed to click with them."

"Click?" Osborn raised an eyebrow.

"Yes, click. You know, get on."

"Get on?" Osborn raised another eyebrow.

"Yes, get on. You know, rub along together well."

"Rub along together well?" Osborn wished he had another eyebrow toraise.

"You know what | mean!" said Sandra with exasperation. "I'd like to get to know
some of the younger students, too, they look so interesting. Quite individual. | don' t
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understand why they seem hell -bent on piercing bits of their bodies, though. | can't
imagine what pleasure they get out of i t."

"They enjoy it," said Gulliver matter -of-factly. "I was thinking of getting my
kneecap pierced. Hey, did you get one of those goodie bags I've heard about?"

"Did | just!"

"What, you just got one before t hey ran out?" Gullive r was wearing his boyish
pseudo -innocent look, Sandra noticed.

"God, you're such a prat, " she said, smiling.

"No need for blasphemy," retorted Gulliver.

"Oh no, they're off again,” sighed Madeleine. "I'm going to my room. | want to
finish reading Taking the Myth out of Arthur so | can take it back to the library
tomorrow."

"Goodness, you're a quick reader," said Sandra. "Do you like that sort of thing T
myths and history and what have you?"

"Yes, | do, actually."

"I suppose we're  all unique,” said Gulliver in passing.

“I'mn ot unique,” replied Madeleine T a little dejectedly, Sandra noticed.

"Well, you're the only one, then," said Gulliver, as Madeleine got up from the
table. "I must go, too. I'm going to Damien's, he's got a new com put er game. Actually,
it's his brother's,  but his brother's going out on a piss -up."

"Gulliver! What awful terminology."

"Piss-up?" asked Osborn, as Gulliver left the room. "You'll have to get used to
that sort of language."

"I know," said Sandra. " It's only words. I'm more interested in gettin g to know
the real person underneath all the words. That's why I'm studying psychology, |
suppose.”

"Yes." Osborn looked thoughtful. "You like writing, though. You always used to
write letters to people and th at's only words on paper."

"Yes, but people h ave to communicate somehow,” replied Sandra a little
defensively. "That reminds me, what did Sindy have to say in her letter?"

"Oh, not a lot. Just stuff about her job and how she's having trouble adjusting
after her divorce. She said she's in the middle of a letter to you." Osborn stood up,
stacking the plates.

"She wrote to you first, though," said Sandra quietly.

"We all need friends," replied Osborn. "Even me."

"I'm your friend, aren't I?" asked Sandra, feeling a sudden chill.

"Yes. Well, you used to be, but you'll be so busy at university. You'll be
overworked and underslept all the time."

'And you're afraid you'll be underlaid,’ thought Sandra, wondering where such a
thought had sprung from. 'Gosh, I' m havin g student -type thoughts already. | neve r used
to have thoughts like that T well, not until Osborn's episode with Theresa, anyway. But |
don't want to be someone who thinks awful things about people, not even about sly
cows like Sindy.'

Sandra stood up with sudden tears in her eyes and hastily went to see if she
could locate some of her newly purchased Bitchy Bluebell Mood Matching Toilet Roll

It was the morning of Gulliver's driving test and the last day of Sandra's first week of
university.

"How are you feeling?" she asked Gulliver, as he p ut on his jacket ready for his
driving instructor to arrive.

"With my hands as usual," he replied.

"No really, how are you feeling?" she persisted.

"Scared thingie -less, as you so delicately put it the other day," he replied. "Ah,
here he is, I'd better go."

"You'll be fine.  You can only do your best. Knock 'em dead!"

"l sincerely hope not , Mother . Bye!"
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Later that morning, Sandra sat in a lecture theatre next to Nerissa, wondering how
Gulliver was coping.  She fe It that half of her was in the lecture theatre and half of her
was waiting at home for Gulliver to come back from his driving test , either elated or
depressed.

'It feels so strange to be doing my own thing here, in this lecture theatre, instead
of being a t home when he comes in from his test,’ she mused. 'What am | doing here?
Have | made the right choice with my life? How will it ultimately affect Gulliver and
Madeleine? Oh, it's no good, | shall have to ring home after this finishes. Oh my God,
why is ev eryone getting up and forming into smal | groups? | should have been listening

properly!

"I'm really pleased for you, Gulliver,” said Osborn when he came home from work.
"Thanks for ringing and leaving a message, I'm sorry | wasn't there."

"It has n't sun kinyet" replied Gulliver. "I've been thinking about what you were
saying about a car, though."

"Oh, you mean the one that Terry at work's putting up for sale? | thought you
couldn't face the idea of a yellow Mini?"

"Well, there are certain repu tation issues, but it seems an easy option and he's
trustwort hy and you said you'd help pay "

"Definitely. The sooner you get your own insurance and lots of experience on the
road, the better."

"Oh my God," said Sandra, "it's just dawning on me that you’ Il be | et loose on
those awful roads out there with all those dangerous drivers e

"In a yellow Mini," finished Madeleine. "You always like d Bananaman , didn't you?"
CHAPTER 3
It was early November. October had disappeared without trace among many strange and
terrifying ordeals, such as learning how to access information in the university library,

becoming acquainted with different lecture techniques, enduring sessions with
computers and taking part in tutorials.

Sandra stood at the bus st  op, trying to pr etend she wasn't incredibly nervous
about the presentation she was obliged to give to her personal tutor group later on that
morning. She was fully prepared, but wished she hadn't volunteered to be the first one

in her group to talk for 20 minutes on a psy cholo gical topic of her choice.

'Oh well, at least I'll get it over with soon," she thought philosophically. 'l can't
seem to stop thinking philosophically, it must have something to do with that GCSE |
took in the damn subject. The A -level in psychology after wards made more sense to me.

God, where's this bus?' As God seemed unwilling to respond, Sandra continued her
personal mental conversation.

'Hey, I'm really quite good at personal mental conversations,' she conversed with
herself mentally. 'Of course , bei ng personally mental helps. Actually, | h aven't made too
many idiotic mistakes at university yet. It's no good, | shall have to abbreviate the word
‘'university ' to ‘'uni' in my personal mental conversations, it's taking up too much
cognitive energy. Wo  w, | sound like a psychology student. Actually , | suppose the worst
idiotic mistake was questioning that lecturer on the need for pilot questionnaires. How
was | to know they weren 't intended for pilots? "Do you fly often? " is a perfectly good
question. Ho  hum. | suppose the second worst idiotic mista ke was sniggering  about the
reply choices in that tutorial about scoring : "always ", "often ", "sometimes ", "usually ", or
"never ". | think I'd choose the middle option e’

"Do you want this bus, love?" asked a mid dle-aged man who had been standing
in the queu e behind Sandra.

"Oh! Yes. Sorry, | didn't see it coming."

"You want to watch that. Deep in thought, en?"

"Yes. I'm a psychology student é" Sandra vaguely noticed the shutters come
down over the man's eyes be  fore she stepped up on to the bus in front of him.
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Three hours later, after her tutorial presentation, she sat alone with Marcus Lowe in his
room. Thankfully, she’ d managed not to giggle when Marcus had invited her to stay
behind for debriefing , after the others in the tutorial group had left.

"Well , how do you think it went?" asked Marcus, raising his eyebrows rather
boyishly up underneath his fringe.

"l was hoping you'd tell me," responded Sandra, noting the extreme blueness of
hisirises. It wasthe ¢ losest she'd ever sat to him.

"Oh, I will. I just wanted your response,” replied Marcus, as he began to search
for t he piece of paper on which he' d noted his remarks.
"Well, | thought  the academic anxiety of the first -year psychology u ndergraduate

was a relevant subject that attracted everyone's att  ention,” began Sandra confidently,
"but | seemed to lose it when | asked people to say exactly which physical anxiety
symptoms they'd experienced é she tailed off uncertainly.

"A little too personal, perhaps,”s aid Marcus, frowning a little.

"Well, you are my personal tutor," said Sandra, immediately wishing she hadn't.
"That was just a joke. | do understand your reservations. I'm sorry, | tend to joke when
I'm nervous. It didn't go down too well in the presenta tion, didit 7 the joking, | mean?"
She shifte d nervously in her chair . Sadly, it wasn't the comfy chair

"l think people didn't know whether they were allowed to laugh or not,” said
Marcus, gazing at Sandra, "but | would say that personally | enjoyed it . There, is that
personal enough for you?"

"Yes," replied Sandra, feeling a blush erupting on her cheeks. It was probably the
way she was sitting. She looked at M arcus, surprised to see the ghost of a smile leaving
his lips . S miling was not one of his mo re freque nt expressions. In fact, Sandra had spe nt
the last few weeks of tutorials not knowing how she felt about her personal tutor. He
was quite chatty in an intellectual kind of way, but there was something that seemed to
interfere when she tried to spe ak in tut orials. Consequently, she' d more or les s stopped
taking an active role.

"I'm sorry | haven't been talking much in tutorials,” she said suddenly. "It's me, |
have this shyness thing in some situations. | don't mean to clam up, it just happens and
then the quieter | am, the harder it is to speak . Then when | do speak, like now, it
seems to be a load of rubbish and it comes out all wrong." She shrugged defensively.

"I've never heard you say anything that's rubbish," said Marcus slowly, obviously

thinking. "A s for the tutorials, | had the impressi on you were holding back once or twice.

I thought about asking you questions directly, but generally | prefer to take the line of

least insistence.”" As Marcus paused, Sandra looked at hi m gratefully, noticing the half -
smile, which disappointingly left his lips too soon for her to enjoy.

"Il try harder,” she murmured, wanting to carry on the conversation, but feeling
an irrational fear of dubious origin.

"Don't worry, you're doing fine," said Marcus, moving his chai r to indicate their
talk was concluding . "And if you have anything you want to talk over, do come and see
me."

"OK. I will , thank you. " Sandra stood up abruptly, banging her knee on his desk,
before she escaped at last from the almost overwhe Iming ordeal of her first presentation
and subsequen t debriefing.

She nearly careered headlong into Phil, who appeared to be loitering in the
corridor outside Marcus's room.

"Oh! Sorry, Phil. Were you waiting to see Marcus?"

"Well, | was thinking of hav ing a word ab out my presentation next week, but
time 's running on. We've got the Clinical Issues lecture soon. | think I'll go for a coffee
instead. | T uh 7 don'tsuppose you want to join me?"

"Yes, | could do with something after all that!" Sandra laugh ed rue fully, then
suddenly remembered. "Oh, | was go ing to meet Nerissa and the gang after I'd finished
here i but theywon't really miss me."

"Sure?"

"Positive." Sandra was finding the allure of Phil's purple jacket too overpowering.
Besides, she justif ied to hersel f, she'd always preferred simple one-to-one conversations.
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Two-to-two conversations were such a headache to follow and three -to-three
conversations were an absolute pain.

Ten minutes later, they sat in one of the refectories, sipping something alm ost
like coffee. Sandra suddenly felt stomach -boggingly hungry and remembered the

sandwiches in her bag. She pulled them out and flopped them on the table between
them.
"Well, this morning these were cottage cheese and blackcurrant jam and actually

quite appetising. Now they're just a squashed mound of indeterminate calories, but
you're welcome to  have one." She opened the cling film enclosing them and pushed
them towards Phil.

"Actually, | will, thanks. I'm starving. | hoped you wouldn't notice my stomac h

ru mbl ing during your presentation."

"I didn 't notice anything except my own discomfort, believe me," confessed
Sandra. "I was standing there afterwards, wondering what on Earth I'd put myself
through all that for."

"Well, I thought you did fine," said Phil encouragingly. "You always seem to be
very well organised."

"l actually felt very badly organised!" Sandra laughed. "How about you, are you
incredibly well organised for your presentation next week?"

"At the moment I'm incredibly well disorganised," said Phil, smiling. "I'm hoping
to get it fin ished at the weekend, though. I'll be on my own in the flat. | usually see my
two sons either Saturday or Sunday, but they're going to stay with their grandparents
for half -term."

"How old are they?"

"9and1 1."

"Gosh, my two are older than that. My son 's 17 and my daughter's 12. My son,
Gulliver, hopes to be a student here next year." Sandra offered this information rather
tentatively, beginning to wonder if she was perhaps quite a bit older than Phil. Not t hat it
should matter, she felt, but all the sa me she rather agitatedly fingered the slit in her
jeans.

"Hey, that's great!" Phil's response immediately calmed her. "You don't look old
enough to be the mother of a student, though."

"You're just being nice  ," said Sandra teasingly.

“No, I'm not. " Phil looked a little hurt, much to Sandra's amazement and secret
delight.

"I'm sorry. Would you like an Extra Low-Fat Quadruple Choccy Biccy ? I've got
two." Sandra delved into her bag again.

"Cheers ," said Phil, smiling. His eyes met Sandra's and lingered in terestingly.

'Oh wow, an easy 8.75 on the Interestingly Lingering Look Scale ," thought Sandra
with a certain amount of discomfiture , as her own eyes continued to linger interestingly
on Phil's.

"Sandra!" Neri ssa's v oice interrupted the mutual inte resting ly lingering look, as
Nerissa approached Sandra and Phil's table with the gang , which consisted of  Jenny, Jill
and Juliet. "We're off to Clinical Issues ."

"Nerissa!" replied Sandra, beginning to blush furiousl y as th e four walked past,

smiling knowingly a therand P hil. It had always made her angry the way she blushed so
easily on some occasions. "Phil, | think we'd better get going,” she said uncomfortably,
looking at her watch, "or we'll be late for Clinical Issues ."

"That always reminds me of cleaning the toilet, " r esponded Phil, as they both
smilingly got up to go.

Three days later, Sandra found herself enduring a family birthday tea (her father -in-law,
Basil's) within the sanctuary of her very own sitting room. Sandra had lately begun to
realise how much she ne eded and valued her own sitting room and not only since it had

been redecorated. Ambiguities aside, she understood how she had been used to her own

space as an only child 7 space which had been badly eroded i or eroded very well,
depending on ho wyoulooke datit i since being married and having children.
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She gazed around the room, feeling somewhat detached, watching her parents
and Osborn's parents enjoying a heated discussion about the efficiency o f check outs in
supermarkets. Only  her mother Caroline look ed vaguely bored, but knowing her mother,
Sandra thought with a smile , she was probably amusing herself by constructing
psychological p rofiles with regard to the self -concept of everyone in the room

"How 's college going then , Sandra dear?" as ked Osborn's slightly scatty mother,
Sybil, asa prolonged lullin the conversation appeared to unsettle her

"University," corrected Sandra mechanically. "It's definitely hard work, but quite
rewarding, thank  you."
"I must say, you're braver than | am," continued Sybil, nibb ling at a hardboiled

egg and curly kale vol  -au-vent with delicate violence. "Although, | always say if the Lord
had wanted me to go to college, He would have let me know."
'Oh Lord no, sh e's bri nging the Lord into it again,' thought Sandra tiredly. 'Sorry
Lord, no offence, but it's as if she doesn't want to think for herself. How can | change the
subject?"
"How's your VAGINA group, then?" she asked politely into the prolonged lull.
"I ta ke it y ou mean our Violence and Global Insanit y Never Again group,” said

Basil coldly, placing his glass of No-Alcohol Scrumpy and Cherry Juice down rather
forcibly on the occasional table (sometimes used as afootrest). "We  don't refertoit any
longer in publi ¢ by its shortened name since the court case. There's simply no need to

use suggestive language willy nilly. Dirty language invites the devil."

"It's only a part of the female body, Grandad," said Madeleine, rising from her
cross -legged position on  the ca rpet. "If you'll excuse me, | have some homework to do. |
wan t t o finish this book, so | can take it back to the library tomorrow."

'I've got some so -called homework to do," thought Sandra petulantly, as the
conversation progressed to the fascinati ng subj ect of what Basil and Sybil had eaten f or
lunch two days before , 'but | don't suppose | could leave the room to go and do my own
thing without raising some eyebrows. I'm allowing myself to be caught in the old role
trap here, but what can | do? Osbo rn's si blings have opted out . Lawrence seemst o be
avoiding his parents altogether these days and Kirsty just pleases herself in deepest
Cambridgeshire, so  we've got the responsibilit y of keeping his parents happy.

'l wouldn't mind so much if | felt they came fr om the same planet, but they ne ver
seem to understand or listen to a single word | say, so there's no point whatsoever in
trying to communicate with them. God, I'm in such a bad mood . | wonder if it's got
any thing to do with feeling hot, dizzy and s paced o ut in the lecture on Friday aft ernoon.
Maybe I'm getting a virus. It was frightening, though, sitting there and feeling like |
might pass out. | can hardly remember anything of Failures of Memory atall é'

"How's Gulliver getting on with his A -level s, Sand ra?" asked Leonard as he came
to sit be side her. "He's in his room doing some cours ework at the moment, | hear."
Sandra looked at her father and smiled. There was no doubt about it, he' d become much
more open and talkative since his he art bypass a ¢ ouple o f years before

"He's doing OK, Dad,” replied Sandra, "although I'm not sure he's doing
course work at the moment. | think he just wanted to escape from this family get -bored -
together. Actually, the marks he's had for his course work so far have been higher than
mine and his social life is d efin itely better than mine, too. "

"You wait till you retire, love," said Leonard, grinning. "You'll have loads of time

to socialise then T clubs, outings, the Old Ramblers ' Holiday Group 1 the world will be
your | obster , as they say . Changing the subject slig  htly, | thought you might like to
listen to this new tape | picked up at the last Over Sixtie s' Roadshow . It's pan pipes 1
you know, Andes music."

"Who's Andy?" asked Sybil, as she came to sit the other side o f Sandr a.

"Let's find out," said Sandra griml y, grabbing the tape from her father's hand and
jumping up towards the audio system, in order to escape a fresh onslaught of rampant
Sybilmania.

"My favourite piece is Handel's Water Music," continued Sybil un deterre d.

"Mmm, that's a lovely drop of m usic," respo nde d Leonard absent -mindedly.
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A week later, Sandra sat at the dining room table amongst a pile of papers, consisting

mainly of photocopied material for forthcoming course work, bills to pay, birthday ca rds
to send, Madeleine's essay to look at and several letters to answer. One of the letters

was from Sindy. In the past, Sandra had enjoyed corresponding with her cousin, but for

some reason now, the sight of Sindy's handwriting on the envelope jarred at h er

unco mfortably.

'Is it because she's writ  ing to Os bor n more than sheis  to me?' wondered Sandra
for the umpteenth time, whatever that was. 'At one level, | don't mind her writing to him
quite frequently at all, but at a deeper level, it seems to be upse tting m e. It's not that |
don't trust either o f them, because | do . Besides, she lives hundreds of miles away. So
what is it? Why am | being so small -minded? After all, Geoff and | used to keep in touch
now and again with the odd note i the very odd note i althou gh | haven't heard from
him for months  now." Sandra thought of the man she' d made friends with on the
philosophy course two years previously with a kind of detached pleasure.

'He was a nice person,' she thought warmly, 'and there was no real harm i nit. |
would never have deceived Osborn, just like Osborn would never have deceived me é'A
shudder involuntarily passed through Sandra as she remembered Osborn's letter to
Theresa about making love on the hill -cum -mountain. Thankfully, Gulliver stopped he r
train of thought as he poked his head around the door. ‘It should be a disused line,
anyway,' she mused, as Gulliver brought the rest of his body into the room.

"Hey, Mother Sad Nose, I've got a letter from the Reader's Digest," he said

importantly, "in  viting me to buy a book on dream analysis. | w as thinking of getting it
for myself for Christmas. | have these weird dreams, sometimes. "

"Why, Gulliver é " started Sandra, wondering if she should ask exactly what sort of
dreams he meant.

"l don't know, it s myag e, | suppose. Or my incredible, stunnin g u niqueness."

"You're not very good at being modest, are you?"

"I'm absolutely brilliant at being modest!"

"Oh, I give in.  Well, if you order something from Reader's Digest, you won't just
hear from them at  Christ mas, you'll be hearing from them for th e rest of your life."

"That's OK. I've always wanted the initials RDPC after my name, anyway."

"What?"
"Reader's Digest Preferred Customer."
"Gulliver, you're a n idiot. Look, I'd love to continue this stimu lating conversation,

but I've gotloads of wor ktodo, so you're going to have to leave me alone.”

"Why should | want to leave you a loan? You've got more money than | have."

"Gulliver!" shrieked Sandra, throwing her Naked Nudie Bare Bear pencil at him,
as he g rudgingly leftthero  om.

It was Sunday evenin g. Sandra half lay on the sofa , comfortably nestled against
Osborn's chest. The two of them had spent a pleasant day in each other's company,
Sandra having decided to take a complete rest from university work. Now the idea of an

early night beganto appeal to Sandra very much.

"The idea of an early night is beginning to appeal to me very much," she said
invitingly (she hoped) to Osborn.

"Ah, but Sandra, the night is yet young," replied Osborn playfully. It was the
most relaxed San dra had seen himi n along time.

"The day's a bit old, though," she insisted. "Come on, let's go upstairs. Gulliver
and Madeleine are in their rooms, they won't know."

"Know what?" asked Osborn, playing with  Sandra's hair.

"That we' re about to indulge i n a wild expressio n of our slowly rising passion,"
pursued Sandra, trying unsuccessfully to play with  Osborn's hair.

"We are?" asked Osborn,  abruptly letting go of Sandra's hair.

"We are! I'm just going to the bathroom," sai d Sandra, leaping off the sofa  and
banging Osbor n's chin. "Oh! I'm sorry, | didn't mean to hit your chin."

"No, | know you meant to hit my nose instead,” said Osborn, rubbing his chin.
"It's OK, you go, I'll be right behind you."
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The telephone rang in the hall ju st as Sandra was com ing out of the bath room.
She heard Osborn go to answer it and wondered who it was, her heart sinking a little. It
was obviously someone for Osborn, as he was continuing a conversation.
Ten minutes later, Sandra became fidgety an d anxio us to find out who w as
keeping Osborn a way from her. She went up to the closed door and put her ear against
it. A chill of suspicion immediately engulfed her, as she heard Osborn speaking in a low,
soft voice. She was unable to hear the words, but t he tone of his voice distre ssed her
intensely. It was the tone of voice Osborn had used with Sandra in the early days of
their relationship. A frown of concentration creased her forehead, as she tried to imagine
who it could be. Surely not Theresa I that had stop ped over ayearago. Or had it?
Twenty minutes later, hot with the pain of renewed mistrust, Sandra went to bed.
Ten minutes after that , Osborn joined her.

"I'm sorry about that,” he said impassively , his voice noticeably louder as he
quickly begantota ke off his clothes. "It was Sindy, she was in a bit of a state.”
"Sindy !"

"Yes. Some people are really getting on top of her.”

"l bet they are. Why did she want to speak to you and not me?"

"I don't know .Maybe if you'd answered ¢é"

"I doubtit . She clearly wanted you andy ou certainly had e nough to say to her."

"l couldn't just let her go on crying."

"She was crying?" Sandra realised that any sympathy she might be feeling was
overshadowed by anger.

"Yes. She was really upset.”

‘Well soam I,’ though t Sandra, roll ing over away from Osborn as he climbed into
bed beside her. She shrugged away his questioning hand on he r hip and felt her anger
slowly subsiding into  tears.

'Pathetic,’ she thought, reaching for some Hurting Heliotrope Mood Matching
Toilet Roll.'Andth e worstbitisthatlfee | I'm being unreasonable.'

CHAPTER 4
The following Friday lunchtime, Sandra sat in The Cosy Caffeine Café  with the gang 1
Jenny, Jill, Juliet and Nerissa. She liked them all very much.

'It's probably because they'r e all so -called m ature students like | am," she
reflected, as she looked in the mirror on the wall by her chair. 'They're bright and
friendly and | like them all T so why is it | feel their company slightly overwhelming
sometimes? | wonder if I'm ba  sically anti social? N o, I'm not against people, | just don't
seem to have as much a need for affiliation as lots of others. God, | sound li ke a

psychology student again.

'l wonder if everyone thinks as much as | do? | wonder if it's healthy? | wonder if
Sindy would have spoke n, or cried, to me on the phone if I'd answered. Probably not,
the sly cow. God, maybe | am anti social. Individualistically anti social 7 ha! | wonder if
Phil thinks I'm anti  social? | hope not. | wonder if he really minded me saying | w as goin g
to have lunc h with the gang today whe n he asked me if I'd have coffee with him again.
The awful thing is, | really w anted to have coffee with him. '

"Hey Sandra, are you coming?" asked Jill, nudging Sandra's elbow. "We're going
to go and buy a big bag of Pig-n-Mix to help us through  Cognitive Psychology this
afternoon."

"Oops!" exclaimed Nerissa, as Juliet tripped heavily over Jenny's bag as she was
leaving the table, with the result that Juliet's own bag emptied its contents on the floor.

"Hey, the Happy Crappy Stud ent Special range is quit e good, your Happy Crappy
Student Special pencil case is the same as mine," said Jill, picking it up to give to Juliet.

"It's identical, only a few small differences. " Sandra found herself helplessly laughing
with the others, as th ey noaisily left the café.
"Psychology students, " she overheard one of the café assistants tutting  knowingly

to the other one.
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It was a Saturday morning in early December and Sandra was beginning to worry about
Madeleine. Over the pas t few m onths, Madelei ne seemed to have become progressively
more withdrawn and had dark shadows under her eyes.

'‘Not that she could exactly have light shadows under her eyes,' mused Sandra, as
she sat at the dining room table staring at where a so far non -existe nt essay entit led To
what extent is abn ormal behaviour merely the exaggeration of normal but infrequent
behaviour? should have been. 'She's not OK, though, and | should be doing something

about it. This essay can wait. Well no, it can't, actually. O h God, I'm being spli tin so
many ways 1 cours ework, Madeleine, Osborn, Mum and Dad. At least Gulliver doesn't
seem to need me any more, which | ha ve to admit is rather a relief '

"Hey, Mother Mad Woman," said Gulliver, startling Sandra by his sudden
appe arance atthe dining room door. "Could | bothe  r you?"

"You always bother me, Gulliver," replied Sandra, smiling without actually having
intended to. "What is it?"

"l was wondering if you could take up the hem on my new Happy Crappy Student
Special jeans. I'vet ried, but eve n | wouldn't wear them the way they've ended up.” He
picked up two satsumas from the fru it bowl on the table and absent -mindedly moved

them around in the palm of his hand as if they were Chinese stress balls.

"Do you need stress balls that mu ch?" asked Sa ndr a, sighing, as she gaze d at the
unfortunate satsumas.

"No, I've got enough stress and I've got enough balls, | just need your help." He
grinned rather endearingly at Sandra, who dropped her pen reluctantly on the table.

"OK, but st op rubb ing those sat sum as together."

"Why? Th ey like it."

"Gulliver ! Do you need help or not, because | feel as if I'm being pulled in all
directions.”

"Wow, your social life is on the up, then."

An hour later, as Sandra sat with Gulliver's trousers tu rned in side out on h er
knees, and remembering exactly how much she loathed sewing, Madeleine came quietly
into the room.

"Hi Mum."
"Hello Maddy." Sandra looked up, her heart sinking as she saw the pale fac e of
her unhappy daughter.”  Mad, what's wrong?"

"Don't call me that. No thing's wrong."
"I know you're not OK. It hurts me to see you looking so unhappy. Please won't
you tell me what's bothering you? | won't shout, or anything, | promise."

"I'm fine," repeated Madeleine, but she sat down all the same and beg an to twist
her hair around her fingers , t he way she had always done as a small girl , whenever tired
or upset.

"How's school, then?" asked Sandra, saying the first thing that came into her
head.

"It's OK," replied Madeleine, "although | haven't go tanyf riends."

"What a bout Lucy?"

"She's go ne o ff with Natasha and they talk about me behind my back."

"Are you sure?"

"Well, | heard them say my name and caught them looking at me."

"But that might not mean anything."

"It's not only that," said Mad eleine so softly that Sa ndr a could hardly hear  her.

"What is it 1 shit! " exclaimed Sandra, simultaneously pricking her finger and
noticing tears forming in Madeleine's eyes.

"You know, that smelly waste product €" Madeleine valiantly tried to joke , but

her feel ings betrayed h er.
"What is it, Maddy? " Sandra tried again.
"It's the boy at the library with the nice bottom," Madeleine blurted out, failing to
notice Sandra's surprised expression. "l really like him, I've even dreamt about him and
it's not bec ause of his bottom. He looks so sensitive and  interesting and I'm sure he likes
me really, but é"
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"But what?" asked Sandra, as Madeleine faltered.

"But he said he couldn't go out with me when | gave him the note I'd written,
because he's gay and it was al | so em barrassing an d | felt like a complete i diot because
the other library assistant was there and she was listening and she smirked, I'm sure of
it, so | just ran out and forgot my library book and ticket and now | can't go back there
ever again 17 and I'm just so fat and u gly and nobody likes me!" Madeleine was
completely unable to control her tears, as Sandra put down the sewing and went over to
put her arms around Madeleine

"Maddy , there's no way you're fat and you're not ugly one single iota and peo ple
do like you." Sa ndra stroked Madeleine's h  air softly, unfortunately becoming entangled
where Madeleine had been twisting her own hair.

"Ouch! They don't like me!" sobbed Madeleine. "Nobody at school likes me and he
can't like me, either. Ouch!"

"Sorr y, darl ing. Well, he doesn't know what he's mi  ssing,” said Sandra, finally

extricating her f inger as she reconsidered. "But Madeleine, even if he's gay , he may still
like you 7 just notinthe way you want him to."

"Anyway, | still haven't got a boyfriend ," cont inued Madelei ne. "What's wrong
with me? "

"Nothing's wrong with you," replied Sandra, wondering how she could enhance
Madeleine's self -esteem. "You're a lovely, intelligent, interesting person, who's always
known her own mind and cared actively abou t every thing and eve ryb ody and you've got
love ly blonde h air and beautiful green eyes and absolutely great legs é" Sandra found

herself beginning to be lost for words.

"Shame about my nose, thighs, arms, belly, forehead, knees and toes then!"
spluttered Ma deleine wildly , se arching unsuccessfully for a tissue.

"Maddy, nobody's perfect," said Sandra, handing her a piece of Deflated Daffodil
Mood Matching Toilet Roll

"Well | should be perfect then, because I'm a nobody," cried Madeleine, turning
around and flingin g herself r ath er wetly and noisily in ~ to Sandra's arms.

That evening, Sandra waited for an opportune moment alone with Osborn, so she could
tell him how low Madeleine was feeling and enlist his help in trying to make Madeleine
feel cared for and spe cial, at least at hom e. Madeleine finally go t up from where she' d
been sitting watching the television and twisting her hair, saying she wanted an early
night. Gulliver had left earlier that afternoon for Nigel's house, where there was to be a
party. Sandr a had b een alittl e alarmed about this, but ultimately felt there wasn 't much

she could do except to explain her fears to Gulliver and to slip her free spam -flavoured
condom into his wash bag.
"Osborn," she began, after Madeleine had said goodnight and cl osed th e door.

“I'm c oncerned about Maddy é" Al most as if on cue for maximum annoyance, the phone
rang.
"Oh God, not her again!" exploded Sandra. "Why does she always ring so late in

the evening? And why do you always get up to answer it?" she finished rat her lam ely, as
Osborn went into the hall, shut ting the door behind him.

'And why don't | answer the phone and give the sly cow a shock,' she thought, as
she felt her heart beating quickly with anger. 'I'm scared, | suppose, but of what?' She

slumped on th e sofa in sudden ex haustion. 'God, what a mes s today's been and |
haven't even touched my essay. | seem to be living it instead. There's more than enough
abnormal behaviour in this house for at least ten sodding essays.'

"Are you going to the pub tutorial next w eek?" Phil a sked Sandra, as they sati n the
refectory, sharing Sandra's peanut butter and banana sandwiches.

"Yes, | am," replied Sandra, licking her fingers. "When | started this degree
course, | planned to enjoy the whole experience of it, not ju stdo i t for the qu alification
at the end."

"l guess a pub tutorial counts as quite a university -type experience, then," said
Phil, licking his fingers. "I'm not sure what to think about Marcus Lowe, though."
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"Oh, I like him," said Sandra without thinkin g. "Gos h, that's quite interesting,
didn't know I did."

"Lucky him. " Phil pushed his glasses further up his nose (on the outside).

"Don't be daft," said Sandra weakly, feeling somewhat hot and dizzy for a
moment.

"Are you OK?" asked Phil, noticing her slight discomfort.

"Yes," replied Sandra, s miling a little too brightly. "I think I've been fighting a
virus or something , or else I'm just plain tired. Things at home are a bit difficult, really."

"I'm sorry to hear that. Do you want to talk about it?"

"Oh n o." Sandra o ffered Phil an Extra Low-Fat Triple Choccy Biccy . "Sorry, they
didn't have any  Quadruple Choccy ones," she explained distractedly. "It's my daughter,

Madeleine," she Dblurted out suddenly. "Her self -esteem seems so low, but | really don't
know w hy, because we've always aff irmed her. My husband Osborn ha s always been
there for the children , although they'r e not exactly children any more . He''s always been

supportive, especially once he got over his authoritarian stage, when he was emulating

his fat her, but did n't know it. He seemstob e preoccupied with his own life now, though,
which is perfectly understandable because heaven knows I'm preoccupied with my own
life at the moment with this degree " Sandra found herself pouring out her recent
troubles to Phil, wh o listened with a gaze tha t Sandra eventually began to find strangely
perturbing.

'Wow, a straight 8.5 on the Strangely Perturbing Male Gaze Scale ,' she thought
suddenly, interrupting her own outpouring.

“I'm sorry, | didn't mean to go on so much," she a pologised, wishing she cou Id
cool her flaming cheeks down a little. Her flaming neck was a little flushed as well. "You
must be bored."

"No, I'm not," replied Phil, smiling. "What you need is some diversion. There's not
awhole lot of f uninyourliferig ht now, is there? "

"No, n ot really," replied Sandra thoughtfully.

"Come along to the  First-Year Psycho Ravers' Bang at Sleazy Suzy's ," suggested
Phil. "It's not such a bad place, I've been there a few times."

"Is that the get -together I've h eard people talking about, to celebrat e the end of
this semester's lectures?"

"That's right. It should be fun , just what you need!"

"Right . | think the gang said they wanted to go. When is it?"

"17 " December."

"OK," said Sandra, making her deci sion on the sp ot. Itwasonlya blob of melted
chocolate, she could sponge it out later. "It'll save me from another meaningless evening
at home," she said rebelliously. 'And maybe it'll save me from hearing Osborn speaking
to the sly cow on the phone in his soft voice,' she thou ght sadly.

"Well, thi s is nice, all of us sitting around the dining room table again,” said Sandra the
following evening, which happened to be a Friday. This was actually because the
previous day had been a Thursday. "God, life i s so pred ictable," she sai d suddenly.
"Wouldn't it be interesting if Wednesday followed Sunday for a change."

"Are you OK, Mum?" asked Madeleine, looking a little worried.

"Oh yes," replied Sandra. "lt's just that | had a double Cognitive Psychology
session today ."

"Well, | had a triple session with  King Arthur," said Madeleine wearily.

"Well, 1 had a quadruple session of maths, further maths and even further
maths," said Gulliver impressively (and untruthfully).
"Well, I had an interminably long staff meeting about the future of the

Communications Department today," said Osborn, cautiously poking his knife into a pork
chop.
"l hope it's still there next year for my degree," said Gulliver, also investigating
his chop.
"Hmm," said Osborn, grimacing. "T he place is rife with the  funny handshake
people . | was even asked if | wanted to join. It's not what you know, but who you shake
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hands with, if you ask me. | don't know how long | can carry on working in a place which
every day seems to present me more an d more wi th a personal mor al dilemma.”
"What ab out a personal immoral dilemma?" asked Gulliver pseudo -innocently.
"Oh, shut up, Gulliver!" said Sandra, feeling as though Gulliver had inadvertently
touched a raw nerve. "Isn't it better now you've moved mor e to the academi c side of
things, with the part ~ -time teaching?"
"Yes, a lot better, but not better enough."
"Well, you've still got your eyes open for a change of job, haven't you?" asked
Sandra a little anxiously.
"Yes, but there's nothing around here,

replie d Osborn, "and you  don't want to

move."

"All our family is here,” said Sandra wanly, not wanting to re -open an old
argument. "We lived away from here for years when we were first married."

"I wouldn't mind moving," said Madeleine quietly into the silence . "l could do with

a fresh start."

"We ll, you lot move and I'll stay here and look after the house," said Gulliver.

"Be realistic," said Sandra tiredly. "We can barely manage paying the mortgage
on this house."

"I suppose so," reflected Gulliver . "That means we wouldn't be a nuclear family
any more."

"Nuclear things frighten me," said Madeleine, giving up the fight with her chop.

"They're beginning to frighten me too," said Osborn a little darkly. The evenings

had really drawn in lately. He also decide d to give up the f ight with his chop an  d placed
his knife and fork on his plate with a jarring clatter. "I'd love to leave and have a fresh
start ."

"You would?" asked Sandra weakly, suddenly horror struck at the thought that

Osborn might wanttole  ave her .

"I so would," replied O  sborn. "I'd | eave tomorrow if | could."

"Osborn é " gasped Sandra, incredulous tears filling her eyes.

"Well, how do you think | feel getting up every morning and going to work all day
in a place | feel more and more at odd s wit h?" asked Osborn.

"I'd ne ver thought of that," said Sandra, her mind a whirlpool of black humoured
relief. "You mean you want to leave your job, not me?" She felt an urgent need to

clarify. It must have been the wine, t hey' d been unable to afford any of g ood quality
recently.

"Things aren't tha t bad, are they?" asked Osborn, looking at Sandra with
surprise. "I had no idea you felt so e

"Insecure,” Sandra finished for him. 'Just like Madeleine,' she realised suddenly.
'Oh God, | hope she hasn't inher ited that from me, | can't co pe with another g uilt
complex. Actually, | wonder why guilt is never easy to untangle . Why is it such a

complex issue?'
"Mother Hell Thighs," said Gulliver, peering into Sandra's vacant gaze. "I'm off
out to Damien's. We've go t to sort out arrangements fo  r another party a t Nigel's

tomorrow night. Er T is that OK, Dad?" he asked.

"Ask your mother, she calls the shots," replied Osborn, looking suddenly morose.

"Oh Gulliver, I'm getting worried about you drinking," said Sandra, gazing
maternally at Gulliver . "You're under a ge, but | know what it's like out there these days

and | don't want you to be laughed at. Alcohol's a dangerous, addictive substance.
Please try to keep it down."

"I've only ever thrown up once," said Gul liver , "and you know about that ." He
looked vaguely offended as he left the table.

"Osborn, would you mind if | went to this end of lecture psycho evening thing
that my lot are going to next week?" asked Sandra in a rush.

"l don't own you," replied Osborn rat her bleakly. "By the way, don 't give me any
mo re bloody chops, I think I'm going vegetarian."

"Oh. I'm sorry they were underdone,"” said Sandra in a small distracted voice.
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CHAPTER 5

Just before midday on the third Thursday in December, Sandra sat enscon ced in The
King's Legs with h er tutorial group , consisting of Rodney Bent (Ro), Vernon Hailstorm
(Vo), Phil Potts and Marcus Lowe. The only other female in the group apart from Sandra
had decided to leave the degree course after three weeks, due to a break down
apparently brought on by the compulsory m  odule in statistics.

"The poor girl," Sandra had thought when Marcus had told the rest of the group.
'Fancy going over the edge because of statistics. | wonder if she'll have any therapy, like
| did when | had my identity crisis. Although | was doubtful a t first, all the personal
analysis was definitely beneficial. | wonder what benefits there can possibly be from
statistical analysis, though  ?'

"So, how have you found your degree in psychology so far, Sandra?" asked
Marcus Lowe's voice, f iltering slowly i nto Sandra's consciousness.

"Oh! Sorry, | was thinking about statistical analysis," answered Sandra, a little
flustered.

"Wow," said Rodney Bent, sipping his Student Happy Crappy Lager . "Far out."

"Not way i n at all then, Ro?" Sandra as ked Rodney, smili ng. He was a gentle
character, she' d decided, after observing him in tutorials. Definitely intelligent. Even,
quite possibly, indefinitely intelligent, she had mused once to Phil in rather a musing
moment.

"Actually, I've sort of enjoyed it so far,” conti nued Sandra, "except for the
presentation.”

"Ah well, presentation isn't exactly the forté of some of the lecturers,” said
Marcus. "They're obliged to present material in lectures as part of their contract, bu t
their real interestisinr esearch. The educ ation cutbacks haven't helped, either."

"Oh no! | meant | didn't enjoy having to do my tutorial presentation,” explained
Sandra, feeling rather silly. "Also, I'm not looking forward to the exams next month .

"Yo," v entured Vernon Hailstorm suddenly. He | ooked as if he was about to
expand, but it must have been a suppressed yawn, decided Sandra, as she looked at
him thoughtfully. She was thinking how won  derful it must be to be so laid -back. She was
never able to achie ve suc h a state of laid -backness, even in the comfy chair.

"Yo," continued Vernon, "I'm scared | might cock up the multiple -choice
guestions, they're so easy. | much prefer the challenge of an essay question."

"Really, Vo?" chipped in Phil, lookin g askan ce at Vernon. "l like multiple choice
myself. | like the excitement of having to choose just one answer T the thrill of decision
i the power of rejecting all the other answers. Ha!" The Student Happy Crappy Lager
appeared to be going to his head.

"Isn't that Si mon Coe over there?" asked Sandra , trying to divert attention from

Phil.
"Is it?" replied Phil, rejecting the diversion. "I wonder if his friends call him Si?
You've got a thing about names, haven't you, Sandra?"

"Well, | suppos e so," said S andra, beginn ing to feel very uncomfortable as four
pairs of eyes turned to look at her wonderingly. She clutched her glass of Special
Student Diluted Gin with Six -Up for support . "I like meaningful acronyms. "

"Mmm," said Marcus into the sile nce. "That's interes ting. Meaningful acronyms.
They seemto be popping up all over the place. MIND, ACT e"

"VAGINA," said Sandra, thinking of her in -laws. "Oh! That stands for Violence and
Global Insanity Never Again " she blurted out, wishing the ground would swallow her up
so t hat the four pairs of eyes would no longer be able to stare at her. 'That would be too
claustrophobic, though,' she thought, standing up and looking wildly around the table.

"Excuse me, | have to go," she muttered, before stumbli ng unseeingly f rom the
guadruple gaze in a miasma of pure emb arrassment.

The wall of the ladies’ loo was wonderfully cool as she rested her flaming cheeks
alternately against it. 'I'm in a cubicle,’ she thought tiredly. ‘Nobody can report me. God,
| made a perfect fool of myse If i or an imperfect fool, really. Yes, that's me all over, an
imperfect fool.'
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She finally let herself out of the cubicle and ran her wrists under the cold -water
tap, still thinking. 'l don't mind being in an all male tutorial group, | really don' t, gend er
justisn't an issue. No, it's me, | get so embarrassed and say stupid things and then | get
even more embarrassed about saying the stupid things. | feel as if | don't properly
belong anywhere, or even improperly belong anywhere, com e to that' Sh e sniff ed
loudly, as tears formed in her eyes. It was the best place for them.

‘The worst of it is, | care what Phil thinks of me T and Marcus, | suppose. And Ro,
to be honest T and yes, even Vo, when push comes to shove. What a strange sayi ng. Oh
God, | care wh at ev eryone in the whole sodding world thinks of me!" She reached into
her bag for some  Mood Matching Toilet Roll , but discovered to her horror that her bag
wasn't there.

"Oh no, I've left it under the sodding table," she said angrily , astwo femal es she
recog nised as library assistants came i nto the loo. "Sorry," she said in explanation. "My
bag. | need some Mood Matching Toilet Roll ."

"Psychology student,” she overheard one library assistant explain knowingly to
the other one, as sh e hurled herse If out of th e door.

Outside, Phil was standin g with Sandra's bag, looking somewhat uncertain. He
approached her with relief as he saw her emerge rather precipitately.

"Sandra! | didn't know what to do with your bag. | thought you might be h ere,
but I did n'tlik e to come in. | asked the two girls who just went in, but they looked at me
like | was a dirty old man."

"Oh Phil," said Sandra, wiping her eyes on her hand. "I feel so utterly STUPID."

"Why?" asked Phil, putting his hand on Sandra’s shoulder. She realis ed it was the
first time he had ever to uched her. She also realised she rather liked it.

"Because I'm me!" she replied, taking her bag and extricating a Miserable Melon
Mood Matching Toilet Roll . "And now you know what crazy things | carry around i n my
bag."

"You're interesting, Sandra," said Phil softly, smiling. To her regret, he took his
hand away.

"That's probably one of the nicest things anyone has said to me for a long time,"
replied Sandra, smiling in return, as she blew her n ose miserably and apt ly into the

Miserable Melon Mood Matchi  ng Toilet Roll .

At lunchtime the following day, Sandra sat in the Cosy Caffeine Café with the gang. The
conversation was mostly about the forthcoming First - Year Psycho Ravers' Bang at Sleazy
Suzy's that evenin g.

"I haven 't got a thing to wear," said Neri ssa, attempting to mount a Doorstep

Double Decker Sandwich . "What are you going to wear, Sandra?"

"I haven't given it a thought," replied Sandra, "but | expect I'll wear my black
velvet leggings with a red sor t of se e-thr ough over -blouse, wh ich will actua Ily be over a
low - cut silky white top."

"Who are you trying to impress, then?" asked Jill with a wink. "Oh no, | think I've
dropped one of my contact lenses."

"I'm not trying to impress anyone," replied Sandr a, sipp ing h er Student Special
Crappy Coffee. "God, this coffee's awful, but I'm broke because of all the photocopying
I've done for exam revision."

"Nothing would induce me to drink that utterly revolting stuff  ever again,” said
Jenny resol ute ly, sipping her Non-Student Copiously Creamy Coffee . "It hink I'd r ather
fail my exams. N o, that's not true. Is Phil going tonight?"

"l think so," replied Sandra, nibbling some Carrot and Gooseberry Crumble Cake
"Who else is going, do you know?"

"Loads of people. Even so me le cturers, so I've heard," replied J uliet, scraping the

last morsel of gooseberry and mango jam from a little pot with her finger. "This
Lunchtime Teacake was really nice, with loads of jam. Have you found your contact lens
yet, Jill?"

"No," cam e Jill' s muffled voice from the vicinity of th e floor. "l can't see what I'm
doing very well."
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"Here, I'll help you look," said Jenny. "l used to wear contact lenses, so | know
what to look for."

Sandra sat finishing her coffee, managing not to gag. She' d decid ed to give up
telling jokes a number of years ago, when she'd realised a few of her neighbours had
stopped speaking to her. 'Some people don't understand my sense of humour,' she'd
thought with a grin, remembering the joke ab out the vicar and thein  flatabl e cassocks.

"I've found it!" shouted J ill suddenly, poking her head up above the table. "Oh no,
it's fallen in a nasty blob of butter, or cream, or custard, or something. I'll have to wrap
it up or put it in a container, my contactlens caseisin thecar."

"Do you want a little pot?" asked J uliet, picking up her empty pot of jam.
"Sandra, what's so funny?"

"Do you want a little pot,” sniggered Sandra. "You know , marijuana.”

"Oh!" shrieked Nerissa. "A little pot!"

"Well, we are students,” saidJ enny, s miling broadly.

"l always wanted to be a hippy," mused Sandra happily. "I was a free spirit child
of the Sixties, you know."

"l don't suppose there'll be any free spirits tonight," said Jill, spluttering daintily.

"No, on ly Student Happy Crappy A nything That Remotely Resembles Alcohol
said Nerissa with a grin, as they all prepared to go to the last Cognitive Psychology
lecture that year.

They seemed to be leaving the Cosy Caffeine Café even more noisily than usual,
noti ced Sandra, but she didn' t care. It was good to feel as if she almost b elonged to this
happy, noisy group of people. She didn't even mind when, as she was closing the door,
she overheard the manager apologisi ng to the remaining customers for the raucous
beha viour of the psychology studen ts who were just leaving

Sleazy Suzy' s wasn't as bad as Sandra had envisaged. Jenny's husband, who lived (with
Jenny) fairly near Sandra, had given them both a lift, so Sandra hadn't even had the
ordeal of finding the place and walking in on hero wn.

The atmo sphere, especially after they' d been there for over an hour, was
definitely very warm. Sandra sat at a table in the corner with the gang, sipping her Very
Alcoholic Vodka , watching the general melée and overhearing snippets of conversation.
She hers elf had long ago given up the idea of tr ying to hold a conversation with the gang
above the noise. Contrary to what her family said, she' d never been much good at
shouting.

"Hey Vo, there you are I the face that launched a thousa nd shits!" Sandra he ard
Jo shout, as she gave Vo a resounding clap on the back.
"Oh yuck, it's all wet!" she heard Mo shriek as Ro spilt most of his Student Happy

Crappy Lager down her front. "Oh Ro, | want to have it off!"

"Bo, hi -leg knickers do not go over your shoulder! " she then heard Zo explaining
to a bemused lo oking Bo, just as she heard a familiar voice.

"Hi Sandra! Can | get you a drink?" semi -shouted Phil, rather pleasantly and
warmly into her ear.

"Oh, hi there Phil, | wondered where you wer e. No thanks , I've a Iready had i uh
T several, | think ."

"Hey, yo u look great!"

"Thanks, you don't look so bad yourself! Where's your purple jacket, though?"

"On the back of a chair over there. Guess what, Marcus Lowe's here, come and

say hello."
"Oh n o. Oh all right, the n," sa id Sandra, excusing herself quickly from the gang.
Marcus, dressed in a checked over -shirt and jeans (with slits in them) appeared
to be the centre of attention of a small group of students.
"He's telling them about the time he met Hans Eysenck," e xplain ed Phil. "It's
fascinating, come and hav e a listen.”
"Oh no, Phil 7 I T uh T gosh, I'm e xperiencing a Very Alcoholic Vodka Effect . It's
really gone to my head i and mylegs i and mylips 7 and i oh!" She leaned against Phil

fora moment, her head sw imming . "I think I'll get some fresh air."
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"Shall | come?"

"If you like."

"Wow. I'll just get my jacket."

It was too cold outside, so they found a corner that was inside the building but
outside the main room and sat on some steps i n comfortable semi -darknes s, leaning
against each other while San  dra's head tried to clear itself.

"Oh Phil, | feel such an idiot. | was OK until | stood up. Actually, | feel fine now.

Shall we go back in?"

"Do you want to?" Phil seemed to be gazing deep into her eyes, she realis ed
through a hazy warmth of euphoria an d Very Alcoholic Vodka

"Umm é" Sandra leaned towards him to look more closely at his eyes. To her
astonishment, Phil began to kiss her. To his astonishment, she responded. To her
astonishm ent, he put his hand i nside her red sort of see -through over -blouse. To his
astonishment, she put her hand underneath his sweatshirt.

"Oh, naked flesh," she squeaked. "It's all warm!"

"Hi Sandraand 7 er i Phil," said Marcus Lowe, as he walked past them. "I''m off
now," he added almo st as an afterthought, looking back. " Carry on having a good time
carrying on. And don't forget to revise."

"Oh God! Oh Marcus! Hi T er T bye, Marcus." Sandra sat up so suddenly that Phil
fell against the step.

"Bye Marcus." Phil's voice was rathe r deep and husky, Sandra noticed with
interes t.

"How embarrassing,” said Sandra, after Marcus had gone. "Do you think he saw
us?"

"Of course he did, he said hello!" said Phil, rubbing his elbow.

"No, | mean do you think he saw us T you know."

"I don't know . I t's not very private here. Would you | ike to come in my flat?"

"For coffee? OK. | don't like crowds, anyway."

"Me neither," said Phil, hoisting himself up. "Yes, you can have coffee if you like."

