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1.

“Next we have Peter
Loveridge,” Paul the casting director said.

Peter poked
his head into the room and sauntered in. He was six feet tall with
mousey brown hair and matching eyes. He was not devastatingly
handsome, nor did he have the perfect physique. His power lay in
how he moved, his natural grace attracting the eye. It was said
that whenever the greatest Hollywood personas entered a room,
everyone turned to look at them. Paul believed Peter was one of
those people.

“Please take a
seat, Peter,” Paul said, touching his perfectly manicured nails to
his lips.

Paul was known
in the theatre business as ‘the silver fox’, not only for the regal
tone of his hair but the cunning he displayed in reaching the
heights of the theatrical casting scene from a young age. He was
now in his forties and had hit his second wind, helping produce
titles synonymous with quality.

“Thank you,”
Peter said.

“State your
name,” Paul said.

“Peter
Loveridge.”

“Age?”


“Twenty-eight.”

Paul consulted
Peter’s portfolio. “I see here you attended RADA.”

“Yes,
sir.”

“How did you
find it?”


“Educational.”

The assembled
chuckled, the sound bouncing off the oak floors and marble
walls.

“I should hope
so,” Paul said. “And I see you played the lead role of Hamlet – the
performance of that year.”

“That’s
right.”

“You’ve also
performed in various other theatres – the Globe, Royal Court, even
a short stint at the National. How is it you aren’t a household
name, Peter?”

“I’ve been
waiting for the right opportunity.”

Paul’s eyes
shone. “Hopefully that will be today. We’ve contacted your
references and they all vouch for your hard work, dedication and
reliability.”

“I see my
bribes paid off.”

Paul laughed.
“I’m going to be honest with you, Peter. We like you. We think
you’d be perfect for the main role of a new TV show we’re
developing. It’s called Keeping Mum and is scheduled for an
early autumn slot. How does that sound?”

“Sounds
great!”

“Good. There’s
just one little test we have to perform. It’s nothing overly
taxing. A screen test. Have you ever taken one before?”

“No.”

“Right. Well,
your role will involve you dressing up as a woman. Are you okay
with that?”

“Sure.”

“What we’d
like is for you to read this script and show us how you’d approach
the female role. I’ll read the girlfriend’s lines. Before we begin,
do you have any questions?”

“Yes. How old
is the character?”

“The mother is
in her late fifties.”

“Social
background?”

“At the moment
we’re thinking working class, but that’s subject to change.”

“Okay. And
what’s the history of the scene?”

“Didn’t I say?
Oh, I’m sorry. It’s all these long days. During this episode your
girlfriend discovers you like dressing up in your mother’s clothes.
This is the scene where she confronts you.”

“Intense.”

“It’s the
climax of the series. Any other questions?”

“No.”

“Good. Let’s
begin.” Paul turned to the cameraman. “Can we turn on the camera,
please? Are you ready, Peter?”

Peter closed
his eyes, breathed a few deep heavy breaths, opened his eyes again
and nodded.

The casting
director looked down at the script and affected a high voice.
“Jason, I need to speak with you.”

Peter’s voice
became slightly higher pitched and a little rough. “What
about?”

“You know what
about.”

“I’m sorry,
babe. I couldn’t help it.”

“Stop there a
moment, Peter.” Paul conferred with the director.

“We’re looking
for a somewhat more feminine quality,” Paul Le Bleu said in his
rich tones. “A little warmer. Can you do that?”

“Sure,” Peter
said.

“Let’s go
again,” Paul said. “Jason, I need to speak with you.”

Peter affected
a slightly higher female voice. “What about?”

“You know what
about.”

“I’m sorry,
babe. I couldn’t help it.”

Paul held up a
hand. “Thank you, Peter. That was… great.”

“If you want,
I can do it again,” Peter said.

“No, that
won’t be necessary.”

The director
turned to Paul and whispered in his ear. Paul nodded and turned
back to Peter. “Thank you for coming in today.”

“So, what
happens now?” Peter asked.

“We’ll call
you to let you know the outcome.”

Peter smiled.
It didn’t touch his eyes. “Okay. Thank you for your time.”

Peter was
shown the exit by a stagehand.

Paul shook his
head and all but fell into his chair. A few icy droplets hit him on
the back of the neck. “I was certain he was perfect for the role.
You should have seen him on the Fringe last year.”

The director
lit a cigarette and shrugged. “Sometimes these things just don’t
work out.”

A drop of rain
bounced off the windowsill, hit Paul’s neck and ran down the back
of his collar. Paul shivered. He stood up and reached to close the
window, but before he did, he chanced to glance outside.