The coffee was rather good, tho ught Sandra, as she took her first sip T although
anything would be better than the Student Special Crappy Coffee she'd drunk at
lunchtime, she mused. She still felt very warm and rather hazy in a visually perceptive
kind of way, which was not at all un pleasant. Phil sat nex tto her on the sofa . His warmth
was not at all unpleasant either, in a physically perceptive kind of way. Sandra felt
detached and relaxed. She put her coffee down and snuggled up to Phil almost without
thinking.

"Your hair smells n ice," he murmured.

"Your arm pit smells nice," she murmured back.

They were kissing again before she realised. Phil's hands were warm and firm as

he slid them underneath her low - cut silky white top.
"Oh, naked flesh," he said, smiling, before he lifted u p Sandra's top to kiss  the
naked flesh. He gently manoeuvred them b oth so they were  more or less lying on the

sofa. Sandra could feel Phil's hardness against her thigh. Tentatively, she reached
towards it.

"Sorry, is my glasses case in the way?" asked Phi [, taking it out of hi s pocketand
placing his glasses into it. The n almost without blinking, he smoothly unfastened her bra
and she felt his nose in between her breasts. "Oh Sandra, you're so soft and warm," she
heard his muffled voice say.

"Oh Phil, you 're so hard and hot,” she the n heard herself say, as if from a vast
distance. Positive that the hardness was no longer Phil's glasses case, Sandra's hand
seemed to fasten itself curiously around it.

However, as Phil was easing himself out of his jeans a f ew moments later, an
image of Osborn suddenly popped into Sandra's head. As Phil guided Sandra's hand back
towards the naked hardness (which was not his glasses case) she held it without
thinking, her mind in a whirl.

"Oh Phil, I'm so sorry! " she suddenly blurted out, as his h ands were pulling down
her black velvet leggi  ngs. "l can't do this. | really am so very sorry."
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"Oh God no," moa ned Phil defeatedly , makinga somewhat feeble quarter -hearted
attempt to pull up her black velvet leggings again.

"Pleas e forgive me, Phil,"s aid Sandra. "l really never meant to lead you on."
"Sandra," he breathed, with a huge sigh.
"Here, you'd better have this back," she said tearfully, as she guiltily and quite

clumsily disengaged herself.
CHAPTER 6

"Gulliver, this Bonsai Christmas tr ee looks v ery pretty, but it's difficult trying to put
presents underneath," said Sandra on Christmas Eve evening, "let alone hang balls."

"Oh, hang the balls, | thought it was unusual because you're always saying you
hate all the mindless Christmas conve ntion," sa id Gulliver. "Do n't you like it as an
unusual present from me?"

"Gulliver, any present is unusual from you," replied Sandra, before noticing the
expression on Gulliver's face. "That was a joke, by the way. Of course | like it! It's very
you and very thoug htful. Where sha Il | hang the chocolat e decorations, though?"

"You bought some in the end then,” remarked Osbo rn from the depths of the
sofa . "I thought you were trying to opt out of Christmas as much as possible.”

"I was. | hate it, but Madele ine kind o f hinted that sh e'd like some and she
certainly still needs cheering up lately. Hi Maddy!" Sandra smiled at Madeleine as she
came into the room holding an envelope. "Oh no, that's not another card from someone
I've forgotten to send one to, is it "

"No, i t's for me,” rep lied Madeleine. "l jus t found it on the doormat. | don't
recognise the handwriting, though.” She ripped open the envelope and looked at the
card inside, her eyes widening. "Oh 'l t's f rom the guy at the library. He's written a lit tle
note sa ying he's misse d seeing me there recen tly. He got my name and address when |
left my library card at the library that day and he's given me his phone number."

"That's nice of him. What happened about your library card, by the way?" asked
Sandra , n oticing a pleasant pink ness in Madeleine's che eks.

"They sent it back a few days later," replied Madeleine. "I don't know whether to
ring him or not."

"What have you gotto lose  ?" asked Sandra softly. "He obviously likes you."

"Mmm." Madeleine was de ep in thoug ht. " | like him , even though he'll nev  er be
my boyfriend. Still, he'll be my friend who's a boy. I think I'll ring him later."

"Good. Hey, let's just eat these chocolate decorations,” suggested Sandra. "l
want to sit down, I've been fiddling ar ound for ho urs." She threw  everyone a chocolate
decorat ion, then sat down on the sofa beside Osborn, turning around slightly to cuddle
him. Since her incredibly ¢ lose encounter with Phil, she' d begun to realise  exactly how
much Osborn was a positive factor in her lif e T in all thei r lives. The years they 'd been
together suddenly see  med very precious to her. She' d always thought the two of them
were basically compatible and had made an Old Year's Resolution to spend more time
with Osborn during the Christmas holiday i to listen to hi m, to enjoy his company , to
have more sex with him T in between revision sessions, of course.

"Oh! What's that lump?" she asked suddenly, her hand on Osborn's trousers.

"I'l move it," replied Osborn swiftly .

"Mother Raving Eye balls!" exc laimed Gulliver from behind a photogra phy
magazine.

"I put my hand on Dad's screwed up hanky, that's all, oh screwed up one,
retort ed Sandra, throwing another chocolate decoration at Gulliver, then Madeleine.

"Ouch. Well, n o more hanky panky for you the n," said Gulliv er, throwing his
chocol ate decoration back at Sandra with lightning speed.

"Ouch. Hey, a little respect for your darling mother," said Sandra, throwing the
chocolate decoration back to him.

"Ouch. Yes, a little respect. A very | itt le respe ct." Gulliver w as grinning as he
final ly unwrapped the chocolate decoration and ate it.
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'It's been a pleasant evening,' reflected Sandra later, as she gathered up some empty

glasses and took them to the kitchen, thinking of going to bed. Just t hen the pho ne
rang. 'Oh Go d no, not her to ruin t he evening,’ she thought tiredly, her heart
plummeting like a stone. 'Shall | answer it before Osborn gets there? No T I'mtired and
| w ouldn't know what to say.'

Osborn came out into the hall and answered the phone. Sandra looked a t him
from the kitchen  doorway, knowing the instant he spoke that it was Sindy at the other
end. All the warmth of the evening drained away, leaving her empty and co Id inside.

Even Osborn mouthing  to her that he was sorry  as she m oved past h im to the sitti ng
room did nothingto  comfort her.

43 minutes and 29 seconds later, Osborn came back into the sitting room and sat
down beside Sandra.

"I'm sorry," he said. "Have Gulliver and Madeleine gone to bed?"

"Madeleine has, but Gulliv er's in his room getting r eady to go out with his
friends," she replied. "Osborn, | don't know why all this upsets me so much, | have no
right "

"All what?"

"You and Sindy. The letters, the late -night phone calls, the soft voice you use.
Maybe it's bec ause she's my cousin, or m aybe it's because I've al ways secretly thought
she's selfish and spoilt and sets out to get what she wants."

"Do you want me to stop the relationship?"

"What ? You and her?" asked Sandra rather stupidly, secretly disturbed that
Osborn had act ually referr ed to it as a relationship

"Yes. It's getting out of hand,” said Osborn, looking away.

"Oh." Sandra found she didn't know what to say, as a picture of her and Phil
grappling on the sofa  came into her mind. She had spoken to Phil once since t hen and
they 'd agreed to put it behind them as experience (albeit an embarrassing mistake of
one) and to continue as they had before, as casual friends who shared unusual
sandwiches now and again. Sandra was pleased at what she considered to be a ma ture
attitude of he rs and Phil's and suddenly felt there was no reaso  n why Osborn and Sindy
shouldn' t continue their friendship.

"l don't want you to stop it with Sindy," she said, looking into Osborn's eyes. "At
least, | do want you to stop it, bu t there's no n eed. You wer e right when you said
ever yone needs friends. | don't want to deprive you of that."

"Are you sure?" asked Osborn, looking somewhat unconvinced.

Instead of a verbal reply, Sandra turned around and placed herself snugly against
Osborn's chest, herarmsaro und his waist.

"I can hea r your heart beating," she said softly. "I do love you. It's getting late,
though 7 don'ty ou think we should go to bed?"

"It's nice and warm in here beside the fire," said Osborn, smiling as she looked up
at h im. "Be sides, we ca n always have a decent lie-in tomorrow."

"Or an indecent one," murmured Sandra happily.

It was New Year's Day. Sandra and Osborn had asked their pa rents around for tea, as
they' d already been invited to both sets of parents for lunch and tea over the Chr istmas
week.

'I can't fac e doing lunch for everyone as well, though," Sandra had thought. 'My
exams are lurking with intent around the corner and no body seems to be noticing except
me. I've hardly been able to do any revision. Go d, it's so dif ficult doing a degree and
family -type stuff asw ell. It's no good, I'll have to make some mince pies. Oh no, | forgot
to buy the mincemeat! Damn I What c an | put in its place? | suppose Brown n' Lumpy
Sandwich Pickle is about the same consist ency and |can bung in som e sultanas as well.
Oh no, | haven't got any sultanas! Oh well, some chopped up satsumas will have to do ,
with a drop of rum to hide the flavour '

Having galvanised herself into action, Sandra was almost in danger of enjoying
herself in the kit chen, makin g the pastry and being crea tive about the mincemeat.
'Perhaps there is a small part of me that likes being domesticated after all," she thought,
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as she dolloped the tarted  -up Brown n' Lumpy Sandwich Pickle into the tart cases. 'Oh
thatr eminds me, | must Domesticate the toilet.’
Four hours later, the family had arrived to embark on their usual polylogue of

inane conversation.  Firstly, though,  Sybil and Basil had almost fallen over themselves to
impart their news as soon as they'd stepped inside the door. Sandra made a mental note
to buy a new , completely flat door mat, while they acted like two children vying for
attention.

"Kirsty's bought a house!" exclaimed Syhbil.

"She's bought it with another girl called Karla!" exclaimed Bas il.

"It'sin Hunterdon!" exclaimed Sybil.

"They've asked us to go and visit!" exclaimed Basil.

All the exclamations had given Sandra a headache. 'God almighty!" she exclaimed
inwardly , as she dealt with their coats. 'Kirsty, Kirsty, Kirsty! They reall y don't g ive a
damn about Osborn. They never ask how h e is, they just assume he's always fine and
always ready and available as their own private Mr Fix -anything -and -everything. They
take it for granted that they'll be invited here for every family occasio n, butit 's not the
same w ith Lawrence and Kirsty. Oh no, it's excuses all the way for those two. I'm
surprised it's Lawrence who's practically not speaking to them now and avoiding them
like the plague , because by rights, it should be Osborn. '

Sandra men tally bra ced her self to en ter the sitting room where t he inanity was in
full swing. 'l haven't got any physical braces anyway,' she thought foolish ly. 'Oh dear, |
need to be magnanimous.' She passed around some  Forcefully Fruited Jellies with Extra
Non-Sugar Sweete ner. 'After all, it's good that they take an active interest in so much
around them . | h ope | shall be as mentally alert when I'm 70ish. Talking about mental
alertness, | feel so dull. | really do need to revise. | wonder if | could slip away for half
an hour, I' msure no body would really notice &'

"Did you like the book we gave you for Christmas, Sandra?" asked Sybil, pinning

Sandra to the spot with her mother -in-law - type gaze.
"Oh yes. Yes. Mmm, yes. Religion as a Way of Belief isso T interesting. | haven't
actually looked at it yet, I've got revi sion to do."

"It must be quite an impressive book," said Sybil, "l noticed the copy we gave
you was the seventh impression."

"Religion, of course, should take precedence in one's life," said Basil, trying
unsu ccessfu lly to chew a Passion Fruit Forcefully  Fruited Jelly . "There's nothing really
more important than religion.”

"Don't you mean God?" Osborn asked his father. "Surely God takes precedence
over religion?"

"In my mind, God is religion," con tin ued Basil , diggi ng his finger violently at his
teeth.

"But isn't that sacrilegious?" pursued Osborn.

"Oh Osborn!" Sybil butted in. "You always were such a one for arguing with your
father. I'll never forget that time you wanted a do -it-yourself nuclea r chemistry set for
Christ mas, it set the both of you off for weeks."

"Better than a nuclear explosion in his bedroom," said Basil to Sybil, unsmiling.

"I'm surprised he didn't work in the nuclear field just to get his own back."

"Why didn't you say that directly to me?" a sked Os born, looking with rather a
hurt expression at his father, who broke away from the gaze uncomfortably.

"Anyone like a Flemish Delight or Marzipan Date ?" asked Sandra brightly into the
ensuing awkward silence.

"No thank you, Sand ra, " answere d Carol ine qui ckly. "That drop of sherry is r eally
hitting the spot.”

"You always did have a soft spot for sherry," said Leonard, smiling at his wife.

"Not to mention a few other things."

"Oh, you old devil," replied Caroline. "Er i sorry, Basil, justa saying. | know you
have problems with the dev i

"I'm sorry?!" spluttered Basil, giving up at last and taking out his plate.

"Oh, that's alright. | mean, you're aware of him T it i the evil force. Oh dear, |
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think this sherry's gone to my co gnitive spac es, | f eel qui te spaced out! What else did
you have for Christmas, Sandra?" asked Caroline, desperately changing the subject.

"Oh i uh 7 some Scanty Panties . |thought they were going to be too small, but |
was pleasantly disappointed," replie d Sandra. "I seemt o have lost a few pounds since |
start ed university."

"What about taking one of those bottom bag things to college?" asked Sybil.
"Your money would be safer in one of them, wouldn't it?"

"Oh, you mean a bum bag," said Gulliver, suddenl y joining th e conve rsation .
"Mum's already got a fanny ba g, that's more or less the same principle."

"Gulliver!" hissed Sandra. "What was your best present, Madeleine?" she asked in
a louder voice.

"A Swinging Sisters' Greatest Hits CD," replied Madelein e, raising a n eyebr ow.

"Greatest tits?!" exclaimed Basil . "That's disgusting! I'm afraid t he devil is
certainly having a field day with the young generation ."

"What did you have for Christmas, Dad?" Sandra asked Leonard, trying to avert
attention from Ma deleine and Gullive r's mut inous expressions.

"l say, the se mince pies are very interesting, " responded Leonard distractedly.

"Indeed!" interjected Basil for no apparent reason

"What did | have for Christmas, Sandra?" continued Leonard. "Let me think i oh
yes, | ha d an ex cellent brace for my wheel nuts. "

"Wh at about your false nuts, Grandad?" Gulliver asked Leonard, grinning.

"Ah, a chip off the old block, | see," said Leonard, giving Gulliver a friendly slap
on the back.

"Despite his GOD acronym,” sa  id Caroline, smilin g. "I d on't suppose there's a
drop mor e sherry, Osborn?"

"Yes, there is. | think I'll join you," replied Osborn, looking glad to get up.

"Basil looks a bit flushed," remarked Sandra quietly to her mother. "Oh no!"

"What?" Caroline loo ked concerne d at Sa ndra's concern.

"l put rum in the sodding mince pies , | completely forgot that Basil and Sybil are
teetotallers!"

"Well, Sybil's about to take one," observed Caroline to Sandra.

"Here, have a  Gingery Nutty Surprise !" exclaimed Sandra, leaping up to thru st
the first bo x she could lay hands o0 n underneath Sybil's nose.

"Oh! Thank y ou, Sandra," said Sybil, looking surprised. "I must say, | do love all
the nuts and goodies at this time of year." She gingerly extricated one from the box.
"It's such a lovely s eason, what wit h the birth of our Lord and all.”

'Oh God,' thought Sandra, 'You seem as remote from this mindless charade as a
timeshare holiday on Pluto. It's not the season of goodwill, it's the season of unchecked
hedonism and repulsive buyi ng.' She ga zed at the corn er of the room where so meone
had knocked over the Bonsai tree. 'l think I'd actually rather revise Wundt and the
Structuralists  than take part in one more sodding Christmas event.'

Two weeks later on a  rainy Wednesday afternoon, Sand ra was deep into Wundt and t he
Structuralists . 'God, | think I'd actually rather be at a sodding Christmas event than
revising this,' she thought in exasperation, as she read the same page for the third time
without taking any of it in. 'It's no good, | ca n't stand it any more, I've justgotto talk to
another human being.' Just then, Gulliver poked his head around the door.

"You'll have to do," said Sandra. "How's your revision going?"

"Revision? Oh, great. | haven't been bothered by it at all."

"Really ?" Sandra was nonplussed.

"We-ell, actually, | haven't bothered about it at all T but | will."

"When's your first exam?"

"Tomorrow, | think."

"Gulliver, you're incorrigible! Is that Dad's key | hear turning in the lock?"

"Dunno. Shall | go and ask it? "

"No, youmad prat, I'l'g 0.1 need some ex ercise other than mental."

"But Mother Putrid Ankles, you are mental."
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"Shut up, Gulliver. What did you want, anyway?"

"Oh yes, can | borrow your hole punch, please?"

"No."

"Just part of it, then?"

Sandra went to greet Osborn inthe  hall and to apolo gise for not having prepared
any tea yet again.

"That's OK," he said, giving her the usual hug. Sometimes, if she was lucky, he
gave her the unusual hug. "It's been a good day. I've been asked to go to Birmingh am
on a course."

"You have? What sort of cou rse?"

"Some new radio frequency stuff and other current research in communications.
It always pays to keep up."

"I s uppose it'll help with the part -time teaching?"

"Yes. Anyway, it's for three days, later thi s mon th."

"Oh well, that's good. It'llbea change from work. "

"There might be more scope to look for a different job, although that's not the
idea, naturally. | might be able to find work as a technical engineer in a company, for
instance."

"I thought you said there wasn't anythi ng much at all in this area,” said Sandra,
feeling a headache coming on.

"Well, you never know, prospects change all the time. | n communications, the
odds of finding employment really are onthe odd side."

It was good to see Osborn quite v italised by that forthcoming co urse and his career
prospects,’ thought Sandra, as she lay beside him in bed that night. She put her hand on
his shoulder and he murmured indistinctly.

'‘But | feel so devitalised myself," she though t, rubbing h er othe r hand across her
foreh ead. 'All this revision is making me feel like a floppy wet sponge. | only hope that
I'll be able to squeeze out the relevant information at the exams. Why does Osborn sleep
with his back to me so often now? He nev er usedto, I'msur e.

She lay still for a while, but sl eep was far away. Thoughts of Wundt and the
Structuralists  kept infiltrating her addled consciousness, closely followed by  James and
the Functionalists

'I wonder if the others are finding it hard t 0 sleep?' sh e mused , scrat ching her
nose. 'l wonder if Ph il's awake right now 1 and Nerissa, Jenny, Juliet and Jill?' She
scratched her chin.

'I wonder if Osborn is asleep ~ ? | could really do with a cuddle." She eased herself
into a potential cuddling posi tion facing his bac k.

"Osborn," she whisp ered loudly. "A re you asleep?”

A muted grunt was the only reply. Sandra stroked the back of his neck tenderly.

After a while, he swatted her hand as if it had been a fly. Sandra scratched her sternum

in disappointment. Her unhabitua | strong need for physical cont act see med to be
escalating out of all reasonable proportion. She began to long desperately to be held and

to be loved.

"Osborn," she said, tearfully now. "l want you."

"Urrgghhmm," explained Osborn.

"Osborn ? Please ?"

"I'm asleep,” he mana ged to articulate, ¢ urling himself up into  a ball.

Sandra sighed heavily, scratched her knees in resignation and reached over to
the bedside cabinet for a Rejected Ruby Mood Matching Toilet Roll

CHAPTER 7
It was the third week of Janu ary and the aftern oon of the fourth an d last exam until
June, which seemed ages away. Sandra sat in the examination hall five minutes before

the exam was due to end, sucking her last polo mint and deciding she couldn't face
reading back through her answers .
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I'm glad I've  finished in time,” s he ref lected, sucking her pen. 'Wow, Phil's still
writing. | do like the way his hair curls at the back of his neck. Wow, Nerissa's still
writing, too. Wow, so's Jenny. Wow, so's Juliet. Ah, Jill's not writing i she seems to be
fiddling with her eye , | thi nk she 's lost a contac tlens again.' Sandra looked at her watch
again, sucking her pencil.

'Four minutes to go. | hope Osborn got on OK at Birmingham. It'll be nice to see
him again tonight when he comes back. | know he's only been awa vy for three days and
two n ights, but I 've missed him. He should have given me a telephone number where |
could have contacted him, though. | wanted to tell him how awful the Background to
Psychology exam was. | suppose he did ring me from that phone box, b ut it was
annoyingt he way | wanted totel |him that!lloved him and the words just wouldn't come
out. That was strange, | don't usually feel inhibited like that.' She sucked her ruler.

"Three minutes to go. Osborn must be on the train b y now. I'm glad he didn't
drive at thi s time of year, the ro ads can be so dangerous. Oh God! | think | made a
mistake in the second question!'

"Please stop writing." The voice of the invigilator resounded menacingly
throughout the examination hall.

'What ? He's early, the  swine!" Sandra looke d wild ly around her, s ucking her pencil
case in frustration. 'Oh, | remember now , my watch is three minutes slow . Damn! Oh
well, it's too late now. At least the sodding exams are over. | much prefer sodding
cour sework. Well, it's of fto The King's Legs with the gang now for a quickie, then home
for a slowie with Osborn, if he's not too shagged out. God, | sound just like a student.’

"How did it go, then?" Sandra asked Osborn, as he dropped his overnight bag on t he
floor and to ok off his jacket . It was the beige one, she noti ced, which he hardly wore
nowadays.

"Fine," he replied tiredly. "I think I'll have a bath."

"Can | have a hug?" asked Sandra rather diffidently. "You seem a little far away."

"OK." Although his ar ms opened auto matically, Sandra moment arily sensed an
uni dentified strangeness.

'Perhaps it's the smoked haddock we had for tea," she thought, nestling in his
arms. 'Or the aftermath of my exams.' She continued to nestle. 'Or maybe the course
was v ery dem anding and he' s simply shagged out.' S he stopped nestling and looked up
at him, noticing there were dark shadows underneath his eyes.

"Go and have a bath," she said quietly, "you look shagged out. By the way, my
exams were OK."

"Good," he replied, focusi ng his eyes su ddenly on Sandra as if h e had returned
from a vast distance. "I'm glad."

"Mum," said Madeleine, as the four Dullkettles strode out across Dartmoor in a light
snowfall the following Sunday afternoon. "Would you mind if | brought Guy ho me one
evening?"

"You m ean the gay guy, Guy?
boots were making on the snow.

"Yes," replied Madeleine. "We get along so well, he's so much friendlier than
people in my class."

"Of course | don't mind if you bring him home," rep lied Sandra, glad that
Madeleine seemed to  be recovering gradually from her loss of self -esteem. She was
eating noticeably more as well. "You don't expect me to cook for him, though, do you?"
she wondered aloud, at the thought of food.

“No, | don't wantt o put him off" said Mad eleine quickly. "So rry, Mum!" She
linked her arm through Sandra's as they walked along.

"Mother Frozen Knockers?" Gulliver caught up with them, after he'd finished
throwing large stones into a big frozen puddle . "Ther e's this girl | m et once at Nigel's
house. Well, I've met  her several times now. She's doing A -levels this year at college.
She doesn't even mind my ye llow Mini. | was wondering if | could bring her home, but
then | remembered what home food was lik e, so | thought maybelco uld cook for her?"

asked Sandra, enj oying the crunching sound her
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"What's wrong wit  h the food | cook at home?" asked Sandra, rather hurt.

"Oh nothing 1 much 7 | don'tknow .Maybe I 'll bring her home later."
"What's she called?" asked Madeleine.
"Hazel ," replied Gulliver. "  She's a bit of a nut, too. She's organising a  sponsore d

jump for peopl e who are afraid of heights. She asked me to join in, but I told her to go
jump."

"Are you having me on?" asked Sandra, looking at Gulliver and suddenly realising
he was looking definit  ely les s skinny and slightl y m ore hunky.

"God no, wou ldn'tdream of i t," he replied.

"No, God wouldn't dream of it," said Sandra, smiling as she disengag ed her arm
from Madeleine's. They both stooped to gather some snow from the ground.
"Ah, it's balls, s it? " asked Gulliver, also stooping to the ground.

"Yes, itis!" replied Sandra, compressing the snow together into a ball.

"Got you!" called Madeleine to Gulliver, as her snowball hit Gulliver on his back.

"Osborn!" called out Sandra (to Osborn) who was wa lking along in front of them,
aimi ng her snowball too high at his chest as he turned around. He looked startled as the
snowball disintegrated on his chin. Sandra felt guilty and ran up to him to brush the
snow from his face. She reached up and kisse d his ¢ old snowy lips. He responded, but he
was unsmiling.

"I'm sor ry | startled yo u, | was only playing," she said. "Are you OK?"

"Yes," he replied. "Sorry, | was miles away."

"What were you thinking about?"

"Oh, life, the universe and everything."

"Have yo u come to any conclusions?"”

"No, | don'tthink so. The futur e seems so uncer tain." His words reverberated in
her head, as a snowball from Gulliver caught her straight on the left buttock.

It was Monday 14" February and Sandra was preparing to go back to university the
following day. ' God, it's cold today! Mind  you, it's really good having Mondays off this
semester,' she thought, as she placed an Overworked Orange Mood Matching Toilet Roll

in her bag, just to be on the safe side. 'lt helps me to ge t my he ad in order after the
weekend. | s that the mail? It's late  this morning , not that I'm expecting any Valentine
cards.' She went to investigate the familiar light thwack of mail dropping through the

letterbox.

"Well, there's one for Gulliver, two for Madele ine, none for me and Sindy has
wri tten to Osborn again." S andra felt her m  ood alter perceptively. "It's a thick envelope,"
she said to no body in particular , since no body in particular was home . "What the hell's
she writing to him about now? She hasn 't repl ied to my letter for ages." She held u p the
envelope to th e light, but cou Id see nothing through it. She felt the edges curiously. "It
feels like acard 1 oh God, not a Valentine card, surely?"

Sandra was aware that her patience and trust had snapp ed insi de her in an
instant, as she ac tually saw red. In a split  second, she ripp ed open the envelope and
pulled out a Valentine card. Her heart began to beat wildly and her hands tremble d as
she opened it.

"To Osborn, with all my love, Sindy." Sandra sli d onto the floor in disbelief,
holding the card in front of her a s if it might explode. "The sly cow," she whispered,
slowly opening the four enclosed pieces of A4 paper, which were covered in her cousin's
handwriting. As she read, the words blurred and a metapho ric knife slowly began to twist
in her heart.

Ten minutes later, feeling that she was locked inside a nightmare, she found
herself standing in front of the telephone, dialling Osborn's work number. He seemed
surprised when he realised it was her.

"Sandra ?"

"You've ruined my life."

"What? W hat's going on?"

"I know about you and Sindy. | opened a letter she sent you."

"You shouldn't have done that."

Kay Santillo, 199 8.



33

"I know. | almost wish | hadn't."

"I'm coming home."

It was probably the shortest phone call th ey'd ev er shared 1 and the sad dest,
thought S andra, as sh e wiped her eyes in some Collapsing Cornflower Mood Matching
Toilet Roll . She mechanically went to make herself some coffee, pushing Sindy's letter
deep into her cardigan pocket. She leaned weakly ag ainst t he kitchen cupboard as the
ket tle boil ed, wanting with a dreadful fascination to read Sindy's letter again T to torture
herself with fine details, to analyse the terminology, to read between the lines. Heaven
knew there were enough of them.

She mad e the c offee, but stood starin g out o f the wi ndow, watchi ng a woman
walk past with a dog. She looked so ordinary . Everything looked so incredibly ordinary in
such an extraordinary situation. Then she saw Osborn's car drive up to their house and
her heartb eganto race.Hecameinand!| ookedatherqu estioningly.

"Do you want s ome coffee?" she asked, in such an ordinary way that it began to
frighten her. Maybe she was going to lapse into even more insanity than usual.

"Yes," he replied, waiting quietly as she pou red the water into the mug . "C ome
and sit down."
Sandra forgot th e coffee and followed him into the dining room . It was the room

where she did all her course  work, where all her familiar books looked down kindly at her
from the bookshelf.

"Did you sleep w ith her?" Sandra's unnecessa ry question seemed to ruptur e the
atmosphere with penetrating intent.

"Yes." Osborn's reply was piercing in its honesty. Sandra gave a small cry and

tried to run away from the room, from all the pain, but Osborn caught h old of her and
held her. "Don'tgo, "he said quietly, "we have to sort thisout .Ilove you, Sandra.”

"You love me, but you had sex with her!" Sandra had stopped struggling. The
pain of the knife in her heart was so extreme that it was comforting to be he Id even by

the person who had betra  yed her. "Do you love her?" she asked dully, as Osborn led her
gently to a chair, where she sat rather incongruously on his lap.
"l thought | was in love with her. She was in low spirits and in need of someone
afterthe divorce and| i well, | nevergoto ver you and that guy Geoff."
"Whose idea wa s it to meet in Birmingham?" asked Sandra sadly, pushing away
an image of her and Phil grappling on the sofa
"l can't remember. It just seemed to happen. It all j ust seemed to  be hap pening
to a different person , butth at different person was me ."
Sandra found herself asking endless guestions, some that Osborn answered and
some that he avoided. She found herself alternately shouting in anger and crying
bitterly, as lunchtime ca  me and went. Softly and gently, sno w b egan to fall outside, as
the roof was for tunately in a good state of repair.
"I've got towels on the washing line. I'll have to bring them in." Sandra suddenly
and desperately needed the ordinariness of everyday life, if onl y for a few moments.
"Would you lik e a cup of tea?" ask ed Osborn, letti ng go of her at last.
"Yes," she replied, looking in wonder and hate at the falling flakes of snow. They
seemed so beautiful and so deathly cold. She brought the towels in from the li ne. They
weren't dry, but st iff and semi-frozen. 'Just | ike my heart,' s he thought, sinking on to a
chair, sobbing again and watching her tears as they fell on to the towels she was still
clutching.
"Are you OK?" Osborn  entered the room with two mu gs of t ea, placing them

carefully o ntwo co asters on the table.  For the firstt ime in her life, Sandra couldn' t have
cared one jot if he'd put the hot mugs straight on to the table.

"How can | be OK? The bottom has dropped out of my entire world and you a sk
me i f I'm OK? " The anger wa s rising again. "How can | p ossibly be OK wh en what the
two of you did has gutted me? When between you, you've carelessly spread out my guts
on the floor and fucked all over them? " Analytically, as if from a great distance, Sa ndra
realised that the shouting and the use o f the word 'fuck' in context h ad helped her to
release a minuscule amount of anguish . The resultant pause wa s a break from crying T
her face was a real mess, not just a made -up one.
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Osborn suddenly  turned horri bly pale and rushed to the bathroom. To her
surprise, Sandra heard him being sick. She picked up a Vomiting Vermi lion Mood
Matching Toilet Ro |IlI, wondering br iefly how on Earth vomiting could be considered a
mood, and took it to him.

"Here, you're almosti n as ba d a state as | am." As she walked back to the dining
room, she found the fact that he was upset enough to thr ow up strangely comfortin  g.
Osborn came b ack in to the room a few moments later.

"Sandra , do you want me to leave you? | don't want to, but | under stand if you
want me to."

"l don't wan tyou to go," replied Sandra immediately, wondering exactly where
her answer had sprung from so s trongly. "No, I' ve always thought we were built on solid
rock." The tears began to flow again. "But you'll have t o finis h it with her, or there's no
hope."

"I will. I'll ring her tonight,” said Osborn, touching Sandra's arm as she reac hed
for her third Sodden Sapphire Mo od Matching Toilet Roll . "Sandra, | think Gulliver or
Madeleine has just come in."

"Oh God, it'l | be Ma deleine. | don't want her to see me lik ethis."

"Mum , w here are you?" Madeleine's bright voice broke the pa in-fille d atmosphere.
"Mum, Guy met me from  school because it's snowing. He's here. We're going to build a
showperson." Madeleine peered arou nd the door as Sandra was picking up pieces of
Mood Matching Toilet Roll ~ from the floor. "Oh!" Madeleine gazed at h er ashen -faced
father and sw ollen -faced moth er. " Shall | go and make some tea "

"Yes please," murmured Osborn and Sandra in unison.

"OK," s aid Mad eleine, picking up the two mugs from th e table, "but you haven't
drunk these 1 and there are two mugs of col d coffee in the kitchen. Wha t's been going
on?" Madeleine's eyes looked wary and frightened, Sandra noticed with dismay.

"We'll tell you lat er, | p romise. Go and see to Guy," said Osborn , attempting

unsuccessfully to smile.

"Don't worry, Maddy, everythin g's going to be all right," said Sandra, try ing to
put her daughter's mind at rest.

'Is it?" she wondered, as she surveyed her depleted supp ly of Mood Matching
Toilet Rolls . 'Can anythin g b e all right ever again?'

As she lay awake in bed that night, Sand ra felt as though she would never be able to
sleep peacefully for the rest of her life. She kept imagining what had taken place during

the tw o night s Osborn had been away on the course 1 nights when she' d revised until
past midnight, then gone to bed alone , missing Osborn's warmth be  side her.

The t hought of him sharing a bed with Sindy seemed almost impossible to
comprehend, like a bizarre nig htmare. She thought about Osborn's answers to her
guestions . Yes, they had shared a double bed . Yes, he had bought condoms . Yes, Sindy
had been with him when h e had rung Sandra from the phone box. Every thought of the
two of them together was a fresh twist of the knife in her heart. It became agony to lie
there beside him, so she crept downstairs to escape and to be al one.

"Oh God," she wh ispere d, curled up on the sofa in the sitting room with a Gutted
Grape Mood Matching Toilet Roll clutched to her chest  for com fort. "Where are You? Do
You understand what | feel? | can't believe they did it, when | didn't do it with G eoff, or
even Phil. | can't stop  thinking about them together . Him t ouching her , being i nside
her é " Tears cascaded down her cheeks in rivulet s of mi sery.

"God, where is all this water co min g from? Where is all this pain coming from? |
believe Osborn loves m e, buth er i oh God, | want her to suffer an d die!" Sandra began
to find the knife in her heart was restricting her breathing. She sat up i n alarm , but it
didn't help.

"I can't breathe  properly," she said aloud, sobbing and gasping for air. "Oh God T
help me i get her out of my head !" For an instan t, Sandra felt that God, or a loving
presence of some sort, was with her and understood her pai n. Then the sitting room
door opened and she | ook ed up startled as Osborn came in and sat down beside her.

"Can'tyo usleep?"he asked sleepily.
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"I can't breat he," she said with difficulty, at first flinching away from his touch,

then leaning against him . He wa s still warm from their bed. "I hate he r i | hate what
you did T | hate the feeling that nothing will ever be the same again."

"It won't be the same," he said softly, stroking her hair. "But one thing has really
changed for me, for the better. | re alised today for the first time that you actua lly do
love me. It's the first time I've ever felt love from anyone."

"A pity it's costing me so m uch,"” said Sandr a, her breathing slightly calmer.
"What do you mean, anyway? I've always loved you."

"I never recogni sed it," he replied wonderingly. "Uncon ditional love, | mean. My
parents never gave it to me, so | didn't know whatit was."

"So | pay th e price for thei r failure! Well, unconditional love costs and right now,
the price feels way too high."

“I'ms orry,” said Osborn in a broken voice . Aftera few moments, Sandra realised
she could feel him shaking.

"Osborn?"

"Oh God, w hat have | done?" he moaned. Sandra reached up and felt tears on his
face. "I never meant to hurt you," he cried, holding her to hi m.

"I never meant to hurt you, either," she r eplied, as they clung to each other in
the early hours of the cold, sno wy morni ng. To her horror, t  hough, Sandra fo und that a
small detach ed part of herself was thinking: ‘That's right, you suffer too T just likelam .
CHAPTER 8

Sandra heard the bedside alarm ring the following morning with almost a sense of relief ,
because the w orst nig ht of her life so fa rwas over at la st. She hadn't been able to sleep

at all, but towards morning had managed to find a s emi -comfor table place of escape by
reliving happy me mories of her earlier life with Osborn. Osborn reached over to switch

off t he alarm , then moved up clos er to Sandra in  the bed, his bodily warmth painfully
pleasurable to her.

"Sandra," he said gently, "l w antyou to know that | want to make love with you."

"l feel sick," said Sandra truthfully, not knowing whether she was plea sed or
revolted at what he h  ad just said. "I  know we've made love since you were inside her,
but | didn't know that then. Now it's d ifferen t. | don't know how | feel, except sick

"I'll wait until you want to make love with me again," he said softly. "I don't care
ifittakesayea r 1 two years T I'mso sorry | hurt you."

"I've got to go and start the second semester at university t oday,"” said Sandra,

deliberately changing the subject. 'l can't say it's OK you hurt me," she was thinking,
'‘because it's not OK. No thing in the whole  sodding world is OK atth is moment.’

"Would you like me to give you a lift? | can be late for work for o nce."
"All right," she replied, "or | might t hrow up on the bus."
When they went downstairs a while later, Gullive r and Madeleine wer e alr eady up

to Sandra's surprise. They w ere standing side by side in their dressing gowns, looking
out of the window at  the sno w.

"The snowperson Guy and | made is s til'l there," said Madeleine, looking at Sandra
with penetrating eyes. "Are you OK, Mum "

"Yes," replied Sandra.' | can't explain now, Maddy,' she thought, 'but | will soon,
when I've managed to survive a day o r two w ith this incredible pain.'

"Hey, what' s that sticking out of it?" asked Madeleine indignantly, gazing at her
snowperson.

"Aha, you' ve noticed my attemp t at snowperson authenticity," said Gulliver. "I did
it last night when | came home from Hazel's "

"Butit's a show person , notasnow man " re torted Madeleine.

"Exactly. If you look closely, you'll notice not only the interesti ngly-shaped quite
thick twig , but also the t wo large fir cones," replied Gulliver. "Oh , the snow must be
melting, the left f  ir cone has just dropped off."

"Don't you two  have to get ready?" asked Osborn, noticing that Sandra was

rubbing her forehead.
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"It's half -term, Dad,"” said Madeleine. "I' m going to the | ibrary later to investigate
Guinevere. I've had enough of Arthur."

"Why are n't you getting ready for work, Dad?" a sked Gulliver, looking askance

"I'm giving Mum a lift," replied Osborn. "She's n ot feeli ng very well."

I'm feeling too well,' thought Sandra, deciding she might be able to manage a
cup of weak tea. 'l wish | could stop feeling altogether for a while, j ust so | can get
through this day.'

"Osborn has had an affair with my cousin," sa id Sandr a to the gang in rat  her a shaky
voic e, before the first lecture of the second semester began. It helped, in a very painf ul
way, to be able to say the words aloud. The gang were immediately supportive and
suggested going for coffee after the lecture . Sandra felt comforted byt heir presence, b ut
noticed that she seemed to be deliberately avoiding Phil.

She found she could wr ite not es in the lecture as she normally did, ama zed that
she was able to concentrate for minutes at a time on the Introduction  to Integ rative
Topics with S imon Coe, whent he veritable bottom had dropped out of her world.

'Why do | have a veritable bottom in my world when other people have ordinary
bott oms?' she wondered for a moment. 'l wish | could stop feeling sick T and | wish |

could get my head around  this stuff, | ca n't see how it fits together at all.’

Two days later, Sandra sat in Marcus Lowe's r oom for the first tutorial of the second
seme ster, no longer feeling quite as sick, even though Marcus had just handed them
thei r e xam r esults. Sandra notic ed with a sense  of dull relief, which quickly turned into a
sense of relieved dullness, that she had passed all the exams reasonably well. Marcus

seemed to be talking animatedly with the others as he returned their last semester S
essay s, but Sandra sat quietl y in her own little hurt  -filled space, seemingly millions of
miles away from the others.

"Can y ou tell me what a hypothetical construct is, S andra?" Marcus's voice was
asking, eventually cutting through her isol ation. S andra looked straigh t into his deepl vy
blue eyes through a haze of pain.

"Umm 7 it's something abstract that can't be directly measu red," s he replied ,

from a place in her brain with which she didn 't feel remotely in contact

"Right." Marcus looked as if h e might be about to say something fu rther on the
subject, then stopped. "Good essay, but a couple of references missing. Watch out f or
that ." He handed Sandra back her essay, but she avoided further eye contact.

‘I have to tell him what's happened to me,’ she was thinking, s uddenly and
clearly, 'but not today. | might burst into uncontrollable tears and completely flood the
strange lo oking s tain in the shape of Madagascar on his carpet. And | can't tell Phil
either, for the same reason (except the stain) . Not yet.

'It was comforting to tell  the gang over coffee on Tuesday. God, was that only
two days ago? It was different with them, t hough. | have no idea why, except they're a
diffe rent gender, of course, but gend er doesn't come into it for me.

'l wantto go home, butitsti |l feels painful there . Nobody there will ask me what
a hypothetical construct is though , for God's sake . Mindy ou, they're likely to ask me all
sorts of biza rre questions that | don't feel like answering in the slightest . Maybe 1I'll ju st
stay here like I' m supposed to, a fter all.'

It was the weekend. The deathly beautiful snow had melted and a hint of spring was
infiltra ting the air. Osborn was out for the af ter noon on a previously arranged visit to a
retired colleague, while G ulliver and Madeleine were d oing their own t hings (separately,
of course). Sandra stood at the back of the garden by the compost heap with a box of
matches in her pocket, placing all Sin dy's letters and photos in a pile of forthcoming
destruction, includin g the le tter and Valentine ¢ ard that had cau sed her such pain.

"I'm burning you out of my life, you sly cow,"” she said, as she struck a few
matche s and finally got one to catch the lett ers alight. A thrill of positive energy leapt
inside her chest. "Yes! You're b eing burned away, ju st like Osborn s ymbolically burned
you away when he set fire to all your letters the other evening."
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Sandra's m ind wen t back to Thursday evening, the day of the tutorial. Osborn
had come home from work looking uneasy, but had r esolutel y pulled a letter ou t of his
pocket to show Sandra it was unopened. Sindy had written to him at work. It hadn't
been the first time, Osborn had confessed . She had also rung hima tw ork.

"I'll burn all her letters," he' d told Sandra, as she stood white-faced at the sight
of Sindy's ha ndwrit ing. "Il do it now." Then, much to Sandra's intense and immense
relief, he had.

'These photos are mor e difficult to burn,' realised Sandra, striking yet another
match. 'And all this smelly smoke is ghastly . The neighbou rs will complain in a minute
butl don'tc are,| need todo this.'

The last of the photos finally blackened into non -recognition. Sandra stirred the
remnants of Sindy's tangib le existence in her life deep into the compost heap with a
handy twig (the snowperso n's inte restingly -shaped quite thick twig).  She then threw the
interestingly -shaped quite thick twig on top of the compost hea p with finality, picked up
the box of matches and retur ned inside the house triumphantly, feeling marginally
better. She noticedt hat the painin her heartwa s becoming insis tently familiar.

That same night, Sandra dreamt Sindy was attacking her with a ki tchen k nife, trying to
stab it into her heart. Strangel vy, Sindy's parents were holding her back, stopping her.

Sandra awok e with a small yelp of fear  and distress, cl utching tightly on to
Osborn's chest.

"Ouch, you're hurting my right nipple,” said Osbor n sleep ily, then he was
instantly awake. "Are  you OK? A re you crying?"
"I had a bad dream," wept Sandra. "She was trying t o stab m e in the heart with a

kitchen knife.
"Oh Sandra." Osborn took her in his arms (and his legs) enfolding her completely.

Slowly and wonderingly, after she had fought wildl y to extr icate herself in a moment of
claustrophobia, she realised she wanted him to make love to her. Th e lovemaking beg an
slowly and painfully, but it was fundamentally healing.

"These are my breasts,"” she w hispere d to Oshorn, as tears slid down her fac e and
on to her breasts.

"I know," mumbled Osborn, being as gentle as he cou Id.

"And this is the place  where our son ca me out and then our daughter,” she
sobbed later, as he entered her slowly and carefully.

"Yes, itis," he whispered, holding her tight ly and st roking her hair.

"Thisis me 1 this is where you belong T not inside her. You've been making lo ve
with me since Iwas 17 1 you'ret he only one who ever has!" Sandra's sobs were racking
her body.

"Do you wan t me to stop?"

"No! Make loveto me. Ease my pa in!"

Sandra began to calm down at last. For a while longer, pain an d pleasure
intermingled, the n pleasure slowl y began to take the upper hand.

Afterwards, as she reached across for some Crucified Cri mson Mo od Matching
Toilet Roll , Sandra realise d she had wept her way throughout the entire experience .

'I have a deep wound," she thought analyti cally, as she be gan to drift into sleep,
'but it isn't festering, it hasn't turned septic. Each burst of pain is bein g faced, looked at,
experienced, shared . This pr ocess is healing.' She sat up and blew her nose, hard. 'l still
hate he r fucking guts, thou gh.'

The next d ay, which was a Sunday, Sandra and Osborn cooked a roast lunch . This was
an occurrence that ha dn't be en a feature of the Dullkettle househol d for qui te a
considerable time. 'lt's so good to be doing things togeth er again,' thought Sandra, a s
she and Osborn piled a nut roast, potatoes, swede, broccoli and peas on to four plates.

"Food's up!" Osborn called out to Gulliver and Madeleine, who wer e missing
presumed hiding out in various locations around the house.

"It's not that bad, is it?" as ked Gulliver, as he appeared in the kitchen doorway.
"Wow, roasted nuts."
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"There's something wrong," said Mad eleine suspiciously, as she also appeared in
the kitche n doorway. Luckily, it was quite a roomy doorway, opening as it did on to a
room. "You have n't cooked prope r food since you started your degree, Mum . Dad's
helping you, too. You're not getting divorced ,arey ou?"

"No Maddy," replied Osborn, looki ng fondly at his daughter. "Oh, | don't believe
it, I've mashed the swed e with t he leftover brandy b  utter from Chris tmas. It's not too far
past its sell -by date, is it?"

"Who knows i who cares?" said Sandra, f lustere d and flushed at the same time
over the dish of roast potatoes. "God, cooking is so hot! " she exclaimed. "You h aven't
turned the burner off , Osborn."

"Oh sorry. | usually turn things off."

"I usually turn them on," said Gulliver listlessly from th e doorw ay, "just by
looking at them."

"Moron, " said Sa ndra, flopping the last of the peas on Gulliver's plate.

"Not hanks. | don'tthink anythin g else would fit on, anyway."

After they' d finished eating the nut roast, Sandra brought in a curacao trifle.

"Sorry , we didn't have any sherry left," she apologise d, dishing out the strangely blue
dessert into four dishes. She was beg inning to feel nervo us at the explan ation she and
Osborn proposed to make to Gulliver and Madeleine.

"Shall we start on our propo sed exp lanation to Gulliver and Madeleine?" as ked
Osbor n, startling Sandra into dropping a blue blobby mound on to the tablecl oth.

"Yes," she rep lied, trying to  sit down pseudo -nonchalantly. She had completely
given up the idea of sitting down nonchalantl y.

"You're getting divorced, aren't you," sai d Madelei ne abruptly.

"No Maddy, we said we weren't, "replied Osborn, a Imo st pa tiently.

"Whatever it is, you can t ell me, I'm adult enough to take it," said Gulliver
seriously, poking his finger into the blue sponge before licking it.

"You're adolt, yo umean," retorted Madeleine.
"That's what | said," replied Gulliver.

"Gulliver ! Madeleine! Mum and | just want to say we're sorry for the recent
upsets you must have been aware were going on between us," star ted Osb orn. "All the
shouting, the tears é"

"The copiou s use of Mood Matching Toilet Rolls ," Gulliver finished forh  im.

"Exactly. The thing is, itinvolved Mum 's cousin, Sindy ." Osborn faltered.
"Oh, | quite liked her," remarked Gulliver.

"I don't want  anythin g to do with her again,” Sandra said, w ondering if Gulliver
would still like her if he knew. "I' ve st opped communicating  with her."

"Wha t about Auntie Lily , her mother?" asked Madeleine , frowning slightly

"Yes, she sends us money for Christmas an d birth days," chipped in Gulliver.

"You merce nary toe rag," said Sandra. "There's no reason to invo Ive her. She's
my mother's s ister and she wo uld be upset if she knew we've e fallen out ."

"Things at home will be much better from now on," said Osborn, re aching out to
cover Sandra's hand with his own . "Oh, yo u're all sticky."

"Better in what way?" aske d Gulliv er. "Better home com  forts? Better co oking?
Better laundry service?"

"Don't push your luck, tit -nose," said Sandra to Gulliver, relieved that it had been
so much easier than she' dfeared. "OK, M addy?"sh e asked.

"Yes," replied Madeleine, finishing her cur acao trifle. "Sindy' s got much fatte rlegs
than you, anyway."

‘Thank you, Madeleine,' thought Sandra , as she and Osborn began to clear away
the dis hes. 'W hat am | going to tell Mum, though? She knew | w as fed up with Sindy's
phone calls a nd lette rs to Osborn. Perhap s | can tell her half the truth. | don't want to
upset her. God, this is all so dreadfully, mind -piercingly sordid. Why did he have to pi ck

Sindy Linda Asshole Grossbody, of all peopl e? Why no t somebody from behind the
delicatessen at Safebury's ? Surely it wouldn't hav e hurt so much then?' Sandra prepared
to wash the dishes, feeling the metaphorical knife still piercing her heart.
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"This is nice, Sandra,” said Caroline, sitting opposit e Sandra in Ye Moderne Coffee
Shoppe in Plymo uth and, strangely enough , sipping coffee . "I'm glad you asked me to
meet you, we must do this more often."”

"Yes, we must, definitely. But Mum, there's something | was goi ng to tell you,

about Sindy." To Sandra 's horror , her voice had begun to shake an d her hands to
tremble sligh tly.

"Oh?" Caro line looked at Sandra with a small frown.

"You know | told you | was unhappy with her writing to Osborn and ringing him
so much?"

"Yes."

"Well, on Valentine's Day she sent him a letter with a card and | saw re d
(altho ugh the card was mai  nly blue and yel low with only a small amount of actual red)
and | opened it and read it and it upset me. Osborn and | had it out and he's st opped
their 7 relationship and I've stopped co mmunicati ng with her as well."

"I see. Do es Aunti e Lily know anything  about this?" Sa ndra noticed her mother's
cheeks had flush ed.

"No. At least, | don't imagine Sindy would tell h er mother anything about it.

"I h ope not, it would upset her terribly."

"Like it 's upset me terribly." Sandra had finally managed to control  her trembling.

"Oh Sandra." Caroline finished her coffee, still frowning slightly. "Gosh, it's bitter
at the bottom. | don't think there's any nee d to tell Dad, do you? | don't want to risk
upse tting him, he hasn't seemed quite th e sam e since his bypass o peration.”

"OK. | had to tell you, Mum, | couldn't let a secret like this come between us."

"Hmm. I'm glad you felt you could tell me, but I'ma bit shocked, that's all.”

As Sandra an d Carolin e left the coffee shop and Sandra was abo ut to return to
univ ersity for an af ternoon session of Case Reports , Caroline touched her daughter on
the arm.

"Don't give up," she said, before opening her ar ms to g ive Sandra a hug. "You
never know what' s around the corner."

It was unfortunatel y a dead pigeon, Sandra foun d with distaste , as she left
Caroline and turned the corner in the direction of the university. 'Poor bird ,' she thought,
as people walked by ignor ing it. 'It's dead forever, it won't be spreadin g its wings to fly
ever again. G od, deat his such akiller. Come to that,li feis such a killer, too.'

Two days later, Sandra fidgeted throughout the entire tutorial, avoiding the gaze of both

Marcus and Phil. As a result, she found herself gazin g alterna tely at Rodney Bent,
Vernon Hail storm an d the stain in the s hape of Madagasc ar on the carpet. Eventually,
the tutorial ended.

"Er 7 could | have a word with you?" Sandra asked Marcus, finally looking into hi s
eyes.

"Sure," replied Marcus. "Bye, guys." Th e door closed behind the others, leaving a
rather pregnant p  ause in the room  that was luckily not Sandra's. " What can | do for you
Sandra ?"

"I i umm é" Sandra felt tears forming and gulped hard, butw  hen she 'd recovered
from the resultant choking fit, she found she was emotionally in control once more. "My
partn er has had an af fair with my cousin," she continued relatively calmly. There they
were again, the dreaded words that caused her such anguish, b ut were definitely better
out thanin."lthou ghtthat as my personal tutor, you shou Id know. "

"Yes 1T oh yes." M arcus leaned for ward thoughtfully. "I'm very sorry to hear this,
Sandra . | h ave some idea of what you might be going through, from my own perso nal
exp erience."

"Oh?" Sandra looked at Marcu s in some thing approaching wonderment. 'He
know s,' she thought with a sudden unexpe cted feeling of comfort. 'He understands.'

The sudden unexpected feeling of comfort remained with Sandra in a sudden
unexpecte d way f or the next 15 minutes or so, as Marcus asked a few questions in a
sensitive, caring, yet practical way.

"I'm here if you  need to talk," he said finally, as Sandra went to leave his room.
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"Thank you , | e xpect | will," replied Sandra, smiling weakl y. A gh ost of a smile
lingered on Marcus's lip s as Sand ra left the room, feeling lighter than she had for the
past week.

"Oh no, I've left my bag in there!" she said aloud to Phil, who appeared to be
loitering a little way down the corridor.

"Sandra,y our bag? " came Marcus's voice as he opened his d oor, hold ing her bag.

"Thank you,” said Sandra, under -reaching slightly to ret rieve her bag from
Marcus's outstretched hand. The bag fell on the floor, as a Pissed Off Poppy Mood
Matching Toilet Roll  unrolled itself along the corridor.

"Oh, sod it!" gasp ed Sandra in horror, as further up t he corri dor in the direction

of the liberate d toilet roll, some people were emerging from the conference room i from
a conference, as it so happened
"I'll get it," said Phi | quiet ly, stooping to roll up the trail of pa per. He st uffed it

quickly into Sandra's  bag, jus t as the conference  room contingent  approached .

"Did you want to see me, Phil?" asked Marcus, his eyebrows still faintly raised.

"Yes, b ut I'll try tomorrow in stead, if that's OK?"

"Fair enough ,"replied Marcus, di sappearing back into hisr  oom.

"Phil, Osborn has had an affair with m vy cousin," began Sandra sadly, as they
walked together along the corridor to the stairs.

That weekend, Sandra stood in front of t he fire place in the sitting room, with a duste rin
her h and and the metaphorical k  nife in her heart.

'We boug ht this ornament al sheep on our honeymoon,' she thought mournfully,
picking it up to dust. 'And this demented figurine was an anniversary present, althou gh |
never really liked it. In fact, | think I'll  take it away, | need to r ecreate life in a way |
positively like." Sh e moved along the fireplace, picking up reminders of the past, dusting
but not replacing them. As she idly picked up a small glass vase f rom the very end of the
fireplace, the knife in h er heart twisted sharply a  nd she t hrew the vase to the floor with
a sm all cry.

'She brought that back for us from a holiday once,' she thought savagely. 'lt's

broken. G ood.' She sat down on the sofa , her kn ees trembling.

'‘Everything's changed,’ she thoug ht sombrely , looking at th e firepl ace, now
devoid of e verything but th e ornamental sheep. 'Everything. | can't even look at those
ornaments the same way | used to before. They used to be a symbol of o ur life together

and its security to me, but n ow they ju st remind me of Oshorn's b etr ayal of our past. My
life is tainted by w hat they did.'

She sat thoughtfully, her eyes surprisingly dry. 'But | can overcome betrayal.
Osborn and | are worth more to each other than all that's gone wrong. | believe t hat we
love each other at a very dee  p, funda mental level and I b  elieve that love does overcome
all things in the end. Our love is bigger than any amount of furtive lust in a hotel

bedroom.' She winced and stood up, st ill looking at the fireplace.

"The orn amental sh eep will have to go, thoug h, it's simply had its day. Osborn
and | can go out one day and replace it with T with a brand new ornamental sheep.'
Later that day, Sandra felt a burning need to find a pe n and s ome paper and to let the

words flow. Sh e felt tha t if she didn't find some way of e xpressing herself, s omething
detrime ntal would happen to her emotions. As she tuned into herself to find out exactly

what it was she wanted to express, she was acutel y aware of the pain and the deep
wound she had been carr ying arou nd with her since the day she'd discovered Os born's
betrayal.

'Oh God," she breathed, as tears clouded her vision. 'l feel as if I'm bleeding
somewhere inside from the knife in my heart. Whe re else ist here to bleed safely, except
onto this clean , white, soothing paperth  at accepts every word | give it without ques tion?
Bless this paper, it's a lifeline '

Unsurprisingly, the poem that emerged was mainly about Osborn, although it was
impossib le not to mention Sindy as well. Inthe end, s he entitle d it Pain and Pleasure and
found it di d indeed give her enormous p leasure amid the pain to tell the paper exactly
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how she felt, using whatever words she wanted (including ‘'fuck’ ). The added bonus was
that sh e was being creative in the process.
'There's mo re to come, though,' she thought sadly, as her pen ran ou tofink.'So

much more. I f eel as if | migh thave to write for ever.'
CHAPTER 9

Another week had passed. Sandra sat on the bus on her way to univer sity, thinking how
life in some ways wa s actually better, but how in other ways it seemed an irrevocable
nightmare of emotional confus ion.

'The sex i s wonderful now, though," she thought, remembering the previous
evening when both Gulliver and Made leine h ad been out, 'but | wonder how much of it is
desp eration ? For me, at least.  And | wonder how long it will last, th is being hungry for
each other, like it was when we first met? Still, I'm not knocking it! | now have a good
source of poetry material too. It 's funny that despite the really awful things tha t
devastate us in life, there are always consolations, li ke sex, the smell of orange  blossom,
a good book, Creme Eggs 1 God, it's hot in this bus. | wonder if I've got the nerve to
open the window?'

She sto od up and fumbled with the catch, which was rathe r stiff. She was putting
most of her weight into pushing it open, when a man from the seat behind tap ped her
shoulder.

"These windows open inwards," he explained quite kindly.

"Oh! Sothey do . Silly me, I' m a psychology student é" Sandra sat dow n abruptly |,

having noticed several pairs of eyes fixed on her wit h a not quite so kindly expr ession.
Although the breeze from the open window was fresh veering to cold, she continued to
feel uncomfortably hota  nd got off the bus one stop early.

She had ar ranged to meet Phil for a coffee in place of the usual Thursday t uto rial,
which had been canc elled due to Mar cus Lowe being away at a conference.

"Well," she said, as Phil sat down opposite her in the refector y, "thi s feels
strange. I'm sorry | didn't fee | like tal king last week or t he week before. | wasn't sure

how | feltabo ut you."

"Strewth,"  said Phil, splu ttering slightly. "I do like your honesty. | really do,
actually, it helps me to feel | can be honest with y ou in return.”

"Good. | still feel bad about wha t happened before Christmas," said Sandra, the
image of her and Phil grappling ont he sofa springin g inevitably to mind, "but it kind of
got pushed into the background in view of what happened with Os born."

"l can understand that," said Phil, "a Ithough | was pretty pissed off with you at
the time." He looked at Sandr a intently, gauging her reaction. "Y ou don't mind me
talking straight, do you?"

"No. Why, no!" replied Sandra, trying hard to cover up t he slig ht shock of Phil's
straight talking. "I~ t's better than talking bent, which plays havoc with your back."

"Mmm. A nyway, | met someone the next day in  the pub. She's a first -year in
Oceanography. We kind of hit it off."

"Great!" said Sandra. 'The nex t day,’ she was thinking. 'He didn't waste muc h
time. Ju st as well | didn't lose a lot of sleep over the whole stu pid a ffair." She found
herself wincing in  voluntarily again at the word 'affair .

"Yep. Anyway, how are you? You've been looking so tired. | n oticed something

was wrong the first lecture o f the seco nd semester, when you seemed to be avoiding
me. | didn' t like t o ask, though , in case | might have been the cau se of it. Or a
contributing factor , at least ." Phil fingered the white plastic coffee spo on. "Ho w are
things with you and your guy?"

"Osborn ? Pretty good, amazingly, although sometimes | still can't believe he
actu ally did it with her."

"lIs it worse beca use she's your cousin?"

"Definitely. I'm meeting my mother for lunch today. | only told her hal f the truth,
but it was still  incredibl y difficul t talking to her about it, being part of her family. My
cousin's mother is my mother's sister. It still hurt s so much.”
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"Have y ou told Marcus?"

"Yes | have, but o nly fairly briefly. He said | could talk to him about it more if |
wanted to. Ith  ink | migh t try to see him next week."

"Right. We're supposed to be telling him the proposed title of our tutorial
presentation n ext week, aren't we?"

"Oh G od, I'd forgotte n. Oh Phil, now you've really depres  sed me.

"I'm sorry." Phil placed his hand on Sandra's arm, which was quite a comforting
gesture, thought Sandra, smiling at him. '‘But he's not quite the same with me as he wa S
before ;' she thought. 'The re's a distance. Well, I'm sorry about that, he's a nice guy,
with a great purple jacket, but the most impor tant relationship in my life at the moment

is with Osborn.'
"l hope we can still be friends," said Sandra thoughtfully.
"Of co urse. Besides, I've  kind of missedy our whacky sandwiches."

Sandra sat in Ye Moderne Coffee Shoppe  with her mother, s  ensing tha t something was
wrong. Caroline looked pale and there were dark shadows under her eyes. Sandra,
although feeling concern  ed, didn 't know quite whatt o say.

"Would y ou like something to eat? Jill says they do a great Chocolate Mondae in
here.”

“"No, I'm not hungry," sighed Caroline. "Sandra, it's no good, | have to ask you
Did Osborn go all the way with Sindy?"

"Ah. Well, do you m eané ?" Sandra cons idered feigning ignorance about what
Caroline meant, b utthen realised she was completely unable to lie to her mother. "Yes,"
she said in a small voice.

"You didn't say, but | thought he must have, the way you looked when you t old
me." Caroline sighed dee ply again. "Oh S andra, why did he have to do it with s omeone
in my family? It's like he didn't care about me o r my family at all. No, it's worse than
that, it's like it was a personal slur in my direction."

"I don't think he fu lly realised what he was doi ng," said Sandra shakily, feeling
uncomfortable at the though t that she seemed to be defending Osbor n's action s.

"I've had nobody to talk to about this all week," continued Caroline. "I've felt so
ill and alone. | was afraid Da d would be wondering whatwa s wrong."

"Has he said anything?"

"No, he's got hims elf mor e involved with the Old Ramble rs. He's arranging a
series of spring walks."

"Aren't they a bit old to do that springy walking thing?" asked Sandra dully.

"What? No, walking in the spring,” expl ained Caroline w ith a slight frown.
"Anyway, how did O sborn a nd Sindy actually meet? I've had SO man y question s running
around in my head. Perhaps we ought to get another cup of coffee."

"Do you want another cup?"

"No."
"Righ t." Sandra gulped, feelingt he metaphorical knife again in her heart as she
was fo rced to relive the pain of Osborn and Sindy's betrayal. "They met when he went

away on that course in Birmingham."

"Is that the only time?"

"Yes." The metaphorical knife be gan to h urt more acutely, as Sandra was forced
to remember one of the many partsi n Sindy 's letter which had particularly upset her,
inclu ding where Sindy had said she was so happy that Osborn had asked to meet her
again in the spring. It was something Sandra had comp letely f ailed to come to ter ms
with. It hurt  so much that Osborn had w  anted t o do it again. It also prevented her fr om
justify ing his action in January as a sordid mistake, which he' d regretted as soon as it
had happened. The living nightmare feeling began to close in on Sandra and her heart
started to beat wildly.

"So, you 've o bviously forgiven Osborn?" asked Caroline insistent ly.

"I'mtryingto ,"replied Sandra, finding Caroline's voice was a stabilising influence.

"What about Sindy?"

"No." Justth e mention of Sindy's  name caused an unpleasant inward shudder.
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"Well, | take it you want me to forgive Osborn, as you' re obvious ly making a go
of it with him, which is good . 1 f1forgive him,  though, | have to forgive her as w ell."

"OK." Sandra wanted t o tell her mothe r everything , including the contents of
Sindy's lett er. De spite t he fact that she' d burned it, the memor vy of Sindy 's words was

like a poison in her system, which she hoped would dissipate in time. She wanted to t ell
her mother how wonderful it was with Osb orn in some ways at the moment T how she
knew in her heart that O sborn had never meant to hurt her so ba dly, but t hat Sindy

obviously hadn't cared in the slightest how Sandra felt. However, Sandra was finding
that she ne eded all her current  available energ y to prevent herself from breaking down
completely in  Ye Moderne Coffee Shoppe .

"I'm sorry this is upse  tting you, Sandra, but you really are the only person | can

talk to about it." Caroline's voice broke into S andra's misery. "I presume y ou haven't
told Basil and Sybil?"
"God, no. They'd probably excommunicate Osborn from the Dullkettle family."

"And you don't thi nk Auntie Lily knows?"

"I wouldn't thin  k Sindy had told her mother, no!

"This all seems so unfa ir, that I'm the only one to know. | suppose that's selfish
of me.l am glad that you talk to me hones tly, bu t this particular thing is just so hard to
takein."

"l don't think it's selfish of you to feel like that. I think it's all terribly unfair, too.
I'v e suf fered this enormous  pain and | can't talk to the people | care for in my family
about it. And  his fam ily get away totally free, in blissful ignorance. It's a nightmare and
I'm never going to wake up from it." Sandra hastily brushed away a tear that had
escaped.

"You will, Sa ndra, really you will. Life was never fair, but we'll survive. You've got
your de gree to think of , aswellas Gullivera nd Madelei ne."

"I know. | won't do anything stupid."

Sandra said goodbye to Caroline with a heavy heart ou tside Ye Moderne Coffee
Shop pe. She took a f ew steps in the direction of the university, then turned b ack to look
at the retreating figure of her mo ther. A lu mp came into her throat at the sight of
Caroline's  slightly stooped shoulders that were usually so straigh t, as she walked
thr ough a group of  people.

"I have to look forward, not back,"” she said alou d, taki ng a step backwards,

reluctant to relin  quish the sight of her mother. Then she noticed the stares of a nearby
middle -aged couple.
"I'm a psycholog y studen tI" she said assert ively, before tur ning around to walk

forward.

Sandra sat in Marcus Lowe's room (w ith Marcus Lowe) feeling slightly ill a t ease in a
slightly pleasurable way. 'l know | was scared about talking to him," she was thinking, as

Marcu s answer ed a telephone call, ‘'but | was kind of looking forward to it, too. Is it
different being nerv ous of something you ultimately want, like tal king to so meone

interesting, as opposed to something you ultimately don't want, like a boil on your nose?
God, I'mg lad | haven'tgota  boil on my nose. Ah, he's off the phone.’
"So, Sandra," said Marcus, fixi ng Sand ra with his very  blue -eyed gaze. "How a re
you?"
"Er T how am | in what way?" asked Sandra , considering . "I mean, academically
or personally?"
"Let's try both, " r eplie d Marcus.

"Well, ac ademically I'mj ust about coping, | suppose. I've been doing some gr oup
work on schizophrenia and Post Trau matic Stre ss Disorder, which is very interesting. On
the other hand, though, I'm dreading this semester's tutorial presen tation. | was going

toasky ouiflcould de lay it for a couple of weeks?"
"Mmm. What's  your pr oposed title?"
"ls Marriage Psychologi cally Nece ssary? "
"Any alternatives?"
"The Mind and Motivation of Men with Pony tails ."
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"Right." Marcus cleared his thr oat alittle harshly. "Inter  esting. The form er sounds

a good bet. I'm concerned that it's a bit too much on the sociological side, but it should
be fine if you stick to the psychology. It would be better not to put off your presentation
for now, though, perhaps. Let's just see howyo u go, yes?"

"OK." Sandra was a little surprised at his answe r to he r request, but she
respected his possib le wisdom in the matter. 'lt's better than impossible wisd om,
anyway,' she thought wisely. 'That's areal no -know.'

"How are thi ngs at a more person al level?" conti nued Marcus.

"It's quite difficult answering that h onestly," replied Sandra after a moment . "The

sense of shock has gradually lessened. | mean, the acute pain isn't there all the time,
thank God. But | still get acute m oments , like t he oth er day | was wal king around Marks
and Spender and | suddenly felt he artache.”

"The clothes were that bad?" asked Mar cus with a smile. "I'm sorry, | didn't mean
to belittle your experience."

"Oh, | like joking," said Sandra, sm iling in return. "It strikes me as really fu nny.
It's u plifting. It makes me laugh and it makes a change from crying,” she finished
rue fully.

"Yes," said Marcus and was silent.

"Anyway," continued Sandra, slightly unsure of his silence, "the thing that s eems
to upset me at universi ty is that apart  from the few people I've told, nobody knows how
I'v e been hurt. It sounds a bit childish, but if I'd broken my leg, people would know.
They can't see this gaping wound | have inside, though. They don't know unle ss | tel |
them and that seem s unfair 7 to me, | mean. It sounds like | want sympathy, but it's n ot
that. It's something to do with havi ng to cope with the course work as if everything's OK
when itisn't.”

"You're still having a hard time, by the sound of it?"

"Only in some respec ts and only at s ome levels. At one level, I'm afraid the pain
will neve r go away, but at anothe r level, I'm ac tually enj oying 7 er i life with my
partner.”

"So you're reasonably happy?"

"Even unreasonably happy at times, i t's very wei rd."

"I expect thin gs will take a w hile to settle down. Have you considered
counsel ling?"

"As a career move?"

"No, for yourself . Ithelpe d me."

"I don't think | could cope with it at the moment on top of everything else," said
Sandra, feeling secretly pleased that Marcus  had divulged a p iece of rather personal
information to her.

"Fair enou gh. If you do feel a need, though, don’' t forget t here are student
counsellors."

"I'd prefer a fully qualified one, | think."

"They're ¢ ounsellors fo r student s."

"Oh God, I'mso  stupid!"

"No, you're not."

"OK." Sandra was at a loss for words and was gl ad that Marcus's phone rang at
that mom ent. "I'll  go," she said quickly, standing up. "T hanks for the talk, it's helped.

"Come again,” said Marcus, h is hand h overing above the ph one. "My door's
always open."

"Thank you," replied Sandra, closing t he door behind her as she left .

Another weeke nd had tha nkfully materialised. Sandra stood in front of her wardrobe with
Madeleine, desperate  to throw away some old cloth es that reminded her of painful times.

"I don't want this denim shirt any more," she said. " | wore it so much last
semester, itjus treminds me of i things. |don't suppose you want it, Maddy?"

"No," said Madeleine thoughtful ly. "What things does it remi nd you of?"

"Oh, stuff. Just a very difficult time, which I'm glad is over," replied Sandra,
wondering about her casual use of the word ‘just .
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"What about your jeans with slits in?"

"Oh dear. | hate them, but | can't afford to buy n ew clothes. God, | w ish | could!
I'd like to replace my wardrobe completely and start all over again.”

"Me too," said Madeleine. "What do you want, Bro ther Bony Chest?" she added,
as Gulliver appeared in the doorway, knocking in a strangely polit e fashion , or possibly a
poli tely strange one

"Hell o Gulliver," said Sandra absent -mindedly, holding up her jeans with s lits in.
"Hey, this slit in the seat is n't meant to be there, | must have split them by mistake."
She gazed at the slits and the split with dis taste. " Oh, sod it, | 'll have to buy a new pair
somehow. " She threw the jeans on to a lurking pile on the floor. "More rags!" she said,

almost triumphan tly. It de finitely felt therapeutic throwing away old things.

"Who's Morag and why does she wan t old clo thes?" asked Gullive r wonderingly.

"You idiot!" exclaimed Madeleine. "More clothes for old rags."

"Oh. They'd be new rags, though, wouldn't they?"

"Gulliver, precisely why am | honoured with your delightful presence in this
room?" asked Sandra, looking critically atan old  skirt.

"I came to ask if | can bring Hazel back here tonight."

"What, to sleep?"s queaked Sandra.

"No, she wants to look at my computer,” replied Gulliver.

"That's a new one," said Sandra. "Of course you can bring her back

"Doy oumindiflputap izzainthe oven for her?" asked Gulliver.

"Are you being funny?" asked Sandra.

“No I'm no t, funnily enough."

"Yes you are! Oh, OK, youre not. Yes, there's a pizza in the freezer. You're
obviously not eating with us, then."

"Luck y you," said Madelei ne with raised e yebrows, which was actually quite a feat
of ventriloquism.

"Anyway, thank y ou, Mother Slab Cheeks," said Gulliver cheerily. "I must go, |
need to put some petrol in the Mini. | think you'd better give that old skirt to Morag by
the way, | never liked it."

"Me neither," said Sandra laughing, throwing the skirt on to the fl oor as Gulliver
left the room.

"Mum, would yo u say |wa s a fashion victim?" asked Madeleine suddenly.

"No! Why?"

"I was accused of being on e,
Bimbo . "Hey, when did you get this?"

"Oh, when | belonged  to tha t assertiveness g roup,” replied Sandra, taking it from
Madeleine and throwing it on to the pile. "Anyway Maddy , who accused you of being a
fashio n victim?"

"Tatiana Smithsky in my  English group."

"She sounds like she comes from the Eastern bloc?"

“No, sh e's half Russian."

"Eré"

"Anyway, | t old her I' m not a fashion victim," said Madeleine vehemently, her
voice rising. "There's no way I'maf ashion victim. | jus twantalotof clothes, that's all."

said Madeleine, holdingu p at -shirt sayi ng Ban the

Ten minutes later, after Madeleine had left to g o to th e library, Osborn came into the
roomto find Sand ra standing in front of his end of the wardrobe.

"What's wrong?" he asked, having n oticed a Lamenting Lime Mood Matching
Toilet Roll clutched in her hand.

"It's this beige jacket," said Sandra quiet ly, afr aid to look at Osborn. "I hate it
becau se you wor e it when you were with her. | remember how you looked when you
came home wearing it .| thoug ht how shagged outy ou looked and | felt sorry foryou é"
She broke off, deliberating for a moment whether t o chang e the Lamenting Lime Mood

Matching Toil et Roll for an Angry Azure one, but Osborn took hold of her shoulders and
sat her down onth e bed bes ide him.
"I'l' get rid of it," he s aid softly.
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"Pardon?" Sandra fel t miles away.

"l said I'll get rid of t he jack et," he said, a little less softly.

"Thank you,” replied Sandra, lookin g appreciatively at the way his hair was
curling at the back of his neck.

"But we can't go on getting rid of al | the stuff that reminds us of bad times," he
said, stroking her  elbow, "or we'll have nothing left."

"I don't care abou t material things any m  ore," she said, pulling him down on the

bed on top of her. "Hey, mind my shirt, you 're creasing it!"
CHAPTER 10
"Out, out, Tor Yy shit, give us back our benefit!" shouted Sandra lustil y as she walked
along the city's mains  treet with Nerissa behind a banne r saying Relief for Students Now
She felt rather daring and in the student groove, as she n oticed several polic e persons
along the route.

"What do we want?" suddenly came the rousing cry from one of the leaders.

"Grants, notloans !" came the rehearsedr esponse.

"When do we want them?" shouted the leader.

"Now!" roared the entire bod y of stud ents T at least, the ones who were i n
hearing di stance of the leader

"This is great ,isn't it," sai d Nerissato Sandra, astheyc  ontinuedt o walk.

"Yes," repli ed Sandra , smiling . "Hey, ther e's a TV camera crew over there.

"I hope my mother -in-law sees me on the news toni  ght," sai d Neris sa happily.

"Mine too," repli ed Sandra. 'l wonde r what she'd really think of me if she did?'

she thought suddenly. 'l know she' s been on one or two VAGINA nearly -all - night vigils
with Basil, but | don't think s he's ever been on a demonstra tion. | must say  (or think,
actually), I'd rather walk behind a b anner s aying Releif for Students Now I oh God,
they've s peltitwrong 1 than a banner saying VAGINA.'

"Out, out Tory shit, give us back our benefit!" yelled Neri ssa sudde nly beside her.
"Oop s, nobody j oined in."

"Don 't worry, " said Sandra, grinning . "Oh! There's Phil!" She waved frantically to

him, slowing do wn slightly in the proc ess and unfortunately knocking the arm of the
banner -holding girl directly behind h er. The girl lost her balance  and the banner went

crashing down on the head of a small dark cu rly - haired man behind.

Luckily, the march had almost re ached its destination ( which happened to be
where a Tory party conference was talking place) and the resul ting chao s was able to
sort i tself out withou t too much bother. Sandra tried hard to apologise to the banner -
holding girl behind her, but sh e was busy apologising in turn to the small dark curly -
haired man. With a sense of shock, Sandra realised it was Sim on Coe, who would no
doubt be succumbingtoa banner induced headache that night.

'Oh no, ' she thoug ht in panic. 'If | identify myself, he really wil | fail me in

Integrative  Topics. What's he doing in a student demonstration, anyway? He's a
lecturer.' She looked ar ound furtively. Neri  ssa had stopped a short distance away from
her and was listening  intent ly to the first speech, from the local Labour par ty group. This
was to be followed by a speech from the local Liberal Democrat party. Sandra began to
feel s ome what t rapped in a situatio n from which she  wished she could escape.

Feeling a little dizz y 7 from the embarrassment of t he banner episo de, she
presumed 1 she edged her w ay out of the crowd, glancing guiltily at Simon Coe, who
was rubbing his head. She wal ked ba ck to the university on her own, hav ing decided to
spend the afternoon doing penance in the library, looking up copious references for the
Integrative Topics essay.

About two hours later, as she was having an expensive encounter with the
photocop yin g mach ine, Nerissa came in  to the library a nd tapped her on the shoulder.

"Hey Sandra, you disapp eared without trace?" she said question ingly.

"N ot quite. Did you see Si  mon Coe?" asked Sandra rather guiltily.

"Yes, | saw him going into The Chamber Mai d's Knees at lunchtime with a student
from Environmental S cience. Why?"
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"Oh, nothing. |  wond ered wh y he came on a student demonstration wh en he's a
lecturer, that's all," replied S andra, busying herself with the photocopying machine.

"Oh. Well, | think I overhear d him saying to th e student that in his country
demonstrating was an important part of stud entlife i of the freedom to express po litical
beliefs, or something."

"Gosh. What's his country?"

"Dunno, but | think that student was demonstrating more than her fr eedom to
express political be liefs. | saw her  giving him a fix of something."

"A fix?" Sandra looked up interestedly.

"Well, it looked like a small white tab of something and he swallowed it rather
surreptitiously."
"Ah! It was probably a painkiller. | accidenta lly hit him on the h  ead with someone

else's banner," explained Sandra, p ushing the wrong button on the photocopying
machine in h er agitation.

"You did? Wow! Is it  suppressed anger, or something, after your Valentine's Day
Massacre?"

"Ha! | like thatnam e i oh God! What's h appening to this machine? | don't want
all these cop ies of Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivators of W ork Behavi our!" Sandra danced
around in horror , as the machine relentlessly churned out copy after copy.

"Press the stop button! Take out your card!" shouted  Nerissa helpful ly.

"Aagghh! Oh, it's stopped I my money's run out. Thank God for that." Sandra
whipped out her photocopy card from the machine as fast as she could and grabbed her
pile of paper. "I'm getting out of here, I've had enou gh," she said to Ner issa hotly. "I'v. e
just wasted £2.95 on sodding Integ rative Topics."

"She's a psychology student,” explained Nerissa to the bemused queue that h ad
gradually formed behind them. "Hey Sandra, wait for me! I'll buy you a coffee to cheer
you up. You look as if  you could use o ne."

"Thanks," said Sandra, turning to smi le into Nerissa's dark brown eyes, as t hey
began to walk out of the library. "Althoug h to be honest, I'd kill for a Creme Egg right
now. | think I'm becoming addicted t othem. N erissa, | liked the way you referred to my
Valentine's Day Massacre. | t  hink it 's the first time I've been able to see anything
remotely funny about it. Thank you."

"I was afraid I'd overstepped the mark,” said Nerissa, looking at Sandra with a
dire ct gaz e. "Even with you."

Easter was appr oaching q uickly, but Sandra was glad it mea nt a break from university.
She lingere d over bre akfast the first morning she was fre e, musing over her mug of tea.

‘Well, I've survived so far," she thought, enjoying the peac e. Osborn was at wor Kk
and Gulliver a nd Madeleine were still in their bed rooms.

'Life is changing all the time. Gulliv er takes h is A-levels soon and Madeleine
seems to be growing up incredibly quickly. Oh well, | suppose | should start blitzing thi S
house, it's been ages since |had a good go atit. Or maybe | could leave itf orabi tand

write another poem  instead ? Ah, that sounds like the mail.'

She went to pick up  two envelopes lying on the mat. One was addressed to the
homeowner and clearly jun k. The ot her, however, caused Sandra's heart to jump
painfully, as she stared do  wn at S indy's handwriting. 'Mr & Mrs O Dullket tle. The bitch
has sent us an Easter card!" she thought incredulously. 'After all that pain and betrayal
and total disregard of an  yone's fe elings but her own, she thinks she ¢ an carry on as
always and still sen  d us ca rds, as if nothing's happened.’

She carefully op ened the envelope, took out the card inside and gazed at a pink
rabbit in front of a church spire amid some very yellow daffodils . Inside was a £5 no te
for an Easter Egg for Gulliver and Madeleine. 'A mazing, ' thought Sandra, her heart
racing. 'To tally fucking amazing. Is she in denial, or wha t? What is she thinking ? | don't
want this! Oh God, | don't want this!'

She fetche d some paper, the n sat down at th e kitchen table, knowing there was
no way on Ea rth she could start with  Dear Sindy . She resol utely wrot e:
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Sindy

You have helped to cause the greatest pain of my life and yet you imagine you can carr y
on as if nothing h as happened? You obviously have no concept of what you've done and
clearly were only  thinki ng of yourself in your own selfish worl d. | under stand now that
what we shared together throughout our lives meant nothing to you at all .Well, w hat |

really wantto saytoyouist his: Fuck off, Sindy, and stay out of our lives forever.
Sandra.

Her hear t beating rapidly with a strange exulta tion, Sand ra put her note along
with the Easter card and the £5 note into an envelope, sealed it and wrote Sindy's name
and ad dress for the la st time ever. She considered not putting on a stamp but was afraid
that it would never reach its destination.

As soon as sh e was able, she walked quickly to the post office. As the offending
envelope left herh  and and d ropped inside the po st box, she felt undeniably good, almost
as if a demon had been cast out.

'God, how biblic al,’ she thought as she walked back hom e.'lIf onl y Sybil and Basil

knew what their son had done , their handy, reliable Mr Fix -it son. | wonder wh at
Lawrence or Kirst y would think if they knew. What would my old school friends think, or
my other cous ins, or other people | know? It's all so diffi cult.

'In a way , it would have been easier if Osborn and | had split up, because the
truth would s imp ly be out and would have t o be dealt with  accordingly. How devastating
for Gulliver and Ma deleine that would  be, th ough! God, h ow excruciatingly complex a nd
agonisi ng bet rayal is, although s ex is really so trivial. On the other hand, the greatest
pain s eems to e manate from the fa ct that sex betwee n Osborn and me was ours and
ours alone, but he just gave it away to her. | can't work it out, | only know ithu rts.'

It was Easter Saturday and a family get -bored -together was unfolding in glorious tedium
at B asil and Sybil's house.

"Oh no," Gulliver ha d groaned that morning. "l don't want to go there! Can't | tell
them | ha ve an ulterior engagement at Hazel's?"

"It's ent irely up toyou," Sandra had replied. "But you won't only get fed up, you'll
get fed well because Sybil thinks all dec ent men are cont inually hungry."

"Yes, but what about ~ me ?" Gulliver had retorted. "Ouch! "

Later, in her in  -laws' sitting room, Sandra sa t hung rily eyeing the Easter Egg that
Basil and Sybil had given jointly to her and Osborn

'‘Gulli ver and Madeleine go t one each, she thought sulkily. ‘God, how childish of
me. Still, it would have b een nic e to have been given one each T just a small one. |
som etimes think Sybil thinks Osborn and | are joined at the hip ( which would be tricky )
because we're married . God, how petty | am. How hungry | am! | really couldn't eat that
stuffed marrow. And | was on ly given one roast potato. And you'd th ink after all these
years that Basil and Sybil would realise | don't like red peppers, or green celery, or
purple blancmange , or pink curry  sandwiches. Oh dear, I'm lapsing into insanity again.

Ho hum. | should be doi ng my Is Aggression an Innate Drive? essay instea d of sitting
here. Of course, it's natural that | should find it a little difficult, not being personally
acquaint ed with aggressi on.'

"Gulliver, leave my Easter Egg alone, you thieving monster!" she cried
vehemently.

"There was no need to hit me over th e head with that Religious Woman's Twice
Fortnightly ," said Gulliver in an aggrieved voi ce. "A nyway, the Easter Eg g is yours and
Dad's."

"You can have it all, Sandra," said Osborn, coming ba ck from t he kitc hen, where
he'd been helping to wipe di  shes.

Sandra looked at him gratefully , hot so much for his offer of extra chocolate, but
more for h is spontaneous kindness. ' | wish we could hav e sex,' she thought warmly.
‘After I'd eaten some Easter Egg, of course. | wonder when it's going to stop, this desire
for rampa nt lovemaking ? Never, | hope, | rather enjoy it. | think I will open this Easter
Egg, though .’
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"I've got a good game we can pla y," said Sybil, as she returned from the kitchen
to the sitting r oom. "I t's a pity Lawrence couldn't come today . Never mi nd, we' re going
to visit Ki rsty and Karla next week. Your mum and d ad should be joining us soon,
th ough, Sandra. Ah, sp eakofthe 171 er i there' sthe doorbell!

Sandra was undeniably pleased to see Ca roline and Leonard walk in, although at
the sa me time sh e was v ery apprehensive about Osborn and her mother meeting for the
first time since the V. alentine' s Day Massacre had b ecome known to  Caroline. She knew
that Osborn was extremely nervous also. When Sa ndra ha d told him her mother knew,

he'd visibl y paled . Fora moment S andra had even wondered if he might need a Vomiting
Vermilion Mood Matching Toilet Roll again, but he' d accepted the situation s toically.
Sandra looked across the room at him. He seemed t 0 be hi ding his nervousness by
talking to Made leine, who was definite ly not amused.

"Dad, | really don't understand about your electronic stuff. | hate wires an d plugs
and sockets andé"

"Your n ew CD player with its wires and plug that fits in a socket," chipped in
Gulliver.

"Shut up. I just find it boring, t hat's all, Dad. Don'tlook so upset , it's not that big
a deal . What's the matter?"

"Nothing! Hello Mum," said O sborn qui etly, as Caroline en tered the room. Sandra
held her breath.

"Hello Osborn," re plied C aroline. "Happy Easter."

'Thank God," thought Sa ndra, as tears of relief thre atened to appear in her eyes.

"They're OK together. He's still calling her Mum and she's sti Il calling him i well, Osborn.
Oh Mu m, thank you!'

"Hello you two," said Basil  to Car oline and Leonard as they sat down in t he sitting
room. "Oh, not there, Leonar d. Sorry, that's my T umm 1 that' s a chair with a special
cushion.”

"Whoopee?" ask ed Leonar d with a twinkle.
"I'm sorry?" said  Basil, having missed the twinkle.

"Never mind, B asil,” said Leonard, sitting in another chair. "W hat have you been
up to latel y, then?"
"Sybil and | organised a very uplifting Penultimate Supper celebration last week, "

replied Basil, sit ting down heavil y in his chair.
"Penultimate Supper  celebr ation ?" asked Caroline wonderingly.
"Yes. Syb il and | ¢ ouldn't make it to the Last S upper celebration , because | had a

hospital appointment, so we hit on the idea of a Penultim ate Supper . It went down very
well."

"It was a shame it came up again later th at nigh t though, Basil," said Sybil, " but |
suppose it w as a good thing only three pe ople came ."

"Did the hospital appointment go well?" asked Caroline, noticing Basil 's barely

disguised discom fiture at Sybil'sre  mark.

"Yes, tha nk you," replied Basil cur  tly.

"Prostrate," whispered Sybil loudly to C aroline.

"What?" asked Gulliver , frowning. "He hadtol  ie down?"

"Prostat e," whispered Caroline  to Gulliver. "Behave yourself."

"What wa s that ga me you mentioned  earlier ?" Sandra asked Sybi |, hoping for a
diversion .

"Oh, in a moment, Sandra dear," said Sybil. "I  wanted to ask your mother
something. Caroline, you've been on a float, haven't you?"

"A float? Oh, a float. Yes."

"You were raising mo ney for some charity or other , weren't you?
Leonard.

"Promo tion of Relationship Normalisation ," mu ttered Car oline. "We wanted to
ensure that secondary school chil dren were taught realistically about adult relationships
and sex." Caro line glan ced at Basil, who ha d twitched a lit tle at her last word.

"How di d you e nsure they were taught realistic ally?" asked Made leine. "You never
told me anything about this, Grandma."

prompted
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"Well, | retired before it actually came to fruition," replied Caroline. "When | left,
they were prep aring a video fo r national distribution."”

"Woul d | have seen it?" asked Madeleine.

"No, it was dropped for being too realistic ," said Caroline. | ask you! Instead,
children are sexually educated by images that are either purely clinical , or sugar -coated
in afantasy of id ealism."

"Quite," sai d Sybil sagely. "Of course, | was never sexual ly educate d by video."

"Well | am, constantly," said Leonar d. "Soaps, travel programmes, comedy
shows, plays, films,  Breakfast With Clint and Lolitaé™

"Anyway Sybil ," i nterrupted Carol ine, "why did you want t o0 know about me on a
float?"

"Oh yes. My All Religious Sisters Everywhere group have decided to take pa rt in
this year's carnival procession, but none of us have much experience. In fact , | have no
carnival knowledg e whatsoever."

"Right," said Caroline,  smiling . "Well, the best | can do is to put yo uin touch with
the woman who organised our float. | think I've still got her telephone number at home.

Are you going to be on the float your self, Syb il? They can be real bone shakers, y ou
know."

"Oh no, dear, I'm go ing to help make costumes for some of t he younger
members. My friend Elsie Primm is only 74"

"I see. Isthis All Religious Sisters Everywhere group an ecumenical one, then?"

"Oh yes, but you can onlyjoini fyou're a membe r of our church.”

"Let' s play the game," suggested Osborn, in respons e to Sandr a's suppressed
convulsion of laughter. "What gam e is it, anyway?"

"Trivial Dispute ," answer ed Sybil proudly. "I got it at one of o ur VAGINA jumble
sale s the ot her day."

Two w eeks later, Sandra and O  sborn w ere looking at each other questioningly one early
Sunday afternoon, when the doorbell rang.

"Thwarted!" announced Osborn with a rueful smile. "I'll go."

As Sandra tidied awa y the coursework she'd just f inished, she hea rd the

unmistakeable sound of  Sybil' s voice. 'Oh no,' she thought. 'No, no, no, no,n ol

Basil entered the sitt ing room first, followed by Sybil, who was sniffing and
holding a handkerchief to her nose. Her ey es looked suspiciously red.

"We've just come back from Lawrence's," explai ned Syb il with a quavering voice.
"We thought we'd drop in and tell him about our visit to Kirsty a nd Karla , but he never
asked us in. He still doesn't want to speak to us!" She gav e a sob and blew herno se.

"Oh dear,” said Sandra. "I'll make some tea."

When sh e took the tea into the sitt ing room, S ybil was c almer. Osborn was
holding her hand a nd making soothing remarks.

"Lawrence will sort himself out in time , I'm sure of it, Mum,"” he said. "I'll talk
with him and try  to find out what's wrong. I'm sure he's ju st going through a difficult
phase in h is life fo r one reason or another and he'll co me out of it soon."

"Thank you, Osborn . | can always rely on you to put things rig ht. "

"How was your visit to K irsty and Karla? " asked Sandra, trying to change th e
subje ct and give Osborn a break.

"Oh!" Sybi I's face ¢ rumpled again and she dabbed her hand kerchief to her nose.
"Not very well , I'm afraid . She and Karlaare i are i are livingtoget her!"

"Ah, you mean ?"

"Yes!" Sybil blew her nose.

"Well," said Sandr a, wond ering how straight she should be. "Well , if she's happy,
isn't that the main thing? | know that's how | feel about Gulliver and Madeleine.”

"I'm afraid the devil is ru nning riot in the world today, " said Basil. "H appiness is
immaterial.”

"Actually , you'r e right," said Sandra, knowing that wha t she mean t and what Basil

meant were two entir  ely different concept s altogether.
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"Osborn, do you know why Lawrence is avoiding your paren ts?" asked Sandra th at
evening, ast hey were undressing for bed.

"He h asn't g ot anything against Mum, it's about our father."

"Yet it's your mum  that's most upset ! What's he got against your dad ?"

"Well, I know he's upset because our father says things to him sometimes abo  ut

being single, " replied Osborn.

"That's not to 0 bad, su rely? Your mum keeps dropping hints abo  ut him fin ding a
woman, too."

"Yes, but our fa ther accuses him of being gay . "A raving queer " to be precise."

"No!" Sandra was genuinely shocked. "That's dia bolical 7 and your fath er
professes to be a man of God? Oh, it doesn't make sense atall .| guessed Kirsty might
be gay, but Lawrence cert  ainly isn't. Anyway, what does it matter, for heaven's sak e,
they're people! What  a mixed -up family you come fro m."

"Dysfunctio nal, I'd say," said Osborn frankly. "I'm not dys functional, though." He
winked, but San dra missed it. "By the way, | forgot to t ell you that Kirsty's invited us all
to stay with her and Karla in the summer if w e wantto. Are you up to it?"

"I'really don't  know, I'm too exhausted to think about t hat."

"Oh, you don't have to think, you can j ust lie th ere and close your eyes ¢

"W hat?" Sandra looked up and noticed the twinkle in Osborn's eyes.

"l justwantyou to be nic e to me, that's all, " said Osbornin vitingly.

"I'm always nice to you, so you need to sodding well appreciate it !" said Sand ra,
leapin g on top of him as they got into bed.

CHAPTER 11

It was June and the morning of Sandra's first summer ex am. The ti me since Easter had
flown by in a ha ze of Creme Eggs , lectures, course work, coffee, sex, tw o poems and
some hasty but therapeutic spring cle aning 1 although not all at the same time. Her
second tutorial presentation had taken place w ith out too much trauma, eithe r for Sandra
or the people who' d been forced to listen to Is Marriage Psycholo gically Necessary?

It was a beautiful morning . Sandra h ad decided to go to the university early, to
try to ca tch Marcus Lowe. Although she 'd seen him at tutorials, she s uddenly felt as
though she would very much enjoy a talk with him alone.

'If he's not there, or if he's busy, | can revise in the li brary,' sh e thought, as she
sat on the bus in the direct sunlight. ‘Gosh, I love the sun. Act ually, it's very hot. Far too
hot, | think I'll move to the ot her side of the bus, in the cool shade.

As she got up to mov e, the bus went around a corner and San dra veered

uncontrollably into the seat behind the empty one she was attempting to sit in.

"Sorry," she said apologetically to the old man, whose eyes ha d widened
considerably as she' d been launched into his| ap. "So rry, I'm a psychology student."

To Sandra's slig ht surprise, Marcus was in his room and able to see her for a
while. She sat downi nthe famil iar room, wondering  what was differe nt.

"It's your desk, it's tidy, " she suddenly realised aloud. "l can see mor e than just
your chest and head abovet  he pile of papers.”

"l hope it's not too much of a shock," said Marcus, smiling.

"No," repl ied Sandra, thinking how nice M arcus looked whe n he smiled, which
wasn't often enough.

"Which exam have you got this aftern oon?" he asked.

"Biological Bases of B ehaviour ," replied Sandra, grimacing, "but I'll get over it."
She wondered briefly what to sa y next. 'Wh y have | come here?"  she wondered.' | don't
need to talk about anything.'

"What will you do in the summer break? " asked Marcus.

"Oh, I 7 well, I'm enj oying writ ing poetry at the moment and actually, | feel like
writing a book," she blurted out ,toherow namazement. "A book  about what's ha ppened
to my partner and me. It's like we've been through a pain barri er and come out the
other side in a much more honest sor t of relationship." She looked up at Marcus with
slight embarrassment and caught hi m | ooking s traight into her eye  s.
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"You should write it," he said quietly.

"I think I might try," she said, thinking how sh e liked Marcus for his thoughtful
quiet ness, o r p ossibly his quiet thoughtfulness.

"How are things now?" he continued.

"Oh, s till a bit up and down," replie d Sandra. "There was one day a few weeks

ago when | felt dreadful. | felt vulnerability ooz ing out of me from every pore. All 1
wanted was to be held." She st opped, thinking that what she' d said might have been
inappropriate, but Marcus simply nodded. "Anywa vy, luckily it wa s a Saturday, so | wasn't
at university," she added, bringing another smi le to h is lips.

"That's one of the downs, wha taboutt he ups?" he asked.

"Oh. Well, | can remember | had my first feeling of pure hope not long a fter that.

| wanted toring Osborn a nd tell him about it." Sandra smiled nervously.

"Did you ring him?"

"No, I wai ted until he came home."

"Well a tleas t you tol d him eventually. | learned the hard way how important it is
to communicate.”

“I'm sorry, | 've been talking abo ut myself a lot.  When é when d id your troubles
happen?"

"Oh, about four years ago. | rem ember | wrote a lot of poetry afterwards.”

"You wrote poetry?"

"You're surprised?"

"A bit. I'm sorry, | shouldn't be surprised. I fin ditabit difficult to write p  oetry in
between all the course work, but | find that when it's ready to come out, it almo st begi ns
to happen of its own volition.”

"Do you writ e for yourself, or with a view to being published?"

"Well, | guess it's formys  elf, butl'd like to be publishe d.|eventried for awhile a
couple of years ago, but no luck. What about you?"

"Purely for me , | think. That is, | showed the poems to other people, but what
they thought of them didn't really matter to me."

"I think | K now what you mean. | like it whe n people like my poems, but if they

don't, then that's OK. It's their prerogative and it doesn't diminish me at all 7 in my
eyes, anywa y."

"Rig ht! Some people find it odd for someone with a scientific bent T strange
express ion 1 to do an arty thing like w  rite poetry."

"Oh, | don't think it's odd at all. Even if it might be a little bit onth e odd side, |
like odd things and odd people , prob ably b ecause | feel odd myself."

"It takes one to know one?"
"l suppose it doe s. Anyway, w hy should someone ha ve to be either an artist or a
scientist? It doesn't make sense."

"People like people to be i n boxes . Black and white. Dichotomised." Marcu swas
smil ing again.

"Sounds painful." Sandra was thinking how amazing it was to ha ve seen Marc us
smile three times  in one visit. " Marcus, | must go, | have an exam. " She was aware with

a strange little feelin g almos t like pleasure that it was t he firstt ime she'd said his name
aloud to him.

"Of course . W ell, good luck, but you don't ne ed it,doyo u?"

"Yes, | do!' | 'm looking forward to th is exam as much as | did to the Coghnitive
Psychology exam last semester. "

"You passed, though."

"Not very well, itw  as my wors t mark."

"Pity. It's my subject area, as you know."

"l do know. That makes it kind of wors e."

"Don't worry ab  out it, we all h ave our specialities." Marcus flicked his long blond
fringe back with hi s hand. "I'll see you in September , then. Have a good su mmer."

"Thank you. You too," said Sandra, leaving hisroomwithag lad heart.

An hour later, she s at through the Biological Bases of Behaviour exam with the
words of her conversation with Marcus sti Il floating through her head.
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'This is sill y,' she thou ght, struggling for the second time to draw an illustration of
Loren z's Hydrauli ¢ Model of Aggressio n. 'What a time  to have the idea for a poem about
science and poetry.'

She scrawled a line through her sec ond attempted illustration and starte d again .
'And what a time to wish | could be writing a book instead of thinking about the
ridiculous frustration -aggression hypo thesis. God, | can't draw to save my lifel' Her
frustration finally got the better o f her, as she scrawled a line aggressively t hrough her
third attempt, breaking the lead of her pencil with a resounding crac K.

"This is great," said Sandra  to Oshorn, ast hey sat in the garden with mugs of coffee in

the late morning sun. It was a Saturday in ear ly July and Sandra's exam results had
arrived the previous day . They' d been quite pleasing, with the exception of Biological
Bases of Behaviour , whic h had been littt e more than a pass. However, Sandra had come

to terms with this , by deciding that be haviour itself was inherently more interestin g than
its biological bases.

"Mmm," said Osborn, sipping his coffee. "I'm kind of sorry we couldn't afford to
go away anywhere  special this summer. | know it'll be a change to visit Kirsty and Karla
in August, but tha t's not really what I'd have chosen. S till, I'm e njoying relaxing in the
garden. It's the first time I've properly enj oyed it."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, before |  knew you really loved me  é

"You mean, before the Valentine's Day Massacre?" interr upted S andra a little
sorely .

"Yes." Osbor nwinced slightly . "Before then, | never exactly thought of home as a
permanent p lace i as my place, where | coul d relax and enjoy myself. It was just a
place | came home to after work . It was a place where there  always seemed to be jobs
that neede d doing, bu tjobstha t Ididn't really have my heart in."

"I never knew," said Sandra, sitt ing up to look at hi  m.

"How could y ou if | never said?" continued Osborn. "l never fully admitted it to
myself, itwas alltoo p  ainful. "

"l thought you loved me all that tim e," said S andra, a little pitifully.

"l did love you," replied Osbo rn. "I never stopped loving you. "

Sandra sipped her coffee and decided to savour O sborn's words, rather than say
what had come into her head I how could he have loved her when he was scre wing
Sindy ? She chased the thought away by looking around the garden at the rose s, the
campanulas, t he ericas and th e gladioli. 'I'm getting better at names of flowers," she
thought idly. 'What's that over ther e with the funny leaves?'

"I've d ecided to ap ply to be a chartered engineer,” said Osborn, interrupting her
rever ie. "It feel s like a new start, a new direction in life. It'll definitely be something to
get my teeth into."

"That's great!" said Sandra, ge nuinely pleased for Osborn. It was pointless b eing
false ly pleased. "What will it entail?"

"Il have to prove  that I've atta ined a certain level  of skill over a certain period of
time and I'll also have to do a thesis. It'll mean a great deal of work, bu  tI'll probably be
able to domost ofitatth e universi ty."

"Mmm ," said Sandra, thinking. She' d been practising talking and thinking at the
same time all her li fe. "Maybe | could meet you for lunch sometimes this coming
academic year?"

"That would be go od," sa id Osborn, reaching over to stroke her knee. "Wha t are
you going to do for the rest of the morning?"

"Mind my coffee. |don't know. | migh tdo some weedin g, or work on a poem, or
T | don't know. What about you?"

"Oh, | might cut the grass, or do y ou fanc y taking some sandwiches fo  rlunch and
going out in the car somewhere?"

“"No, | don't really want to go out for lunch a nd have it in the ca r,"” said Sandra
slowly, trying to ascertain what she really did want to do.

"You don't have to have it in the car," Osborn said, grinning.
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"Wh at?"

"We ca n go upsta irs if youwantto ?"

"Oh yes." Sandrarose  from the gar den seat, trying not  to appear too e ager. 'The
desire for rampant lovemaking is obviously still going strong," she thought with a wry
smile, as she beg an to unbutto n her top. 'The desperatio  n is stil | lurking underneath.’

Four weeks late r, the four of them were staying in Kirsty and K arla's house in
Hunterdon. It was a bit of a squash, but it all seemed to be going well. Sandra had been

surprised but pl eased t hat Gulliver had wanted to go wi th them, e ven though the main
reason was that Ha zel was away in Tenerife with he r parents.

Sandra found it difficult to get along with Karla. S he looked rather dark and
menacing and they seemed to have nothing in com mon. Sand ra was secretly glad that
Karla had said she hadn't been able to get time off wo rk to be wit h them.

Kirsty was easier to talk w ith, but she seemed to dislike doing any cooking, or
dish washing, or grocery shopping, or anything much at all in the house. Th e day they'd
arrived, she was sitting in a chair complaining about the heat a nd saying sh e hadn't got
around to changing the sheets on the bed .| nthe end, Osborn had volunteered to do it.

Consequently, during their five -day stay, Sandra f ound he rself clearing up and
washing dishes a great deal , while Osborn prepared meals and fo und himself fixing
things here a nd there around the house. It was often difficult to find anywhere to sit

down, as the house was so cluttered. The cats and rabbits also made life much more
complicated and messy

It 's r eally good of them to put us up, though,' th ought San dra magnanimously,
as she was preparing to go out one morning. | do love the scenery around here. | can't
help wishing this house was cleaner and t idier t o stay in, but Kirsty is my s ister -in-law
after a Il. I've always wanted a sister T and a brother, come to  that. Lawrence d oesn't
exactly fit the bill, but he has a good heart. | think Kirsty means well too. The main thing

right now is that | feel s afe with her. | can trust her never to hurt me in the sam e way
that Sindy did . God, what' s that? Yuck, one of the cat s has peed here!'

September seemed to arrive without warning, except that August had preceded it, of
course. Gulliver had passed his A -levels suff iciently well to go to u  niversity and w as
incredi bly happy that Hazel had also ch osen to study for a  degree in Marine  Biology at
the University of Plymouth. Sandra reluctantly began to realise that the relaxed and
comfortable days of summer were end ing and the second year of her degr  ee would no
doubt thr ow her into an unrelieve  d round of | ectures, seminars, ¢ ourse work and ex ams,
interspersed with bouts of family life.

'‘Bouts of family life sounds rather weird,” she thought analytically, a s she
vacuu med beh ind the sofa , 'as if its a fight, or a touch of fever. | suppose it is
som etimes. Oh well, that's the la st time itll be  vacuumed behind here until next year.

Housework is so boring. I'll have to think about what to cook for tea soon , I'm defi nitel y
ready for a bit of seriously  horrendous cour sework. Ah , who's that just come in?'

"Mother Knobbly Nose!"  called out Gulliver gaily from the porch.

"Yes, Gulliver Nosy Knob!" called back Sandra gaily to him.

"Er i Mother, is it OK if Hazel and | make o urselve s some cheese on toast? " he

asked, ente ring ther oom.

"Oh! Yes," replied Sandra , winding up the lea d of the vacuum  cleaner. "Is Hazel
here?" she whispered to Gulliver.

"Of course," whispered Gulliver back.

"Good," said Sandra aloud. "Would y ou like me t o whip you up so mething ?" she
asked in a pseudo -maternal tone.

"No thank you, M rs Dullkettle,” repl ied Hazel, havin g followed Gulliver into the
room. "We only want something light, we've just been for a swim."

"Did you enjoy it?" asked Sandra conv ersatio nally.

"Yes, the pool was nearly empty " replied Hazel.

"Oh? You'd think they could keep it full o f water, wouldn' t you," said Sandra |,
looking askance . "After all, we haven't had a drought this year."
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"Umm ¢é " began Hazel doubtfully .

"Are you look ing for ward to going to university then, Hazel ?" asked S andra,
continuing unawares.

"Yes. Gulliver and | are loo king forwardto  Freshers' Week . It s hould be great fun,
we've been looking at the programme of events. We're going to a Wham Slam Sham
Night at Sleazy Suzy's to kic k off with."

"Gosh," sai d Sandra, almost lost for words.

"Mother 1 uh i dear, | was going to ask you if you ha d any big bits o f cardboard I
can have," said Gulliver, fidgeting slightly.

"Go on , then."

"OK. Mother, have you got any big bit s of cardboard | can have?"

“No, sorry . | think Madeleine might have , though. Is it for some forthc oming
course work?"

“No."

"What's i t for, then?"

"There's a game competition for the Wham Slam Sham Night , actually. The
rudest entry wins a case o  flager ."

"I h ad no idea such things happened , | must b e leading a very sheltered life as a

mature student !ldreadto ask, bu twhatgame are you entering?"

"Pin the Penis on the Bishop ."

"You're not!"

"We are. We considered  Find the Fanny on the Nun , buté™

"Gulli ver! For God's sake go and make y our cheese on toast . For my sake,
actually. Ah, here's Made leine by the sound o fthe door slamm ing."

"Hi," said Madeleine. "The library was packed this morning with all these stupid
people looking for books."

"That' s actu ally what a library i s for,” said Sandra sm iling, as Gulliver and Hazel
disap peared to the k itchen.

"I know, bu t what really an noyed me was this group of giggling girls who kept
making fun of Guy."

"Perhaps they fancied him?"

"One of themw as Claire."

"What, Claire who hit you once ?"

"Yes, her . | haven't seen her much sin ce she went to a different school, but she

still lo oks down on me. | hope | grow a bit taller. It brought it all back really, Mum."
"Oh, Maddy, y ou're doing so well witho  ut her, don't let her get to you again."
"l still get t eased for getting good marks. Anyway, the li brary supervisor cam e

and told Clair e and her mates either to stop making a nuisance of themselves or to
leave."

"What did they do?"

"They went all quiet  and lef t. Then after his shift, Guy asked m eifl'dgot o this
youth club with him. H e says there's a great group of peo ple there. They do loads of
things, but the only drawback seems to be that they also go to church.”

"Do you want to go to this youth cl ub?"

"1'm not sure. | just want to belong and not feel disappointed by people."”

"Oh Maddy, doy ou feel disappointed by = Dad and me?"

"No, you're my safe people and home's my safe place. Except e

"Yes?" Sandra found she was holding her breath.

"You'll a Il be going to the same university now Gu llive r's passed his A -levels and

Il be s tuck at the sam e school, all alone.
“I'm so sorry , darling, | don't know how to change that. It won't be for all that
long and I'll be home as much as | ¢ an, | promise.  You know you can go to Grandma and
Grandad' s whe never you want to after school and th ey said they'd give you tea once or
twice a week."
"l know. Your mum and dad are lovely to me , but i t's not the same as coming
home to you." Madeleine launched herself into Sandr a's arms for a prolonged hug.
Sandr a fel t her hear t being torn in two.
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"I'lo ve you, Maddy,” was all she couldt hink of to say.

"Hello you two!"  called Osborn brightly , catching sight of them as he opened the
front door and entered the porch. He imm ediate ly put down his bag and joined in t he
hug. "Oh, | love you two!"

"l love you twotoo!"said Madeleine, giggling alittle and th en disengaging herself
to go in the direction of her bedroom.

"l thought you were going out with your colleagues for a dr ink to day," said
Sandra, wondering if any  thing was wrong .

"l did have a quick one wit h them," sai d Osborn, giving San dra a hug, "but | kept
on thinking how much I'd rather be having a quick one with you, so | left them to it."

"Wow," said Sandra. "I'm qu ite wh elmed. | think we could manage a qu ickie
before | peel the potatoes?”

"Actua lly, I'd lovet o have acup oftea first," said Osb orn. "Do you mind?"

"No, | was just going to make one," said Sandra, smiling, as she walked into the
kitchen. 'M aybe the desire for rampant lovemaking is beginnin g to decline sl ightly at
last,' she though ta little sadl y, as she poured wat er into the teap ot. 'Still, it's been great
and there's no reason why it can't go on being good.' She put a teabag in the kettle.

"Sandra ?" ask ed Osborn questioningly.

"What?" r eplie d Sandra q uestioningly.

"Don't switc hthe kettle on ."

"Oh!" Sandra tur ned around expec tantly. 'He doesn't want to bother with tea
after all,’ she thought triumphantly, launching herself at him with outstretch ed arm s.

"Give it to me, big boy," she s aid h uskily, ru nning her hands boldly thro ugh the
remains of his hair.

"Sand ra!" said Osborn urgently.

"Mum!" said Madeleine worriedly.

"Mother!" said Gulliver astoundedly.

"Mrs Dullkettle?" said Hazel non -pluss edly.

"Oh. Sorry. Where did you all come from ?" muttere d Sandra, leaving the kitch  en
to go and hi de herself in the ba throom foran ho urorsoinacute shame -induced misery.

That night, Sandra dreamt about a big family gathering, where from a distance she saw
Osborn laughing and joking with Sind y. Al though dev astated to see them togethe r, she
started to run towards Osbor n. At that point , Osborn looked up, saw Sandra and started
to run towards her.

Sandra woke up with her heart thumping, but she felt stran gely ¢ omforted. 'He
was running intheri  ghtd irection,” she thought warmly. 'He wa ntedtocometo me.'

She put hera rm around Osborn  tenderly, but he moaned slightly and turned over

on to his front. 'Oh well," she thought philosophically, ‘it was only a dream. ' She kept her
hand rather dangerou sly o n his bott om for a while, then took i t away sharply as a stray
thought a ssaulted her pea ce. 'l wonder if he ever dreams about her ?'
CHAPTER 12
"Hello Phil," said Sandra, standing in front of the second -year notice board on the first
day of her secon dyearasapsy chology undergraduate.

"Hi Sandra," repli ed Phil, smiling al ittle tiredly. " How are you?"

“I'm OK," replied Sandra, smiling in return. "Are you ready for all this?" she
continued, perusing the time table. "A statistics lecture on Monday af terno ons and a
statistics workshop on Thur ~ sday afternoons ?"

"Wonderful," gro aned Phil.

"How 's the love life?" asked Sandra brightly.

"Bloody awful," replied Phil, looking at Sandra a little woefully.

"lt didn't last, then i the girl from Oceanography?"

“No. | found her too deep and she found me too way out. She said she couldn 't
stand the que stionnaires | kept giving her."

"l didn't thinky  ou went out with her that long? "
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"No, only three days. | needed the dat a from the questionnaires, that's all."

"A mi smatch of sorts, then?"

"A mismatch of shorts, actu ally. Thatis, mysh ortsandmy 1 uh i Freudian zip."

"Oh? Tell me more."

"Hey Ro!" a voice interrupted loudly along the corridor.

"Hey Bo!" another voice came | oud and clear.

"Hey Zo!" a third v  oice proclaimed .

"Hey Mo!" a fourth voice joined in.

"Hey Ro, Bo, Zo, Mo, V 0, Jo!" a cacoph ony of voices swelled along the corridor.

"Oh God, here we go, " said Phil to Sandra, touching her momentarily on the
shou lder. "See you later , maybe."

"Yes," said Sandra, looki ng at the notice board in di staste. "We see m to have
been puti n lots of differ ent groups for lots of different subjects."”

Two and a half hours later, Sandra was feeling depressed. She sat in the
refectory with Jill, sipping coffee gloomily. They had just endured their first group
session of Metho ds in Psychology , wh ich basically in volved splitting into smaller groups,
doing an experiment (psychologically based, of course) and reporting on it back to the
rest of the group in the form of a pre sent ation.

"l hate presentations,” moaned Jill, sinking her teeth into a pie  ce of carrot cak e.

"l detest them," groaned Sandra, sinking her teeth into a piece of swede cake.

"Ugh, this tastes funny."

"Did | tell you I' m leaving my husband?" asked Jill n onch alantly, ¢ ontinuing with
her carrot ca ke.

"No!" answ ered Sandra with sur  prise, abandonin g the swede cake.

"It's been brewing for a long time," continued Jill. "Just like this coffee. No, |
mean me doing this  degree has kind of moved things along. Oh, here's Neriss a. She
looks upset."

"Hey N erissa," said S andra, as Nerissa pl aced her cup of something unidentifiable
and a piece of strange looking cake on their table. She had rather obviously been crying.

"I've justb een to see my personal tutor,"” said Nerissa, stil | sniffing a little, "to tel I
her my husban d said either | leav e this degree co urse or he's leaving me."

"No!" Sandra said in horror. "That's blackmail."

"That's what my personal tutor said," replie d Neris sa. "She said it might be a
good id ea if we consi dered counselling.”

"Would your husband go for counselling?" a sked Jill.

"I d on't know," replied Nerissa, "Il have to ask him tonight. | bought myself a
piece of parsnip cake to cheer myself up."

"Oh de ar," said Sandra, wrinkling her nos e.

"Yuck!" ex claimed Nerissa, having take n the first bit e. "It's horrible." Tears
started to  form in her eyes. "All this and a statistics lecture this afternoon . Just w hat is
life all about?"

"Here, have this," s aid San dra kindly, pulling a Bewildered Bu tter cup Mood
Matching Toilet Roll  from her bag and handin g it to Nerissa.

"Come on then, Mad dy," said Sandra kindly. "Let's get you to the surgery. It's probably
infected tonsil s again."

"l hate going to see the doctor, " said Madeleine thickly. "I always feel like the re's
nothing much wrong with me and doctors frighten me."

"Oh Maddy, they'ret here to help you."

"I know. | don't know why they frighten me, it's just the whole thing of injections
and hospitals and  stuff. "

"But you've never been in hospit al, exceptto be born."

"I don't remember "

"Come on, | et's get it over wit h. You've probab Iy got a touch of  White Coat
Syndrome or something. Anyway, Dr Effingham's quite human, despite being Welsh.
Mad as a pot plant, though."

"Pot's still illegal," s aid Madeleine, smiling weakly.
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"Ah, there 's life in the old girl yet," said  Sandra, putting on her jacket. "If we go
early, we might just be seen early."

"Sorry to keep you waiting," apologised Dr Effingham an ho ur late r, as Sandra
and Madeleine sat down  in hisroom. "What can | do for you, Made leine?"

"My th roat hurts," replied Madeleine.

"Let's have a look then ," said Dr Effingham, as Madeleine obediently opened her
mouth. "My God, those are th e worst tonsils  I've ev er se en. Ha! No, t hey're not actually,
| find joking helps T sometimes. Not much of a joke, | expect you're thinking. You 're
looking very pale."

"I'm frightened of doctors," said Madeleine. "I don't feel very well."

"Yes, of course," said Dr Effin  gham ki ndly. "I' m sorry, my Welsh humour got t he
better of me."

"l think Madeleine  has a touch of White Co at Syndrome ," said S andra suddenly,
trying to ease the atmosphere.

"Got a thing about white coats, have you?" said Dr Effingham in his sing -song
voice. "We |l, ther e's nothing wrong with that, I' ve g ot a couple of white coats myself."
He loo ked at Madelein e and smiled . "There's no need to be frightened , I'm almost

human, you know."
"Ah," articulated Madeleine uncertainly.

"It's just that doctors and patient s are forced into t his bipolar role sit uation,"
explai ned Sandra, "an d doctors are naturally at the more contro lling, influential end.
Well, s ome m ore than others, | suppose . Some more unnaturally than others, maybe

Anyway, therefore they can seem distant , rather all -powerf ul and scary. Oh dea r. Sorry,
I'ma psychology stu dent."

"Hmm. Well, psychology student, 1 find using first names helps with some of my
patients . I'm Dai , by the way."

"OK, Dr Dai. Oh. " Sandra giggled a little.

"Try the full ve  rsion."

"Dr Dai Effingham !" Sandra screeched  alitt le.

"I'm feeling rather sick, if y ou don't mind," interrupted Madeleine , as her badly
named GP began to sort ou t a prescription . 'Mad as a pair of pot plants,’ she was
thinking tiredl y.

"What can | do f or you, Sandra?" asked Marcus, as he looked up from his computer,
brushing his blond fr  inge away rathe r impatiently.

"Hello Marcus,” said Sandr a a little breathles sly, having run  up the stairs. "I
wondered if | could have a chat ? 1 think | mean a talk,| cant seem to identify with the
word ‘chat'."

"Is it urgent?"

"No, n ot really," replied Sandra, find ing that Marcus's blue eyes were unnerving
her somewhat .

"Ah. I'm so rry to put you off, but | really am  positively inundated with work." He
indicated the desk, which was without doubt, positively inu ndated.

"OK, sorry to bother you ," said Sandra quickly, longing to escape from his room
and his blue eyes.

"Don't worry, pe ople are interruptin g me all the tim e," he grimaced. "l feel as if
I've got people co ming ou t of my ears."

"Right! Well, don't wor  k too hard," said Sandra, walking towards the door. She
turned aroun d as she placed her hand on the door handl e. "When is the re a hope | can
see you?"

"Not for the nexttwoy ears at this rate!" Marcus semi -smiled. "B ut try again, it's
just hit or miss, I' ~ m afraid, whether I'll have a few spare minutes."

"OK then. Bye." S andra smiled half -heartedly and left. She fou nd she was w alking
back along th e corridor with  a sense of aloneness. 'Was he joking about the tw o years ?'
she wondered glumly. 'Was he only be ing nice to me last year because of my problems?
Oh well , maybe | ca n have a talk with Phil sometime.’
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A week later, Sandra sat with three other second -year stu dents , of the young variety, in
a university refe ctor y. To her extreme and intense disgruntleme nt, she had been puti na
Case Report group instructedt o prepare an assignmentont  he Internet.

"l still fail to see  what any of this  has to do with psychology," she said to V ernon
Hailstorm (Vo) after he' d e xplaine d to the group what he already knew abo ut the World
Wide Web andt he | nformation Superhighway.

"Yo. This isn't your scene, then."

"No Vo, it's not. | came h  ere to learn abo ut people, not bloody computers. This
assignment is more relevant to my son 's degr ee in communication e  ngineering."

"How did yo u get on with the first -year comput ing assignment ?" Mo (the only
other female in the group) asked, tryingto fli ng back her shor t blonde hair.

"That was OK, it was easy T just word processing, spread sh  eets an d data bases."
Sandra decided notto m  entiont he begrudged help she' d received fr om Gulliver.

"Right,"” said Vo. "Well, see ing we've gott o prepare a blurb ab out the Psycholo gy
Department to go on the Internet, maybe you could get on with writing th e intro ?"

"I can help with the hardcore stuff ," offe red Boris Summerday (Bo)

"Far out , man," replie d Vo."What about graphics?"

"Oh, | can do thattoo," replied  Bo, leaning back in his chair.

"Yo Bo! That gives us a good picture of things,” said Vo. " How abo ut you, Mo?"

"l can help you guys," re plied Mo. "Hey, have you h  eard about Phil?"

"What, Phil Potts?" asked Sandrar ath er sharply.

"He's dropped out,”  replied Mo.

"Are you sure?" Sandra impatiently flipped aside her mental picture of herself and
Phil d roppi ng out together on Phil's sofa

"He took an overdose.”

"Wh at?" Sandra could hardly belie ve what Mo was saying.

"I't didn't wor Kk, though. He's OK, but he's had eno ugh of psychology, he said it
sent him over the edge."

"Oh God, poor Phil," sai d Sandr a quietly. "How did you find this out, Mo?"

"I met his latest gi  rlfriend fr om Marine Studies,” replied Mo somewhat gu  ard edly.
"I se e. He had lots of gi  rlfriends, then? "

"Quite a few, for a mature student. Oh i sorry, So."

"Sandra. That's OK," sa id Sand ra abruptly. "Is he still living in his flat?"

"No, he's gone to  live with his ex -wife and her peripatetic vet," repl ied Mo. "Bad
mi stake, if you ask me . Hey, whatis C yberspace 1 and Netscape i and HTTP?"

"It's a nightmare," said Sandra. "How str ange th at I'll never see his purple jacket
again." She looked up defiant  ly and saw three pairs of eyes  focused on her wonderi  ngly.

Sandra w as standing in the | ibrary queue, fe eling hot and bothered, when she caught
sight of Osborn. "Osborn?"

"Sandra?"
"Fancy m eeting you here!"
"Is the queue in the library always this long? " Osborn sm iled at Sandra thro ugh

his slight harassme nt.

“No, it's usually longer. How' s your morningg one?"

"Too quickly. I'm only just beginning this thesis and | feel bogged down already .
I'm so unused to all the theory."

"You didn't mention this at home," said Sandra, raising he r eyebrows. She still
felt somewhatin shock from the news  about Phil.

"It seems hard to talk at home sometimes, I'm not sure why," said Osborn,
wrinklin g his f orehead.

"All the comings and goings, | suppose. Hey, thatremin  ds me T oh, maybe not. |
don't suppose you've gottim e for a coffee, have you?" asked Sa ndra hopefully .

"Umm T yes, | could really do with one "

"Good," said Sandra, smiling. "Well if this queue manages to keep moving at the
rateit's going now, we'll have time for a quick one."
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Sandra lay in bed that night, completely unable to s leep, as though ts of various people
jumbled around in her head.

'| can't believe Phil tried to kill hims elf," s he thought sombrely. 'l hope to God it
had nothing to do with me an d that ridiculous scene in his flat . It actually seems  so long
ago, as if I'v e lived through another mini -lifeti me since then. |  hope it was nothing to do
with my awful sandwiches. | hope h is life works out for him, he's a nice person. Just a
bit lost , really. Aren't we all? Well , | would h ave been, if he hadn 't shown me where
Marcus's room was t hat first day. Good  luck, Phil, you deserve a break.' She turned over
on to her right -hand side.

'What about Marcus, though? | feel rat her let down, | must say, at the way it's so
difficu It to see h im while he's so bus vy. | hate bothering pe ople, there's no way | can
keep knocking on  his door on a h it or miss basis. It's true that | haven't mis sed yet , the
door's quite big, but 7 oh, I'mj ust being silly. He seemed so affabl e and available at the
end of last year, butno w he seems so unavailable and distant. | wish  we still had weekly
tutorials with  our personal tutors, like we did in the first year. T hey used to feel like a
solid base in a n un certain new situation. Now we're in the second year, we d o have the
academic tu torials with differe  nt tutors, but they don't have that  feeling of a so lid base in
an uncertain not -so-new situation. | do feel slight ly abandoned, although it's not
Marcus' s fa ult .’ She turned over  on to her back.

'Poor N erissa, I'm  sure she feels more a bandoned than | do, now her husband
actually walked o ut. She looked s o small when she was telling the gang and me
yesterday. How on Earth is she going to cope with the cou rsework and everything? An  d
Jill leaving her husba nd is bound to be an upheaval for her, even ifit's been brewing for
a long time. God, w hat with Osborn  and me, | think doing a degree in a subject like

S

psychol ogy sho uld carry a relationship warning." She turn ed over on to her left -hand
side.

‘I t probabl y forc ed the issue withus all , | suppose, because there must have been
pre -existing f actors in every case. It still hurts, though. | know | feel better with Os born
a lot of the time, but it doesn't take mu ch to make me remember i like watching
televisio n programme s of people betraying on e another 1 hearing someone speak ing
with an accent | ike Sindy's T meeting someone with the same name as hers T seeing
handwrit ing tha t looks like hers 1 Mum talking about A unti e Lily . God, t here's so much

that still remi  nds me, it' s quite incredible. Itf  eels like it'sou tto get me ever ywhere.' She
turned overonto herf ront.

'Madeleine seems a bit low again recently, even tho ugh the tonsillitis has cleared
up. She hasn't been eating all that mu  ch and she looks so pale . Gulliver seems to spend
more time doing things wit h Hazel than he does doing his cours ework. | can't s top
worrying about him let loose on the roads with that li ttle ye llow Mini, either, no matter
how hard I try . | haven't got time to see as much of Muma nd Dad as| used to and |
know Mum in particular do esn't like that, because she goes rat her distant some times and
asks when she'll see me again. As for Basil and Sybil a nd Lawrence and Kirsty and Karla
i God, | can't breathe.' Shet o0k her nose out of the pillow and turned over on to her
right -hand side.

'Yes God, it all feels like such a we ight. | haven't  even put the winter duvet on
yet, either. A sfor You, God 171 you're being elusive again .'Sheturnedont o he r back.

'‘Osborn's a  bit restless, he's toss ing and tur ning almost as much as | am. It was
nice having a quick c offee with him today in the refector y. | hope his chartered engineer
thing isn't too much of a strain , | don't think we can collectively sta nd it.' She turned on
to her left -hand side, jus t as Osborn turned on to his right -hand side, which left them
face t o face in the bed.

"Hello," said Os born. "I can't sleep, | keep thinking of integrated circui ts and
phase delays."

"Wow. It keeps you awak e, t his intellectual pur suit."

"l know, it's ca tching."

"1 went down with it year s ago."

"Could 1integrate your circuits at all?"

"Why not? Don'td elay my phase, though."
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"You're strange."
"Life's strang e."
"Never mind, we'll get over it."

Sandra stood in front of a grou p of twenty students, re  ading from her notes about the
psyc hological experi ment she had earlier undertaken with  two others. Blac k spots began
to dance in front of her eyes and she was aw are of her heart beating like a manic
metronom e. Still concentrating 0 n saying her words, she tried to br eathe slowly and
calmly until the black spots disappeared . When she had finis hed speaking, sh e walked
back to her seat with trembling knees, feeling sh e was b eing weak and ridiculous.

I'm being w eak and ridiculo us,’ she thought angrily. 'What 's wrong wit h me?
Everyone else seem s so normal. | b et nobody else in this entire room fe  els the need to
keep a flaming  Neurotic Nutbrown Mood Matching Toilet Roll deeply secreted in the
recesses o ftheir bag.

CHAPTER 13

"You look drawn," said Osborn to Sandra, as he carried two mugs of ¢  offee into the
dining room, where she was revisingon a cold and wind vy January day.

"You look a bit pencil sketched yourself," she an swered, twiddling with her hair.
"Oh, I 'm s ick of visual pathwa ys and feature detection "

"What's that got to do with psy  chology?"

"Beat sme. It's part o f Perception . It'si nteresting, but | simply don't see it. How's
your thesis going?"

"Not too bad. | 'm glad | took a few days off from work ,eventhoughl'vegotlot s
of workto do. Canlj  oinyou for five minutes?"

"You mightas well. If 1r ead another wo rd about Fourier Ana lysis, I'll scre am."

"l know about Fourier Analysis," said Osborn casua lly, si pping his coffee.

"You do? You, in you r co mmunications field? Go d, what with that and th e bloody
In ternet coursework (whi  ch I'm really glad is over, inciden tally, with a not to o horrific
mark) , I'm wondering if there's anything at all that's not in cluded under the vast
umbrella term  of Psychol ogy."

"You sound fed up."

"l am. Hi Gulliver."

"Hi. | heard you and Dad talking. I'm sick of revisi ng."

"You only s tarted half an hour  ago," said Sandr a grumpily.

"Well, it's my youn g brain, | don'thavet o work as hard at remembering things as
you so -called mature people.”

"I may be so -called mature , butI'mn ot stupid,” retorted Sandra.

"That's co ntr oversial," ret orted Gulliver back.

"Oh, shut up, y ou immature git," retorted Sandra back to his retort b ack. "l do
very well with computers, seeing | don't understand them. You w  ere practically brought
up with the damn things, it'sg ot to be easier for you."

"Yes, | do n't know why I've go  t such an affini ty with computers," mused Gulliver.

"It must be athro  wback f rom a previous life."

"Are you utterly and completely mad?" asked Osborn conversationally. "Of
course , | wasn't brought u  p with computers eit  her, but | manage to get  along with them
pre tty well."

"As well as can be expected," quipped Gulliver.

"Don't pa tronise your father," snapped Sandra.

"Why not? It makes perfect sense," replied Gulliver. " Are y ou jealous because |
can only matronise you? "

"God,youreontheb all," commented Sandra tiredly.

“No I'm not, it would hurt."

"Oh, sod off, Gulliv er!" ex ploded Sandra. "You're too sharp for yo ur o wn good. Go
and blunt yourself o n some more revision."

"OK," repli ed Gulliver good -naturedly, leaving the room.
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"You seem a bit tense," remark  ed Osborn to San dra, touching her arm.

"Yes, | am," she repli ed. "It 's all this revision andt he time ofye ar. | hateit."

"What, Chris tmas and all that? | tho  ught it was n't too bad this ye ar. My parents
were q uite T well, almo st bearable."

"Yes, they were. No, it's not just that." Sandra fidgeted and slurped her coffee
slightly in agitation.

"What is it, th en?"

"l don't want to say." Sandra put down her mug and sighed. "l don't want to
remind you. It's just thatayearagot odayyouwere with her.lremembert he date, you
see. | wish | didn't. | really wish I di dn't, b ut | seem to remember dates well and it 'sall
come back to me . The pain of thinking what you were doing when | was all alo ne,

trusting you . The snow. The utter, utter awfulness of itall. | wantt o forget it so much,
but | can't.”

"I'm sorry.” Osbo rn look ed into Sandra's eyes. "There are some thin gs that | find
painful to remember, too."

Sandra fou nd she was unable to reply . 'l di dn't actually do it with anyone,
was thinking. ' You only had the pain of imagining what | might have done, but you
crossed that irrevocable line between thought and act and | know . Nothing in the whol e
world can ever change that knowledge. | have to live with it and c arry on forgivi ng you
every sin gle time | remember. But | still can't forgive her. I don't know if | ev erwill '

she

Later that day, Madeleine came home from scho ol, flinging her bag dow n heavily 0 n to
the floor in the porch.

'Oh no, Maddy's had a bad d ay again,’ thought S andra, as she ga ve herself a
Creme Egg break from the mental representation and recognit ion of 3D visual objects.

"Hello," she said m orosely, w alking to the porch, whe re she foun d Madeleine
inspecting herself in the mirror. "How was yo ur day?"

"Awful," r eplied Madeleine ."You're in a bad mood."

"It's revision," explained Sandra not quite t ruthful ly. "At least, | wish it was
revision. Half of th e stuff | need to know, | feel ast hough I've never come across before.
What w as so awful ab out your day?"

"I m ade a complete a nd utter idiot of myself," said Madeleine. "We were talking
about the pr os and cons of radiotherapy in general s tudies ."

"Well? "

"I said it was aread ily availab le form of therapy nowadays as most pe ople have a
radio i n their home."

"Ohé™

"Exactly. E veryone laughed and | went bright red and wanted to die and Kill
everyone for lau ghing."

"That would have been difficul t. Poor Mad." Sandra realised wh at she' d said.
"Hey, you didn'tte Il me off for cal ling you Mad? "

"No, I've given in. | t seems to suit me now, especially living in this house."
Madeleine looked at herself agai nin th e mirror. "l still feel all hot and ang ry a nd s tupid. |
feel so di fferentto everyone else. Maybe that's why | get on so well with Guy , he feels
the same way about himsel f."

"What, hot and angry and stupid? Oh, I'm sorry darling , take no notice."

“I don' t."

"So you like it at this youth club you've joined with him, th en?"

"It's OK. The people there are more tolerant than the people a t school."

"I'm sor ry you haven'ta Ilways been wonderfully happy at school."

"Well, only a few years to go, then | have t o decide what to do."

"Youwantto go away to university, don'ty  ou?"

"Actu ally, I'm not sure now. | was thinking o f going to yours, where | could do a

law degree, orm aybe business studies."

"That would be amazing, Mad! Il b e finished by then , though , Gulliver too. What
a shame, i t would have been fantas tic with fo ur of us there! Time seems to pass so
quickly. After the se exams, I'll have h  alf a degree. Wo w, | feel better already.”
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"It must be nice to have your life sorted out," said Madeleine wistfu lly.

"Oh darling , if only you knew " said Sandra withoutt hinking. "l t doesn't feel like
that at all . | thoug ht that find ing p sychology and then g oing to universi ty was finally
what | wanted to do, but now I'm not so sure. | wish I'd done the degre e twent y years
ago and made a career with it. | ho nestly feel asi fI'm doing it too late , because there
are other th ings | want to do. Life suddenly seem s so short, asi f | might not have time
to do all the things | want to do. Or the energy."

"What abou tjust being?"

"I've been there. No, | kn ow w hat you mean. You are a wise yo ung bird, aren't
you?" Sandra gazed at M adeleine app raisingly. "Just being is OK. Necessary even, but |

need to do something that's been fundamentally inside me for years. | need to writ e."
Sandra still felt surprised at this adm ission.

"Well, doitthen. Atleastyou're sorted out with Dad, ar en't you?"

"Yes."

"You've had your children, you've done the mothering bit. | don't even know if |

want any children . Besides, | haven't metany onel really wantto go outwithye t.Itju st
all feels so uncertain."

"You're still so young, though, you sh ouldn't really be worrying about all  this at
all. It' Il come clearer in time, don't worry." Sandra was rather perturbed at Madeleine's
appa rent de spondency.

"Don't worry, God!" exc  laim ed M adeleine.

"Oh, God can han dle it,” said Sandra, smiling in return. "And so can you, " she
added encourag ingly.

"Thanks, Mum." Madeleine opened her arms for a hug.

"Thank you too, my beautiful girl ." Sandr a opene d her own arms. 'If only I knew |
could handleit,’ she was thinking

"Shall we play dive bombers instead?" said Madele ine suddenly, dis playing one of
her s wift mood change s as she began to run around the room making aeroplane noises.
She stopped a nd look ed mischievously at Sandra's surprised face. "I may as w ell live up
to my name. Wheeee!"

‘Maybe Mum's old hypothesis ab out self-fulfiling name acronyms was right after
all,' thought Sandra , smiling . 'Well, at least my middle name doesn't beginwit hA.

Sandra knocked on Marcus's door, ha If h opin g he wouldn't be  there. She was lucky, as
half of her hopes were in  stantly fulf illed by the ensuing sile nce.

'Oh well," she thought, as she walked quickly away. 'lt doesn't matter that I've
only seen him f or five minutes this academic year to coll ect my m ore or less reas onable
exam results. It doesn't matter that today i s the first anniv ersary of the Valent ine's Day
Massacre and | just wanted to tell someone. It doesn't matter that I've made a hole in
this new pai r of tights. It doesn't matter that | see homeless people in the stree ts every
time | 'm in the city centre. It doesn't m atter about crimes of vi olence, global w arming,
nuclear waste and the possibility of a meteor colliding with Earth. It doesn't ma tter é'

"Is anything the matter?" San dra heard as if from a d istance, as she brushed a
stray tear from her eye.

"I don't kno w wh ere that came from," she joked feebl vy, as she realised she had
almost walked straight past Marcus in the corridor. "Everything' s the m atter," she replied
to his que stion.

"Do you want to come and se e me?" Marcus's blue eyes were being ver y blue

again, she noticed.
"Yes," sh e answered quiet ly.
"Will five minutes do for now?" asked Marcus, looking at his watch.

"Yes."

"Come on, then,"” he said, leading the way back along th e corridorto h is room.

"I'm sorry about this," said Sandra, as s he moved a pi le of papers fromtheco mfy
chair, so sh e could sit down.

"I'm sorry I've been so busy," said Marcus. "For myself, actually, I'm k nackere d!"

He sighed, then looked at Sandrain tently. "Whatc anldo for you?"
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"l just wanted to tell you," said Sandra, fa Iter ing a little, "that today is Valenti ne's
Day ." Her voice tailed off.

"l didn't know you cared," said Marcus, smiling unevenly.

"Today is the first anniversary of the day | found out my p artner was having an

affair with my cousin," Sandra managed to b lurt out, before having to scrabble arou ndin
her bag for a Maudlin Magenta Mood Matching Toilet Roll . Marcus was silent while she
blew her nose and wiped her eyes , but notinth atorder.

"I understand, " he said quietly, as she wondered what to do with th e soggy bits

of toilet r oll. "It does ge t better."

"Thank you," she said, as she got up to go.

"Is that all?" asked Marcus, lookin g alit tle surprised.

"Yes," replie d Sandra, with awatery smile."Tha nk you, Marcus."

"Any time," he said, u  ntr uthfully.

As she walked back down the corridor fo r the second time that day, Sandra was
aware of feeling lighter. 'What is it?' she mused. 'l haven' t left my bag in his room aga in.
No, it 's the mere fa ct that I'v e told someone who's been through the sa me sort of
experi ence. Someone who wh en they say they  understand, they actually do . Well, some
of it at least . Thank goodness | bumped into him. Well, h e bumped into me really. Oh
well, I can face Individu al Differen ces with only a semi -heavy heart now.’

"It 's good to see you, Mum," said San dra to Caroline on Easter Sunday at a family  -get-
bored -together, as she stood in her mother's kitchen at tea time, w iping dishes. "I'm
sorry I've been sob usy. |can'tb elieve a wh ole year has gone since i well, since th ings

were so diff icult.”
"I know wha t it's like doin g a degree,” said Caroline, "although 1 didn't have a

family to contend with when | was doin g mine. "
"You must have been unusua |inyour day, " mused Sa ndra.
"Pardon?"
"Well, you still are unusual, of course," joke d Sandra, "but | meanth ere were far

mor e males than females in the psychology field when you did your degree, weren't
there?"

"Yes, | was definitely in the minority," agreed Ca roline. "It wa s rather gr atifying
really, with all that male atte ntion. Before | met your dad, anyway. They all seemed to
back off a bit then."

"It was unusual for a woman to pursue a career at all, wasn't it?

"Yes it was, but | knew | could n ever be co nten ted just s taying at h ome and
Leonard was very understanding."

"Good old D ad. He's all rightthese  days, isn'the 1 his heart, | mean?"

"Yes, he's mostly all right. That cold and cough he had at Christmas knocked him
for six for a while, but he went w alki ng again w ith the OIld Rambl ers last week, so | know
he's feeling alot better. "

"You're OK, aren' tyou? Fitand h ealthy, | mean?"

"We -ell, | wasn't going to mention it, but I'm taking more pills for high blood
pressure now and I've got a bi t of arthr itis creeping in."

"Mum, you must tell me these things! I'd much rather know than not know, you
know. "

"I know. | us wually end up telling you everything anyway, despite my intentions
not to worry you .lt seems to com e out whenever|seeyou ."

"Well, 'm glad . | worry sometimes that you worry about worrying me."

"Don't worry, | won 't keep anyth ing serious fromyou,|  promise."

"OK. Hey, do you think Osborn's dad's all right? He seems rather pale and quiet.
He hasn't picked fault with anything all day."

"Basil? Yes, you're right. W ell, | supp ose we'd better go in and join them all. | can
hear B asil talking now, he can 't be that bad.”

"No." Sandra spread out the tea towel to dry and followed her mother.

"Gosh, what' s all this?" asked Caroline, as she wen t in to the sitting room to f ind
Leonard and Basil sitting with their heads toge ther, poring over a letter.
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"They're doing some mail bonding,” said Gulliver , grinning . "I mentioned that
letter | had about a Per sonal P rotection Plan and not knowing whether it was about
insurance or me nstruation, but they didn't seem to find it funny."

"I'm not su rpri sed," said Madeleine , "it's as bad a s your juvenile reaction to that
letter Mum had about the cooker guarantee tha t said ‘'malefunction ' instead of
‘'malfunction '."

"I | ike a bit of mail in the morning," said Sybil suddenly, fingering the Incre dibly
Low-Calorie Easter Egg which Sa ndra and Osborn  had given her.

"Yes, Sandra likes a nice bit of male in the morning, too, don't you," said Osborn,
ignoring Sandra's fr own and frantic mouthing of the words , "Shu t up!"

"We've got a postlady now," cont inued Sybil. "Our last postman should have been

given the sack, because he certainly didn't take enough care."

"In what way?" asked C aroline conversationally.

"He bent lot s of birthday and Christma s cards, he kept delivering letters to the
wrong ho uses, he let the mail get all soggy w hen it was raini ng and once he must have
dropped a letter with a cheque inside , because | found it on t he pavement outside our
house. Anyway, there were lots of complai  nts, so by all rights he should have been given
his cards."

"Some p eople simply aren'tsu ited to some job s," remarked Caroline.

"Well, I heard he's got another post now," continued S ybil. " I'n the sorting office."

"That'll sort him out," sai d Caroline, smiling.

"Yes," responded Sybil blankl .

"You d on't thin k they're being rude a bout my m ental health then ?" Sandra heard
Basil asking her father.

"No, a mortgage counsellor is someone who ad vises on the best plan of action
with a mor tga ge," explai ned Leonard, "not someone who i er 1 offers therapy. Anyw ay,
this letter is a standard o ne, they've obviously made a mistake if you haven't got a
mortgage anyway."

"Not at my age," said Basil tiredl y. "It's worrying , though, all the lett ers you
recei ve these days offering you money, credit , g ood financ ial terms, extort ionate rates of
interes t. If you ask me, it's the devil rampant in society."

"Right," replied Leonard. "I'm glad | could help.

"l don'tliketo bother Sybil with financia | affairs," said Basil, lowering his voi ce.
"Are you all right?" aske d Leonard, as Basil put his hand to his forehead.
"| feel a bit queer,” replied Basil. "It'll pass , but | think it's time to take the wife

home. C ome on, Mrs!"

“I'm a bit wo rried about my father,” said Osborn later that even ing, as he sa t be side
Sandra o n the s ofa. "He suddenl y seemed so old today and sort of weighed down.
Financial matters never used to get on top of him before."

"Yes," re plied S andra , breaking up the  Desper ately Low-Fat Easter Egg which her
parents had give n her. Althou gh s he had secre tly want ed a Creme Egg E aster Egg , with
thousands of calories, she was very grateful for the lower calorific value of the
Desperately Low-Fat Easter Egg . "Do you want a bit?"

"Uheé"

"Of chocolate," said Sandra, raising an ey ebr ow.

"It's OK, I've gotthe one yo ur mum and dad g ave me," said Osborn, picking up
his Diabolically Low-Fat Easter Egg and opening it. "Sorry, | thought you meant e

"No, | kn ow you're tired. | am, to o. 1 feel k ind of guilty sitting here in front of t he
television . Shall we turn it o n? I've got essays t o do, but I'm  too exhausted. There's
always so much to think about. Too much. Too many people to worry about and be
resp onsible for. Children aton e endand parents a tthe other end."

"Hey," said O sborn, "you'v e gotme."

"I know," sa id Sandra though tfully. "Well, | feel as if | know I've got you about
80% at the moment I as much as anyone ha s ever got anyone else, that is i which
conceptually embra ces the ra ther dodg y issue of possession. The 80% d oes fluctuate .
It's just thatwe seemtobe inthemiddleo f i oh God, thisis middle -age,isn'tit!"
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"Looks like it," said Osborn, "but I'm not going to go flabby with middle -age
spre ad." He put down his  Diabo lically Low-Fat Easter Egg abruptly.

"Madeleine ha sn't touched her Naughtily Nutty East er Egg yet,"” sai d Sandra.
"That's unusual, she loves chocolate nuts. So do I, actually."

"Wow," breathed Osborn.

"Oh dear."

"What?"

"I thi nk I've eaten too much cho colate." Sa ndra got up and turned on the
television . " Good God, what 's this programme ab  out? The Creme E gg Addiction Helpline ?
How ridiculous can you get! | wonder if | should give them a call?"

CHAPTER 14

Sandra knew it was bad news from the way Osborn was speakin g to his mother on the
phone.

"I's you rfather,isn 'tit,” she said, after he had put down the receiver.

"He's in hospital," replied Osborn, sitting down in rather a daze. "He collapsed in
church. It's his hea rt, he' s in the Cardiac Care Unit ."

"Oh no, " said Sandra quietly, experiencing a fl ashback of he r ow n father lying in a
hospital bed, lo oking as if he might be about to die at any moment.
"Mum's already rung Lawrence and Kirsty," continued Osborn, frowni ng.

"Kirsty?" Sandra was surpris  ed.

"Yes. It must be serious if she's rung her."

"Or else she' s panicking,” said Sandr a. "I'msorry,| didn't mean that."

"She rang her before she rang me," said Osborn thoughtfully. "After all I've done
for them. | just get al | the responsibility of all th e littl e jobs, all the big jobs, all the
medium size jobs é"

"All the family get -bore d-togethers."

"Yes. T hen she goes and rings Lawrence and Kirsty first."

"Oh Osborn," said Sandra, going over to where he was sitting to giv e him a hug.

"It's not your f ault. You don't know what it's like, though, you were the only one
and your parent s loved you."

"Your parents loved you," said Sandra, a little uncertainly.

"That's why they wouldn't let me do anything | ever wanted w hen | w as young,"
continued Osb orn. " | wan ted to learn to play the guitar, join th e school rugb y club, go to
see Jesus Christ Mega -star, represent the shooting club T the list is endless. When
Lawrence wanted to do things, they just seemed to let him."

"Did you ever challenge them abou tall that? "

"They said times were hard and they didn't have enou gh money for me a fter
they'd spentit on Lawrence . By the time Kirsty came along, they were apparently fine. "

"It could be true, of course "

"Even ifitis, it'sun fair. Lawrence ha s always been their go Iden boy . I'mjust their
on the spot Mr Fix -it, Mr Do-it-all, Mr Dump -it-all-on-Osborn."

"Oh Osborn." Sandra dumped the dirty washing she was carrying on to Osborn's
lap, so that she could hold him lovingly ag ainst h er che st.

"Sandr a, | can't br eathe very well ," said Osborn faintly , m oving his head a little
franticall y. "Oh, that's b etter . Anyway, | said I'd go to visit Dad, then take Mum to her
friend's house, then get her some bits and pieces from Safebury's , then cut her grass,
then mend her flaming washing mach ine. | think she must have got something jam med
in the drum é"

"Mum, it's the  concert at school tonight,” said Madeleine, as Sandra was trying to put the
finishing touches to a piece of course work. "D o you think it's still OK for ~ me to go, e ven
though Gran dad's in hospital?"
"Yes, of course,” replied Sandra. "You've been looking fo rwardt o it, haven't you?"
"Not really,"” replied Madeleine glumly. "Natasha Waymore and Lucy were funny
with me at school today , talking behind my back and saying | lo oked thin. "
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"l thought you wanted to look é like that ," said Sandra, warningb ells going offi n
her head. 'Not a touch of tinnitus, surely,' she thought with alarm.

"They're only saying it," replied Madeleine ."l'kn ow I'm not really thin."

"Why do you h ave to be labelled anything?" asked Sandr a kindly. "Why not just
be happy to be yourself, with  a lovely body that's uniquely yours? You've got great legs,

agreat é"
"OK Mum," interrupted Madeleine. "I know wha t you'r e saying, but it's in here."
She tapped her foreh ead. "l don't know why | feel like | do abo ut m yself, but at least |

can talk to yo u about it. I'm glad you're doing psychology, it feels as if you know about
things."

"I wish | shared that feeling," said S andr a, smiling, "but I'm kin d of glad t hat
you're kind of glad."

"I'm glad,” said Madeleine , re sting her cheek agai nst Sandra's for a moment. It
was an unusual stance. "Is Dad upset about Grandad?"

"Yes, he is," replied Sandra. "He also seemed ups et abou t Grandma and Uncle
Lawrence , notto me ntion Aunt ie Kirsty."

"Families are a pain, aren'tt hey, " said Madeleine, si ghing.

"Yes i and no. Yes and no! Are Dad and | a pain, then?"

"Sometimes," replied Madeleine distractedly. "I wonder what | ought to wear
ton ight?"

"Something you f eel good in ."

"I'd b etter not wear nothing." Made leine gave aw eak smile. "I'm going to look in

the war drobe."

"Madeleine!" called Sandra after her, but then she heard the front door opening
and closing. "Is that you, O sborn?" she called out.

"No, it's me," said G ulliver qu ietly, coming into the room.

"Are you OK?" asked Sandra, having im  mediately notice d his air of melancholy.

"Hazel's dumped me," he replied, leav ing the room as quietly as he' d come in.

'What a lot of dump ing is going on today, thou ght Sandra , wonder ing if she
should go after him, while feelin g instinctively that he wanted to be alone. 'l must go to
the loo in a minute. No, | know I generally want to be alone when I'm hurting and | have
things to so rtou t. Oh, poor Gulliver!

'Relationshi ps can be so pai nful, they pull out you r very insides . Not to mention
your ve ry outsides. | ¢ an quite understand how some people don't want to become
involved with other people, it's simply too much of a risk. But yo u don 't really live if you
don't open yo urself to love, pain, misunderstandings , companionshi p, p etty arguments,
snid e comments, horr ible ann oying habits, always having to consider someone else,
power st ruggles over the remote control . God, it's endless T and yet what's it all for at
the end of the da y? Orthe beginning of the day? O rthe middle o fth e afternoon?

'You die anyw ay, like Basil mi ght be doing this very minute . God, | hope not,

although it's bound to happen one day. It's just that | don't think | can face the
inevitable em otional uph eaval of Osborn and the fact that Sybil will be on he r ow n. Oh
God, I'm depre ssing myself. Go d, You are there, aren't You? | so much want to believe,

but I can't do it mindlessly. Actually, no body could do it mindles sly, or brainlessly,

anyway i with the excepti on ofthe Yahweh Witnesses, may be. Why doe s ev erybody pick

on them ? Oh dear, I'm | apsing into i nsanity again. Oh, who cares! Besides, what is
insanity? Anyone who thinks they have the right to say what's insane and wh at's not

insane m ust be comp letely arou nd the ben d!

Later that nig ht, Sandra lay in bed beside Osborn, w ho was understan dably restle ss.
Sandra herself was rather more misunderstandably restless.

"You can't sleep, can you," she said unnecessarily, reachi ng out to touch hi m in
the da rk. She kn ew he alwa ys liked to be touc hed there.

"No," he replied, also unn ecessarily. "Eve n though the y say my father's stabilised
T and | quite honestly wonder if he's ever been stabilised T no, | don't mean that. |
mean, h e was OK when I le ft him, but | feel so unsettled ."

"Are you w orried abouty our mother?"
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"Yes, alth ough she seems t o0 have quite a fe w friends who are already rallying
around. She's certainly got a back up of people she knows from belon ging to her ¢ hurch."

"A social net work,” murmured Sandra. "That's go od, it can be a buf fer from
psychological d istress. | did s ome course work on that sub ject."

"She was still talking about Lawrence a lot, though," continued Osborn, fidgeting

abruptly. "I  suppose at | east he 's relented and actually gone to the ho  spital. Ki rsty says
she can't com e yet. | was beginni  ng to wonder whe ther it would all be left to me."

"It seems siblings can bring their own problems," mused Sandra. "I always felt a
bit envious of you having a brot her and sister, although | hardly ever saw them. It's just
that you have someone there 1 even when they're n ot actually there 1 someon e who's
shared your life at home when you were young. | had nobody. When my mother and
father die, the re'll be only me who remembers all the silly little things, like watc hing
Juke Box Jury on a Saturday teatime in  front of the fi re (except in summer) and m aking
our own decisions and our own daft noises about whether  we thought each song would

be a hit or a miss."

"My father never let us w atch it,” s aid Osborn resignedly . "He regarded it as the
devil in song."

"A bitlike Acid Freaks R ave 666," observ ed Sandra.

"Mmm."

"Do yo u know, I've noticed you often talk about your father , whereas | nearly
always call my father  Dad."

"l never had a dad,” said Osborn qui etly. "Only a father.”

"I love you," said Sandra, ra ther inadequately. 'lt d oesn't really to uch it,' she
thought sombr ely. 'The hurts of childhood go so deep, they seem like a big tumour of
dodgy memories buried foreve r, with tendrils that grow all over t he place, wi nding
themselves insidious ly all amongst your vital insides 7 and your non -vital insides i and

your vital o utsides 1 and your non -vital outsides. Like Sindy and that ridiculous scene
when Auntie Laven der gav e her 2s 6d and | was give  n 6d. It wa sn't Sindy's fault. It was
her fault, though (or her wilf ul choice, anyway) t o screw Osborn. Of course, it was his
wilf ul choice as well. Oh God, | don't want to go into all that. It still hurts so much when
I th ink abo ut it. Hearing certain son gs still sets it all of fagain. | think I'll be s tuc k with a
met apho rical knife in  my he art for ever, al thoughit' s gradually gett ing smaller.'

"Gulliver's late home," said Osborn, interrupting her train of thought. She wa S
glad, it had been a bad track.

"Yes, hei s,"sherepl ied. "l hope he's all righ  t, he was reall vy in to Hazel."

"Literal ly, | suppose. W hat can you do these days, apart from encourage them to
be responsible? At least he didn't get her pregnant.”

"No," sa id Sand ra, unconvinced. 'There's always some thing or som eone to worry
about,” she thought worried ly. 'How | can possibly concentrate with any depth on
Anthropometr ics and Human Factors , | haven't the faintest idea, it's positively inhuman.'

"You were late home | ast night," remarked Sandr  a to Gulliv er the next morning, as they
converged in the kitchen

"Yes," replied Gulliv er, a faint flus h creeping into his cheeks . He was definitely
late dressing that morning.
"Aren't you having any breakfast?" asked San dra, as Gulliver uncharacteristic  ally

poured himself a ¢ up of black coffee. Charac teristically, h e usually poured himself  a cup
of white (or a sort of pale brown t ea colour) tea.

"I'mnot sure |l feel like it," replied Gulliver.

"A heavy night, was it?"a  sked Sa ndra. "l was young once,r  emember.

"I wasn'tth ere, Mother," said Gullive  rgrimly. "Than k God."

"Anyway," said Sandra to her so n, looking at his face fur  tively, to spot any signs
of emotion. "How are you feeling?"

"OK," replied Gulliver. "Why?"

"You seemed listless when you ca me in yeste rday, that's all,
searching desperat ely for the right words  to say.

"I've n ever been one to make list s, you know that," said Gulliver pleasantly.

replied Sandra,

Kay Santillo, 199 8.



69

"Mum means are you feeling OK about Hazel dumpi ng you, " said Madeleine as
she en tered the k itchen.

"Yes. Shit happens.”

"Yes, itdoes." Sandra privately considered th at Gulliver's re ply was a bit brusque.
'He could have explained himself a bit more fully,’ she thought.

"Don't expect a fuller explana tion," said Madeleine, looking as tutely at S andra.
"He w on't put us out of our nos y m isery, that' s him all over."

“I'm s orry about your noses," said Gulliver, hav  ing an accident with the box of
Shreddie Munchie Wheatie Oaties . "Oops ! Alloveryou , asith appens. Sorry. "

'Oh well, he see ms perky en ough, thoug ht Sandra, as she poured h  erself a bowl
of Extra-Bran Extra -Fibre Bran Fibre . 'So does Maddy, which is good , although these
days | feel rather unsure about both of them.'

A few hours later, Sandra sa  t in th e university refectory wit  h Nerissa, having survi ved
the final Human Factor s lecture.

"How ar e you doing, then?"  she asked Neriss a, who was bravely assault ing a Cut
and Don't Come Again Nelson Trapezium

"OK, | suppose," replied Nerissa, still bat tling w ith a knife. "l just live from one
day to the nex t, you know, as you do. | keep taking the headache pills and my h air
seems to be falling out, but so what? I'm tired of staying awake worrying all night. Hey,

are you coming tothe pub crawlto celebr atethe end of this semester'sco ntacttime? "
"What pub crawl's that ?"
"Haven't Jill, Jenny and Juliet told you?"
"I h aven't seen much  of them lately, to be hon est.”
"Well, we're going to go to the Barbican this Friday night to let our hair down a bit

befor e revising for exams. | must say, | 'm in the mood f orit, | feel lik e doing somethi ng
reckless. How abouti t?"
“I'don't kn ow. | seem to be full of reck at th e moment."

"Oh, go on, it won't be the same without you."

"OK then. " Sandra smiled uncertai nly, wo ndering why she f elt so stro ngly in fou r
minds ab out wanting/not w  anting/half wan ting /about seven -eighths wanting to go. 'l
don't know about dualism of the mind and body, I've got multi -ism of the mind alone,’
she thought tiredly. 'l wonder if Marcu sisin ? | suppose | cou Id go and s ay goodbye for
the su mmer, or somethin g’

Marcus was indeed in his room, as  Sandra found her self sitting once again in the comf y
chair.

"Are you confident about exams?" asked Marcus questioningly.

"No," replied Sandra  confide ntly. "They seem  kind of rem ote atthe moment, wi th
all that's goi ng on at home."

"Oh?"

"Just normal th ings. Well, n early normal . W ell, n othing seems part icularly normal
about my life, actually. I'm not normal, anyway, so that figures. My son and daughte r
are giving me s light cause for concer n, my fath er-in-law is in h ospital and the re's this
pub crawl | do n't really want to go on with my friends here." San dra stopped abruptly at
the sudden internal articulation o f a thought that astounded her.

'I''d rath er go to the pub  with you,” she'd thoug ht astound edly, looking (wi th
astoundment) at Marcus. 'Gosh, would  1? With Marcus ? What does that mean? I'm not
harbo uring a secret fancy for him, am 1? No, | haven't got a secret fancy. Anyway, he's
not mytyp e. I'm nothistype . I'm too old fo r him . He's too young forme . He'dfindme
boring . I 'd find himtoo hardto k  eep intellectual ly challenged é'

"Deep in thought? " Marcus's voice asked interestedly.

"Oh, yes, nothing. | was only thinking how | don't wan t to go on this pub craw |.
I'm hope less in group situation s, I'd much rat her go outand talk with someoneinap ub
on a one -to-one basis."

"Where shall we go, then  ?"

"Sorry?" Sandra blushed helplessly.
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"Only joking," said Marcus, his blue eyes twinkling . "I don' t much like soc ial shit
chat, either 17 and no, | didntmakeav erbal faux pas . In fact, 'mnotgooda tdoingit 7
social shit chat, thatis 1 and | don't really want to do it anyway. | suppose it must feel
good if one is able to talk about mo st topics to most people on a social | evel that kee ps
the whe els of polite ¢ onv ersation oil ed, but | prefer that de  eper contact tha t one can
achieve with certain peopl e in one's life."

"Oh, me too," breathed Sandra, sitting forward in the comfy chair at his words. "l
had no idea so meone like you would fee |similarl ytotheway!| feel."

"Someon e like me?"

"Well, some one who's intell ectually confident like you are," ex plained Sandra.

"Intellectual confidence and social confidence don't necessarily co -exist."

"No, of course not. Ma rcus?"

"Yes?"

"Were yo u able to forgive your wi fe when she bet raye d you?"

"Ah. At som e levels, yes. A t a rather more fundamental level, | would have to say
no, although it's supposed to be noble to forgive and all that crap. Why do you as k?"

“I'don'tt hink I've f ully forgiven my partne r and | don't e ven want to for give my
cousin."

"Don't beat yourself a bout the head for that. Give it time . I'm not saying you
should forgive them, only you can sort that out, but don't worry at it like a do g with a

bone. It'll happe n when it's r eady to ha ppen. Goodness, you think I'm inte llectually
confident !"

"I think you 're good to talk with. You're honest with me. Thank you."
"My pleasure."”
‘It was my pleasure as well,’ thought Sandra with ple asure, as she walked awa vy

from Marc us's room. Sh e suddenly remembered Phi |, with a jolt of something that felt
surprisingly like  guilt.

'Oh Phil," she thought with a rush of emotion. 'l hope you find some pleasure in
your life. There's so much pain in the world, o rin people's m inds. No wo nder we all s eek
relief in little plea sures, or big 0 nes, or ones a tiny bit  bigger than the little ones, or in
anaesthesia, or i n annihilation. Dear Phil, you were kind to me. | hope you can be at
peace with yourself.'

She gott othe end of th e corridor and startedt o walk uns eeingly and dan gerously
down t he stairs. 'Where did al | that come from ?' she wondered wonderingly. 'Somewh ere
deep within me, | suppose. One day, I'll have the time to explore the deep places inside
myself. Right now, thou gh, | really don'thave the streng th.'

Two weeks later, San dra h ad managed to survive the pub craw | without actua Ily having

resorted to craw ling, had started revision and was already sick to death of Cognitive
Neuropsychology

'I fe el as i f | have my own impaired ¢ ognitive pe rformance to contend with," she
though t d ully, standi ng u p to stretch her arm  s. 'l think I'll do some housework instead

seeing t here's no body heretotalk with .| must be bored, or cognitively impaired!

She we nt into the sitting room. 'No, | ca  n't face cl eaning thi s room, it's too big.
Il t ry the bathroom T no, it'stoo small. | 'l try our bedr oom 1 no, it's too borin g moving
the bed and all the little bits and pieces on the dressing table. Anyway, | did it | astyea r.
I'll try Gulliver's room. No, | won' t, | don't want to induce a major depr ession. I'll tr 'y
Madeleine's room i gosh Mad, thisisa mess. | didn't know you still had A ction Man. Or
this diary. Or these old Care Bare magazines 1 oh Maddy! ' Sandra p icked u p th e packet
of three assort ed flavoure d condoms in disbelief, only vaguely r  egistering that the packet
was unopened .

Sandra sat down on Madeleine's bed in a daze, her mind  racing uncontrollably in
many directions. 'Has Madeleine had sex? She's onl y 13! W ell, near ly 14. Oh God, she's
only near ly 14 ! Whe re's her calendar? | know she wri tes alittle M ont he day her period
starts. Let's see. Oh Mad, the last | ittle M is tw o months ago. I'm her mother, she needs
me i but what should | do? How can | bro ach the subject? Well, that's it, Cognitive
Neurop sychol ogy is completely out of my h ead now.'
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While still sitting there, Sandra happened to notice a writing pad lying open on
Madelei ne's desk. She stood up and went acr oss to look at it, her eyes starting toread
the words without her consent:

Dear Guy,

I've done something really st  upid and yo u're the only one | trust not to judge me. | can't

tell y ou face to face , so I'm writing this letter. Last week Mum and Dad thoug ht | was

going to a sleepover at Luc  y's, but we went to a party at her sister's fr iend's hou se and |

got a bit drunk . I nearly ended up having sex with a boy | hardl y know. It scar ed m e so
much. I'm so glad | can confide inyou é

Sandra stood completely stillin s hock. What seemed to be hur  ting mo st of all was
the fact that Madeleine felt able t o confide in Guy rather than in he  r. 'My baby 's gone,’
she thought melodramatically , before leaving the roo m with a heavy heart to | ocate
some Gobsmacke d Gold Mood Matc hing Toilet Roll

CHAPTER 15

"That was Mum," said Osborn quietly as he put down the ph one. "My uncle's dead.”

"Oh no," said S andra, not actually know ing what to say next. " You mean your
Uncle Bill?"

"A massive h eart attack, th ere was nothing they cou Id do."

"What a bout your father i n hospi tal, they'l | have to tell him his broth er's dead,
won't they?"

"Yes. | hope it doesn't push him over t he edge. Mum said she'll tell him, but | feel
| shoul d be there too."

"Oh Osborn."

"Uncle Bill lived on his ow n, of course, so there'll be the f uneral and everyth ingto
arrange. Mum said she 'd rung La wrence and he's going to stay with her for a few days.

Thank God Lawrence is s peaking to them again. Mum sa id she tried to ring  Kirsty earlier
but she was out. Sher ang them before  me again.”

"Oh Os born, I 'm so sorry ." A sudden dreadful thought had enter ed Sandra's head.
'Suppose Mum or Dad died and Sindy ¢ ame here for the funeral . Osborn wo uld see her
again and it might reawake nthings. ' A sh iver passed through Sand ra's body.

"Are you cold?"

"No, someone just walke d over my grave. I'm really sorry , tho ugh, | know you
liked your uncle. "

"Don't worry, I'm not going to break down into noisy sobs that'll ra ck my entire
body," sai d Osborn a litt le acidly. "It's an awfu | thing to say, but he had a good life an d
basi cally pleased himself, whereas so me of us d on't seem to have that luxury. Does that
sound se Ifish of me?"

"I don't think it's selfish," said Sandra, going to give h im a hug. "l th ink it's
human. Is there  anything I can do?"

"l don't think so , just be her e. I'm glad you are here, despite my i you know,
despite all that. I'm glad we didn't split up and everything's OK."  Osborn hel d on to
Sandra as shem adeamovetor elease herself from the hug. "Everythin g is OK, isn'ti t?"

"Yes, everything's  OK," r eplied Sandra. 'l can't tell him now ho w | still  have
dreams about the two of them,' she thought s adly. 'How | feel as if the pain an d the
memory and the me mory of the pai n will never go away completely. I'll b e left with the
aftershock in my heart for the rest of my life, although it will get better T lesser i
quie ter. It's got to, or it'll jeopardise my quality of life. | w  ish | could talk to someone
about it. Really t alk, right down to the sordid nitty gritty and all the sad and silly things
that trip me up wh en | think about them."

"I'l te Il Gullive r and Madeleine," said Osborn, disengaging himsel f from the hug at
last. "Do you thi nk they'll be upset?"

"l expect so," replied Sandra, "although they won'tov ertly show it."
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"Oh Mum," sobbed Madel eine in Sandr a's arms. "Death is so awful I'lt' s so final and so
frightening."

"It's always a shock, | think, whe n someone dies," said Sa ndra, still somewhat
amaze d at Madeleine's overt show of emotion . She hadn't immediately cried when
Osborn had told her , but h ad sought Sand ra out on her own abouta  n hour aft erwards.

"Mum, there's something I've been meaning to te Il you,” said Madeleine
suddenly, a sif she'd just made a decision. "My p  eriod hasn't co me f or two months now."

"Oh Mad," said Sandra. Her min d began to race, wond ering what she should do or
say nex t. She made a huge effort to remain calm and not focus at all on the flavoured
condoms she'd found in Madel eine's room. " There isn 't anything els e you want to tell
me, is there ?"

"What ?" Madeleine lo oked su rprised. "No."

"OK, well it could be s omething o r nothing, darling. Look, let's get the funeral out
ofth eway 7 | mean, letsge titovera ndthenwe'dbe ttergoto see Dr Effin gham.”

"OK," s aid Madeleine, more calm ly. "I'm glad I' ve been able to tell y ou at last. |
feel a bit better now."

"That's wh at I'm here for," replied Sandra, as Madeleine sniffed loudly and went
to herroom.' Is itwhatI'm herefo r?' she beganto wonder dejecte dly. 'Am | here mainly
to be a stable in fluence on this family  ? Well, 1 don' twantto be just that. I've nev er even
been inside a stable as far as | know. | set out to do this degree for me, tofind out more
about myself, as  well as finding out more about other people and about h  umanity in
gener al, but I'm beginning to feel swampe d by other people, like | did ye ars ago. | don't
mean to be selfish, | really don't, but tha t little voice inside  me is beginni ng to scream
'What abo ut me ?' again. '

"W hat about me ?" asked Gulliver fromt he doorway.

"Pardon? Sorry, Gulliver,  did yo u say s omething? | wasn't really listen ing."

"Well, you'll all go to the funeral, but what about m e? I've just been talkin g to
Dad. | 'm anti -religion and s urely itll be a Il those religi ous nuts from Grandma an d
Grandad's chur ch? | don't thinklco uld sta nd it."

"Oh God, | hadn't thought abou t that,” s aid Sandra, surprised at how her heart
had plummet ed. She hadn't thoughti t could go any lower. "It's up to you, Gulliver , I'm
sure Uncle Bill would understand ."

"Great Uncle Bi II," corrected Gullive r, look ing gen uinely confused.

"Look, inthe end I thin k you should do what you feel is best, otherwise y ou might
resent it."

"Will Grandma Dullkettle mind me no t being there? I know he was Gr andad's

brother and not  hers, but she mu st be having a hard ti  me with Granda d in hospital and
everything. Wo uld she wa nt me to go?"

"Probably , but she has all her frie  nds from their church to support he r, as well as
us. Ify oureally dont wantto go, per haps you could ring her up and say you'r e sorry but
you truly can'tf aceit."

“I'm sorry, | don't do apolog ies," said Gulliver distantly. He looked at Sandra's
face. "I was only joking ," he muttered . "I'll go. | have this th ing called a conscience.
Besides, it might be a goo  d excuse for not  doing very well in exams. "

"Hello Lawrence," said Sandra. "Hello Kirst y. Hello K arla. It's a pity it takes a funeral for

us all to be together. Oh God , | didnt mean it like that. S orry S ybil, |1 didn 't mean to
blas phem e." Sandra decidedt o keep quietat all costs.

"I'm sure the  Lord un der stands," replied Sybil. "Thank you f or coming here to the
house, | thought it would be a goo d idea to gather togethe r before th e funeral. You
know, when two or three are gathered t oget her in my name .| mean the good Lord's
name, not min e. | need to go a nd powder my nose . |w onder wherellef tit?"

"I hope she means her powder," commented Lawrence , raising his still black,

bushy eyebrows with their few e xtralong, wiry escapees

"Karla and | have been tal king," said Kirsty slowl y when Sybil had left the room,
"about what we would wedoifDa d i you know."

"Died?" said Osborn.
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"Yes. What would we do with Mum? She seems so old suddenly."

"It' s not a que stion of doing anything with her," rep lied Osborn qui ckly, glancing
at Sandra . "She's quite ¢ apable of making up her own mind wha ttodo . Anyway, t here's
absolutely no need for her to go into a home yet, if that's what yo  u were thinking.  For
one thing Dad' s notdead yet! "

"l know, i t just crossed our minds that if Mum was left on  her own, you mig ht
have h er to live with you," said Kirsty brigh tly. "You know, a nice normal homely
atmosphere. She might get depressed living on her own."

"That's no t possible, " blurted out Sandra. "I mean, it's no t p ossible for her to
come and live wit hus, notthati t's notp ossible she might get depre  ssed. In fac t, if she
did come to live with us, I would get depressed. Probably suicidal. Be sides, there's no
room a nd we've al | got exams coming up. Who's to say it would be what she wanted,
anyway? And what makes yout hinkwe h ave a nice normal homely at mosphere?"

"Just a th ought,” said Kirsty, looking at Sandra wonderingly.

'A pathetic, drea dful, very convenient th  ought,’ tho ught Sandra angrily. 'l am not
going t o play the duti ful daughter -in-law just to appease anyb ody's con science. Besides,
Sybil mig ht just as w ell be on another planet to me. My house, my home, my entire life
wouldn't be mi ne any more. Who gives a nyone the r ight to think they can mentally
rearra nge people'sli ves and wellbeing?'

"Have we got time f or a quic k coffee?" asked Lawrence s uddenly. "I' Il make it ."
He seemed uncomfortable, thought Sandra , probably at what Kirsty ha d said .

"Il help you, " said Osbo .

"I'll join you," said Sandra. "No t to mention my self, because I'm slowly and surely

falling apart.”

Sandra sat in  church, staring a t Un cle Bill's coffin with a feeling of unrealness . 'lIs there
such a word as ‘'unrealness ', | wonder ?' she thought , as a fresh wave of unreal
sensations washed overh  er inaveryre alway."'|Ithinkl mean unreality. |don 'tfeel very
good at all . Bettertha n Uncle Bill's feeling , but who actually knows? It seems so difficult
simply being alive som etimes. Trust me to have an e xam on the day of the funeral. How

on Earth I'm going to co pe with Human Factors this afterno on, | really don't know. Now

if it could be an exam on Inhuman Factors , I'd be in with a chance ! God, h ow awful of
me to be laughing to myself at a funeral é'

Sand ra jol ted herself out of her reverie to try to concentrate ont he service, which
Sybil had as ked he r church fellowship to arrange. So f art here had o nly been two hymns,
which Sandra had tried hard but unsuccessfully to sing, pl us a reading during whic h
she'd los t concentration, or possibly conscious ness.

'‘Ah, th e talk is happening now, that shou Id be a bit more interesting,' she tho ught
dully. 'm d vying to know 1 oh dear, | didn't mean that T | mean, | really want to know
wh at they'll say about Uncle Bil I's life.'

Sandra nudged up to Osbo rn beside her, as a gesture of emotion al support
expr essed in th e physical fo rm. Osborn cover ed her han d with his , which was rath er
comforting. On the other side of Sandra, Madeleine was looking very uncomfortable.

Gulli ver, next to Madeleine, w  as simply t here in body, if in no other part of h ims elf.

‘That man leading the service is talking more about thei rreligion and their churc h

than about Uncle Bill,' noticed Sandra after the first few minutes of his talk. 'l know

Uncle Bill didn't come her e, but plen ty of ministers have to lead funeral s ervices for
people they do n't know and they dontend u p givinga sermon ab out their religi on. How
awful, we're here to say goodbye to Uncle Bill, not to be converted.' She listened intently
for the next fiv e minutes, vainly hoping to hear some recognition of Uncle Bill.

"Now, bro thers and sis ters, we'll ask a represen tative of each of the spec ial
groups of the church to come to the front and say a little piece," the leader of the se rvice

said solemnly.

I don't belie ve it, ' thought Sandra tiredly. She lo oked at Osborn. He looked
drained of al | emotion, shet hought wit h concern.

"I'm from the  Christian Undertaking to Teach Everyone campaign," a man with an
abundant supply of nasal h  air began. "I'm sure if W illiam had been a CUTE member é"
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'Oh dear,’ tho ught Sandra wit h discomfitur e. 'l hope | don't want to lau gh
inappr opriately at this self-important bunch of lunatics. No, | didn't really mean that.
They're all good at heart, acting out what they believei n.'

“I'm f rom Holy Evangelism in Latter -day Lyri cs," a sprightl y whit e-haire d lady
said a few minutes | ater from th e front of the church." Although we're singing traditional

hymns today, the members of HELL have been very active la  tely."

'Surely they rea lise what t hey're saying?' wondered Sandra in ama zement. 'Or
are they too eng rossed in t heir own religio sity to be a ble to thi nk outside the narrow
cognitive schemata which they inhabit? Oh God, that was rather hellishly psychologic al.
Oh dear, here's another sp eaker. Where's he from, for God's sake ?

"Although h e can't be with us today, William's brot her Basil has bee n a very
staunch an d upright member in VAGINA ;' a self-important overweight man in his

seventie s announced. "No ! My a pologies, | should have said Violence and Global Insanity
Never Aga iné At that po int, Sandra was for ced to close her ears as much as was
humanly poss ible, to avoid making an unseemly and embarrassing social spectacle of
herself .

‘It would be absolutely dreadful of me to laugh out loud at this funeral,’ she
thought, lookin g intently att he coffin in orde r to so ber her thoughts . 'This funeral has
been a farce, as far as I'm concerned. I'm dying for a pee, | wish | hadn't drunk that
coffee. | wonder what Osbhorn is thinking 1 and Gulliver 17 and Madeleine? Oh dear, the
time's dragging on, Il h ave to rush ho me and get ready for Human Factors in a nother
for ty -five minutes .’

Sandra sat staring at the exam paper, feeling tired and still somewhat unreal. She had

spent th e last hour forcing out what knowle dge she could in response to the quest ions
which st ared at her mockingly from  the exam paper. She knew she hadn't done her best.
Every time she closed her eyes , she could still see Uncle Bill's coffin where it had rested

not far away from her  in the aisle of the sm all church . She wished she could be at hom e
with Osborn . It was wher e she wantedto be and where s he hoped he wanted her  to be.
'Of course, he's not actually at home," she realised dully, looking at the other

students around her, all o f whom seem ed to be writing furiously. 'Why are t hey angry?'
she pondered for a moment, before resuming her train of t hought. 'Yes, Osborn w il still
be at his parents' house with Lawrence and Kirsty and everyone. | wonder what sort of

spread they managed to putont he table ? | hope they remembered to us e t hose biscu its
| gave them. How uncom fortable those a prés funeral g et-togethers can be. O f course,

there won't be any alcohol to deaden the pain, being a teetotal church. Well, at | east |
missed all that, thank God.'

"Mum,"” a small voice said into Sandr a's ear, as s he wearily unpacked her ba g on
returning h ome fromthe e xam.
"Hello Maddy , how are you?" asked Sandra , trying to smile

"Well, | tried to tell you this morning, but | cou ldn't get you a lone," began
Madeleine hesitantly .
"What is it?" asked Sandra fearfu Ily.

"My period ca me t his morning,” said M adeleine unco mfo rtably. "But not only that
T | was talking to Lucy and she said that her periods stopped once. When she went to
see her doctor, she wastold itwas probably becausei twas early days andthings hadn't
settled downy et."

"That's good," replie d Sandra. "I'm glad you're  OK, darling. | know you don't like
to talk much about these things, but you can honestly talk to me about anything.
Goodness, I' m exhausted. | need a st  iff drink, or a floppy lie -down, or so mething." S he
managed to smile weakl y at Madelein e.

‘It doe sn't explain the assorted flavoured condoms, though, ' she thought with a
sigh, 'but I'm simply too tired to think about it any more. | love you so much, Madeleine,
but I'm running on empty right n ow. | think I'm even too tired to go and cry with pitiful
abandon into some  Relieved Rose Mood Matching Toilet R oll !
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CHAPTER 16

"This is great," said Sandra to Os born, as they sat in the garden with mu gs of coffee in
the late morning su n, "al thou gh I'm experiencing déjavu. " Her exam resu Its had arriv ed
that mor ning and had bee n quite pleasing, with the exception of Human Factors . After
taking the exam, she had con sidered reporting extenuating circumsta nces to the

Psychology D epartment, but couldn 't make up her mind whether her uncle -in-law w as
extenua ting enough . In the end she 'd let it pass , fortunately (as she' d found out that
morning) doing the same thing hersel f.

"Mmm," said Osborn, sipping coffee. "I'm kind of sorry we ¢ ouldn't aff ord to go
away an ywhere special this s umm er, but it's nice to rela x in the ga rden. Hey, | kno w
what you mean about the déja vu."

"Are you feeling OK about your uncle now?" asked San dra, leaning across to
strok e his knee.

"Yes. Mind my coffee. I'm still worrie  d abo ut my father , though, | hope he has his
bypa ss operation soon."

"At least Kirsty ¢ an have your mot her to stay with her and Karla for a while in
Cambridgeshire," said Sandr  a, "which seems like poetic al justice after what she said at
Uncle Bill's funeral. | guess it's good of her, it certainly takes th e heat o ff you while
Lawren ce is on holiday." S he sipped her co ffee. "He has quite a few holidays," she
mused aloud. Itwasa  habit she had unsuccessfull v tried to break.

"He's got more mone y than we have,” sa id Osborn slowly . "There's only one of
him 7 thank heavens! | don'tm ean that. He's boundto have moreready cash."

"You could have been like hi  m," said Sandra softly. "I mean, justyou . Single and
able to spend all the money you earned on yourself."
"I could n't stand t he loneliness," replied Osborn ."lI'lik e having you to talk to, to

laugh with, to moan at when you tidy my things away é

"We ca n joke with each other more a nd say exactly what we me  an more than we
used to since 1 you know i can'twe! |l used to be so afra id of upsetting you and you
neve r seem ed to find anyt hing funny, anyway."

"Mmm. | wasn't jok ing, by the way."

"You weren't? Oh é Your mother's been quite goo d about bothering us , or rather
not bothering us, do you think? " said Sandra, changi ng th e subject a s quickly as
possible.

"Yes. Kirsty really had a ner ve suggesting that she ¢ omes to live her e, though.
I'm not sure whose ideai  t was, to be honest. Lawren ce told me it was Kirsty's idea and
vice versa , but | don't think Lawrence would hav e sug gested it? Anyway, i twas probably
one of those s tupid things sa id in the heat of the mo ment . | don't kn ow, though, 1 just
feel used by some people sometimes."

"Not b y me?" asked Sandra rather anxiously.

"No. Well, o nly in the nic est possible way."

"Oh? You mean é that'sa nice thought."

"Only athou ght?"

"Doyou want to make it moretha n athought?"

"Well, it's g uite relaxing sitting he  re," said Osborn lazily.

"Yes." Sandra finished her c¢ offee thoughtfully. 'That desire for r ampant
lovemaking w hich consumed us so much after Osborn's affa  ir seems t o have run its
cour se,' she thought  wit h interest, alth ough the word ‘'affair ' still caused her to wince
'Maybe we're more sure of each other now and don't need to confirm it physically as
much . Maybe s exual p assion always reverts to a particular ¢ ouple's no rm after the init ial
surge orurge 1 or a renewed surge o r urge in our case. Maybe | 'm too mu ch of an odd
shape thes e days. Maybe h e's going off me .

"Let's do it!" exclaimed Sandra, | umping up abrup tly.

"Mum, | can't believe you're 70," said S  andrato C aroline a few wee ks | ater, as they both

sat in the garden . "Are you having a nice birthday? A re you really sure you didn't want
to do something ab it more special today?"
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"Yes, | am," replied Carolin e, sipp ing a glass o f sherry. "Thank you for a sking me
here for the day. Anyw ay, I'm looking forw ard to going to  Tuscany with Dad, that's my
real bir thday present.”

"Oh i OK."

"How are things with you?

"I've been feeling a bit overwhelme d with Osborn's family recently ," confided
Sandra, "althoug h | felt mor e orle ss duty bound to ask  Sybil and Basil to join us later for
an hour or so. I'm amazed at how quickly Ba sil's re covered from his  bypass. No, it's just
that the four of us don't seem to have s pent much t ime with you as a family since |
start ed universit y."

"I expect the family o f four unit is w aning anyway," said Caroline , sniffi ng. "I'm
surprised Gulliver's here to  day, actually, in stead of doing his own thi  ng. What a s trange
modern idiom.  Gulliver and M adeleine will both be leaving home bef ore you know it."

"Oh, I will know it, " joked Sandra , "but Madeleine's only just 14. She's growing
up so quickly though , it see ms true that girl s grow up more quickly than boys. In o ne
way | can't wait for them both t o be independent, but I'll miss them s 0 much. Lots of
oth er sons and daughter s Gulliver's age have already left home. If he's sti Il here, there
must be something we'r e doing all right . Or all wrong, depending how you look atit! As
for him being here today 1 they' ve b oth got a soft spot  for you, Ithin k."

"I've got a soft sp ot for them both | too," said Caroline  quietl y. "l do miss seeing
you regularly, like we used to , but I'm a |l right. I've got my friends, | keep active . I've
no intentio n of poppin g offy et, like poor old Bill, if that 's what you're wor ried about.”

"No. Well, I don'twant  you to die, naturally," replied San dra. "Actually, |  do want
you to die natura Ily, but no t for a long while yet! By the way, I' ve applied to do  The
Psychology of Ageing as a course option next semeste r, it sh ould be interesting.”

“Let me know what you fi nd out," said Caroline, smiling brie fly . "Sandra, since
we're alone at the mome  nt, there's something you ought to know. Your Aun tie Lily rang
me afewd aysagoand told m e that Sindy's getting married again."

"Marri ed? Well, good luck to h  im, whoever hei s," said Sandra abruptly . 'The poor
sod, he'll need it she was thinking. 'Wel I, at least she's not fanny free any more,
althou gh that probably wouldn'  t stop her. It did n't stop Osborn, although he ha sn'tgot a
fanny. Oh God é"

“I'm sorr y | had to menti on it," said Caroline rather defensi vely. " I'm in a very
difficult position, you know, it'" s so hard for me knowing about it when Lily doesn't."

"I'm so rry," repli ed Sandra, not knowing exactly why she 'd said th at. "l had no
idea how much i twould hurt. People who make jokes about affairs an d who laugh about
them as if it's clever to d eceive so meone who trusts them at a very deep | evel don't
know what's i nvolved.” As she sai d this, Sandra remembered wit h almosta sensation of
shock that her mother and fathe r had separated for a few years in 1 972, after her father

had discovered that her mother had been having an affair.

"Thin gs are all right between you and Os born, aren't they?" Caroline was askin g
with more th an a trace of anxiety .

"Yes, they're OK, " replied Sandra , not wanting to dwe Il on past pain, particularly
on her mother's 70 " birthday . "Ah, here are Dad and Osborn. W hat have they been up
to?"

"I've j ust be en show ing Leonard how our video works," said Osborn to Sandra
and Caro line. "He should be able to program his own machine now."

"Hi," said Gulliver, having appeared in th e garden with a can of lager . It was
unfortunatel y one ofthe Student Hap py Crappy variety . "I've just been showing Dad an d
Granda d howt o program the video prop  erly."

"How int eresting," murmured Sandra, looking quizzically at Osborn.

"Leonard and | are  just going to pop out to the video shop," said Os  born quickly.
"It should n'ttake tw o minut es."

“Itll take at least 60 m inutes if Leona rd's involved," remarked Caroline, still
sipping her sherry.

"No, y ou can't go! " shrieked Madeleine, streaking suddenly ac ross the la wn. It
was an extremely hot day. "Gran dma and Grandad Dullkett le have just arrived and my
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mango and aubergine mousse is lookin g a bit funny. You'll haveto  eatit right now!" She
streaked back across the lawn

"What were you going to get at the video shop?" ask ed Sandra curiously.

"Oh, a surprise, " answered Leonard curio usly. "S ome thing special your mother
and | coul d wat ch tonight. Decent Exposure , | think it's called."

"Really?" asked Caroline curiously. "Not one of those dirty videos, | hope. You
know how |  feel about them. I'm sick of sex and violence."

"You don'th aveto p ut up with it, Grandma," said Gulliver.

"Gulliver!" exc laimed Sandra. "Anyway, you watch all th ose terrible films like Pulp
Fornica tion and The Aggressive Nymphomaniac  ."

"I know, | kno w," replied Gulliver. "Give me good cl ean filth any day. God , have
we really got to eat that stuff Madeleine' s bri nging out?"

"Hello, hello!" Basil's  voice could be heard boomingintot he garden ahead of him.
"Happy b irthday, Caroline! The old lady's on h erway. Come on, old girl. "

"Hello Sy bil," said Caroline, as Sybil ap peared somewhat breathlessly in the
garden. "Come and si tn extto me, dear. How are you? Basil s eems fine."

"He is, he's been weari ng me out, but I'm bearing up," replied Syb il, bearing
down haphazardly on the garden chair. "These things are so fl imsy now adays. It was

nice having Lawrence arou nd, | missed him whe n he went on holiday.
"You still ha ve Osborn around," said Caroline kin dly.
"Yes. Lawrence was such a tower of st rength, tho ugh, he kept my spirits up no

end. "

"Would you like a cup of  tea?" as ked Sandra quickly.

"Oh, yes please. W hat a bout you, Ba sil?" Sybil looked enqui ringly at where  Basil
had rolled up his trouser leg. "Mind you don't get sunstroke," she said w orriedly.

"Oh no, they're comparing scars!" excl aimed Sandra, as Leonard also ro lled up
his trouser leg.

"It's ready!" shouted Madelein e from the patio door.” Come and getstu ckin!"

“Literally, probably," mutt ered Gulliver, wandering off in the directi on of the p atio
door.

"Madeleine seems a bit on edge today," observed Ca  roline q uietly to Sandra.

"Yes, she's been a b it tense lately,” replied Sandra. "I don' t think she's ve ry
happy about going back to school next month."

"Oh, she shouldn't worry, she comes from a clever family," said Sybil, looking
towards the mousse. "You , Gulli ver, Caroline, Leonard, Basil é"

"Osbor n," prompted San dra.

"Didn't | mention ~ Osborn?" asked S ybil, looking at him.

"No, you didn 't," replied Sandra a little forcefully. "He 's doing v ery well with his
thesis."

"What was that for again?" asked S  ybil.

"He's applied to be a chartered engineer,
almo st against herw ll.

reminded Sandr a, her anger rising

"Oh yes. Did | tell you Kirsty 's going to do Open University?" asked Sybil , failing
to pick up on Sandra's risen anger. "l Il have some mousse,” s he said, looking
interestedly towards where Made lein e was dishin g ou t her creation.

"I won't," said Gul liver, having wandered back from the direction of the patio door
with another ca n of Stude nt Happy Crappy Lager in his hand.

"I 'm not sure | will, eith er," said Sandra. "l think I've got middle -age spread."

"Is tha t ma rgarine or butter?" asked Sybil. "Th ey have so many new things out
now. When Lawrence took me to Safebury's while he was stayi ngé"

"I've spent all this time maki ng a mousse and you're n ot e ven goi ng to try it? "

asked Madeleine, lookin g at Gullivera nd Sandrawitha hurt expression.

"Care ful with that knife, Maddy," said Sa ndra. "Yes, I'd love a bit, please. "

"OK, I g ivein,” said Gulliver. "I'll have a bit as we "

“I'm glad Lawrence has gone o n holiday," said Basil, dealing sticki ly with his
mou sse. "He deserved a brea k after looking after Sybil and organising Bill's fu neral.
Everyone needs to step back sometimes a nd take a good look at God's wonderful Earth.
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Sybil and | must make th e most of o ur lives now . I'm g lad | never went in to the
ministry . I' m going to book a fe w holidays forn extyear, it doesyougoodto getaway."
"I'm sure it does," said Sandra, "but Os born and | have responsibilities here."

"Yes, well anyway, we' re goingto the Sc illy Isles first."

'‘Best place foryou ,'thou ght Sandrate stily. 'Osb orn helped with  the damn funeral
too, not to mention all the trips in the car because Lawrence doesn't dr ive. | know you
gave Kirsty money forp  etrol, butyou nevergav e usany. '

"Er 1 Madeleine, " said Gulliver, poki ng aroun din hi s dish of mou sse.

"What ?"

"Ask a silly question é"

"Why don't worms have elbows?" snapped Madeleine.

"Ha! No , | w as wondering why this piece of nail clipping was in my mousse."

"What! | didn ‘'tintend youto find that," said Made leine, looking flustered.

"You were planning thatlsh ould be rushed to hospital?" asked G ulliver.

"Yes, | was planning to choke you to death," retorte d Madeleine.

"Oh, Madeleine de ar," Sybil s uddenly wail ed."Don't saythat word. Poor Bill!"

"Oh Grandm a," said Gulliv er. "ltwasonlyajo ke."

'Oh God,' tho ught Sandra tiredly . 'This is turning into a daymare and it's Mum's
birthday.'

"Come on Sybil," said Leonard encouragingly from his gar den chair. "H ave some
more mousse. It'squ iteé"

"Quite a disaster," said Madelei ne, fro wnin g.

"No, it's great, actually," said Gulliver. "Is there any more?"

"You're just being kind, " said Madeleine uncertainly. "l t's the lager speaking.”

"No, itwas d efinitely me," replied G ulliver, ex amining his lager can.

"That's a love ly plant you've got there, C aroline," s aid Sybil, havin g calmed down
in the interim, whenev  er that was.

"Yes, it's a Maximus Floribundus Extrem is," said Caroline. "Gulliver gave it t 0 me
for my birthday. I' =~ m not wonde rfully good with plants, but | shall | ook afte r this one.
How woul d you look after it, Sybil? "

"Well, | treat all my houseplants once a week with  Mummy Bio ," replied Sybil.
"Only a few of them die. Oh, poor Billl" Her fa ce began to crumple alar  mingly.

"Let's ha ve the birthday cake now!" said Sandra, jumpin g up, alarmed . "Is that
OK, Mum?" She lo oked across at Caroline with an apol ogetic expression.

"That's fine, Sandra," said Carol ine, smiling.

"Great!" said Sandra, al most running into the ho use. She came to a sudden halt
at the patio door, as a terrible thought struc k her. "Oh my God,” she shr ieked
disbelievingly , "w e haven't got a birthday cake!"

'It was good of Mum to say she e njoyed her birthday," mused Sandra as s he lay in bed
that night , 'because it seem ed like aright old shamblesto me, not to mention alefto ne,
which | jus t have. Oh well, we did our best. Maddy's mousse was good, I'm impressed
Sybil was really annoying, thoug h, by eulogising about Lawrence so muc h.' She picked a
small s pot on her toe.

'I hope Madeleine's OK when she goes back to sc hool. Apa rt from wanting  her to
be OK fo r her own sake, I'm not sure | could cope with another great emotional
upheaval . Actu ally, | wonder if anyone  can ever cope with  a great emotional uphea  val? |
supp ose some people get high on that sort of thing, but all it doe s is bring me down, |
have enough emo tion of my own to contend with, than k you very much. That's
interesting, | wond erwho you is?' She picked a small spot on her kn ee.

'I wonder how Gulli ver will cope with his second year of uni? | ho pe he gets
anothe r g irlfriend soon 71 | think. Of course, he'll be on placement for his third year, I'm
glad | didn't have to do that. | hope he'll enjoy the experience of the working
environment. | should thin k he wou Id, he's never really been a lazy perso n.' S he picked
a small spot on her elbow.

'I wonder how I'll get on back at uni f or my final year? God , where 's the time
gone? Il mustt hink about my third -year project . I've hardly thought about my degree at
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all this summer . | won der how the gan g are gett ing on? | wond er if they've th ought

about their third -year project s? | suppose | really ought to plan my project proposa l, or
at leastt hink of a subject area . | must say, | really g et a buzz f rom the scientifi c genre .
Just think, this time next vyear, | sh ould have a BS c (Hon s). A real live Bachelor of

Science degree 1 wow! | love being a scientific sort of person and worki ng within all

th ose groovy scientific ~ parameters of null hypot  heses and all t hat stuff. It 's inte resting
how science has bec ome such an integral par t of my persona. Interesting 1 | think I
could write a wild and free little poem about the cons traints of scientific dogma.’ She

scratched a small spot on he  rback. 'Ou ch! Sod it, I've made it bleed S
CHAPTER 17

Sandra stood at the kitchen sink, washing di shes and intermittently  gazing out of the
window.

"I don't want to go to school," said Madeleine quietly as she came into the
kitchen. "l  feel sick."

"Did you eat mu ch breakfas t?" asked Sandraw orried! y.

"A bit," replied Madelei ne. "l feel scared and h orrible and | ne ver know what my
so-called friends a re going to be like with me."

"Oh dear, poor Mad," si ghed Sandra, givi ng her daughter a hug . "Sorry, I've

made you a bitweto nyourback, Il  wipeit off."
"Dol havetogoto school?"as ked Madeleine plaint ively.
"Yes you do, darling," replied Sandra , feeling uncomfortable that  she was being

harsh. "If you don't go and face what you're afraid of, it'll only get wo  rse. Beside s, I'm
pretty sure thato nce you'reth ere, you'llfee Ibetter. H onestly. "

"I wantt o believe you," said Madeleine resignedly, as she picked up her  bag.
"Hello Nerissa, " said Sandra two weeks later, as she wa ited outside the lecture hall for
Third -Year Induction Day to beg  in. "Ha ve you thought about your project?"

"Yes, | have," replied Nerissa. "lI've even got my project pr oposal ready. I've just
got to find out who my project supervisor is and then I'm off."

"Wow, you've done well T I'mimpressed !" said Sandra.

"It gave me som ething to do to take my m ind off the si tuatio n at home," sa id
Nerissa, grimacing a little.

"How are you?" asked Sandra. "I meant to ring you, but the summer seemed to
fly by. "

"That's OK," replied Nerissa. "I meant to ring you too. Oh, here come J ill and
Jenny."

"Hello ," s aid Sandra as they  approached. "Have you thought about your project
yet? "

"Yes, I've even got my proposal ready," said Jill. "I've just got to find out wh 0 my
proj ect supervisor istoday  and thenit 's go, go, go!"

"Me too," sai d Jenny . "It'sgoingto be non-stop once the s emester starts pr operly
next week, so | thought I'd b etter make some headway. Ah, here's Juliet."

"Hello J uliet," said Sandra rather ag itat edly. "Have you thought about your
proje ct yet?"

"Yes, I've even got my prop osal ready," rep lied Juliet. Sandra's h eart plummeted
on th e spot. 'Oh God,' she thought des pondently, 'how could | have been so complacent?

The s emester hasn't even started p roperly y et and I'm already feeli  ng all behi nd.'

"I've lost all feelingi  n my be hind," complaine d Nerissa one and a hal f hours later
in the lecture hall. "These seatsares o hard."

"My bum's gone numb, too," said Jill. "When can we go for coffee?"

"When we've fo und out who our project supervisors are," replied Juliet. "Ah, th e
list isgoingu pont he overhead projectorn ow."

"Oh my God, " exclaimed Sandra, "I've got Simon Coe.

"He's OK," said Nerissa. "I've got Marcus Lowe. "

"Oh, he's nice," said Sand rawarmly . He's my personal tutor , you'll li ke him."
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"Good," said Nerissa ."I'm goingtog oand seeif he'sinhis room .See you!"

"See yo u!" called Sand ra to Nerissa's disappearing figure. 'She's lost a lot of
weight over the summer,' thou ght S andra wit h concern. 'l w ish | was g oing to go and
have a chat with Marcus ,' she tho ught suddenly. 'In a rather s trange and uncer tain
place, he almost seems like a r ather strange and uncertain friend. Actually, we've be en
allotted time today to see our personal tuto rs. Il goin a half hour or so, after Nerissa's
finished with  him , if he 's th ere. I'm not going to se e Simon, | haven 't got enough of an
idea about my pr ojectyet. Il have to think about it over the weekend and go to see him
next week.'

Jenny, J ill a nd Juliet seemed to be w andering aw ay together from the lecture hall,
S0 Sandra hu ng bac k, n ot wanting to intrud e. 'They' re very much a three some,' she
thought in a sad, detached way . 'l feel a bit de trop when I'm wit h them sometimes,
although that's  prob ably in my head. So, wha tshall | d o for half an hour? | wish Phil
could be here." A mom ent of mourning for the passing o f Sandr a's brief fri endship with

Phil moved through her being. 'God, you never know when you're g oing to have a
moving experience, 'she mused briefly, movingt owards the lecture hall door. 'Oh well, |
think 1 'll move toward s th e library and think about wha t | mig ht do for thi s glorious

sodding thir d-year project.'

An hour later, she  found herself sitting in front of M arcus L owe. It would have
been co unter productive after allto sit behind him.

"I've decided to  explor e the con cept of introve rsion-extravers ion and s ubjective

wellbeing across the lifespan,” she began to explain with what she hoped was an
intelligent air.

"Right,"” said Marcu s, fingering his chin. "Who's your projec  t superviso r?"

"Simon Coe."

"Right. Wh at sort o fdesign hadyo uth oughttous e?"

“I'm not sure."

"Right. What sort of subjects I sorry, participants?"

"Human. Sorry . | only really decided w hat | wanted to do du  ring the las t hou r."

Sandra began to feel  rather sli ghtly stupid and rathe  r great ly unprep ared.

"Left," said Marcus for a change , tossing h is bl ond fringe from his eyes. "Well,
don't fall behind with your project. | don't mind tossing ideas around with yo u when
you'r e a b it clearer about yourai m."

"Gosh, | didn't think of you as being a toss er," said Sandr a distractedly,
inexplic ably arouse d for a nanosecond by the thought of toss ing ideas around with
Marcus 71 intellectually aroused, she realised with in terest. "Oh no! | didn't mean to call
you that! My a imis actuallytoget agood mark. Sor ry, am | being abit flippant? "

"No, | 'm probably a bit preoccupied with work."

"Sorry. S hall | go?"

"No, not yet. You keep apologising when t here's no need."

"Sorry T no, | mean I'mnotsorry .Ohhell"

"Speaking of hell, how's everyt  hing el seinyou rlife?"

"Oh, not too hellish , actuall y. My daugh ter's not too happy with school and some
mornings are a bit of a trial, but my son seems OK. He 's in his second year  here."

"How's y our partner?"

"Osborn's kind of OK. His father had a hea rt bypa ss operat ion and his unc le died
during the summe r, buthe s eems to be coping with everything quite w ell. Marcus, we're
always talking about my stuff. What about your stuff?"

"What do you want to know about my stuff? " The perso nal tutorish eyebrow s
raised alittle in a personal tutor ish way, no ticed San dra.

"I do n't k now. 1 just feel the personal disclo sure's a bit one -sided, but | suppose
as an academic h ere, you have to main  tain a sense of apartness? "

“I'm not sur e if the ac ademic bit has anythin g to do with it,
fingering hi s chin ag ain.

"Well , you 're a personal tutor and in a ny one year you have 14 or 15 personal
tutees i is thatreally aword? You mustge t tired of usall."

"I see more 0 fsome than others. Shall | rephrase tha t? | se e some of you mor e

r eplied Marcu s,
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often than others. B esides, everyone's different. | see it all as a learni ng experience for
myself, as well as for my tutees T interacting with different pe ople and d ifferent ideas."

"I wis h | did," s aid Sandra . "Interacting with people seems to wear me out
sometimes. I'm ti  red. | must go, I' d forgotten how exhausting it is bei ng in this place.
The university, | mean, not your roo m. Anyway, | know you're bus y. Thank y ou for
giving me your ti  me."

"That 's OK. Don't forget, the door 's open .

"Isit? Ohsorry, |couldnthaves hutitproperly wh en Icamein."

"So, Sondra," said S imon Coe, opening a folder on his desk. "Have you a pr oposal for
your project?"

"It's Sandr a. Well, I've written th is," said S andra, handing him the notes she had
made so far.

"Thank you," said Simon, taking the piece of paper and screwing up his eyes
slightly. "I'm glad you've done this on a computer, | us ed to have dreadful trouble
readi ng so me students' handwriting in the pas t."

"Yes, | don't think peop le take enough trouble t o write neatly these d ays," said
Sandra, noticing Simon's handwriting on the folder. It was barely decipherable. He was
frowning s lightly as he read her notes , she noti ced with a sinking heart

"OK, Son dra. You have the bare bones of a re asonable project here, but you need
to think much more de eply about your design, your hypothe sis, your participants, your
drop out rate, your questi onnaires and your statistica | analysis, for starters. Shall we
make an ap pointment for the same time n ext wee k, by which time you can give me a
much more well -defined and in -depth proposal?"

"Right,” r eplied Sandra, noticing that her heart T or wasither mind 7 was doing
strange pl ummet ingt hings again.

"Sorry to rush you aw ay a bit, but | have to take my goat to see a vet,” s aid
Simon conversation ally, putting the  folder with Sandra's name on away.

"Your goat?" asked Sandra, in an effort to be polite, or possibly conversational,

she w asn't quite sure which.
"Yes, Zy. He's been off his food for over a week no w, I'm quite worr ied."
"Oh dear. | hop e he recovers soon ."

"Thank you. Well Sondra, see you next week."
Sandra sat in the university library gaz ing depressedly at a journal arti cle. It was
Monday m orning an d she felt as if she' d spent the entire  weekend worrying about t he
third -year project. A tear dripped on to the open journal almost without her noticing.
'What's that?' she thought dully. 'Is th e roof leaking? Oh no, it's me le aking ." She

reached into her bag for som e Addled Amber Mood Matching Toilet Roll, wondering w hat
on Earth was wrong  with her.

'‘What on Earth is wrong with me?' she wond ered. 'l can cope with this wretched
project, | know | can. I'm a bit scared of Si mon, but a nyone who calls his goat Zy can't
be completely terrifying, so t here's no real problem ¢ oping wit h him as my p roject
supervisor.

'I'm not looking forward to Develo pmental Psycholinguistics this afternoon, but
it's onl y three hours of sheer hell a week, so | can cope with that. | actually g uite like
Social Psychology o fthe L ifespan on Thursd ays, so | can cope wit h that, too. | kno w that
the first year of this degree was incredibly difficult with the trauma of Osborn's affair. |
still hate that wo  rd. | think | coped withita Il quite we I, the worst of it is definitely over .
| don't have that feeling any more of needing to go a round d oing new things in old
places to override the old memories, almost like an animal | eaving a scent.

'l know thatlas t year| became totally disillus ioned with feeling like a lump of raw
sausage meat bei ng forced to go thr ough the sausag e mac hine system of the Psychology
Department . Having to churn out all that course work and doing all the exams, until I
came out the oth er end like a p erfectly formed second -year s ausage (wel |, with a few
littl e bumps , splits an d wrinkles) was life -sapping , but | coped witht hat. Now | only have
nine more months of the degree left until I can finally relax. | can't give up now, I'll just
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have to cope womanfully with it all. " Ano ther tear dropped on to the still open jo urnal.
'Oh God," Sandra wailed in her m ind, gro ping for som e more Addled Amber Mood
Mat ching Toilet Roll . 'l can't cope!’

"How were your parents today?" Sandra asked Osborn, as they sat sharing a Double
Individual -Sized Microwave Mushroom Melt in front o f the television that evening. "I'm
sorry I didn'tco mew ith you,| really had to get onwithm vy project.”

"They were OK," replied Osborn. "They were talking mostly about a re cent
VAGI NA meeting."

"Is your Dad OK abo ut hi s brother's death?"

"He didn't me ntion him, actually. They were all ful | of themselves as usual. Mum
showed me a pineapple righ t-way -up c ake she'd made."

"That's nice. Did she give you a slice 2"

"No, itw as for he r revered VAGINA."

"Oh, never mi nd," said Sandra, feeling sor ry for Osb orn. 'l bet Sybil would have
given Law rence or Kirsty a bit,’ she was thinking pettily. "Osbor n, I'm sorry about my
cooking , or rather lack of it. I'm finding it quite hard to cope at the moment, although
I'm not sure  why. | could hardly get the mic rowave packet instructions right  ."

"Yes, you did se emt ofindit hardertha nusual,”remark ed Osborn.

"Disgusting," said Gulli  ver, as he came into the sitting room with a pu zzled | ook
on his face. Itwould  have been difficult to have a puz zled look anywh ere els e.

"Shut up,” said Sandra.

"OK," replied Gulliver, "b utD ad, | wanted your advice."

"You did?" asked Osb orn, looking at Gulliver with a startled expression. " It's not
the M ini again, is it?"

"No, although t here is a str ange clunki ng noise someti mes. No ,Ineedtorin gup
about the C D ROM | ordered that sho uld have arrived last week, but it hasn't yet. I've
got two telephone numbers here, one for sales and one for after -sales. W hich one do
you thin k | should ring?"

"Work out the av erage of the tw 0 numbe rs and dial tha t," said Madelei ne from

the corner of th e room, where sh e'd been partly doing some homework while part -
watching The Annual TV Drama Award for the Most Realist ic Vomiting Scene , while part -
painting her fingernails, while  part -readi ng a Today' s Babe magazine.

"Don't be stupid,”  said Gulliver ex asperatedly.

"Sorry, I' m doing maths ho mework about statistics," explained Madeleine.

"Not you as well," said Sandra and Gullive r, sighing.

"Yes," replied Madel eine, sighing.

"God, | hate stat istics, " said Sandra, sighing.

"Sodol,"s aid Madeleine an d Gu lliver, sighing.

"Try the sales num ber and if that's no good, you'll have to try the a fter -sales
number ," suggested O sborn.

"OK, thanks Dad. " said Gulliver,amaz ingly politely, on his way to the do or.

"How's school, Maddy?" asked Sandr a. "l haven'thad much time to talk withy ou
lately. I've  got this third -year project that'sb  ugging me, amongst other things."

"That's OK," replie d Madeleine. "School's not too ba d at the moment. | like the
work, ap art from science and statistics and Luc y's being nice to me. Don't forget, I'm
going to the youth  club with Guy tonight."

“I'mglad he's a friend," said Osborn. "l never had many friends ."

"Sorry, | forgot to say," sai d Gul liver, poking his head a round t he door. "I'm
going out later to the First-Year Funk Nigh t at Sleazy Suzy's ."

"Are you sure it's  'Funk'?" asked Sandra suspiciously. "You're a second -year,
though! Oh well,t rynotto be too late back, I'm not sleeping very well lately."

"Are you OK?" Osborn asked Sandra, as she finished her share of the Doubl e
In dividual -Sized Micro wave Mushroom Me |t.

"l think so ," replied Sandra quietly. "It's probably just a phase , or something
Could you possibly hold me tightly for a moment ,tho ugh? I'm feeling rath er fragile."
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Later that night , Sandra lay awake waiti ng for Gull iver to come in, while wondering if
intr oversion could be conceptually the same as  non -extraversio n. She began to drift into
an uneasy sleep, bu t was jolted awake by the sound of Gulli ver try ing to shut his
bedroom door quietly an d the sudde n and rather distur bing though t: 'Who the hell is
Sleazy Suzy , anyw ay?'

CHAPTER 18

'I't's getting worse,"  thought Sandra t iredly, as she sat a month later in a Developmental
Psycholinguistic s lectur e, only hearin g the odd word or two that the | ecture r was saying.
'Some of t he words he uses are really odd, but it's not th ati itsme. | feel sounreal. |
don't know what's wron g with me. Simon has approved my pro ject proposal at last and
I've g ot the g uestion naires organised. The course work this s emeste r is almost bearable ,
with no ho rrendous subjects like Anthropometri cs, Perception and Behaviourism , or a
hal f-module on the Internet.

'Life at home is OK, alth ough we're all busy and | still get to do m ost of the
ironing, the cleaning and washing the dishes. It's true the ot  hers help w ith the cooking,
my ploy of burning everything really seems to have worked. A  ctually, it wasn 't a ploy.
No, its m e, | don't feel normal anymore . Did | ever feel no rmal, th ough? Maybe normal
isn't the right wor d?' A wave of dizziness flash ed frighten ingly inside Sandra's head, as
her h eart began to bea tve ry fast and she foun d herself suffus ed with unnatural heat.

'‘Oh God, how awful," she thought in an uprising surg e of pan ic, rol ling her sleeves
up past her elbows in an effort to cool herself. 'W hat if | fainted? Everyone would loo kat
me and I' d feel a right idiot . No, | 'd feel a comple te idiot. | wish | could escape from
here, but everyone would look at me then an d wonder what w as wrong with me  and
they're all sittin g th ere looking so sodding no rmal. '

She sat through the rest of the lecture in a cold sweat, while still feeling
unnatura lly hot, trying to breathe slowly an d calmly. It felt like a battle to stay both
conscio us and sane and she eventually left the lectur e room with shakin g legs, fee ling
completely exhausted.

' know I'm slightly m ad, but Iwantittobein  anindividual, c reative sort of way,'

she thought as  she walked shakily to the library, where sh e planne d to hi de in one of the
study cubic les. 'God, this daylight is b right, it's dazzling me. This is different madn ess,
though , the feeling of it and the th  reat of it becom ing stronger is very frightening. Th ank
goodness Osborn's going to give me a lif t homet oday.'

"You look tired," remarked Osbor n late r, as Sandra flopp ed grateful ly into the car.

"I feel awful," sh e replied, try ing hard nottocry. "l hav  en'tfelt right since | came
back to university this semester. | think I'll have to see Dr Effin gham."

"Poor S OD," said Osborn, putting hi s han d on h er thigh for a mom ent. "Do yo u
mind me calling you that? It's a t erm of endearm ent. Your very own special  term of
endearme nt, from me to you."

"I don't mind, " replied Sandra. "l just want to feel norma | again, to be myself and
to wake up in the  morn ing wi thout feeling a we ight of dre ad come crashing down on top
of me . I want not to feel th e outside world reac hing right insid e me and squeezing its
insistent fin gers around this fragile little egg shell th at'smy heart."

"I'l cook you something you li ke for tea,” said Osborn  encouragin gly, secretly
worried at her air of  depression.

"Good," sighed Sandra, putti ng her hand on h is thigh, "although | couldn't eat a
thing. Actually, how about making an omelet te like you used to when we were first
marr ied? We hav en't had one for ages, | quit e fancy one. Notas many eggs, thoug h."

"What can | do for you , Sandra?" ask ed Dr Effingham politely, looking at the computer
screen on his desk.

'It's really a monitor, o f course,' thou ght Sandra nervously, wonder ing h ow to
explain her vague and patheti ¢ symptoms as she perceived them. 'H ow can |l say | feel
as though I'm falling apart, without  him thinking I'm a neurotic middle -aged woman?'

"What brings you here?" prompte d Dr Eff ingham again hopefully.
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"I don't kK now h ow to tell you | feel as though I'm falling apart, without you
thinking I'm aneuroti ¢ middle -aged woman," said S andra in despera tion.

"What's making you feel as th ough you're falling apart?" asked Dr Effing ham,
kin dly enough.

"I've been feeling hot and d izzy and unreal lately. That is, I' ve felt like this once
or twice int he past, but now it's become much worse,” be gan Sandra in a confidently
hesitant tone. "I'm in t he third year of a degree and I'm findin g everyt hing i nexplicably
difficult.”

"What su bject ?"

"Psychology."

"I se e. Are your periods regular?"

"What? Yes . Well, regular enough, although I'm fed up wit h the bloody thi ngs.
Actually, they haven't been all that regular lately é"

"Hmm. Idon'tno rmally a skt his question, but what do you ima gine is wrong with

you?"

"Wh at?" Sandra looked at Dr Effingham, startled. " Well, | thin k | could be
suffering either ~ from a virus, o  r anxiety, or menopausal symptoms."

"Hmm. You think the anxiety is getting ou t of han d, with the dizziness being part
of t he an xiet y?"

"Yes, | suppose s0,"repli ed Sandra. "But if that's the case, why did you ask a bout
my periods?"

"Oh, | always ask que stions about periods,” replied Dr Ef fingham. "It makes the
men sit up and take  notice. " He smiled. "That was a joke. Well n ow, y our oestrogen level

migh t be low an d I'd like to check how your thyroid 's working a s wel |, so I'll need to take
some blood."

"Allright ," agreed Sandra resignedly.

"Also," continued Dr Effingham, "do you think yo u wo uld benefit from talking to
someo ne ab out the anxiety? | could refer you to a cognitive behavioural therapist . lan

Probe is a nice guy, you'd probably getalongwith him very well , with your knowledge o f
psychology and behaviourism."

"Yes, I'd like to talk to someone about it," replied S andra , ho pe suddenly
beginnin g to lighte n up her interest.

"There's a bit o fa waiting list, but you should have an initial appointm ent with
him in a few weeks."

"Than k you," said Sandra, smiling at last. "Tha nk you f or t reating me like a real
person and not a ne urotic middle -aged w oman, itme ansa greatdeal ."

"That's OK. Righ t, let's see tot he blood letting."

"Of course I'll let you take some," said Sandra dist ractedly, wondering if lan
Probe would have a beard an d wear glasses. Somehow it seemed fitt ing for a cognitive
beha vioural the rapist to have a beard and to wear g las ses.

"Sorry? " Dr Effingham looked puz zled. "Ah, ajok el"
Sandra looked at him non -plusse d for a moment, before she realised what he

me ant. Unu sually for her, she had been comp  letel y minus her sense of hum our all day .
"Bye," she said a short while lat er as she opened the door on her way out, feeling

as thou gh an insidiously heavy load had beg un to uncouple itself from her body and soul.

"I must start on my essay this afternoon ," sa id Sandr a, as she stood in the kitc hen one
Saturday morning in late Nov emb er, stirring  vigor ously. "God, Novembe ris such a dead
month and | hate kitchens and I've made a hash of this cake é"

"Hash cake? Wow, y ou're really in to this student thing, a  ren't you," sai d Gulliver,
looking at hi s mother strangely appreciatively . He didn't often look at her appreciativ ely
atall . "I m ust say, | look at you with differen t eyes these days."

"You need to see an optician t hen," sa id Sand ra distractedly.

"I don't see the poin t if my eye sight is pe rfectly all right, or even binocular ly
stable ," said Gulliver. "A Iso, | don't have muchti me as a second -year undergraduate."

"What about your third year?" asked Sandra, as she st opped st irring the cake

mix. "Hav e you found a placeme ntyet?"
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"Yes, | forgot to say," replied Gullive r, poking his finger in the mi x. "I've gota n
interview at  Fischer & Chipmann , alocal electroni ¢ firm."

"Well, that's good," replied Sandra. "Take y our finger out."

"Are you tellin g me to pull my fingero ut, M other?"

"Yes, lam. "

"l can't taste any hash. Yes, I think I'm  finally s eeing my futur e."

"I'd like t o see into the future,” said Madelei ne, entering the kitchen. "Gosh Mum,

is that a cake?"

"I't will b e, with any luck,” rep lied Sandra. "I'm not su re I' d like to s ee into the
future. What are you doi  ng today, Mad, yo ulo ok as if you're off out somewhere?"

"No, she's just off," said Gulliver

"Shut up. I'm  going to nip out to the library to se e Guy," rep lied Ma deleine. "He's
got a n interview at the  unive rsity libra ry next week."

"Life is always chan ging,”" mused Sand ra.

"Like Madeleine," s aid Gulliver."S o many clothes é"

“I'm not always  changing!" retorted Madeleine.

"No, | just said it to get you goin g," sai d Gulliver, d uckin g expertly as Madelei ne
threw a tea towel at him.

"Careful youtwo ,"w arned Sandra. "Mi nd m y cake.

"I do, Mot her,Idomindy ourcake. "

"Gulliver! Seriously, | need to finish this and start an essay."

"My degree's rath er diffe rentto yours, isn't it! I've forgotten allab  out essays.”
"Did you ever know about them?" aske d Madeleine. "Bye , seeyoula ter!"

"You were saying you can see your future?" asked Sandra, as Gulliver played with

the cake tin. "Give me the cak e tin."

"Yes. | nee d to complete my vy ear's placement, fini sh my degree, get a good job
with Fischer & Chipma nn, leave home, b uy m y own pl ace, sell th e Mini and buy a Land
Rover, go on a fantastic holid ay and find someone to share it all with."

"Someone?"

"A female, Mother.

"Mothers a re us ually female."

"You know whatl me an."

"l do. Do you miss Hazel?"

"Sort of yesand no . Nes and yo , really. Sh e was a bit over powering sometimes
Yes, a bittoom uchofanut ,butl missthe T you know."

"Oh." Sandr agul ped. "Oh well, I'm sure you' Il getsome soon."

"Thank s Mother Grot Bottom," said Gulliver, pushing Sand ra playfully on t he

back.

"Mind!" yelled Sandra, overbal ancing into the cake tin. "You tit, look what you've
done!"

"It was your tit, actually,” said Gulliver , peeri ng at the squ ashed cake mix, then
at Sa ndra. "Whata mess. Sorry."

"Oh, go and destroy y  ourself, " said Sa ndra good -naturedly. "Yo u'd better have a
piece of this cake after all the t rouble you've caused, though."

"l just told you | wan ted a bit," s aid Gul liver. "Yes p lease," he added meekly,
having seen San dra's face. "I'd love some of your h ash cake."

"Hash cake? Really?" asked Os born, coming in  from washing the car. "Where did
you get it?"

"Take no notice of your son," said Sandra e xaspe ratedly.

"What son?"asked Osbor n, looking around.

"Ha!" exclaimed Sandra. "What are you going to do t his afternoon, Os born ?"

"I'v e got to wor k on my thesis,” replied Osborn with a sigh.

"Our | ife is such an unending round of fun, isn't it, "said Sandr a.

"Sel f-infli cted fun," re plied Osborn, holding her  around the wai st. "In which case,
| wish we could hav e some self -inflicted non -fun."

"Spea king of fun (or  non-fun, or whatever), the date of m y initial appointment
with lan Probe came in the mail this morning, " said Sandra casual ly, a Ithough her heart
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had started to be at rather quickly. "The cognitive be hav ioural therapi st told yo u about?
It's for Friday mor ning next week. Luckily, | don't have to go in to the university on
Fridays, so someone mus the onmys ide."

"I am,” said O sborn quietly. "What will this guy do ? Will he live up to his
surname?"

"No, he's not a psyc hoth erapist ," replied Sa ndra, "although  he's sent me several
weird questionn aires to fill out. It seems psychologists can't functi on w ithout

guestion naires. Thatr emind s me, | must remembe rto collect my project questionnaires
from the depart ment office on Monday."

On Friday mor ning the followi ng week, Sandra found herself sittin g nervously opposite
lan Probe, who was about 35, had a beardand wore gl asses.

'Oh no , som eone else who's youn ger than | am,” she'd thought on seeing him.
I'mn ot an ageist, but so many pe ople are begi nning to seem so  young. Dai Effingham is
younger tha n | am, sois Marcus Lowe and so is Simon Coe. Oh God, I'm soold!"’

"So, what do you th ink cognitive behaviour al the rapy entail s?" asked lan Probe
kindly.

'‘Aha, a n open question,’ noted San dra, 'although  he has his legs crossed in a
defensive body positio n.' She uncrossed her own legs in order to display her natural no n-
defen siveness, befor e pan icking for a moment about whether t o give the answer of a
got -it-togeth er student of psy chology, o r a definitely -not -got -it-toge ther anxious middle -
aged woman.

"It 's about changing behaviour,” she said finally, having decided on the la tter
option.

"Yes, basically,” replied lan. "I asked because some people get mixed up with
counselling ."

"l know som eone who got mixed u p with counselling,” offered Sandra, having
relaxed a little. "Although you'd think people went into co unsellin g to ge tunm ixed up."

"Mmm," replied lan  thou ghtful ly. " Well, let's talk about anxiety
Almost an hour later, after Sandra felt that she and I an had more or less

exhausted the su bject of anxiety , as well as exhausting Sandra too , la n stood up to
indicat e he wa s bri nging the session to a close.
"OK. Well , | think we can make some good prog ress together,” h e said. "Thank

you f or filling out those  questionnaires, by the way. T hat re minds me, | have some more
to give you." He went to hi s briefcase a nd searc hed thr ough the p ile of intriguing lookin g

pap ers in side. Sandra mused how any papers of a cognitive beha viou ral therapist wo uld
be intriguing.
"Ah yes, here we are,” said lan at | ast. "Also, it would be helpful if you kept a

note of your automati ¢ anxiou s thoug hts, like we talked about, on this sheet of p aper. Is
that OK?"

"Yes,"replied S andrainrathera daze.

"Excellent. Am | right in thinking y ou don't mind filling out que stionnaires like
some people do? "

"Oh no, I'm used to them. We do loa ds at un iversit y. Also, my mothera  nd fa ther
were both psycholog ists, butt hey're over it now. Over the questio nnaire stage, Im ean. |
wonder , though, if once you stud y psychology to a certain degree (to a BSc Honours
degree, hopefully, in my case) T | wonder if y ou can ever stop thinking in te rms of
psycholo gical ana lysis?"

"Ye-es," said lan, fingering his beard . "1 should think  one's cognitive process es
would be cond itioned to work within the particula r psychological schemata to which one

had become habi tuated, althoug h to what degree of reliability would b e prone t o
misinterp retation.”

"Gosh," responded Sandra . 'Was what he ju st said really clever, 0 r was it a load
of bollocks?' she was wondering. 'Go d, I'm tired.'

"Anyway, you look tired," continued | an. "lI'v e kept you for a long time today.
Well, I'm pr etty full y booked up at the moment, so I'll have to let you know when we can
start on proper sess ions. They would have to be on Friday mornings, thou gh."
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"That's fine." Sandra smiled tiredly as she put on her coatre ady to leave. "If t  his
wasn't a proper session, doesthatm ean it was an improper one?"
"Ah, a sense of humour , that's good,"” said lan smiling and stro king his beard,

"although some peopl e tend to hide behind humour. It's funny, really , but there are
wors e things to hide  behind."
"Yes. Ha! Th ank yo u. Bye then ," said Sandra, heading towards the door.

"Bye Sandr a," said lan, leapingto wards the doort o open it for her.

'What a very nic e man," thought Sandra, as she started to walk home. I'm
beginn ing to feel better alre ady." She had walked on ly af ew more pac es before a terrible
thought assailed her.'Oh my God, | wo nder if he held the door open for me  simply out
of respect for my age?"

CHAPTER 19
"l can't believe it's almost Christmas ye t again, " remar ked Sandra to Marc us Lowe, as
she sat i nthe co mfy chair. "l ho pe you don't mind me popping in . | justwantedt o wish
you a happy Chris tmas, really ."

"Happy Christmas to you, too," said Marcus, with one of his rare smiles appearing

momentar ily. "Ho w's the project?"

"Oh, n ow yo u've spoilt the  atmosphe re,” said S andra cheerily. "lt's OK, I'm
gather ing dataatthem oment."

"Aren'twe all? Good luck with it. "

"l also wanted to mention that I'm seeing a cognitive behavioural therapist,"
threw in Sandr a quick ly.

"Do you mean you'r e having an affa ir?" ask ed Marcus, carelessly brushing his
blond fringe away from hisey es. It flopped down agai n immediately.

"No! I mean I'm seeing one on a prof essional basis ,asa client."

"Oh, | see. For any par ticular reason, ifyoudon'tmind me a sking?"

"Anxiet y," repl ied Sandra in a small voice, feeling rather anx ious and small. T he
comfy chairtended to  dwarf heralit tle. "Now you really know I'm a nutt er."

"I've always known," said Marcus, smiling more t han mome ntarily this time.
"Serio usly, | hope it will be benef icial and t here's no need to feel embarrassed. How's it
fitting in with your course work and contacttime here?"

"Well, I've only had the in itial interview so far, but my sessions will be on Fri days

whe n Il don 't have any contac ttim e here, soit's fine, re ally.”

"You sound slightly unsure?"

"l just feel so é not n ormal, as if everyone else has normal probl ems, but mine
are weird and stupid."

"Why weird and stupid?"

"Well, the word 'anxiety ' sounds ac ceptabl e, but the way it' s man ifested seems
really sil ly and I'm  ashamed of it."

"Inwhat way isit  manifested?"

"I don't want to say, it's too silly," said Sandra faintly, as a wave of dizzin ess
darted through her.

"OK, but y ou can be sure that other p eople h ave different mani festa tions of

differe nt probl ems that se em just as silly to them as yours d otoyou."

"Yes, I'm sure you're right 1 but mine are really silly." Sandra began to feel a
little tearful and shifted uncomfortably in the comfy ¢ hair.

"Maybe y ou need to externa lise more," said Marc us softl y.

"I can' t, I'm an introvert," replied Sandr a. "l scored zero for ext raver sion on the
Eysenck Personality Questionnaire."

"I won't say what | think about the EPQ," said Marcus. "T here's actua Ily no s uch

thing a s intro version or extraversion
"They're both hypothetical constructs, righ t?"

"Exactly."
"But I'musing thei ntrov ersion -extravers ion dimension in my project.”
"That 's all right, you can pick it to pieces conceptually i f youwantt o."
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“I'd love to! Some of the so -called extravers ion questio ns are pathetic, they
depend on wha tever situation or mood a person is i n at the time they an swer the
guestion."

"Right on! How are you getting along with Simon Coe?"

"Actually, | h aven't seen him much since my pro ject proposal was accepted. H e
helped a lot with putting me on the right tr ack with my projec t at first, but it's a bit
tricky now be cause he often seems preoccupied wit h his sick goat, zy."

"There you are , people's manife stations of their pr oblems are ju st as silly as you
think your sare."

"But he doesn't think it's silly to w orry about a sick goat called Zy."

"How d o you know?"

"You're right, | don't know," replied Sandra, si ghing deeply (but not both at the
same time). "Itsal | inthe m ind, of course ."

"Try telling thattoa b ehav iourist !"

"My father was a behaviourist."

"Oh, I'ms orry."
“I't's all right, he's over it now i | think. So am I. Actually, thank God my
therapist is a cognitive behavioural therapist, or | think I'd tell him where to sti ck his

behavioural tactics."

"That's a bit more like you , a touch of the o Id fighting spirit . That reminds me,
I'ma fraid I mustgo, I'moffto The Archduke's Groin  wit h my first -year tutorial group."”

"Ah, | remember my first-year tutorial g roup pu b session w ith you," said Sandra
nostal gically , rising from the comfy chair.

"We should go again.”

"Yes, we should. Well, bye then Marcus . See you next year.

"Bye Sandra."

As Sandra walked back down the corridor, feeling at least 50% be tter tha n when
she'd walke d forward up the corrido  r, a sudden thought assailed her. 'Did Marcus mean
'we' as a thi rd-year tutorial gr oup s hould go to the  pub, or did he mean  'we' as just him
and me? We're not actually a third -year tutorial grou p, because w e don't have tu torial s
any more. Interesting .'

Christ mas had inevitably arrived with all its st ran ge and less tha n wo nderful traditi ons,
including anothe r family get -bored -together at Sandr a and Osborn's house.
"It's been another strange and difficult y ear real ly,” ob served Sandra quietly to

her moth er, as Sybil sniffed into a pot pourri scented ha ndkerchief at the ment ion of
Basil's dear departed brother

"Yes, it has ," replied Caroline, "and feelings especially seem to come to the fore
at a family gath ering li ke this . Sybil nev er used to mention Bill all that mu ch, but m aybe
the strain of Basil's by pass at the sam e ti me took its tol "

"There are times  when I'd like to bypass Basil," rem arked Sandra. "No, | didn't

actually say that!"

"Hey Mum, it's al | right, " said Osborn, put ting his arm around the stil | sniff ing
Sybil.

"l wish Lawrence was he re," said Sybil in rat her a strangled voice. "Your arm's
too tight, Osborn. | don't know why L awrence is refusing to stay with us at Christmas
like he usedto. Kirstys aid she 's too busy to be here again, too. "

"Did Kirs ty send you a Christmas card?" aske d Osborn, having a brup tly removed

his arm.

"No, but | exp ectit's got delayed by all the Chri stmas mail," replied Sybil, befor e
blowing her nose in  to the pot pourri sce nted ha ndkerc hief.

"It wouldn't have been if she'd s entitintime," putin Sandra, her ire having risen
considerably at Syb il's consistent non -acknowledgement of Osborn and consist ent
excusing of Kirsty.

"Can't we play a game?" asked Madeleine s uddenly into th e preg nant pause. It

was f ortunatel y not Madel eine's i although it wasn't Sandra’ s either 1 and it definitely
wasn't C aroli ne's or Sybil's 7 and no way was it Leonard's, Osbor  n's, Basil's or Gulliver's.
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"Have you finished your d  rink already ?" Sandr a asked Madeleine in a strangely
motherly mome nt.
"Yes," replied Madeleine , looking at Sandra oddly. "Hey  Grandad, this Jaffa

orange g in you brou ghtis really nice. Could | have a | ittle bit more, please?"
"l thought you used to make sloe g in rat her than Jaffa orange gin?" Sandra asked
her fathe r, a s she s ipped appreciatively from her own g lass.

"l did," re plied Leonard, "but it h asto stand for so many months. Jaffa orange g in
is much quicker to make."

"That makes sense," chipped in Gulliver, h aving su nk his own gl ass of Jaffa
orange g in."Cou Id I have s ome more too, please?"

"I wouldn't mind another glas s as well while you 're atit," said Caro line, joining
the bandwagon, wh  ereve rit was.

"What game do you want to play , Mad ?" asked Gulliver, h is bored om leve | havi ng
hit the roof.

"That new o ne Grandma Dullkettle gave me for Christmas, | suppose,” replied
Madeleine nonchala ntly. "You're In! "

"Where?" asked Sandra in a shocked vo ice, scanning the carpet in horror.

"No, that'sthen ame oftheg ame," sa id Made leine, gigg ling a little.

"Idon't wantto pl ay it, it sounds like a piss  -awful gam e,” muttered Gu lliv er in the
direc tion of Sandra and Ma deleine.

"Gulliver!" hissed Sandra, her eyes widening. "What do you want to do, then?"

"Oh, I don't know. Go and co mmit d odeca hedronogamy, or somethin g,
Gulliver , rolling his eyes

"Ha!" exclaimed Sandra, having noticed tha t Car oline, Leonard a nd Sybil had

replied

gone quiet. Basil had a pparently gone to sleep. "He's 20," she said by way of
explanation , smilin g pseud o-affe ction ately as she cuffed him lightly acr oss the back of
his head.

"I don't mind playing that Dodeca-something g ame,” said Sybil, hav ing
brightened up considerably in th e past five minutes.

"Oh no, it's not a game, it's T uh 7 were the potpourri sce nted pantie s we gave
you all right? " as ked San dra, desperately changing the subje ct.

"Oh yes, they were lovely, dear, " rep lied Sybil. "The y do such lovely pot pourri
things no w."

"l saw some pot pourri flavoured condoms in The Bo dy Part Shop ," said Gullive r,
his cheeks slightly f lushed from the alcoho I. "Sorry Mother," he added, having glanced at
Sandra 's f ace.

"You'll b e tel ling me they do  personalised condoms next," whispere d Sandra to
her son.

"Oh, that's nothing, | saw some the other da y with s afety h oles i n the m to stop
children choki ng," replie d Gulliver, ignoring Sandra's face.

"Would anyone li ke some Festive Nut s?" asked Sandra brig htly, her own cheeks
flushed from th e alcohol and from being caught hopelessly in the midd le of two ve ry
separ ate gen eratio ns. " | found them in Safebury 's. There are pecans, pistachios,
potpourri fl avoured sugared al mond s." She sank on tot he sofa in exh austion.

"This is exhausting,' she thought exhaustedly. 'l can't stand many more of these
occasions, es pecially atour house.| love all these peopled early i well, Sybil and Basil at
astretch 1 but all of them tog ether like thisis ki lling me.'

"Are yo u OK?" asked Osborn softly into Sand ra's ear, as Sybil and Leonard
launched into a convers  ation about wh atthey' d bough tre cently at Safebury's .

"No, I 'm not ," re plied Sandra emphatically. "The nex ttime a family th ing like this
is plan ned, just count me  out."
"l thought our family plannin g days were over," said Osborn, smiling. "Sorry . This

Jaffa Orange G in seems to hav e go ne st raight to my brain."
Three we eks | ater, Sandra sat uncomfortably inthe exam hall, seriously wonderin g if she

would manage to  survive the next three hours. She felt nauseous, panicky and unreal,
although after three years, the exam hall was now disturbingly familiar.
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‘| think I'd act ually rath er be at a family get  -bored -toget her than sitting here in a
self-indu ced anxiety state,’” she thought wretchedly. 'Why am | putti  ng myself through all

this? And why am | reacting so badly now? | used t o quite like exams in a funny,
masochistic sor tof way. Now I'm just afraid ofe  verything .'

"You may start writing," said th e disembodied voice of the invigilator sudd enly,
causing Sa ndra's heart to thump even more absu rdly.

'Oh God," she thought anxious ly, I want to esc ape from here. Everyone else has
start ed to write. Well, almos t everyone. Ro is staring into space 1 Bo is staring at the
floor i Zo is staring atthe ceiling i Mo is staring at the wall 7 Jill is stari ng at her feet i
Juliet is staring a t Jill 's feet T Nerissa is staring at me i oh! Maybe I'm not the only one

who''s absurdly nervou s. I'd better read the q  uestio ns.'
"Are you going to the pub with the gang? "
somehow managed to survivet he dreaded thre e hours.
"I do nt know , I'm tired," replied Sa ndra, b efor e she noticed the dark shadows
unde r N erissa's eyes. "All right, then."
"Don't sound too ent husiastic," said Jill, joining them. "I'm only going for a quick
one, then it's home tore  vise forthe ne xtexam. "
"Thank God w e've only got two exams this se mest er,” said Sandra 19 minutes
later, as she satwithth e gangin The Cardinal 's Jockstrap .

asked Nerissa, after Sandra had

"Two three -hour -long -bastard exams, tho ugh," said Juliet, sipping her Rum n'
Purple . "Did you notice how man y people gotup to go fora pee?"

"lwas toos caredt o go," confessed Sandra, as the warmth of the Vodkan' Sl ime
hit her inner spac  es.

"Why?" asked Juliet, looking at Sandra wonderingl y.

"Oh, I don't know," replied Sandra, wishing she ha dn't intimated anything about
her curr ent almost overwhelming horror of b eing the centre of attention. She | ook ed

around wildl y in the hope of some  distraction. "Hey, there's Simon over there with a
you ng student and there's Geoff  é"

"Who's Geoff?" asked Nerissa curiousl y. Her Drambuie n' Raspberryade had
apparentl y affecte d her vocal cords.

"A guy | studied philosophy with once," said Sandra weakly, her desiretog o and
speak to Geoff fighting precar iously with her desire to hide away from him.

"Well, goand say hello to him, then,"” said N erissa encouragingly.

"No," repl ied Sandra. "I'm going to the loo."

"It 's called Gentlemen and Temptresses in here," said Jill . "Over there."

"Thanks," said Sand ra gratefully, as she got up quickly to go. "l don't | ike the
word ‘'loo’, anywa v, it's too ¢ rappy."

"Sandra!" Geoff 'svoice halted Sandra's planned escape.

"Oh, hi Geoff," replie d Sandra nonchalantly, a s if she'd seen him only yesterday,
rather than over three years ago. She wandered over to where he was si tting as if in a
daze. To be fai r, she was in a daze.

"What b rings you to The Cardinal's Jockstrap ?" asked Geoff conver sationally.

"My friends and | are chilling out after an exam," replied Sandra in a student  -like
manner, not knowing whether to sit down in the available space. She had learned many
years before not to sit d own in unavailable spaces. "What brings you to The Cardinal's
Jockst rap ?"

"I'v'e got the day off work and | arranged to meet Helena after her exam this
morning," replied Geof f. "Sandra, this is Helena, my wi fe. Helena, this is Sandra. |  did

philos ophy with Sandra," he continued to Helena rather awkw ardly. "Sit down, Sandra
I'm getti ng a crick in my neck."

"I remember the  name," said Helena. "Are you doing a degree?"

"Psych ology." Sandra sat down, not icing the almost imperceptible shu tters
comin g down ov er Helena's enquiring eyes. "Are you doing a degree?"

"Sociology." Sandra cou |d see that Hele na was eyeing her up and down.

"Rig ht. " Sandra tried to hold back the almost imperceptibl e shutters, which  she
knew were ¢ oming down over her own eyes. "Well, I must be going," she said, standing
up to attempta sec ond escape.
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"How are th ings with you?" asked Geoff, his eyes locking with Sandra's in a

challenge. The knowledge of their slightly int imate friends hip in t he past suddenly
seemed to flash into bei  ng be tween them again.

"Oh, a bit up and down " replied Sandra, regretting the old cliché as soon as
she'd uttered it.

"I'm sorry | didn't keep in touch like I think | said | would," said Geof f. "Life got a
bit he ctic."

"Tell me about it!" said Sandraw  ith f eeling . "Oh . No, | don't mean that litera lly. |
mean life g ota bit hectic for me, too. Itstillis ."
"You look the same as ever," sai d Geoff, smiling.

"l don't feel the same," said Sandr a quietly wit hout thi nking. "You don't seem to
have changed mu chy ourself ."

"Ah, that would be telling. It seemsalongtime agoé"

"It seems hal f a lifetime ago,” said Sandra, noticing Helena's bore d expression.

"I'm sorry, | really must go.
"Take ca re," said Geoff , his ey es meet ing Sandra's again.
"You too T and good luck, Helena,” Sandra managed to arti cul ate, before she
fin ally escaped into the Temptresses room.

'What did | feel today when I m et Geoff?' wondered Sandra as she lay in bed that nigh t.
'Did | still  feel th at pers onal att raction thatw as so eviden t over three years ago? Isn't all
attrac tion personal , though ? Or was it simply emb arrassing to see him again? I'm
honestly not sure. | would have liked to talk to him on his own , I'think 1 but then again,
I wouldn' t have, because it might have reawakened old f eelings that are basically
counterp roductive .

'He did still look at trac tive an d | would hav e liked to shake his hand 71 or holdit, if
I'm honest . Still, t hings are so much better between Osborn and me now and there's no
way | want to je opard ise that , ever . But does that mean I'm be ing motivated by fear?
God, it's so complicated. Thi s psy chology stuff really  gets inside you r head.' She wriggled
her feetin ag itation.

I felt incredibly nervous today . It really upset m e, both emotionally and
physically. | f eel like I'm beginning to fal | apart aga in, which is depressing. | also feel
pretty bad about the gang . They make friendly overtures 1 although | don't think
undertures exist 1 and although Il ike them all and would r eally like to join in with the m
more of ten, my initial reaction i s usually to turn away and mak e excuses , becau se I'm
afraid of being involved in a social ro und of social even ts and social expectatio ns that |
can't live up to, socially speak ing. Which | wa s, of course." She wriggled her legs in
agitation .

I'm so tired and stressed out thes e days, | know I'm not p aying very much
attention to Madeleine and Gulliv er, even though | have a sneaking suspicion that all is
not well with  Madeleine . | do fee | guilt y, b ut they're ol der now and I'm not su re they
need me as much, except as a sort of emotional backup whenever life get s a bit tough.
Which frankly seemstobe allthe time 1 definitely for me, anyway .

'l can't believe | keep forgetting t 0 ask Osbor n how h is thesis is going T and |
forgot to as k Madeleine how her exam went today i and Gulliver the day before . I'ms o
preoc cupied with myself, I'm becoming seriously se Ifish ." She wriggled her arms in
agitati on.

'I've got my sessions with lan Probe to ¢ ontend with soon, which seems a  bit like
stepp ing into the unknown. My periods are peculiar and | suppose | ought to pay Dai
Effingham a visit, but | don't really feel we Il en ough to see him. Besides , the blood test
didn't show anything awful.

'l haven't had a d ecent talk with Mum and Dad since Chris tmas, when t he talk
was rather indece nt, really 7 and Osborn's parents are stii | a pain. I' ve got another
three -hour -long -bastard exam the day after tomo rrow and | didn't mean to make that
micr owave meal explod e." As Sandra felt a sob rising , she reached o ut resignedly for
some Certifiable Ci nnamon Mood Matching Toilet Roll
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CHAPTER 20
"Did you write down your automatic th ought s?" asked lan Probe kind ly, as Sand ra sat
opposite him for their first proper session.

"Yes," replied Sandra, f ishing in her ba g forthe 20 or so sheets of A4 pape rshe'd
filled during the past six weeks.

"Good heave ns," said lan, paling slightly. " Oh we Il let's have a look at a few."

Sandra felt herself go hot with emba rrassment as | an read out some of her
inne rmost fears, but  once she' d grown accustomed to the heat of the hotness, she found
it strangely ¢ omforting that some of her innermost fears were being shared with
someo ne else who was treating them with respect. Fu rth erm ore, lan was helping her to
see the importance of checking out the reality of tho se thou ghts.

"Establish the facts," he said, stroki ng his be ard affectionately 1 it was a fri endly
beard. "Gather lots of  data.”

“I'm sick of gathering data,” remarked Sandra, strok ing her own beard
affectiona tely 7 or where it would have been . "I've just been scoring 80 questionnaires
and now I've gotto  statisti cally analyse them all."

"You po or so d," said lan sympathetic  ally, "no w onder you're i I'm s orry, | should
hav e asked if my | anguage or anything I've said so far off ends you in any way?"

"Oh no, I'm n ot one to take offence," replied Sandra, smil ing. 'Fan cy calling me a
sod, the cheeky s od," she was thinking. "No, | like freed om of speech," she continued
aloud, "it seems mor e honest somehow, as if the  speaker is being truly her or himse |If.
Don't forget, [I'ma student. "

“Indeed. | remember my stud ent days, " reminisced lan. "The co unsellin g was
really helpful. W ell, w e've establ ished that you don't like being the centre of att enti on
and that you're afrai  d people will th ink you silly. Behaviourally speakin g, the best way to
deal with this is to attac k it. So, if | ask you to stand up on your chair and say the time
aloud , will you do it?"

"No!" exclaimed Sandra, horri fied as her now lukewarm embarrassment became
incredibl y hot once more.

"All right , but wh at if | do it as well?" asked lan, immediatel y leaping agilely up

on his chair and reve aling verbally to Sandra that itwas 12: 15 and 19 seconds. "Will you
joinm e?" he asked e ncou ragingly.

"Oh, all righ tthen," said Sa ndra grudgingly. "l can see I'm not going to get away
with this."

"Er T on your chair, Sa ndra."

"Sorry. It's 08:23 and 52 seconds. Oh dear, my watchs  eems to hav e stopped.”

"That's not important right now," sa id | an. "Are you anxious sta nding on your
chair like this?"

"Yes."

"On a scale of one to ten?"

"Three."

"Good." lan leapt  down fro m his chair. "By the way, you can get down now. What
about if | were to ask you to kneel on the floor and ba rk like a dog?" To Sandra's
astonishment, lan proceededto kneel on the floor and bark like a Yorkshire Terrier.

"I wouldn't do it," repli ed Sandra emphatically. 'I'd thin k you were barking mad,'

she thought, as a grin erupted madly on her face.

"It seems stra nge to think th is is our fi nal semester,” r emarked San dra to Nerissa, as
they s at in the refectory after a Cognition and Emotion  semi nar, trying to think why they
felt so emotional. "l supposeth  atmaybew hywefeelso 1 you know i emotional ."

"It could be that we were the oldest in the entire se minar,” sai d Nerissa
emotionally. "A |l the suppressed energy of that young lot I Maz, Raz, Baz, Kaz and Daz
i was wearing m e out. It seems wonderful tha t this is o ur final semester," she
continued, "althoughlcan 't exactlyimag ine what lif e will be like a fterwards."

"No, it's been such a ¢  oncentrated time," mused Sandra aloud. "So many subjec t
areas we've had to focus on whe ther we wanted to or not, lik e that wret ched Internet
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course work of mine . So many deadline s, so many worr y lines, so many photocopies , so
many a ppalling group work exper iences, so many late nights, s 0 many atrocious
present ations é "

"l hate presentations !" ex claimed Sandra and Neris sa in uniso n, causing some
people atthe next table tolook at them reproachfu lly.

"It wasn't my fault —my presentati ons were atrocious," sa id Sandra defensively.

"I'm just not an extraverted sort of person and all that public speak ing stuff really isn't
my bag."

"Spe aking of your bag," said Nerissa, "th ose people at the next table are looking
at it rather st rangely. | think it might have somet hing to do with the Demented
Dandelion Mood Matching T  oilet Roll that's nearly falleno  ut of it."

"Oh God," said Sa ndra, reach ing down to shove the toilet roll back into the
deepestr ecesses of her bag. "Thanks, Nerissa .Itwas go od therapy, anyway."

"What do you mean?" asked Nerissa, gazing at Sandra with the characteristic

frank expressi on that Sandra had come to th ink of fond ly as the characteristic N  erissa
expression.
"I'm seeing a cogni tive behavioural the rapist," explained Sandra, blushing a little.

"That is, I'm not having an affair or anythi ng. No, I've b een suffering from  anxie ty."

"You never said.”

"Well, tha t's one of my failings, really . | need to externalise more," expla ined
Sandra, looking down a nd laughing a littt e embarrassedly.

"Don't we all, " replied Nerissa. "How's it going?"

"Very wel |, although I've only act  ually seen him twice so far."

"Oh.l1ho peitgoeswell.l T umm 7T I'mhaving a few counselli ng s essions at the
momen t," confessed Ne rissa suddenly. "I' ve been falling a part ever so slightly . Well,

quite a lot actually, sin  ce my hu sband walked out. It's re  ally helpful having someonet o
talk tow ho's essentially objective."

"Yes, it is essential," agreed Sandr a, thin king of lan Probe. " How long have you
been seeing him?"

"Her. About two months. I'm sorry | never said, | nee d to ext ernalise more! By
the way , I'm sure she won't mind me telling you , but Jill's seeing a counsellor a swell.
She's b een depr essed rec ently 7 and Juliet had a pa nic attack inthe | ibrary loo the ot her
day 7 and Jenny seem s to be drinking rather a lot. "

"Really? God, we're all cracki ng un der the strain in one wa y or anothe r, aren't
we!"

"Still, only afew more monthstogo, we justcan'tgive upnow.”

"l agree," said Sandra. "I've  made a Cross Off Each Terrible Day Calendar at
home and it actually do  es help me to cross off each terr  ible day."

"It'sthat bad, i sit?" aske d Nerissa, smiling.

"Well, some d ays are worse than othe rs, of co urse.| meant to enjoy this  degree,
I really d id, but I didn't  know how much energy it was going to take. | can't see m to do
even simple things these days without an effort, like making an a ppointment to go and
see the denti st, or making anap pointmentfor myhai r i it needs cutting badly."

“In that case, go to that Shaggy Student Happy Crappy Hairdresser place,"
sugges ted Neri ssa, grinning. "They cut hair incredibly badly there."

"Gulliver , are you OK?" asked Sandra worrie dly that night, as she looked at Gulliv er | ying
on his bed with a raging tempe rature.

"No," he croaked pitifully . "My throat's still sore and every time | g et up, | want
to throw up."

"Oh Go d, I' d betterring someone ."

"No. Wait till the morning," Gulliver contin ued tocroak. "lju st wantto sleep now.
I'll be fine . Goto bed."

'I hope Gulliver really is all right,’ thought Sandra, as she lay in bed that n ight. 'l
can't bear it when he and Madel eine are ill. Even thoug h they're o Ider now, it's as if

there's still  a direct emot ional line from them to me. A |llthey needto doisto beill or
unhappy and that line is jerked into action.
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'God, wh at a silly litt le neurotic jerk person | must be , Hans Eysenck would have

a field day.' Sh e jerked around in bed for the nex t two hours, 1 6 minutes and 39
seconds, try ing vainlyto fa Il asleep .
'It's no good, | cants  leep,' she thought two hours, 16 minutes and 40 seco nds

later. 'What if Gulliver needs hospitalis ing ? He hates ho spitals. Wh at if he's lying there
delirious, unconscious, or dead?' She leapt out of bed and crept fe arfully into Gu lliver's
room. He was snoring like he always had done when suffering from a sor e throat as a
child. Sandra put her hand gently on hisf  orehead . It was hot, but not disastrously so.

'Thank God for th at,' she th ought, as she made her way ba ck to her own bed in
the dark. 'l me an it, thank You, God. I'm really sorry | only seem to remem ber You when
| need You , althoug h | do say Your name a| ot. |t comf orts me , | hadn't really realised
that before. | gues s it's the idea of You that comforts me, because Your nham e's a bit
short and nondescript. It spells Dog backwards and it's Gullive r's ac ronym. But anyway,
thank Yo u, Go d! Oops! Sorry, Oshorn,’ she whispe red, having accidentally poked him in
the eye with he relbow as she'd clamber ed back into bed

"My son has a throat infection ," sai d Sandra to Simon Coe , as she spread o ut the first
attempt at statistic ~ al an alysis for her third  -year project o n his desk.

"Ah, my commiseration s,” he said, glanci ng distastefully at the compute r
print out. "It's worrying , isn'tit. M y goat is gradually recovering from his lower intestine
prob lem, b utit's been a messy time. Poor old zy."

"Yes," Sandra said. "Poor old Zy. Er 7 am | ontherighttr ack with all this ?"

"At a gl ance, | would say yes ," replied Simon, much to Sandr a's reli ef. "Although

at this junction, | think you've got the wrong end o f the wick." He ja bbed his finger on
Sandr a's print out rather forcefully. "Hmm. Somethi ng seems wrong."
"Oh dear, | did wh at you suggested,” sa id Sandra, her heart dropping. It was a

very lowering feeling.

“No, Imean |thinkl mixed up my metaphors, yes ?"

"Oh, | see ! Wel |, I've got the wrong en d of the st ick at this juncture, if that's wh at
you mean,"” said Sandra, jabbing her fing er rather for cefully on the print out (at the
junctur e, asi t happened ).

"Ouch!"

"I'm sorry!" said Sandra  said, blushing. "l  thought you'd take n your finger away."

"No matter,” said Simon, sucking his finger. "Hmm, " he continued w hen he'd
removed his fin ger from his mouth. "Well, at this juncture, | quite dishon estly wouldn't

analy se the figures this way at all."

"I made ari ghtidiot of m yself with my project supervi sor," said Sandra to lan Probe at
her third ¢ ogni tive behavio ural ses sion.

"Did he s ay so?" asked la n.

"Well, no 7 but | felt a right idiot."

"That's an important distincti on you just made , the change from a st ate of being
into a stat e of feelin g."

"God, | feel a right idiot," said Sandra without thinking. "Oh G od, that was a
stupid th ing to say, I'm  such an idiot! " Tear s came idiotically into he  r eyes.

"You seem a bitten se today," offered lan kindly.

"l kno w," replied Sandra, tryi ng to sniff delicately and failing. "My son h as a
throat infection , my daughter has started saying she does n'twantto g o to sc hool again ,
we'v e got a problem with ou r drains, | thought I was going to faint in  Safebu ry's
yesterday , | h ave to take part in a Cognition and Emotion group presentation nextw  eek
and you're look ing atme . | h ate people looking at me." Partly to es cape fr om lan's g aze,
she searched in her bag for the Confused Coral Mood Mat ching Toilet Roll she'd placed
th ere e arlier .

"Let's take all these issu es separately,” said lan, stroking his beard as he ga zed
at her. "The y won't seem so overwhel mingthen. Yo usaid youthough tyou were going to
faintin Safebury's yesterday é"
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"l fe It really stupid with lan Probe t oday, " confesse d Sandra to Osborn  as they lay in bed
that night. "I more or les s burst into tears and said all these stupi d things that we re
worryin g me."

"What thi ngs? Thin gs you haven't told me?" asked Osborn. Sandra could se nse
the slight u nease in his voic e.

"1 didn't want to worry y ou," she sa id truthfully.

"Well, I know you' ve been worried abo ut G ulliver, but he's ge tting better now . His
immu ne syst em is dealing with the thro at infection very well ," said Osborn.

"I know," said San dra, running her  hands up and dow n Osb orn's chest for comfort
(hers), "bu t it did worry me, dreadfully. I'v e also been worried about you be ing worried
about your the sis and your parents, as wel | as all that stuf f about Lawrence and Kirsty
and you've got wo rkto contend wi th aswell and th en th ere's Maddy ."

"She's al | right, is n't she? She hasn't said anything? "

"No, but she's b een distant | ately and s he's consistent |y not liking school, so I'm

starting to wonde r. But | know I've been distant too. So has G ulliver, until h e was ill.
You've been very distant too, but | know your thesis is hard and takes a lot of tim e. Oh,
| don't K now, everythi ng seems to o much. Too man Yy peopl e, too many problems, too
many pitfalls ."

"Pitfalls?"

"The alliteration with peopl e and problems w as too good to re sist," explained
Sandra, chuc Kkling a lit tle.

"I haven't heard you laugh m uch lately,” said O sbor n softly.

"Me neith er i you either i or whatever itis | mean, " replied Sandra, chuckling

again.

"That's better,” murmured O sborn, running h is hand up and do wn Sa ndra's chest
for comfort and pleasu re (his and hers).

"We've forgott en how to have fun, haven'twe?"

"Fun ? What's t hat?"

"Exactly. | want to be free and do somet hing stup id just for the fun of it."

"I thought you d idn't like being stupid,” said Os born, beginning to concentrat e on
his ha nds more than his words.

"Oh, you know what | mean," said Sandra stupidly.

After the lovem aking | ater that night T since it wou Id have b een a pity during it 7
Sandra dreamt that she was a strange a nd alarming mixtu re of lan Probe and Sigmund
Freud. She s at at a desk while a steady stream of people came to sit infront of her.

"Tell me about yo ur chil dhood,” she said to e ach one, stroking her beard
affectionately.

The replies were  disturbing. Madel eine said her m other was always trying to
mother h er and when she wasn't, she was to 0 busy to listen; G ulliver sai d he' d wa nted
to leave home f orthe pasts ix years; Osborn said he used to have a childhood Octopus sy
complex; Caroline  said she' d never meant to upset her p arents by being a psycho logist;
Leonard said he had wanted to upset h is parents by being a psychologist; Syb il said
something in cohere nt; Bas il said he hoped his  parents would be n ice to him when he was
dead; Geoff sai d Sandra reminded him o f his moth er; P hil said Sandra reminded him of
his father; Simon Coe said his mother had always called him her Precious Lit tle Goat;
Marcus Low e said he reg retted his parents' r idiculous sense of humour; and Dai
Effingham said he was sorry Mummy for playin g doctors and n urses so much when he
was a boy.

By that time, Sandra had begu nto f eel a sense of suff ocation from the wei ght of
other people' s prob lems. S he went to lie down o n the consu Iting ¢ ouch, but everyone
she'd seen came bac k into the room and got up on the couch with her. She was

part icularly sq uashed on one side by Gulliver and Madeleine and part icul arly squashed
on the other side by C arolin e, Leon ard, Basil and Sybil.

"Help you lot , | don't like being particularly squashed!" she said aloud, waking
with a jolt.

"What ? Sorry," said Osborn sl  eepily, rem oving his arm from around her nave l.
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CHAPTER 21
"l quit e enjoye d The Psycho logy of Ageing this a fternoon," commented Sandra to Juliet,
as they walked along the corridor of the Psych ology Departmen t.

"Yes, Oliver D imm i sn't a bad old lecturer, " replied J uliet. "He's got quite a sense

of hum our, which helps

"It cert ainly does help,” agreed S andra. "The Functional Disor ders of Ol der Age
would be quite depressing without his jolly li ttle quips. You wouldn't happent o know
what his middle namei s by any ch ance, would you?"

"Why?" asked Ju liet, looking stran gely at Sand ra.

"l just wondered," re plied S andra. 'lt's strange, ' she thou ght, 'ho w many people
look at me strangely.'

"Oh, it' s not that stra nge acronym hypoth  esis name thing of your mothe r's, isit? "
asked Juliet, regarding Sandra s tra ngely.

"Yes! An yway , it doe sn't matter ."

"Oh, excuse me, Oliver,” said Juliet su ddenly, as Oliver Dimm came striding
alongsid e them from behind. "Sandra was wo ndering if you had  a mi ddle name."

"Juliet!" e xclaimed Sa ndra in horror.

"No, it's not Jul iet," said Oliver. "But why do you ask, San dra?"

"My mot her had this acronym hypothe sis about people's names, that's all,"
replied Sandra, blushing furiously . At t hat moment she wil lingly could have strangled
Juliet, exce ptthat she 'd never considered her self a violent per son.

"Well, well," said Oliver thought fully, "that rings a bell. H ow nice, a rhyme. Yes,|
remember hearing about a female student with an acrony m hypothesis about name s.
She used to be at the same unive rsity as | was when | was an under graduate. She
wasn' ta relation of yours, b y any chance?"

"It s ounds like she was my  mother,” replied Sandra. "Well, she still is, if it's her,"
she continued swiftly, as they reach ed th e end of the corridor. "  She's over all that now,
though. | mean she's retired."

"She wa s engaged to Leonard Wat ercress around that time, who not long
aft erwards wa s implic ated in the Watercress  and Swede scandal, if | remember right Iy."

"Oh," said S andra , familial loyalty shoot ing to the surface. "That was my father.
Stillis, actually.”

"I me ant no d isrespect ," said Oliver Di mm hastily, looking at Sandr a curiousl vy.
"He w as a splendid fellow, despite the behaviourism "

"Thank you, " said Sandra, des perat e now to escape from the whole emba rrassing

situation. "I must go and collect my exam re sults from m y personal t utor. Bye." Sh e
turne d back along the corr idor and s topped o utside Marcus Lowe's room. As she raised
her h and to knock on  his door, she sud denly felt extremely nervous T whether of finding

out her exam results or of seeing Marcus, s he w asn't qu ite sure.
"Ah!" she artic ulated spontaneously, as he suddenly o pened hi s door.

"Ah!" Marcus was a touch startled, as Sandra had alm ost rapped him sma rtly on
his chest. "Hi."

"Sorry," said Sandra, also a touch startled by t he narrowly missed touch."Ism vy
timing bad ?"

"Good or b ad, it depends how you look  atit,” re plied Ma rcus. "l was on my way
home, but what can | do for you?"

"I wondered if you ha d my exam results?" asked San dra, her he art beating much
too rapidly forc omf ort.

"I have in deed," repli ed Marcus.
frightened. N ow, wher e did | putthem? Ohyes ¢é

"Oh God," mutter ed Sandra, as Mar cus surveyed the impo rtant piece of paper.
'Stop teasing and give them to me, you wretch ed man ,' she was thinking w retc hedly.

"Very consis tent marks ," sai d Marcus, handing the piece of paper to Sandra.
"What do you think of them?"

"Gosh," said Sandra, as she glanced at the thr ee sets of marks. "They're

completely ev en.How very odd."

Come in for a moment and don't look so
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"Are you pleased?" asked Marcus, hisr ight eyebrow raised.

"I don't know ," mu rmured Sandra he sitantly.

"You're not being indecisive again, are you?" asked Marcus, smi ling.

"I'm not sure," replied Sa ndra, not noticing Marcus rai  se his left eyebrow. She
was, in fact, feelin g relieved that she hadn't done worse, but disa ppointe d tha t she
hadn't don e better.

"Is eve rything all right?" asked Marcus uncertainly.

"l think so," replied Sandra, looking with a fu ll gaze into Marcus's fu Il gaze. "Y our
eyes are very blue," she said wit hout thinking. " Oh God, | didn't exactly mean to sa y
that. | feel as tho ugh | can say almo st anything to you and it comes out a bit strangely
some times , because I'm basically pecu  liar. "

"Everyone's basically  peculiari n one sense of the word," said Mar cus, "but | think
you mean peculiar as in s tran ge. Wel |, | like peculiar as in strange people because |
identify with them."

"l like that," said San  dra, strangely bothered because t he wo rds 'l like you' had
pop ped into he r head without warning.

"How's th e project?" asked M arcus.

"I't's OK," repli ed Sandra, sighing. "lt's funny, | don't wantto s pend time talking
to you about that. | see you so rarelyt hat I'd rather talk about interes ting things with
you."

"Your project is n't interesting, then?" asked Marc us, smiling. "I mus t say, I'm
intrigued tha t you wan t to ta Ik about inter esting things with me. I'd love to know what
sort of things you mean, but I m giving someone a lift home. Com e and see me some
other time? "

"OK, but can't we make a date? | mean an a ppointment ? You k now, a specified
time?"

"Yes, we ¢ an. Come in!" Marcus looked towards the door, as a female colleague
entered with her coat and bri efcase. "Hi, | won't be a moment, "he said familiarly to her.

"I'l see you later," said Sandra, suddenly emb arrassed. She st ood up and walked
to his door.

"Right," said Marcus, also walking to hi s door. "Make a date with me," he said to
Sandra, touching  her for the briefest moment on h er sh oulder.

'He touched me for the bri efest moment on my shoulder," she tho ught as she
walk ed away with a feeling o f excited anti climax. 'Maybe i t's remotely possible that he
does actually like me  afterall ?'

"All this choc olate," groaned  Sandra to her mother on Easter Su nday. "l love it!"

"Me too," said Carol ine, "but | wish it didn't make me fat.”
"My excuse isthat it's h elping me to cope wit h wri ting up the g lorious third -year
proj ect," said Sandra. "Mum, I'm sorry Gul liver didn't com e here today, he usually loves

your ro asts. He's been kind of  different| ately."

"Different?" asked Caroli ne, her hands deep inthe washing up bowl.

"Withdrawn , mor ose, dark, re bellious, difficult, subterraneously angry ," said
Sandra , try ingto explain. "We don't joke any more," she con tinue d sadly.

"Have you aske d him if an ything's wrong?"

"Yes, of course . He just says livin gat home is g etting him down, but he wo n't say
any m ore. It's kind of hurtf  ul, after all the years of love and wo rry. | hate tou se the old
cliché, but | feel as  thoug h I've give n him the bes t years of my life. Him and Madeleine,
thati s."

"l expectit's tim e he left the nest,” said Carol ine, her hands busy in the bowl.

"l unde rstand that, but | do think he could t hink of Osborna nd me now and again
as real peopl e wit h feelings, instead of j ust some ob stacles who thwart him T what a
lovely word i because we're not act ually thwa rting him . We want himto go and be free
to live his own life as much as he wants to go . We'll miss him ho rribly, of course.”

"Do you thin  k he senses any of this?"

"I'm not sure ," replied Sandra, feeling inexpli cably uncomfortable . "Anyway, it' s
notas b lack and wh ite a sthat. Itju st feels so weird."

Kay Santillo, 199 8.



98

"He'll miss you too."

“No, he said he w on'tcome to see us for at least six months."

"He was joking , Sandra !"

"He m ay have bee n joking, but it still hurts,” rep lied Sandra, feelin g herself
igno miniously close to te ars a nd wondering whether her mother actu  ally understood any
of her feelings at  all.

"Well, it 's only a stage . I n fact, all the worl d's a stage, to quote th e old bard. Did
| tell you | was joining the local Shakespeare S ociety? You'll get throu gh it all, you
always do. | m ust say, | can see both sides," said Caroline, busying hersel f with the
dishc loth.

"Mmm." Sandra stood still, awar e of surfacing emotions. 'You don't know what it's
like to be me, Mum ' she was thinking , 'full of lit tle anxiet ies and res ponsi bilities. You
only had me, then both Dad's and your parents were dead by t he time you were  40. Oh
God, t hat's an awful thou ght! | don't mean it like tha t, really I don't. I love having you
and Dad alive and there'll be a huge gapi ng abyssi nside me wh en yo u die.

'‘But I'm so tired, Mum . Life se ems nothing but work and worry. My body's tired
and my mind's tired. | think you've for gotte n what it's like . You ex pect me to go on
coping and sorting out ev eryone's little proble ms just lik e I've always done in the pas t,
even th ough you know how the bott om fell out of my wor Id because of Osborn and
Sindy.

'Gulliver and Madeleine are allow ed to have life -stage crises because the y're
young, but | should just g et on with mine and no t complain. | wanted som e sympat hy
about Gulliver, but it feels like you wer e responding to me as Gulliver's mo ther, rath er
thant o me as Sandra.' She gulped noisi ly.

"You're quiet,” observed Caroline, ignoring the noisy gulp.

"I need to get something ," mutt ered Sa ndra, heading towards the spa re back
bedroom . Once there, she let the tears escape for a few moments , before swallowing
them back firmly and blowing her nose into a handkerchief. Sh e would hav e felt very

much better, she re flected, if she could have blown her nose into a Misun derstood
Mulberry Mood Matching Toilet Roll

"Are you all right, love?" asked Leonard, as she wal ked into the sitting room later.

"Yes Dad," she replied. "Wel Ino, I'mn ot. I'm tired."

"Ah, you shoul dn'tb e tired at your age,"said Leonard."You should have com e on
the w alk the Old Ramblers did o n Thursday . You should have seen us in action! Only si X

people brought their walking st icks this time and we had a r eally good Ilunch in The
Three Bosoms after wards. Walking's very good for yo u, you know."
"I'kno w," repl ied Sandra . "I look forward to doing lots of it when I'm free."

"Free? " asked Osborn, pok ing his head up from behind The Sunday Mammoth
Mail. "Free?"

"Free as in when we 're retired," explained Sandra, lo oking at him wi th forlorn
eyes. "When we ha ve more time, en ergy and money."

"You've got enough money, haven't you?" asked Leonard. "You've got food,
clothes and a roof over your hea d? | can remember going hungr vy quite reg ularly when |
was young er. The OIld Ramblers were saying the other day how you ng people expect so
much these days."

"We're middle -aged," said Sandra shortly , beginning to long despera  tely for some
solitude and the mi  ssing Misunderstood Mulberry ~ Mood Matchi ng Toilet Roll .

"Sandr a!" hissed Caroline later on, eme rging from the bathro  om. "Over here!"

"What?" asked Sandra, looking at h er mother as if from a dist ance of more than
years.

"There's an IFO in the toilet that | can't flush away," whisper ed Caroline into
Sandra’'s disbelie ving ear.

"An IFO?" asked Sandra dully.

"An Identifi ed Floating Obje ct," replied her mother , still in an urgent whisper. "It
must h ave been all those roast po  tatoes. What do you think | shoul d do?"

"How should | know?"  replied San dra, exasperated. "Flus h the blood y t hing again,
or something." She sighed an drelented. "I'm  sorry Mum, I'll deal with it."
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"You're always in a bad mood lately, " observed Madeleine , after Sandra had dealt
with the unim aginable . She had partly witnessed the scene between her m  other and
gran dm other. "No wonder Gulliver wantstole ave home. "

"Has he said that to you as well?" asked Osborn, joining in the aff  ray.

"Yes and he said he's going to get a tattoo too. "

"A tatto o?!" Sandra and Osborn e xpostulated togethe r. It was the f irst time
they'd managedt o do that sort of thing toge  ther for quite a  long time.

"Only a very small one on his hip," explained Made leine.

"His hip?!" Sandra  and Osborn expostulated together fort he second time.

"Yes," replied Mad eleine evenly. "He said he met thi s tattooist at Sleazy Suzy's
and was talked into it."

"Talked into it?!" Incredibly, Sandra an d Osborn managed to expostu late together
for the third  time.

"What's up?" asked Caroli ne, entering the sitting room  from the k itchen to see
what the multiple ex postulations we re all about.

"Gulliver's g oing to get hims elf a tattoo," replied Sandra heated ly. She felt the
beginnings of a mega -hot flush erupti ng from her middle regions and ri sing .

"Dear me, what you you ng people g et up to these days," s aid Carolin e, smiling
conspiratorially at Madeleine. * There was an und ergraduate at university who had a
tattoo of a rat on an unment ionable place."

"It was me ," said Leonard, looking up with inter est. "Wasn't it?"
"Yes, so it was! " said Caroline, smilin g at him. " Sorry, this she rry’' s gone to my
head . My le gs too, as it ha ppens. | haven't had any for a while , with those pills I've bee n

taking."

"You've gotat attoo, Dad?" squeaked Sandra incr edulo usly. "Of a rat?"

"Only asmallon e,"replied Leonard rem iniscently. "A big one wou Idn'tfit."

"Good God," sai d Sandra weakly. "What pills have you been taking, M um ?" she
asked suspiciously , remembering her mother's words.

"Oh, just for the arthrit is, the sleeplessness and the dizzy spel Is," replied
Caroline. "Didn't I m ention them? Dr Buttman seems to have found some pills that suit

me for my high blood pressure now, as well."
"You still don't take as many as | do since | had my bypass," said Leon ard,
almost proudly. "Althoug h even | wa s astounded when Sybil dropped her handbag on

Wednesd ay and all those pillsa nd potions fell out."

"Sybil ? You mean Mum?" asked  Osborn, giving up The Sunda y Mammoth Mail at
last.

"Yes, she and Basil came on the las t Old Ramblers walk with us, didn't they tell
you?" enquired Le onard.ltm ade a change fr om a sking.

"I haven't seen them for a few d ays," answered Osborn .|t made a cha nge from
replying. "My thes isis at rather a crucial s tage and I've had extended meetin gs at work,
it's been hell on wheels ."

"Oh," said Leonard amic ably. "Yes, they came with a friend of theirs , the one with
the gammy leg."

"Winnie Somebody?" asked Osbo  rn tiredly .

"No, Arthur So mebody," replied Leonard. " He goes to their church, apparent ly.

"Do you mind them joini ng your gro up?" asked Osborn.

"Not really,"” replied Carolin e. "I just make sure | walk with someone els e.
Anyway, it's up tothem, p eople h ave a right to their own li fe."

"They do indeed," rep lied Sandra to her mother, but sh e fou nd herself looking at
Osborn instea d, as they both raised their eyebr ows enquiringly .

"l f eel as if nobody isi nterested in how | really feel,” said Sandra to Osbo rn as they lay
in bed that night.

"Me too," said Osbo rn. "I mention work and everyone switc hes off. Those
extended meetings we re a pain in the ass, | hated ever y m inute of the m. | actually felt

asifmy head might explo de, the tension buzzi ng aroundinth em was so great
"I mean, I've got university to cop e with on the one hand and housew ork s till to
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cope with on the  other hand ," said Sandra. "Does a nyone ever clean the toile t ex cept
me? Do they shit! W ell, they do, o f course, which is the problem "

"The chartered engineer mature candidate route is all ver y well," said Osborn,
"but it's | ike b eing pulled in two diffe  rent direct ions. | never seem to have any tim e to
relaxata II."

"l hated being at odds  with Madeleine today, but she's been so weird latel y. Not
to mention Gu lliver, which means | just did "

"My father wants me to dig over his back garden and plant hund reds of thi ngs i
plants, actually 7 but | don't have the en ergy. | think he thinks I'm s till in my vigorou s
twenties, but I'm in my clapped -out fortie s and my knee kee ps playing up ."

"Our financial situation is still a co nstan t worry. Madeleine does what G ulliver
used to do, she keeps ask ing for things while pleading pov erty. Gulli ver was al ways
telling me st udents need to survive, but so do parents of students i and especial ly
student parents of students ."

“I'm so s ick of hearing about my paren ts' flaming garden. My father has a dig
about it everytimelse ehim now."

"I really t hought | w as doi ng all this to find out who | am. At least, that was the
intention at the  beginning, but n  ow | feel as if I'm being submerg ed as much as ever
The worst ofitist hathalfofit 71 the university h alf 7 is my own doin g."

"l feel like droppi ng out of the wh ole ridiculo us rat race sometimes, b ut | wouldn't
know where to go orwha ttodoand myco nscience would prick me."

"Talk ing of pricks,” said Sandra, " but no, it doesn't matter , I'm too tired. Th e
trouble isthat everyo ne is only intereste d intheir own | ittle world. "

"l used to be a perso n once,” said Osborn  sadly, "but now all |l amis a mere
exis tential convenience.”

"A public one atthat," said Sandra irately . "G od, listen to us. We're moanin g our
heads off ."

"So wha t? It's nice to talk to some one who actually | istens."

CHAPTER 22

"l think it wou Id be helpful for yout o try some Shame Attack Therapy ," suggested lan
Probe to Sandra, as she sat opposite him for her fourth session.

"How do | attack shame ?" asked Sand ra fear fully . 'Don't ask me to g o and do or
say anything in public,’ she was thinkin g fearfully. 'I'd be to o afraid and ashamed.’

"Well, 1 have this friend who often wear s odd things," said lan, stro  king his
beard. "Clothes mainl y.He doesn'tr eally mind what pe ople think of him and  the thing is
that people tend to accept him exactly the way he is. So perhaps if you were to  wear
something t hat might make people notice you in so me slightly odd way, you 'd discover
that people would  accept you as you are."

"So you're saying | need to w ear odd clo thes to make people notice I'm sligh tly
odd?" asked Sandra fretfully

"Well yes, as a way of inoculating yourself against your fear of shame and
embarr assment," r eplied lan. "You could do ot  her th ings as well, like 7T let's see T wear
only one b ig earring , or a sk for something outlandish in a shop."

"But people always loo  k at me anyway," said Sandra, trying to think of a way of

getting out of what she co nsidered a difficult ass ignment. "It ma kes me very self-
consciou s."

"Have you ever real ly looked at how many p eople look at you?" pressed | an.
"How about walking down the main street in the cit y centre and looking deliberately to
see how many people actua Ily do look at you? You'll probably fin  d they 're all intent on
their own personal agenda ."

"OK then, | suppose | can do that on the way hom e today," said Sandra bravely.
"I've got to buy a birt  hday present.”

"Ah, an ideal opp ortun ity to ask for something outlandish in a shop," encourag ed
lan, raising his eyebrows enquiringly .

"Oh God," sai d San dra. "Every one wil | see I'm anxious."
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"Are you anxious now?" asked lan, fondli ng his beard.

"Right now, yes, anxious at the thought of wh at you've suggested,” an  swered
Sand ra truthfully.

"Do you thin k | ca nsee you're anxiou s?"

"I don't know. Can you?"

"No. When | firs t saw you, you were rather he sitant, but generally | wouldn't
have know n you were a nxious at all. You show no strong over t signs of anxiety."

"I can act we Il then."

"Some would say i t'sallan act, the prese ntation of self."

"Well, | s hall be pre senting myself in some peculiar ways , iIf Shame Attack
Therapy is any thing to go by."

"Rig ht! Yes, that's a point, write it all down. Try to do somethin g every day so
you don't lose ground. |  'llsee you in say t hree weeks and we'll ta |k abo ut ho w you got
on then ?"

"OK," said Sandra, her hea  rt thumping at the thought of a question she wanted to
ask. "Er 1 could | ask you a que stion ?"

"Sure. Is it somethi  ng outlandi sh?" asked lan, smiling.

"“No. That is, | hope not. | was wo ndering if you could possibly write a note
addressed to my personal tuto r, to say that I'm seeing you because of anxiety. Then , if
my final degree mark is bord erlin e, the powers -that -be mi ght give me the definite of the
bout. I mean the benefitofth e doubt." Sandra blushed a little at her mistake.

"Yes, | could do that,” sai d lan, twisting a few strands of his beard around his
index finger. "Would three weeks' time be all right? Things ar e slightly fre netic at the
moment."”

"That will be grine 7 fate i fine i great, " stuttered Sandra. "Oh God! "

"Don't worry, you're doing grine i er, fine,” said lan, try ing unsuccessfully to
untwis t his finger from his beard.

"Thanky ou."

"Bye Sandra. Give it hell!

"What are you going to do onyour birthday?" San dra a sked Gulliver as they ¢ oincided in
the k itchen on a rainy Sunday afternoon.

"Oh, cannabis , orabito fsmack. "

"You're not serio us, are you?" asked Sandra seriou sly.

"I don't know," replied Gulliver. "What's it to you?"

"Butl T oh, forgetit,” sa id Sandra, hurt and confused by his distantt one. He was
already on his way toth e bathroom.

"It's Father Hamish of Dibleykissrector tonight,” said Sandra conversation ally to

Madeleine, as they co incided in the kitchen slightly|  ateronara iny Sunday aft ernoo n.
"Ah," said Madelein e."l wondered if it was OK for me to go to Lucy's to watch it?"
"Oh. Yes, | s uppose so. | was just lookin g forward to a family Sunday even ingin,

that's all ," said Sa ndra. "But you go, darling. You're still getting on all right with Lucy,
then?"

"Kind o f," replied Madel eine. "She wants me to try out her h air in different styles
and then she wants me to paint her nails."
"Really? Oh well,| guess Dad and | can watch it on our own ."

"What are you doin g?" Sandra asked Osborn, as they coincided (a pla nned move on

Sandra's p art) in the bedroom even late r on a rainy Sunday afternoon.

"What does it look lik  e?" replied Osborn  with a sigh, from where he was |ying on
the bed reading a book abou t electronics . "I'm lying on the b ed reading a book about
electronics ."

"Do you rememb er our favoured diversion on wet Sunday af ternoons?" asked
Sandra, placing herself provocatively (she hoped) on the bed beside hi m.

"Yes," replied Osborn, lo  oking at Sa ndra wonderingl .
"What are you w ondering?" she asked hi m wonderingl v.
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"I w as wonderi ng whe ther you were propositioning me.
"Yes, | am."
"Great . | could do with a break."

"I'm s o behind with this thesis," compl ained Osborn an hour later. H e and Sandr a were
sitting up in bed reading, after having p layed with each other 's inter esting bit s for a
while.

"I'm sorry," said Sandra, affronted. "I didn' t force you to have a close encount er
of the sexual kind, or a brief enco unter of the close kind, or a sexua | encounter of the
brief and close kindé"

"OK, | getyour point,” sa id Osb orn. "You ma Yy not have forced me, but you've
been in such a strange mood lately that | never know how you' re going to react."

"What? That' s not my fault," said Sandra, even more affronted 1 in fact, feeling
as th oug h she had bee n stabb ed in the back , or p erhaps poked in the non -frontal regions
with the pro ngs of a toasting for k. "You shouldn't do anything and then say it's because
of me. "

"You'v e always got an answer f  or everythi ng, haven't you,”  said Osborn sharply.
"Ouc h, I've bitten my tongue."

"I d on't know what to say.”

"I've got my own pressures, y ou know, life doesn't  revolve around you."

"I can't ¢ ope with this," said Sandra, leap ing o ff the bed. "I'm going."

"That's r ight, run away,” shouted Osborn. " Just like you al way s us ed to!"

'Oh G od," t hought Sandr a, a s she sat on the toilet (with the li d closed) crying into
a Let-Down Lavender Mood Matchin g Toilet Roll . 'What did | do or say t hat went wrong?
Why did Osborn reac t so angrily? Has  something happen ed? Has Sindy co ntacted him
again? Oh God, no, | can't even contemplate the awfulness of that. It's still with me, | ike
the way it took me right back to the snow and the pain of disc overy when | heard that
song the other d ay. | really have no idea why they  were playing Hey Mr or Ms
Snowperson in May, for heave n's sake.

'| suppose I'm  over reacting , but w e've both been s 0 stressed out with everything.

It really wasn't meant to be like this. It's got to get better after I've finished my degre e,
hasn't i t?' Sh e sniffed and gu Iped as another thoug ht ass ailed her. ' Oh God, this is our
first row since | di  scovered about him an  d Sindy. | suppose it's inevitabl e in a realistic

everyday living sort of way, but that doesn't make it an y more bearable.'

Sandra pulled o ff an extra long strip of Let-Down La vender Mood Matchi ng T oilet
Roll to deal with the fresh fl ow of tears. 'So this is another alternative meaning o f wet
Sunday afternoons,' she tho  ught with a slightly damp  hint of humour

Two weeks late r, Sandra stood h aggardly at the office entrance in th e Psychology
Depar tmen t of the university, finally handing in her third -year pr oject. She had tried to
hand it i n previously, but had been told t o tak e it away and prepare a word count
statement. After experiencing a st range reluctance to hand it over at t he second
attempt , the girl in the office had been forced to prise it out of he r fingers . Sandra then

walked away from t he office with a sense of relief that was similar to that of h  aving
given birth.

'Only one essay and three exams to go now!" she though t elatedly, as she found
herse If walking in the direction of Marcu s Lowe's room . She knocked on his door almost
automati cally, wondering what she was act ually going to say. However, there was n o
reply, although she heard thete Iephone ringing ins ide.

‘Wha't a pity,' she tho ught as she walked away. 'Someone else wants to speak to
him, too. It's nice of him to say his door is always open, but today it's defi nitel y shut,

like the promise  of this vi sit. Oh w ell, I'll go to the Stude nt Union Happy Crap py S hop
and buy a Creme Egg instead. '

On her way to the shop, Sandra recogn ised several third -year students . They
were all identi fiable by the haggard expressions on t heir faces, the dark sha  dows under
their eye s, their pale complexions and the way they w ere carryi ng their proje cts to the
offic e as if they were holding a bomb.
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'It's qualitat ively different being a final -year studen t,” mused Sandra thoughtfully
as she made her way out of the Psychology Department . 'Inthe firstyear , everyone has
lectures tog ether a nd they walk aroun din groups with time to talk and joke. It's mo re or
less the same in the second year, but in the thi rd year it's as if you're suddenl y on your
own. It's just you and your pr oject supe rvisor battling over the project, and the t hird -
year s tudy options are split into s 0 many sections that you never have any lectures
together as one big group ever again. So the third -year students end up wa  Iking around

on their own , looking incred ibly tire d and worried all the tim  e.

"Hi Sandra," s aid Jenny, approaching S andra while carr ying her project like a
bomb. "You | ook incredibl y tired and worried."

"I've just handed  in my project to the office, so | 'm re lieved, actually. Youlo oka
bit in credibly tired and worried yoursel  f, Jenny ."

"I am," agreed Jenny, "l can't wait to hand in this wretched thing. By the way,
you 've lost an e arring."”

"Oh, no | haven't actually ~ é" began Sandra, but Jenny was alrea dy hu rrying away
in the direc tion of the office.

'She's the first person to notice my feeble attempts at Shame Attac k Ther apy,’
muse d Sandra, as she entered the Student Union Happy Cr appy Shop .

"Hey Sandra,” Rodney Bent ( Ro) said, as she headed for the Creme Eggs. "You're
wearing re ally odd so cks i with sandals 1 far out!"

"Yes," said Sandra, tryin g desper ately notto blush as Ro, Zo , Mo and Vo , along
with half the peo ple in the crow ded shop , seemed to stare at Sandra's f eet. "lt's
therapy," she said wil  dly, turning away to dig her hand into t he Creme Eg g box. It was
empty. 'S od it th ought San dra testily, 'although| suppo seit' s quite a while after Easter.
Ohwell, I 'll justhavet o have an Extra Thick Chocolate Uranus Bar instead.'

A week later, Sand ra aw oke on Thursday morning with a feel ing of fate . 'What the hell is
afeeling of fate?'sh e wondered a sshelayin bed. 'Isitas ense of something happening
at last which you knew was always going to happen  ? Well, whate ver itis, I'm feeling it. |
thin k it must be because today is actually, unbelievabl y, my final contact day at
univer sity. Wow ! It 's almos t over !' She leapt out of bed and went downstairs fatefu Ily.

"Hello Mother," s aid Gu lliver dolefully from the sofa in the sitting room, as San dra
was on her way to the kit chen.

"Hello Gulliver, "said Sandra, slightl y alarmed. "Aren't you going to unitod ay?"

"No," replie d Gulliver, pointing to his nose. It w as only then that Sandr  a noticed
the plaster, the swel ling and the bruised and puffy le ftey e.

"What's happened?" s he asked, s inking on to the so fa. She had mea nt to buy a
new three-piece suite with her last grantche que.

"Someone hit me last night," rep lied Gulliver. "Punched me in the face for no
reason w hatsoever. | think my nose might be br oken."

"Oh Gulliver," s aid Sandra, his past recent st rangeness with her forgott en in a n
instant. "You'd bet ter see Dr Effingh am."

"Yes," said Gulliver, looking pa le and tired. "l was ho  ping someone could give me
alift, | feelabit shaky ."

"Oh Gul liver " said Sandra. "I'd giv e you a lif t, but | can't driv e. Why don't yo u

give my d ad a ri ng? He'd take you. I' m pr etty sure he d oesn't do any old rambling on
Thursday s."
"OK," said Gullive r, grinning slightly. "Ouch. By the way, the police will be call ing

around later to take a st  atement."

"Oh Gulliver," said  Sandra. "Doyo uknow who didit? "

"No," replied Gull iver."lt was a gr oup of three. After one of them hit me , they all
legged it. I 'm not sure if | passed out for a moment, but | remember sitting on t he
ground with blood pou ring outof mynose i from the outside as wel |as thein side."

"Oh Gulliver," said Sandra."How didy ou get home?"

"By taxi in the end . The police ca me, but after they 'd taken a few details, they
were called away somewhere else  more urgent . They said | prob ably ought to go to
Casualty to be checked over , but | just wanted to com e home."
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"Oh G ulliver. Wh y didn't you wake us?"

"l didn' t want to worry  you. | tried to clean up all the blo od, but there's still a lot
on my jeansandt -shirt."

"Oh Gulliver." Sandra was moved by th e thought of him allalo  nein his blood a nd

distresst he night before . " I'll buy youan ewt -shirt."

"Jeans?"

"No."

"OK."

'‘All the recent overt rebellious behav iour, the covert rebell  iousness, the strange
moods and the cold silences don't matter a t all ;' Sandra was thinking, as Gullive r began
to talk in m ore deta il abou t t he previ ous nigh t. ' What really matters is the fundament al
caring that |  believe we have for  each other. At least, | want to believe that we have that

T no, I'm sure we do . He was bleeding and hurt an d fri ghtened and h e didn' t wa nt to
worry us." Sandra felt tears rising and wanted very badly to hug Gulliver wordle ssly, but
something held  her back.

‘I w ouldn't know wha t to say, she thoug ht, 'and | might hurt his nose . It's not
really that , though,i t'swhoweare .We'd bothbe embarrassed byahu g,wh ichissuch a
pity. How d oes Gulliver know ho w m uch |feelforh imifldon't show it?'

"ésol justc ouldn'tgointoun i today,” Gulliver was saying.

"Oh Gulliver," said Sandra. "I'll stay h ome with you if you want to tal k."

"No, it's OK," hesaid. "I wanttori ng D amien, he was with me last nig ht. Then I'll
goto the surgery. Then of co urse the police will be callingat some stage.”

"Oh Gulliver," said Sandra. "l feel pulled apart.”

"Oh, don't go falling apart again,” said Gu lliver, grinn ing. "Ou ch. Go on, Mot her
Sad Eyes, go to university . I'm a big boy now."
“I'm sure you are, but | really don't need to know that,” said Sandra, tryin g very

hardto force outa smile.

Sandra satin The Psychology of Ageing final sess ion, courtesy of Oli ver Dimm , feeling as
old a s the hills. What the hills ha dto dowithit, sh e wasn't entirely sure . She only knew
that she felt so incredibly distant from the rest of the other students in the room that
she might as w ell have been engage d in so me extreme hill climbing on a prolo nged
emotio nal trip.

The three hours dragged endlessly , except of course that they did  eventually end
All San dra wanted to do was to go ho me to see if Gulliver was all right. She even found
herself decliningan o ffer of apub visit to celeb rate the end 0 fcontactt ime.

It really is qualitatively different being a s o-called mature student, ' she thought,
as she p acked her notepad and pen int o her bag. ' Compared to the others, I've hardly
been t o the pub at all. Th at remi nds me, | w onder what Marcus actually meant about
fixin g a date?'

"Sandra , is it ?" asked Oliver Dimm hesita ntly , as Sandra passed b y him on her
way out of the room.

"Yes?" replied Sandra rather impatiently.

"Did you happen to mention anything to your mo ther and fath er about our little
conver sation the othe rday? | re ally didn't mean to be insensitive , Yy ou know."

"No, of course not," said San dra ambiguously.

"Good luck with the exams."

"Than k you. I'll need it." Sandra smiled, having relented a little.
"By the way , my mid dle name is Lionel ."
"I'm sorry? "

“Lionel. Oliver Lionel Dimm."

"Oh, Mum's acronym hypothesis.

"Yes. Did she lumber  you with an acro nym?"

"Yes. Firstof all lwasa SO W and now I'm a SOD," replied Sandra obligingly.

"Good heaven s," exclaimed Oliver, his eyes widening . " I'd never have guessed
You've alway s seemed qu ite pleasant to me."
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CHAPTER 23

"How did you get on  wit h Shame Attack Thera py?" asked lan P robe as Sandra sat down
opposite him for  her fifth session, feeling tense and irritable
"OK, | suppose,” replie d Sandra, tryin g to force herself out of her miasma of

negative emotion. "I've made a pra t of myself on sev eral occasions."
"Good," said lan though tfully. "I mean , how did you feel ab out it?"
"Embarrassed 1 but now I really don' t seem to mind as much wha t people think

of me , | do feel somewhatimm  une fromit all."

"That's good! Did you walk down the main str eet o f the city centre lo  oking to see
how many people actually looked at you? "

"Yes, but | don't want to talk about it. I' m still having hot flushes  about all the
stare s and the sniggers,” sai d Sandra, e xperiencing a sudden hot flush.

"Oh?"

"I somehow m anaged to do that awful t  hing of getting  my skirt caught up in my
knickers an d not realising,” said San dra, bl ushing despit e herself 7 although she w as

actually blushin g because of herself. "I 't was only when | happened to bump into
someo ne | knew from the  Psychology Department on his lunch break that he had the
decency to tell me  why people were laughing at me. It was Oliver D imm, dear old soul,

he's r eally gone up in my estimation. | hope | ne  ver see him again, though, because it
would b e far too embarrass ing. "

"Well, a bit of i nadvertent Shame Attack Therapy won't go amiss,” sai d lan
kindly. "Idoitall  thetim e mysel f. And you survived, didn'tyou? "

"Yes, buta twha t cost?"

"True. Well at this point then, perhaps we coul dtalk abou ty our core beliefs

"They're inside appl es," said Sandra facetiously, still suffering from t he memory
of the skirt insid e the k nickers incid ent.

"Right," said lan, b eginning to f ondle his beard a little desp  erately. "Y ou seem a
little unrelaxed today?"

"It's been a diff icult week," explained S andra, also a li ttle desperately. "By the
way, did y ou manage that letter | aske d if yo u could write to my personal tutor? I n eed
totakei tto him, because examsarec omingupin afew weeks."

"Yes, | did write it," replied lan, o pening his briefcase. "H ere we are. | ma de a
copy for you, so read it now an d let me know if it's what y ou want ed."

"OK," said Sandra, surprised at t he length of the | etter. 'Sodding hell’ s he
thought as she read it through. 'He thinks | have a passive pe rsonali ty style 7 a strong
sense of inferiority T I'm d eferential towards others T | doubt my own abili ties i this is
simply nottr ue!"

"Isitall r ight?" asked lan, wat ching her face. It was somewh  ere to look .

"Yes," replied Sandra deferenti ally. "Altho ugh I d on't think I'm passive, but I'm
not sure | can be more assertive." She simme red gently for a few  second s. "This make s
me fee |l as if I'mafail ure."

"Well, that's why | thoughtitwould beag oodide ato discuss your core beliefs

"Oh, stuff my so dding co re b eliefs,” said Sandra  miserably. "I'm not surprised I'm
halfway around th e bend with what I' ve had to put up wit h in the last few years. M y
partner did have an  affai r with my cousin when | was struggl ing in the first year of my
degree , you know. Anyone would go to pieces if th at happened to t hem . Everybody
seemstowant metok eepitstuffed unde rground asthough!' m allri ghtn ow, I'm over it

and | don't need to talk to anyone about it, bec ause it'st wo and a half years ago . | do
want to talk ab out it, though, I do! | can't fo rgive her . | hav e dreams in which I'm
terrified of s eeing her again. | wantto say thingst o her, b ut at the same tim e | never
want to set eyes on her for as long as | live. All t his can't be helping me now, can it?"

She felt like b anging her fist down on  the desk.

"No," agreed lan. "We can spend a sessio n talking aboutit, if you like?"

"Yes, | would like, " replied Sa ndra, close to tears af  ter h er outburst.

"There are a couple o f suggestions | have which you cou Id prepare for that
par ticular session," sa id lan thoughtfu Ily, massaging his beard. "You menti oned being
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afraid to see her again. Pe rhaps it would help to wri te down a few worst sce  nario s. By
that | mean what e xactly you're afraid of, what the outcome might be, how you might
respond, etc ."

"Yes," replied Sandr a hopefully. "I' d like to do that."

"You also menti oned there were thingsy ou wante dto say to her,” continued lan,
"so how about writing her a letter that you don'ta  ctually sen d? You could read it out to
me instead if you wanted to a nd then tear it up. That might give  you a sense of dealing
with your fee ling s, of r esolving the issuesy ou seemtoneedto deal with."

"Yes, I'd definitely li ke to do that," said Sandra, perking up a great deal.

On her wa |k hom e, sh e was already compo sing her letter to Sindy . '"You sly cow,'
she started in her head, feeling be tte r alrea dy, 'did our childhoo d time together me an
nothing atall toyou?

"You sly ¢ ow," she said tentatively, tr  ying out th e feeling of saying the words
aloud. "You bitch of th e first order,” she said a little more | oudly. "You nasty piece of
flesh," s he said mu ch more loudl y, enjoy ing the sensation of release. "You deceiving
selfish wre tch, you rancid little slut, you sleazy little slapper é"

"l beg your pardon?" said a voice , as a woman stood up ir ately in her gar den,
from where she' d been bending o ver p icking the dead head s from h er daffodils. Sandra
looked at her in astonishment and carried on walking as if not  hing had ha ppened .

'Sodding Shame Attack Therapy,' she thought with chagrin , as she sighed with
gross humiliation .'It 's beginning to work , thou gh!"

For the nextt wo weeks , Sandra wa sn't su re whether she was immersed in a surreal or
subreal existence, as she revised fr antic ally for her final exa ms. She tried not to
complain about it too much to anyone. Osbhorn had his thesis to conten d with, Gulli ver
had his own exam s and Ma deleine had herst oo.

‘Although Gulliver's are only second -year efforts,” she thought condescendi ngly.
'Well, | am a third -year student, I've earned the right to think con descendingly,’ she
thou ght haughtily.

Howe ver, on the d ay of h er first exam (The Psychology of Ageing ) she felt not at
all haughty or condescendin  g. 'l feel sick,' was her first wak ing t hought. 'Oh God, I've
got to sit in that huge intimidating hall for t hre e solid hours, d ragging out knowledge
that | may or m ay not know . Does on e actual ly know kno wledge, though ? Hmm. Oh
God, why am | putting myself through all this?'

She managed no tto throw up ( either the t wo cornflakes she'd forced down for
breakfast, or her handsin hor ror when she read the ex am questions) , but a fter the thre e
hours were over, she felt as if she' d been ageing at twice the normal rate. 'Quite
appropriate, | suppos e, fo r that particular exam ' she though t wryly, as she dragged her
ageing body home to revis e forthe next exam.

The next exam f our days later ( Curr ent Psyc hological L iteratu re) wasn't quite as
awful, even though there were no question s on the book Sandr a had read thoroughly.
Inst ead, she was forced to answ er a question on the book she' d ploughe d th rough
reluctantly, e ntitled Rationality i a subject with which Sandra unfortuna tely didn't feel
very familiar

The third and fina | exam was another three  -hour -long -basta rd one, for whic h
Sandra became ner vous at least three days previousl y. By the time she sat in the exam
hall wai ting fo r the e xam to begin, she fel t so tired that s he could have fallen asleep, if
only she hadn't felt so nervous. 'lt's a good job | fee | so nervous in that case,' s he
thought wryly . 'l wonder if any one has ever fallen asleepin an exam? | wonder if anyone
has actual ly thrown up? | wonde rif anyone has ru n screaming from the room? '

"You may start wri  ting," announced the invigilator sud denly in his God like fas hion
from the front of the h all.

'What if | don't want to?' th ought Sandra rebelliously for  aninstant , as sh e turned
over the exa m pape r. 'Ah, a Cognition and Emotion question on anxiety . Well, | can
answer that one all right!'

'l think I've got that an xiety question wrong," she t hought anxiously three hours
later, 'and | could hardly think st  raight for the oth er two questi ons | at tempte d.'

Kay Santillo, 199 8.



107

"Please stop w riti ng,” announced the i nvigilator sudde nly and emphatically. As
soon as he had finished speaking, a cheer rose up from various points in the exam hall.
Sandra hal fwan ted tojoin in, butwas too tired a nd self -conscious.

'How nic e, tho ugh,' she th ought t iredly and self -consciou sly. 'They're ex cited
about the end of exams i the end of this academic year i the end of the degree T the
end of life for the past three y ears as we've known it . God, it'sreally ended! Aslongas |
pass, | 'vere ally, actual ly, fin ally done it!'

Once out side the exam ha |l, Sandra looked with interest at a Il her fellow third -
year students. Bottles and cans of alcohol seemed to have materiali sed from nowhere
and everyone seemed inc redibly high .

"Hey Sandra, it's o ver!" said N erissa, approaching Sandra with an elated
expre ssion. To Sandra's surprise, Nerissa opened her arms and gav e Sandra a hug.
Sandra was d ecidedly touched, by emotion as wel | as by Nerissa's arms.

"Yes, it's over !" she said, as they disenga ged. " Nerissa, why is eve rybo dy still
hanging aro und?"

"For a gr oup photo," explained Nerissa. "It w as on the notice board.”

"Gosh, when did they take a group photo?" asked Sandra in sur prise . "I must
have missed it ."

"No, th e notic e that they'r e going totak e a group ph oto was on the notice board,"
explained Nerissa patiently.

"Ah, | didn't notice th e notice board this morn ing," said Sandra. "l was to 0
nervous."

"Hey Ro!" shouted avo ice from behind Sandra.

"Hey Mo!" shout ed avo ice frominf rontof Sandra.

"Hey Vo, Zo, No, Bo!" erupted an indisti nguishable cacop hony of voices around
Sandra.

"Hey Maz, Raz, Baz, Kaz, Daz! " came another cacophony of voices.

"I shall miss all this , | think," remarked Sandrato N  erissa, rub bing her forehead.
"Yes, lif e will be qualitat ively diff erent now our academ ic parameters an d
motivational forces are about to c hange,” replied Nerissa t houghtfully. "We might

reme mb er how to speak simply and unpsyc holog ically again. Are you co ming to the
pub?"

"Ohyes,"rep lied San dra. "It 's my last time to b ehave like a student ."

An hour or s o later, after the group photo had t aken place 1 a rather wet and
windy experienc e on a grassy bank outside the library T Sandra stood in The Cardinal's
Jockstrap with Ner issa, Jenny, Jilland Juliet.

"I feel psycho logi cally changed," said  Nerissa, sippin g her neat Western Comfort

"I feel psychologically confound ed," said Jenny, sipping he r untidy Créme de
Menthol .

"I feel psyc hologically confused," s aid Jill, s ipping h er Triple Str ength Ci der.

"l feel psyc hologi cally compromised,” said  Juliet, sipping her Gin and Artichoke .

"l feel ps ychologically challenged," said Sandra, choking on h  er Rum and Brandy
Special . "But I'v e really and quite amazingly actually en joyed the whole soddin g
experi ence."

"Me too!" agree d Nerissa, Jenny, Jilla nd Julietin uni son.

An hour and several drinks lat er, Sandra began to feel | ight headed and
desperate for something to eat. She decided i t was time to seek out a fina | Extra Thi ck
Chocol ate Uranus Ba r fromt he Stud ent Union H appy Crap py Shop . After sayin g goodbye
to the gang and wondering if she would eve r see them again, despite their plans to meet
up at a later date, she headed rather uns teadi ly towards the door of The Cardinal 's
Jockstrap. It was a t that p oint she saw Geoff sitting down in the corner w ith an empty
seat beside him.

"Geoff!" she said, ap  proaching him on impulse.

"Sandra!" responded Geoff , not particularly on impulse. "l w onder ed if I'd see you
here a gain."

"Did Helena have an other exam tod ay?" aske d Sandra conversationally , looking
enquiringly atth e empty space beside  him.
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"No, I'm here with a colleague,” replied Geof f. "He's celebrating  his fifth divorce
He's at the bar over there."

"Oh right," said Sandr a, sitting down rather p recipit ately beside Geoff . She
seemed to be h aving a little trou ble with her legs. "Well , | had my last exam today. My
degree is now over, u nless | have to dore -sits. | thought | was going to have to do one
justthen i ha!"

"Hey, " said Geof f, looking int o Sandr a's eyes. "I'm ple ased for you."

"So, how's life?" asked Sandra, not really knowi ng what to say because Geoff's
direct gaze was unhin ging her alittle. S ince she was already a little un hinged, the result
was rather unhin  ging.

"It's O K," replied Geo ff, "e xcept I'm feeling a bit weighed down by various
responsibi liti es."

"Me too," agre ed Sandra. "l sh ould think it's a middle  -aged thing with children at
one end and parents at the other. | mean, no matter how much you genui nely and
deeply love them, th ey're peopl e you have to consider constantly. And on top of that
society seems uncompro mising in its ex pectation that you consider them to the
detriment of you rself. Sacrifice yourself for yo ur children and take on the duty of looking
after your parents w ithout comp laining. Neve r mind if you're tire d, depressed and ha ve
lost sight of your ne  eds, hopesand d reams in the process."

"l know how you feel. Have you | ost sight of your needs, hopes and dreams?"
asked Geo ff softly.

"Pardon?" asked Sandra. It w as even n oisier than usual in The Card inal's
Jockstrap .

"Have you lost sight of your needs , ho pes and dreams?" rep eated Geoff more
loudly.

"Well, doing this degr ee was a dream," replied Sandra, "but the psychological
cost has been much  higher than|lev erth ought itwouldbe.l 1T uh 1 I'msortofseeinga
sort of psychologist  because of anxiety . Ir onic, isn'tit. "

"You're human," sa id Geoff, "but I'm sorry it's be en so hard."

"Oh well, I've survived," said Sandra, beg inning to feel sel f-conscious. "Are you
really OK, Geoff?"

"Yes. Work is b earable, home life is OK, | haven' t g ot too much midd le-aged
spread, my car s till works, my b rain still works, my T yes, everythi ng still works. But |

kind of miss those conversatio ns we used to h ave in the car after thos e mind -boggling
philosop hy classes. Do you remember?"

"How could | f orget?" responded S andra, smiling. "It was a long time ago,
though. | seem to have lived an othe r lifetime since t hen. Oh, here's your colleague
Sandra struggled to  her fe et.

"Give me a ring? " asked Geoff, as he put his hand on her arm to help her up.
"Have you stillgot m y nu mber?"

"Yes," said Sandra quickly. "Bye then."

"Bye Sandra. Takec are."

‘Take care 1 those are nice words,' thought Sandr a, as she tripped over he r own
bag and b anged her thigh heavily on the tabl e.

Ten minutes later, she found h erself sitting in t he comfy chair in Marcus  Lowe's

room, ha ving failed to locate an Extra T hick Chocolate Uranus Bar . After extricating
herself fro m The Cardinal's J ockstra p, her fee t had prope lled her without h er consciou s
knowledge towards the comfy chai rin Marcus's room, rather than towards the Student
Union H appy Crappy Shop

"How do you t hink you've done in your exams, then?" asked Marcus, sti Il looking
a littt e bemus ed after S andra had a Imost fallen inth  rou gh the d oor.

"Not very well," replied San dra. "l don't know why, but| was incredibl y nervous
this t ime."

"The fact that these exam s were third -year finals may have helped your
nervousnes s, perhaps ?"

"Oh, I didn 't need any help," said Sandra, laughin g nervously. "Yes | did. | don't
know. | feel weird. It's beginning to sinkin  thatthelastt hree years are over and I'm not
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sure how | feel aboutthat 1T apart from exhausted and a  bit squiffy, to put it polit ely. |
do kn ow | seemto hav e lost my pass ion for psychology somewhere along the line."
"Ah, p assion," said Marcus, le aning back in hi s chair. "Yes, | clearly remember the

feelin g of suddenl y realising psychology was what | wanted todo.ltwas my subject , it
belongedt o me."

"Belo nging doesn 't seem like passion,” said Sandra. "It's too possessive between
people, ort hings."

"Then maybe I'd fo und something I'd been looking for . Something | needed.

Maybe passion reflects need?"

"That's more like it," sai ~ d Sandr a.

"So what doyoun eednow?"a sked Ma rcus.

"Oh, m any things 1 understanding, money, a h oliday, good exam r esults, loss of
memory a bout my cousin a nd partner's affair, somet hing gorge ous to wear, to lose

weigh t effortlessly, to write a bestselling book, torecover my em otion al equilibrium and
an Extra Thick C hocolate Uranus Bar ," replied Sand ra, "but not necessarily in that
order ."

"An interestin g se lection," said Marcu s, smiling alit tle.

"What do you need, Marcus?" as ked Sandra boldly.

"Less stress at work T damn! " Marcus's blue eyes clou ded over as th e pho ne
rang. "This bloody th  ing hasn't stopped ringing all day  and I'll have to answer it . Excuse
me for a moment ."

Sandra sat feel ing rather uncomfortable in the comfy chai r, not knowing whethe r
she s hould le ave Marcus to speak privately.  Luckily, it proved to  be a short phone call.

"Sorry, | didn't know whether to go or stay,” she said, as Marcus replaced the
recei ver.

"That's OK, b ut | really should ploug h on. How about that pub meeting you
mention ed?"

"Did I1?" said S andra, feigning no nchalance and fidgeti ng badly in the comfy chair.
Lastt ime, she remembered (when she 'd given Ma rcus the letter from lan Probe) sh e had
fidgeted in t he c omfy chair very well . "Oh. Marcus, d o0 you really want to go tot he pub
with me? Hones tly? You know how | v alue your blatant  honesty."

"You want my blatant hon  esty? Well, I'm not indiffere  nt."

"Mmm. | like that, it's a typical Marcu s Lowe thing to say . Ho w about next week?"

"Let me lookin mydiary 1 Friday OK?"

"Yes. Which pub?"

"How about The Queen's Uterus?"

"OK, see yo u thenthen 1 ha! Well, bye Marcus. Hey, this is your last time as my
perso nal tutor!" Sandra stood up and un characteristically held out her hand. Marcu s
looked at it w onderingly for a mome nt or t wo, befo re placing his hand momentarily in
hers and smiling . He said something which Sandra unf ortun ately failed to understa  nd as
she o pened the door, but somehow she di dn't have the nerve to ask him to repeat it
Besides, her| egs were giving her ¢ onflict ing mess ages again.

That night, Sandra  dreamed she was back at the university, where she saw t hat O liver
Dimm had aged prem aturely. Sa ndra felt very sorry for him, but whe n she looked in the
mirror, she found th  at she, too, was  wrinkled well beyond her ye ars. At that moment
Simon Coe came into  the room to say he h ad decided to act according to his name and
fail Sandra's third -year projec t. Sandra was about to ring Osborn to tell him the aw ful
news, when Marcus ca me into the room and said that meanin gful n ames were
meaningless.

Sandra began to feel terribly confuse d and anxious, so she went to sit i n the
comfy chair, which had materialise d miraculously in the corner of th e room. However,
she found it was already o  ccupied by Neris sa, who was sitting o n Jenny 's lap, who was
sitti ng on Jill's lap, who was sitting on Ju liet's lap, who was sitting on Geof f's | ap. Sandra
tried to run  away , but was stopped att he door by lan Prob e, who suggested to Sand ra
thatitwast imeto dosome Shame Attack Therapy.
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CHAPTER 2 4
"Have you written  the letter to your cousin?" asked lan Probe, after Sand ra ha d been
discussing the Si  ndy situati on with him for the past 20 minute S.

"Yes, l have. | wrote itontheday!|| astsaw you, tobe honest . Itfelt like it was
readyto come ou tthen,solletit. " Sandra had beenf eeling nervously at ease with lan
since t he be ginning of the session, when he had very politely asked her what her
cousin's name was.

"Sindy," Sandra had rep lied, still hati ng to say the name aloud. She wonder ed if
lan was monitoring her reaction at havin g to say the name, but decided that was s imply
a manifestation of the reprehensib le suspicion of a former student o f p sychology.

"How have you felt aboutit T or her i | mean S indy i since you wrote the letter 2"
aske d lan, stroking hisb  eard softly.

"I h aven't really had time, what with final e xams and everything,” said Sa  ndra,

wonde ring briefly what she meantby ‘everything'.

"No, | can understand that. Whe n | was at unive rsity i but no, you don't want to
hear abou t that," said lan, st roking his beard h ardly. "Are you ready to read out the
letter ? Do you still want to do that?"

"Yes | am and yes | do,"” replied Sand ra, her heart sudde nly practising strange
manoeuvres inside her chest. It would have been catas trophic anywhere else. She f ound
she couldn't speak for a moment.

"Take your time," pr  ompte d lan . "When you're read .

"Sindy ," began Sandra in a rush. "l stil | can't believe you did what you did with
Osborn. It seems  obvious to me that our childhood sum mers me ant nothing at all to
you, which hurt m e a great deal. | know what it's like to want someone else," (at this
point a vis ion of both Geoff and Phil flashed through Sandra's m ind, causing her to
squirm a little) "bu  t when it came to a head," (here San dra squ irmed a lot, remember  ing
the scene on P hil's sofa) "l couldn't do it because o f the people | would have hur t."
(Sandr a meant Osborn and Geoff's wife )

"I don't suppose yo u have any idea of how d ifficult it is f or me to see other
members of my fam ily who t alk about you, not kn  owing how much you hurt me,"
continued Sandra, after a gu Ip. " They talk as if | still care about you i as | once did T
and as if yo u still care about me T which | don't belie ve you ever did.  The very worst
thing is that they s ay we're so much alike. We may have been once, y ou sly deceiving
cow, but now we're wor  Ids a part. You're no longer m  y cousin in anything but pretence.

In my mind , I'm divorcing you from this moment. So fu  ck off, Sindy. I hope you get
what you deserve. What everiti s, it has nothingto  do with me. Sandra ."

Sandra had read fairly fast in a lo W Voi ce, not taking her eyes from the le tter.
Now she looked up at lan's e yes, wondering what he was thinking. His ha nd was
supportin g his chin , the table was supporting his elbo w and his e yes were o pen and
understand ing. She momentarily considered that his eyes couldn't be understandin g if
they w ere shut i but her perception had been that his eyes were open as in listenin g.
Then, after a moment wondering about the feasibil ity of listening with one's  eyes, she
remember ed the | etter.

"Do you want to rip it to piec es?" asked lan, stroking his beard wonderingly.

"Yes!" replied Sandr a emph atically. She had noticed as soon as she'd enteredth e
room that a waste paper bin had be en plac ed strategically clos e to her chair , a point
which had endeared lan to her rathe r a | ot. She tore the letter into severa | pieces and
dropped them into the bin with a sense o f satisfac tion. She felt as if she' d suc cessfully
disposed of a number of co  unter -productive emotions, a s well as the piec e of paper
itself.

She talked this over  with lan for a while, feeling relieved a nd at ease. 'l wish you
lived next door, so | could h ave conversations with y ou over the gard en fence,’ she
thought suddenly. 'Go odness, | wonder if that ind icates I've wanted to keep a safe
distance between us throu  ghout these sessions?'

"Well ," said lan , as they came to an almost natura | break. "I'm wonde ring if you
need another session?"
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"I d on't know," replied Sandra hesitantl y. "l ¢ ertainly feel better ~ now than when |
first saw you."

"Good. " said lan, rubbing his b eard. "We seem to have ¢  overed the subject of
your social anxiety qui te well. You know h ow to tackle your automa tic thoughts, by
identifying them and then questioni ng the evidence for them. We ‘'ve talked about s ocial
skills. You certainly have the know -how . You just perhaps needt o practise the do -how a
bit more assertively. "

'He's winding up these sessions,' though t Sandra sadly. 'He doesn't want to see
me again.'

"We've talked about your cor e beliefs and how you can explore them by using the
downwar d arr ow method," continued la n. "We've t alked about normality and agreed it
was crap. Then th ere was the Shame Attack Therapy. So -0, | think you're quite well
equipped t o deal with your anxiety now i to be your own therapist, if you like. Do you
agree?"

"Ye-es," replied Sandra relucta  ntly, gaugi ng how she felt. "Yes, | do."

"Good. Well, if things do happen to go wrong a gain, give me a ring and we can
arrange another app  ointmen t."

"OK. Thank vyou, lan. Thank you for being y ou," said Sandra somewhat lamely.
She ha d suddenly become aware of terrible pins and needles in her left leg.

"You're welcome," responded lan, standing  up."Oh, | have something foryou é

"You have?" asked S andra, with a slight  feeling of pleasan t a ntici pation.

"A couple of questionnai res,” said lan, handing them to her. "Co uld you send
them back to me inth  is env elope, please ?"

"Yes of course,” rep lied Sandra, smi ling. "Well, goodbye!" She held out her han d.

"Goodbye Sandra,” said lan, taking her hand . "All the very best."

"Thank yo u. You too. " said Sandra, gla ncing back as she went to close the door
behind her . Her lastsigh t of lan was as he began vigorously to scra tch his beard.

"What seems to  be th e problem?" asked Dr Ef fingham, looking g uestioningly at Sandra
as she entered his room and sat down.

"It's my blee ding uterus ," replied Sandra baldly (though n ot literally, of course).
"It's gone comple tely erra tic. It must be taking after me. "

"Right." Dr Effingham looked at Sandra's notes."” How's the anx iety?"

"It's fine," replied Sand ra a little anxiously, wonder ing what he was driving at.
"I've finished wi th lan Probe."

"Good. Well, let'stalk abo utyourbleeding uterus then."

"Are you surey ou wa nt to?" asked Sandra gu iltily. "I feel so  sorry for yo u doctors
having to deal with the vaga ries of uterine activity "

"You do ?" Dai Effingham looked startled. "Well yes, it do es get a bit bloody
overwhe Iming attimes é"
"Do you want to talk about it e

"Wh at? Oh no!" Dr Effing ham resumed his pr ofessional air. "It just makes me
appreciate my m aleness , that's all ."

Five minutes later, Sand ra found herself lying prone on th e couch in Sister's room
wondering briefly  (briefless, to b e precise ) if the mal e equiv alent of Sister would be
Brother, while  Dr Effingham carried o ut an internal examination.

"I h aven't seen much of you latel vy," said Dr Effingham conversationally as he
pus hed, prodded, pa Ipat ed and pummelled San dra's personal i nterior with his doct  or-like
hands.

"Well, you'r e seeingalotof me now,"repli ed Sandra , grimacing a little.

"Are you a Il ri ght, Mrs Dullkettle?" as  ked Sister, having noted Sandra's grimace.

"Yes thank you," rep lied Sandrathrough grit ted teeth. "l lo ve this sort of thing

"You do?" a sked Dr Effin gham, looking pert urb ed fora mo ment.

"No, it's a joke," replied Sandra t ersely. "I'm worried that I' | have to h ave a
hysterectomy."

"Ah," said D r Effingham, lookin g into Sandra's eyes fora moment ."Let's notjump
to conclus ions. |sthere any pain  with intercourse?"
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"Only social in tercourse," said Sandra, thinking of her soci al anxiet y. "No , there's
no pain,”" she add ed, r eturning Dr Effingham's gaze.

"Good."

'‘What a humiliating sensation to have a strange man look you stra ightin the eye
with hi s han d up your vaginaa nd ask you wh ether sex hurts,' thought Sandra. 'Although
| must say , in the past it's actually been worse to have doctors notloo kme inthe eye. |
can remember feeling  like alump of meat on a slab on several of thes e body -boggling
occasions. '

"OK, I'll just do a sme ar test," said Dr Effingham, "alth ough I don' tthinkt here's
anything to worry about. | suspect it's your age, Sandr a. Have you been noticing

changes in your cyc le for long?"

"Yes, | suppose | hav e," rep lied Sandra, forc ing herself not to say  something
facetious about bicycles, "but I've been so busy at unive rsity and with lan Probe and
ever ythin g that | put it all to t he back of my mind. | simply diagnosed myself as being
pre -ante -peri -menopausal and the n just forgot abo ut it all until now." She gave a sma |l
laugh of embarrassment.

"Well, it looks | ike you'v e progressed to being peri -menopa usal," said Dr
Effingham, smi ling. "Cong ratulations!"

"Thank you," respon ded Sandra, then wi shed she hadn't, as Dr Effingham had
justin serted the smeart estinstrument

"As | said, | don't think ther e's any caus e for ala rm at the moment,"” said Dr
Effing ham w hen he had finished, "so | don't th ink you need worry for now about a
hy sterectomy."

"Well 1 doworry, withth e National Health Service being in the state it's in, " said
Sandra worriedly.

"Oh, | quite unders tand. It' s funny you should be mentioning this, actually. |
heard only this mornin g that an ex -colleague of mine has  started his own gy naec ological
business. Hysterectomies -R-Us. Frightening ,isn't it!"

"You think it's frightening?" exclaimed Sandra. "Ima gine how you'd feel if you had
a uterus!"

"Quite. W ell, do come and se e me again ifyou're atall worried aboutyou rperiods
and dori ngu p forthe sm eartes t result.”

"Yes of c ourse aahh! will,"  said Sandra, as the instrument of torture was suddenly
withdrawn .
The follo wing morning as she was getting d ressed, an envelope from the university
plopped through the letterbox. Sandra heard the plop and imm ediatel y went to
investigate , hav ing eagerly a nticipated the arrival of her results for sever al heart -

stopping day s.

"Have they come?" she said aloud on he r way to the porch. "Have the  yé ?" Her
speech was momentarily arrested as she recognised the university's fr anking m ark on
the en velope. "Oh my God ," she said dramatica lly. "They've come!"

"Who 's come?" asked Gul liver, ha ving appeared from the deepest re gions of his
bedroom. "Oh, yo urresults. Mine haven't come, that's not f air."

"Yours will co me s oon," said S andra re assuringly, h er hands actually beginning to
shake slightly . She needed some re assurance herself. "l cant open this,” she said
pathetically .

"I'll do it," offered Gull  iver, stret ching out his hand for the envel ope.

"No, Il doit ," s aid S andra, ripping open the enve lope resolutely.” Oh!" Her eyes
had tra velled immediately to the vital place on the paper."l t'sa 2:1. | actually made a
2:1"

"Well done, Mum!" said Mad eleine, who had come to see what the noise was
about. She hugged Sandraa nd star tedtos pin heraroun d. "Oh, |feeldiz zy."

"You don't eat enough lately," said Sandr a maternally. "I fe el sick. It's only
excitement. Actually, | see | got 59%, that letter f rom lan Pro be to Marcus about my
anxiety mu st have done the tric k. O h, th ankyou lanand Marcus, you gorgeous people!"

"Ring Dad," said Mad eleine. "He'll be at work by now."
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"OK, " sai d Sandra, then she suddenly remembered her stat e of undress. "Il be
stand ing at the phone barely covered , butso what ?"

"No, you won' t be barely cov ered,” re marked Gulli ver. "That's a con tradiction in
terms."

"Oh, clever clogs!" reto  rted Sandra happily.

"No, yo u're the clever clogs,” said Gull iver, as he and Madeleine tur ned to go
back to their bedrooms. Sandra s miled. It felt so good to be friends with Gull iver again
and the tattoo was only of an innocuous looking eel, after all. Sh e had also been ve ry
touche d by Madeleine's response to her resul ts.

After Sandra had sa id goodbye to Oshorn and put the receiver do wn, she felt
strange ly g regari ous, as though she still wan ted to talk to peo ple. She rang her pa rents,
but after the tenth unanswe red ring, s he rememb ered they' d gone on a coach trip to
Mashed Potato World  with B asil and Sy bil's VAGINA group. She wondered about ringing
Neriss a an d the gang, b ut sudd enly became ov ercome with Thin E xcuse Syndrome.

'Wh at if they've got firsts? T hey'll feel awkwar d about m y 2:1. Or if they've got
2:2s,th ey'll feel depressed or embar rassed beca use of my 2:1 , althoughtobefai r | only
scraped it . Oh well, maybe o ne of t hem will ring me." Sandra realis ed she was failing
miserably to behave assertiv  ely, but felttoo  unasserti ve to do anything about it.

‘What abo ut ringing Geoff?' shet hought sudd enly, her heart skipping a beat. |
wond er if | shoul d me ntion thatto Dr Eff ingham, I've h ad alot of palpit ations lately.' She
went to find Geoff's work n umber. It was afe w yearss ince she' d rung him at work, she
remem bered quite warmly. As s he came to stand by the phone again, however , a
barrage of doubt s assailed her.

‘Why am | doing this? ' she wondered, fi ngering the piece of paper on which
Geoff's pho ne number was writ ten. 'Do | really want to start this off a gain? | don't think
I do. | s till like G eoff and | would like to talk wit h him again, butit all takes too muc h
effor t. I'd have to  tell Osborn, whic h would be difficult ~ for us both and where woul d it be
leading an yway?'

She pushed and prodded and finall y pok ed her finger through th e piece of paper.
'Oh, sod it, life's too co mplicated. It should be much simpler, but it s not. I don' t
understand if I' m putting constraints on myself, or whether the y're inherent in Os born's
and my relationship. If they are, i t's a pity, but I'm really to o tired to chall enge them
right at this mom ent i which isironic , be cause | star ted out when|was 39 to rediscover
my self and to live life  honestly.

'So much for ex istential freedom! I'm nots ure it exists and I'm not  sure | really
want it anyway. | know exi stential aloneness exists, though, because | live tha tdailyin
my he ad. Oh well, | suppose | 'd b etter finish getti ng dressed. Go d, I've really trashed
this piece of paper, | can hard ly read his phone number now . I'n fact, I don't think I can.
Oh well, mayb e it's a sign. ' She threw the piec e of paper in the b in and went back
upstai rs with a sense o f an ti-climax. It wasn 't that she wa s totally against climaxing, she
just thought itwas s lightly over rated sometimes.

"It 's called let -down," explaine d Marcus, a s Sandra was explaining how she fe It to himin
The Qu een's Uterus . "D on't wo rry, it's acommo n ph enomenon."

"But I don't want to  be common,” mused Sandra aloud i the Bacardi and
Tangerine had already gone to her hea  d. "l don't want to be normal , or usual, or like
everyone else. Not justf  or the sake of conv enti on, anyway."

"You're unique whether you want to be or not " said Marcus , taking a small sip
from his gla ss of Legles s Lager .

"l don't mean | want to put myse If ab ove other people,” Sandr  a tried to explain,
"even though | seem to be shorter than most people, butl do wantt o be my self. I'v. e
spent a great many y ears thinking primarily of other people. Now | 'd like to th ink

secon darily of them  a bit more ! How ab outy ou, Marcus?" she asked, tryingtod ivertthe
conversation away fromh  erself.

"Yes, | ag ree about the ne ed to b e oneself," he re plied. "As a personal tutor, |
alway s used to put my students' needs first. If th ey knocke d on my door, I'd see them,
but t hat s imply became too much. | began to | ose sight of my own inner agenda, whi ch
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began to affe ct m y health. No w I'm m ore circumspect. If | 've got time to se e them | do,
but if I'm busy with my own stuff, they havet o come ba ck and try later."

"It seems fun ny th at you're already speaki ng as if yo u're not my personal tutor
any mor e," remarked Sandra . "l t's very goo d of yo u to spare some o f yo urtime to have
a drink with me. "

"It's good to get out of the o ffice for a bit, | me an for a while," said Marcus,
smiling. "So, what are your plan s for the f uture?"

"l don't know , the future seems too far a head," replied Sand ra. " | can't stop
thinking h ow good it would b e to write a book, but | know lots of people sa y they wa nt
to wri te a book."

"I'd like to write a book ," said Marcu s. "Actuall y | have, b utit's an academic type
of thing | w rot e with some ¢ olleagues. I'd like to h ave more time fo r writi ng poetry and
I'd like totry writing some fiction, too."

"Life' s aficti on,” said Sandra, sighing. "l wish | could writ e my own life."

"That w ould take t he challenge out of it and diminis h t he learning proc ess."

"Mmm. You're right as usual."

"You're n ot endowing me wit h God -like qualities, | hope."

"God no, | have enough t rouble wi th my son, but that's a differe nt story and
we're not hereto  talk about him."

"l can def initely see you ending up as a nov elist, " said Marcus magnanim ously.

"Mmm. | ‘'ve al ways enjoy ed the i dea of new things. Marcus?"

"Yes?"

"I don't really know anything about  you!l me an, | don't know how old you are, if
you're married, whether y ou're a fat her, or gay, or an Eighth Day Adve ntist 7 but |'ve
realised it doesn't actual |y mat ter. I've just enj oyed being my self with you and even if |
never see you again, I'll alway s remembe r my old personal tutor with affe ction ." Sandra
sipped her Bacardi and Ta ngerine to hide her embar rassment, but unfortunately she
gulpe d and made afu nny li ttle throa ty slurp y sound.

"l thought you sai d age didn't matter ," said Marcus, ignoring t he funny little
throaty slurpy sound. "I'm glad you feel good about the personal t utoring , but | don't
know about never seeing me again . You could dropinfo rachat oncein awhile ?"

"Yes, I'd lik e to," said Sandra. "I'd really like to keep in touch because I'm afraid
of losing trac k of psychological matters an d psycholog y really does matter to me. I'd
hate to getto feel o uto ftouch wit hthe p sychological world ."

"It seems out of touch with itse If sometimes," said Marcus thoug htfully. "It s
certain ly a growing concern."

"l think it's good that it's growing," said Sandr a, "but gosh, |really havet ogoé"

"Oh. Well , do n't lose touch and  forget all about me, or p sychology."

"I'd ne ver forg et all about you , or p sychology , or t he comfy chair, or even the
stain on your carpeti  nthe shape of Madagascar."

"Ha! Well, bye then Sandra. Good luck and wri te that boo k!" Marc us stood up
politely and offered Sandra his hand. She took it , b ut r easoned that he'd need it back.
She was f eeling a bit put out. By saying she had to  go, she'd only meant to conv ey that

she euphemistically needed to use the facilities .
CHAPT ER 25
"Madeleine, you'v e hardly e aten a nything all weekend," noticed Sand ra on a Sunday
afternoon in mid -July. "You look very pale."
"I'm fine," replied Madelein e, wa lking away. Something in her demean our,

though, alarmed Sandra.

"Maddy , come back!"

"Why?" Madeleine looked a Imost frig htened as she instinctively turned back, but
Sandra felt resolute.

"You're not fine, | know you're n ot. Tell me what's wrong." The two of them stood
facing one another.

"l am fine. "
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"Mad!" Sandra's voice was gentle butfirm as shelo oked into her daught er's eyes.
"I haven' tbeeny our mother for 15  years not to know when you're not fine."

"Too many neg atives." Madeleine tried very hard to smil e, bu t failed miserably.

"You weren't f ine on your birthday last week, | know t hat. You hard ly t ouched
your birt hday cake and you lo ve birth day cake. You didn 't want to go out for a meal,
either. Is someth  ing worr ying you? "

"No." Madeleine's gaze dropped to t he floor.

"I don't beli eve you, da rling." Sandra went to Madeleine a nd put her hands on
Madeleine's arms.” You needtotellme, Icanh elp."

"You can't help, nobo dy can help!" Madeleine flung herself into Sa ndra's ar ms and
sobbed uncontrollably.
"I't's a Il right, my darling, it really is. Whatever's wrong, Dad and | can b oth help

you," soot hed Sandra, stroking Madeleine's hair an d beginn ing to conjure up  all manner
of strange and horrifying situations
"I ha te myself ," said Madeleine, once the sobs had s ubsided a little.

"What ?" Sandra s teeled herself not to manifest any shock at whatever Madeleine
might be a bout to say. "Come a nd sitd own with me."
"I hate the w ay | look," continued Madeleine as th ey both settled o n the sofa ,

"and nobody really li  kes m e, they all laugh a t me. They copy my work at school and then
talk about me an d lau gh a bout me behind my ba ck when they're out of school ."

"l thought thi ngs h ad become a lot better," replied Sandra sadly. "Why di dn't you
tell me they were worse again?"

"Dad told me notto  worry you, " said Madeleine in a small voice. “I'twasthatt ime
when you told us abouty our cousi n, when you and Dadw ere all upset.”

"Oh God, I'm so sorry,"” said Sandra, tears formi ng in her e yes. "It was never my
intention e ver to let any of that affect you and Gu lliver. | know Dad would never hav e
meant to make things harder foryou i he lovesyou so muc h, like | do!"

"l tried to die t so I'd be thin and they'd like me better," continued Madeleine. "I
fainted once in sc  hool, doyouremember, whent heyrangyo uup?"

"Of course | remember. Your class had been wa tching that Threads vide o and I

explai ned that you were ver y sensitive and s cary scenes about nuclear bombs were
bound to upset yo u." Sandra suppressed a very emba rrass ing memory of the phone call,
when she had at first assumed Threads had been about a nee dlework demonstration an d
had n eeded a n explanation of its  actual content.

"It wasn't just the video, | hadn't eaten all day."
"What, not even breakfast?" Sandra trie d not to frown.
"No."

"Oh Maddy!" Sandra hugged Madeleine and b ecam e awar e of how thin  her body
felt. "l can't  believ e I've been so blind. I'm so , so sorry.” She let go of Madeleine and sat
back and tried to  calm her racing thoughts.

"That's not al |, Mu m." Madeleine looked acu tely uncomf ortable. "My periods have
stopped again.”

"They have ?" Sandra felt stupefied , but r ealised deep down that her r eaction to
this n ews was crucial. * Well, t here must be a reaso n, darlin g. You haven't é?" To her
chagri n, wo rds failed her.

"No, | haven'thad sex, it's not that."

"Well, it m ight be because you r body weight is too low ." The wo rds see med
unreal to Sandra even as she was saying them. 'How could | have let this happ en?' she
was thinking. 'How did | not noti ce? W hat sort of mother am 1? | studied eating disorders
in my second year at uni, for God's sake.'

"What shall we d 0?" Madel eine lo oked at Sandra witht ears in her eye s again.

"We really should go to see Dr Effi ngham ," r eplied Sandra slowly, her thought S
still trying to adjust them selves.

"I don't want to! | promise I'll eat more. I'll be sens ible, | will" Madeleine
clutched at San dra. "If you'll help me?" she whispe red.

"I'l do anything in my power to help y ou, anything." Sandra wiped away an
escape d tea r. "We're going to the | sles of Sci lly in two weeks. Why don't we bot h do our
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bestto eat sensibly from now onandtheng oand enjoy our holida y. The n, if we have to,

we'llgoto see Dr Effingham when we come back. How does that soun d?"
"OK." Madeleine blew her nos  e. "l 'm sorry, Mum."
"You've got nothin g to be sorry for, my darling, abs olutely nothing. " Sandra

rested her h and on Madeleine's kne e for a while and manage d a smile. "Now, what sh  all
we have fortea  tonight ?"

"You're not nervous at all, are you Gulliver?" asked Sandra the follo wing week, as
Gulliver was prepar ing to leave for his fi rst work placement day at Fischer & C hipm ann,
looking alittl e pale.

"I've spent the last hour trying not to thr ow up,"re plied Gulliver ruefully.

"Don't be full of rue, darling, I'm sure you'll be fine, " said Sandra without
thinking. 'Go od God,' she tho ught (with thinkin g), 'did I s ay that ? I'm not sure helik es to
be called ‘'darling ', it's a bit too emotionally g irlie for him. 1 couldn't help myself, though
It's so strange how my maternal bits pop up s ometimes without warning '

"Do I | ook OK?" asked G ulliver, turninga round as he was finally ready to go out
the door.

"You lo ok great, " replied Sandra, her maternal bits still obviously active. " You do
look greati n a shirt and tie."

"And trouser s," a dded Gulliver.

"Yes! Lo ok, | shoul d think everyonei s nervous onthe ir firstday a twor k. | know |
certainly was."

"Yes, butyo u're you, Mother, " said Gulliver semi -smiling , a vestige of his old self
returning.

"Than k you," s aid Sandra, semi -smiling in retur n."H ave a good day!"

"So lo ng and than ks for a Il the fishfingers."

"So long. Bye. Don't wo rry, just be vyourself." Sandra gazed aft er him as he shut
the door behind hi  m. 'Should I hav e said that?' she wondered, a s she pre pared to wash
the dishes. 'God, w ashin g dishes is so boring.'

Osborn ope ned the front door and flung hiso  vernight ba g ontot he floor tire dly. He wen t
to wh ere Sandr a was standing in the kitchen and hu gged her for along time. It was the
first ni ght they' d spent apart since his affair wi th Si ndy and Sandra couldn't help but
compare th e different homecomings. ' | wish with every f ibre of my be ing that | could
stop notic ing so many instances that remind me of the star k, cold, agonising
dreadfulness o fthatda y I found out,’ she thought sadly , as Osborn disengaged her.

"How did it go?" sh e asked pseudo -brightly.

"They gave me a total grilling," he replie d dramat ically.

"Yes, you do look a bit hot and bot hered."

"I'm exhausted, any chance of some t ea?"

"Of course. Did you have to talk abo ut yo ur thesis much? I've nev  er known
exactly wha tavivais. | haven'tgo ta clue wha t sprea d sp ectrum rec eivers are , either .
When w ill you know if you're a chartered e ngineer?"

"Questions, questions! Let me take off my j acket and go for a pee  first! "

"Hey Dad, how did you get on ?" asked Gulliver, a s Osbhorn emerged fr om t he
bathro om.

"They grilled me good and proper,” replie d Osborn. "I'm kn  ackered. "

"Hi Dad, | heard you were bac  k," said Ma deleine, entering the sitting roo m fro m
the direction of her b edroom, whe re she seemed to spend a lot of ti me. " How was it?"

"They gave me a real grilling,"r eplied Osbo rn. "l didn'tknow which way was up. "

"Are you sure they didn't roast you alive?" asked Gulliver.

"Or putyou inth e frying pan?" asked Mad eleine.

"No, | was definitely grilled," repl ied Osborn, smiling . "l t's so good to be h ome. |

should kno w withina month whetheritw as all worth it."
"A m onth!" exclaimed Sandra. "The y kee p you hanging on, then. You must be
starvi ng, I'll get on with tea . What shal | we have, something under the gri 2"
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It was an early evening in late July . Sandr a, Osborn and Madelei ne were waiting on  the
guay at St Mary's , Isles of Scilly, for a boat to ta ke them to the island of Samson.
Although Sandra had been very mu  ch missing the company of Gulliver, who said he was
so far enjoy ing his work placementa t Fischer and Ch ipmann , it f elt good for Sandr a and
Osborn to be abl e to spend time with Madelein e.

She had kept to her word and was doing her best to eat well, starti  ng with sma |l
portions, which were now almost norma l. Her colour had returned and onlyt he prev ious
day she'd mentio ned almost shyly t o Sand ra that her peri od had arrived. Sandra had
hugged h er in a very moving moment, even tho ugh t hey had both been standi  ng still at
the time.

"Here's our boat,"” sai d Osborn, gui ding t hem both towards where a number of
passengers were p reparing to emba rk. "lt'ssuchalo vely evening. "

"lIt's such a lovely pl ace," replied Sandra. "l can't be lieve we live so close tothe se
islands and have never visited them before . Thank goodness y ou discovered them when
you came here for Enrichment Week with school lasty ear, Mad."

"It's that boatman I like in our b oat,” mut tered Madeleine. "Please don't ca Il me
Mad and show me up."

"OK darling, | mean Maddy . Oops, nearly slippe d!" Sandra grabbed att he hand of
the boy , endearingly called the boatman by  Maddy, who was se eing everyone saf ely on to
the boat. "l didn't mean tot ouch you there, I'm so sorry."

Despit e Madeleine's ensuing  mortification , the boat trip to Samson was idyl lic and
the three of th em stepped onto Sam son w ith as tran ge feeling.

"Do you know what," sa  id Osborn as they walked along the fine sandy beach tha t
was edged in marram grass, stop ping occasionally to pick up small, pret ty shells. "I feel
happy. | was wo nderin g what this stran ge sensation of ligh tness wasin my chest and it's
happiness! | miss Gu lliver being here with us , but it's so good to know he' s doing OK."

"He's 20 now anyway , he wouldn't want to be on a family hol iday," said Sandra.

"I miss him so  much too, though. Life is strange , butit's so good, r ight here and right
now. This is really a wonderful isla nd, even though it's uninhabi ted. Maybe because it's
uninhabited."

"I never came here with school," said Madel eine. "Shall we go up there and si ton
the rocks and look at the view?"

“I'm glad you ap preciate the natural beauty of our wond erful planet Eart h," said
Sandrainamomento fplanet awareness.

"Ye-es, but | can als o0 see if that boatman's still on the boa t," said Madeleine
coyly .

"He sho uld be so lucky," said Osborn, smiling appr aisingly at his daughter . "That
new top you're wear ing suits you dow ntothe ground, by the way ."

“It'sn ot too long or gaudish, is it?"

"It's lovely, " said Sandra." Just like y ou and your unique words.

The still very warm air, the sound of the gulls a nd th e buzzi ng o f the insects all
added to the head y experience of t he evening, as they wandered higher up the island
along a narrow pathwa .

"Look at the colour of th at sea,” si ghed Osborn. "So many different shades of

blue and green. It re ally is beautiful." He grasped Sandra's hand an d they walked alon g
companion ably for a while  until the path became too aw kward.
"Shall we head for those rocks ove r the re?" suggested Sandra. " We haven't gota

great amount of time here an ditwould be asha met o havetorush back."
"I can't see the boa tman at all," said Madeleine, "butldon'tmi nd. Look at all the

other sma Il island s, | didn't realise there were so many ."

"It's an archipelago ," said San dra. "Here we are. Phew! It's good to sit down for a
whil e."

"Look at t hat strange bird over there, I've never seen o ne of those before, " said

Madeleine , squinting slightly
"Where?" asked Sandra.
"Over there , follow the direction of my fing er."
"No, it'sn ogood, | ca n'tseean unusual bird."
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"What bird is that , Mad?" as ked Osb orn.

"Over there! |  tried pointing it out to Mum, but it's pointless." Sponta neous
laughter e rupted from of all three of t hem.

"This is so good," said Osborn, "an d gue ss what I've got in my b ag? A bottl e of
red wine forus andasmallb ottle of cider fo r Maddy. We need to ¢ elebr ate. I'mnot sure
what , but we definitely need to ce lebrate. "

"We c an celebrate life," said Sand ra, "and natural beauty , because it does i t for
me. Pass the wine, plea se?"

"Il take a photo of you two together ," said Ma deleine, "and then may be some one
cantakeoneo f me."

As Sandra sat posing with Osborn, she felt wha t she could only describe as a
wave of pure h appiness washing through her entire being. ‘It reminds me a bit of my
peak experi ence at the Lake District that time ,' she thought sudd enly. 'l wonder why. |
thought it was Go d then, but now I just feel connec ted tot he who le of Creation . It hink
that' s the bes t way | can describe it. These ro cks, those noisy birds, the h  eather, the
other islands, the sea, the wond erful sky and t hese people who mean so much to me.
Even t hou gh Gulliver's not here, he's still a part of it all.  It's like love. Yes, love T pure
and simple! '

The rest of the allotte  d tim e on Samson passed quick ly and they were soon back
on the boat, head ing tow ards St Mary' sonceagain.'l can'tb elieve how beaut iful this sky
is,' thought Sandra, ¢ lose to tears. ' That d eep, deep turquoise and the sett ing sun
turning those clouds into a fi ery wonder. Osborn's rig  ht, this is happiness.' She put her
arm arou nd Madeleine and lin ked her other arm throug h Osborn's.

"Mum!" whispered Madeleine urgently in Sandra's ear . "T hat's not Dad! He's
sitting t he other side of me!"

On arrival home, Sa ndra was pleasantly surprised to see the house looking cared for.
She had been w ondering how Gulliver would cope and half expected to see the house in
a mess, with piles  of dirty laundr vy, dir ty mugs and plates all  over the place.

"He's even done all the d  ishes, bless him!" she said, looking int ot he kitchen.

"Bless me? Are yo u sure?" asked Gulli ver, having opened the s itting room door
"Welcome home," he said a little s hyly. "Do you wa ntac up of tea, or something ?"

"That would be wonderful," said Sandra , Sig hing. "Perhaps | should put a load of
washing on now. I'll have to u npack it all first, thou gh. Any phone messag es? Any

problems ? Any bills? Any é"

“I've done it! " shouted Osborn delight edly and rather loudl y. "I'm a chartered
engineer!"

"That's brilli ant!" said Sandra, smili  ng.

"Well done, Dad!" said Madeleine, alsos miling.

"Wow!" sai d Gulliver , joiningint he s mile fest.

'I'm so happy to be home and I'm so happy for Osborn ' thoug ht Sandra as they lay in
bed t hat night. 'Gulliver seems to be doing well and Maddy seems OK . I'm sure she
really enjoyed the holiday and it did heraload ofgood.| twas agreat holiday! Maybe |
shouldn't have bought quite as many fridge magnets, but | find myself attra cted to
them. Anyway, we had to buy our pa rents something . It'snottha tlmindbu vyingth em a
souvenir, but it feels expec ted, |ike postcards. Oh no , the postcards! | never posted
them, they're still in my bag!" Sand ra spent a few moments t  rying to recal | whether

she'd got as far as sti  cking stamps on the postcards , but her m ind wandered
I sup pose we'll have to go and vis it my parents and Osborn 's parents and

Lawrence soon, to give them their fri dge magnets. | w  onder why we carry on these silly
litt le traditions, like souvenir buyi ng, t hat probably everyone wo uld like to stop. |
suppose nobody wants to h urt anyone else, or be the first one to say the truth about
how th ey really feel. It does take courage to be ho nest sometimes.

'Mind you, | was a bit put out that Osborn never bough t me that pottery seal
from S t Mary's th at | kept hinting about. Still, he did pick up a spec ial pebble in the

shape of a heartfrom Samson and giveittome .Ohno, Ileftitundermy pillow!" Sandra
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felt a jolt of sadness that she had lost Osborn's spont aneou s gift to her. She could still
feel him pressing it into he r hand as they'd stood gazing out over the sea. He'd then
slipped the pebble into her other hand, all dam p and sandy.

'I suppose a pebble is only a thing," sh e thought, trying very hard to co nsole
herself. 'l wonder what the owner of the holiday accommoda tion will think when she
find s it und er the pillow? |  expe ct she's fo und wor se things under pillows, thou gh. Orin
drawer s, like that time | left my red see -through bra in the drawer when we s tayed at
Weymouth . Bloody nui sance tha t was, | liked that bra. O  h God, Ithink | leftmy purple
satin knickers in the  frui t bowl!

CHAPTER 26

Sandra Olivia Dullkettle was having a 44 '" birthday. She wasn'tata Il depresse d, but was
keeping a Hysterical H yacin th Mood Matching Toilet ~ Roll close beside her, just in case

"This i s nice," she said brightly to Osborn, as he brou ght heram ug oft eain bed.
It was on a tray, surrounded by a  few cards and presents. "No  w what can this be?" she
asked, opening a sm all p ackage from an old schoo | friend. " A tube of Foaming Minty
Shower Cre am. It's a pity the shower's broken , butne verm ind, itwas a love ly thought."

"I know you've  had some funny b irthdays in the past,” obse rved Osborn , having
climbed back in to bed be side her, "so | wanted to mak e this one a good one, even
though we haven't gotany spare mone y."

"Mo ney's not everyt hing, " said Sand ra beni gnly, as she opened the small package
from Os born. 'Is this all he could afford to spend on me?' she thought with
disappo intment, as she held up a small jar of Oil of Daisy Anti -Wrinkling Cr eam . " Thank
you, it 's lovely," she lied, ki ssing him on the cheek as he bent over to retrieve a card
which had fallen off the tray.

"Come in!" calle d Osborn, as a small knock was he ard o n the door.

"Happy birt hday Mum," said Madeleine, entering the room with a card and
present. "l t's not much I'm  afraid, it'sal Il cou Id afford."

"That's OK darli ng,” said Sandra , smiling, as she opened a small bottl e of
Strawberry Scented Eau de To ilett es. "How lovely! Shouldn 't the word Toilette be
singular, t hough?"

"I d on't think so,” replied Madeleine. "l bo ught it from the market . It's supposed
to be a uniqu e product.”

"Gosh,"” said Sandra, putting t he bottle d own wonderingly. "Come in!" she
shoute d, as Gulliver knocked o n the door.

"I heard you lot talki  ng, you wo ke me up,” he said grum pily . "Happy birthda v,
Mother Degree Featur es.”

"That's notup, orisi tdown, toyour usual abusive level," remar ked Sandra.

"It's too early in the morning, " rep lied Gulliver, yawning. "Here you a re." He
handed Sandraa small pack age.

"Gosh, what ¢ an it be?" she said, smi ling knowingly. "Some Cow Parsley
Fragranced Foot Cr eam ?"

"I'm deep ly offended," said Gulliver , sitting o n the end of the bed next to
Made leine . "I spent my last week' s earnings on that. Well, not all o fit, obvi ously. God,
I'mdre ading my finalyearasa student, I'llb e poor again."

"Yes, but that's a w hole year away. Anyway, you said that Fischer & Chipma nn
have implied there's a job for you there after your degree, " comforted Sandra. "Oh
Gulliver,t hisislov ely!lsn'titabit smallfora neck chain, thou gh?"

"It's an ank le bracelet," replied Gullive  r."You said you liked Hazel's once."

"You remembered from all that time ago?"

"Yes," said Gulliver. "Don't kissm e, though."

“I'mnot that grateful ," joked S andra. "No Gulliver , it's | ovely. So are al |the other
presents,” she added, smiling at Madeleine and Osborn.

"I won der what my parents h ave boug htyou ?" said Osborn, grinning  wickedly.

"Oh no," said Sandra , "now you' ve put the kyboshonit. "

"On wha t?" asked Osborn, w inking at S andra.
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"On a nything vyou like " replied Sandra, winking back.

"I'm going!" excla imed Madeleine and Gulliver t  ogether, simultaneously jumping
up fromth e end of the bed.

"Oh 1 sorry Mother," said Gulliver, as Sandra's half -drunk mu g of tea tipp ed o ver
on to the bed.

"Never m ind," sa id Sandra, sighing inwardly, as she watched the tea  soak into
the bedclothes. "It 's afine day for washing a duvet.”

"This is very civilised," said San dra to Osbo rn later that morning, as t hey sat in Ye
Moderne Coff ee Shoppe . "I know we ca n't actu ally aff ord any fo od, but | need to lose a
few pounds anyway .| seem to have been putting it on la tely, despite all the activity an d
str ess I've had in the last few years. "

"I hope | don't get midd le-aged spread," said Osbo rn, patting his stomach. "I
don'twanty outo gooffme."

"I'm afraid you'l 1go off me!"

"Why ever would | do that?"

"You did o nce."

"Oh Sandra, that'sinth e past. "

"I know. I'd be lying if I said | didn't hurt about it any more, b ut it's a whole lot
better. Th e metaphorica | knife in my he art has gr adually changed from a big lethal
looking carving knife into an ordinar y looking butter knife. | expect one day i tll be an

inoffensive fruit  knife, and then a small blunt child's knife, and then a tacky li ttle plasti c
knife . But | don't know if it'll ever disappear completely."

"Sandra, I've nev er asked you this, but have y ou forgiv en me?"

"It's funny you shou Id as k that. Well, notf unny inthe humorous sense, of course,
it's j ust that | was thin king aboutit the ot her day. | was remem bering that soon af ter |
found out a bout you and T her i | began to look forward to the da y when | could look
you in the ey e and tell you I'd forgiveny  ou. | wante d it to be a special moment. On a
cliff overlookingt he seaonour weddin g an niversary, perha ps. NotthatI'ma  romantic é"

"But hav e you forgiven me?"

"The thi ng is, I' ve decided tha t the state of forg ivene ss versus non -forgivenes s

isn't a d ichotomy. It's a continuum and I'v e been graduall y, almost unconsciously,
wor king my w ay alon g it. I n the r ight direction, of course. Some days w hen you're really
getting up my nose, or when someth ing particula rly re minds me of the pain, I'm about

two -thirds along the continuum. O n days wh en I'm really a ppre ciating you and we've
just had ra ther wo nderful sex , I'm nine -tenths along at least. "

"Well, I'm glad you can be so honest w ith me." Osborn sip ped his coffee
thou ghtfully. "I've forgiven you about Geoff."

"Oh, that is allinthe p ast,” said Sandra, wond ering fora momentw  hethe r to tell
Osborn that she' d seen Geoff again, b ut deciding it s erved no purpose whatsoever. It
seemed completely irrelev ant to their | ives together now. 'Should | have told h im about
Phil, though?' she sudden Iy won dered agitate dly. 'l didn't tell him  at the time be cause it
was just a s tupid blip, butd oes the act of n ot telling (although it doesn 't exist) constitute
a lie b y omission? Go d, it 's all still so complica ted. How fa r along in the honesty journey
have we progressed at all?’

"You're quiet,” o bserved Osborn verbally.

"Mmm. It' s nothing . Really, it's nothing."

"That means it's something, but | tru st you to tell me  if it's somethi ng | really
should know." Osb orn looked at Sandra over the rim of his coff ee cup.

"Justas | trustyoutotellmeif there's some thing | should know."

"Yes."

"We have such power to h urt each other. It frightens me."

"There'snoneedtob e frightened."

"I'm not frightened really," replied Sa ndra. "Not even of what your paren ts will
give me for my birthday. " She smile d a li ttle un certainly. 'I am frig htened,’ she was
thinking. 'Someti mes I'm frightened of the who le soddin g world.'
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"Happy birthday, Sandr a," s aid Sybil, as she and Ba sil arrived at the Dullkettles' house
that af ternoon. "I'm sorry  thi s little giftisn't  much, but It hought they were such  a good
idea. |l ev en bought some f or myself."

"Oh no. I mean, thank you very much,”said Sandra as she u nwrap pedt he paper
with trepi dation. "Po tpourri scented vacuum cleaner bag s. How original ." S he b ravely
tried to fake a smi le.

"Are Caroline and Leona rd coming?" asked  Sybil. "l was wo ndering if they would
be goin g to the next VAGINA event? They seemed qu ite i ntrigued with our VAGINA
activities the other day."

"Yes, they're co ming," replied Sand ra, managing not to rais e her left ey ebrow.
She could neve r manage to raise  her rig ht one, for some strange reason . "It' s only a
piece of birthday ¢ ake, though,” she added quickly. 'l know yo  u've usuall y been invited
to a birthday tea i n the past,' she th ought, 'but I'm sick of them, s ick of the whole
conventiona | farce and seein ¢ it's my birthd ay, you're lucky even to be having a p iece of
cake. Soth ere,you borin gold goat i which reminds me ,lwonder how Zyis ?'

"It's very sweet of y ou to ask me to you r birthday tea,” said Sy bil. "Y ou're a
lovely daughter -in-law."

"Oh, thank you," said Sandr a. 'Stop it!'" she was thinkin g. 'l don 't want to be a
lovely daughter -in-law. Is she mad? |justwan ttobe San dra.'

"Here are your parents,”" sa  id Osborn as the do orbell rang.

"Happy bir thday, Sandra! " said Caroline, givi ng Sandra a n awkwa rd kiss as she
handed he r a bag of several individual ly wrappe d presents .

"Thank you," replied Sandra, always pleased at on e of her mo ther's rare kisses,
but slightly e mba rra ssed too.

"Happy birthday, Sandra! " said Leonard as he came in to the room. "Give me a
hug then."

"Thank you, Dad. " Sandra was always delighte d at one o f her father's rare hug s,
but slightly embarrassedt  oo.

"Where 's Gulliver?" asked Caroline, as S andra unwra pped the presents rather
self-conscio usly, but w ith pleasu re, because Caroli ne seeme d to have a good idea of
what Sandra actually  liked. T he compreh ensive lists worked wel |.

"He popped out to see an ew friend o f his called Almond, but he should be back
soon,” rep lied Sandra. 'Not if h e's getting along well with her, though,' she thought
realistically.

"Where's Madeleine?" tried Ca  roline.

"She went to say goodbye to Guy, a fri end who's going away to university. She
should be back soon, as well. "

"They'll be back to sing the birthday song to their mot her, though , won't they,
Sandra?" chi pped in Sybil. " Especially Madeleine . Being t he younge st, she'll always be
your baby an d hav e that special bond with you. Kirst vy is still my baby."

"Hmm," said Sandra. 'Wh at utter shite,’ she was think ing. 'l 'm sure my birthday
isn't at all upperm ostin e ither Madeleine' s or Gulliver's mind right no w.'

"They've grown up a lot, haven't they " re marked Leonard. "Things are boundt o
change, the whole of lifeis a p roc ess of c hange. O fcourse, behaviourall y speakingé™"

"That's enough Leonard," butted in Car oline.

"God!" m uttered Sandra  surprisedly , as Gullive r suddenly m aterialised in the

doorway .

"That's me," he said.

"You frig htened me! Didn't it work out?" Sa ndr a asked hi m quie tly.

"It did, actually. I'm me eting her tonight," s aid Gulliver. "You don't want me to be
in for your birthday evening, do you?"

"No. | want you to be happy doin g you r own thing."

"I've bee n doing tha t too much lately," replied Gulliv er. "With any luck, things

may soon change forthe betteri nthatrespe ct."

"Oh Gulliver , you' re being rude,” said Sandra brightly. "Stop b eing a ge nital
idiot! " she hissed into his  ear.

"I'm not, I'm just try sexual, tha t's all," he hissed back.
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"Shut u p!" hissed Sandra a gain. "They're listening !" She looked up , smiling
brightly at the seve ral pa irs of eyes watc hing her and Gulliver. "Would anyone | ike to
play a game?"

"Yes, | wou Id," replied Leonard. "As a m  atter of fa ct, I've brought over this new
gamel found at acar bonn etsale, although | didpay forit. It's called Usurp! "

"That sou nds in teresting,” said  Gulliver. Sandra waited a fe ~ w seconds for the
inevitable. "What'sasu rp, G randad?"

An hour later, after ever yone had grown tired of usurping o ne another, S andra
heard Madeleine come in the door i or come in via th e doorway, to be a bsolut ely
accurate.

"Just in time dear, " said Sybi |, as Mad eleine slipp ed into the sittingr oom. Sandra
had been meaning to remove t he rug in the doorway for ages. Ma deleine tried valia ntly
to suppress a sob, before leavingt he roomas q uickly as she' dentered it.

"Shall | go and see what's wrong?" Osbor  nasked S andra.

"No, Il go," said Sandr a. "Carry on without me. "

"Ha!" ex claimed Osborn to himself, as Sand ra left the room.

"Wha t's wrong?" she aske d Mad eleine, who was lying on her bed sobbing.

"Guy," said Madelei ne with difficulty, looking u p at Sand ra through swolle n eyes.

"Il miss hi m so much! I'm sorry Mum ," she said , sitting up and flinging her arms around
Sandra. "l know it's your birthday, but | feel so i so empty ."
"You'll fill up ag ain," murmured S andra into Madeleine's hair , knowing t hat

Madeleine's ear wa s lurkingt here somewhere. 'At least she 's not preg nant,’ she thought
with relief.

"lknow. lfindits oeasytocrytheseda ys,"saidMa delein e, reaching for atiss ue.
"Mum, you do trust me, don 'tyou?"

"I T well, | think | do," re plied Sandra as truthf ully as pos sible. "I really, really
want to, butl know what a dangerous world it is out there and | don 't e xactly trust the
people outth erein it. You've grown up s o incredibly g uickly these las tfew years. | know
how easy itisto getcarried alongand endupina situation you don't really w  ant to be
in. That's all. But | do trust you in the sense that| know you're a kind, goo  d-hearted,
sensitive, caring person, w  ho would never deliberately hu rt anyone else."

"Oh Mum," s aid Madel eine, still holding on to Sandra. "I've made some silly
mistak es."

"l sh ould think everyone alive has," re plied Sandra. 'What mistakes? What have
you done?' sh e was thinking in a panic. © Have you got A IDS, or are you hooked on
alcohol or nicotine  or drugs or sex?'

"Oh Mum, yo u're so und ersta nding and | know you do trust me de ep down," said
Madeleine. "I'm so  glad y ou're you."

'I'm not,' thought Sandr a quietly. It wa s impossible to think  loudly. 1 mea nl am
me, but I 'm not glad I'm me. | wish | could be far less afraid of peo ple and abl e to trust
Madeleine and Gull iver and Os born more, like | always used to. | wish the poisoni n my
system from reading  Sindy's | etter to Osborn on the day o fthe Valentin e's Day Massacre
would dissipate more quickly than it is. | wish there wasn' t a seeming choice between
Madeleine hav ing no frie nds (so she says) and being unhapp y, or having the po tent ial to
go out there and be sli ghtly wild. | wish | wasn't going grey. |  wish I'd got 60%  for my
degree instead of 59% .| wish we would win the lotte  ryé"

"Come on ," said Madeleine, disen gaging hers elf from Sandra and blowing her
nose. "You'll have to go do wnstairs, | can hear the m singing hap py birthday to you . By
the way, canlg o outtonight 2"

"Thank you for everything," said Sandra smilingly to he r mother, as she was seeing
Carol ine out of the door.

"You're welco me," replied Caroline. "See you ne xt wee k?"

"Yes. Mu m,| meanit,tha nkyou for everything."

"Butldontdovery much,” said C aroline, looking surprised.

"You're my mothe r. You've been my mother all my life. You went t hrough it all
with me, allthetee nage hell yearsand 1n ever really reali sed."
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