A black cab,
indicators flashing, splashed through the puddles at the side of
the road, the cobbled streets a haven for pools of water. A woman
covering her head with a newspaper ran across the street. A short
queue of people lined up under the jutting roof of the Royal Court
theatre to buy tickets. The doors opened and Peter Loveridge came
out. Paul was once again struck by Peter’s commanding presence, as
if the world warped and shifted around him. Peter stood stock still
for a moment, letting the droplets tap his face as he looked up
into the sky, and yelled, “Shit!”

He drew
glances from the theatre patrons. A man walking his dog weaved
crossed the street to avoid him.

“Shit! Shit!
Shit! Shit! Shit!”

“Paul,” the
director said, “are you ready to make a decision?”

Paul watched
Peter shake his head and walk down the street, melting into the
city.

“Yes,” Paul
said. “I think I am.”

He pulled the
window closed.


 


2.

La Belle was chic, hip,
swank, in vogue and trendy according to all the local papers. The
lights were turned down low the way they were in a French
restaurant, and for good reason. The store manager – Raphael (not
his real name – it was actually ‘Clive’, but it didn’t quite ring
with the same nuance of high fashion) understood that his customers
were in a relationship – not so much with fashion, but with
themselves and the way they felt when they shopped. Tiny pools of
clothing items drifted in a sea of emptiness on the shop floor. The
store was restyled every season to accentuate the latest trends.
This season celebrated minimalism. This was fine with Raphael as it
meant charging a lot more for a lot less.

Raphael ran an
eye over the shop floor. There weren’t a great deal of customers
today, but then, there never were. His customers were the cream of
the City. Only those wealthy enough to afford the finer things in
life shopped at La Belle.

He stopped
when he saw her. The gold dust of any business. A Regular.
The Regular. Raphael puffed out his chest and headed toward
her with his signature minced gait.

Miss Loveridge
perused a rack with pursed lips. On one arm hung a bag from Chanel.
With her free hand she dexterously slid one coat hanger back after
another. She was elegant and poised, ethereal and shining: a beacon
to those gnawing on the first rung of the socio-economic ladder.
She was Hepburn incarnate, emitting class and sophistication with
every delicate gesture.

“Miss
Loveridge,” Raphael said. “What a pleasant surprise.”

“What have I
told you, Raph? Call me Kate.” She turned back to the rack. “Don’t
you have anything new, Raphael? I was under the impression the new
season would arrive today.”

“Indeed. Right
you are, Miss, uh, Kate. Unfortunately there was a delay at Dover.
Strikes, I’m afraid. But we were able to smuggle out a few choice
items for our more special customers.”

Kate smiled,
dazzling him with a perfect set of pearly whites. “Lead the
way.”

Raphael led
her toward the back of the shop. “How is Mr Loveridge these days?
Busy?”

Kate
scowled.

“I mean,
Gerald.”

“He’s fine. On
a business trip to Switzerland.”

“Ah.”

At the back of
the shop were three short railings on wheels. Each had a sheet of
paper with a name written on the front. Raphael removed the one
with ‘MISS K. LOVERIDGE’ on it and unzipped the plastic
covering.

“This,”
Raphael said, puffing out his chest, “is next season’s line. We’ve
been informed the remaining products will not hit the streets for
another two weeks, giving you ample time to flaunt the finest
clothing before anyone else.”

Kate shifted
her Chanel bag onto one arm and pulled one hanger back after
another. A frown creased her brow. Raphael began to perspire. She
whizzed through them quickly – too quickly. He opened his mouth to
speak, but found he had nothing to say. Kate’s hand froze. Her
frown melted into a look of pure joy, like a mother gazing at her
new born for the first time. Kate’s hand shook as her fingertips
brushed the item of clothing, feeling the smooth silk of a sharp
cocktail dress, the velvet ruffles of an ornate Italian blouse.

“These are
gorgeous,” she said.

“Your husband
will be pleased, will he not?” Raphael said.

Kate smiled
her perfect smile. “Of course. He likes anything I wear… or don’t
wear.”

“Oh!” Raphael
suppressed girlish giggling with a flimsy hand. “You!”

“May I try it
on?” Kate asked, a little breathless.

“Certainly.
They are all in your size. Feel free to use the VIP room.” Raphael
raised a hand and his most attractive assistant approached.
“Victoria, this is Miss, uh, Kate. You are to assist her in the VIP
room and aid her in any way she requires.”

Victoria, a
six-foot beauty who belonged on a catwalk, nodded and pushed the
rack through into the VIP changing room. Kate followed it like a
moth to a flame.

“If you have
any problems, do not hesitate to contact me,” Raphael said with a
flourishing bow to her departing back.

Raphael called
Fernando and spoke in his regular voice – several octaves lower
than the one he presented to the customers. “Nando? Yes, she’s
here. Pack your bags. We’re going on a cruise!”


 


3.

Toodles was a
1950s-style American diner. The shiny metallic material that
wrapped around the counter and tabletops was meant to appear
futuristic, but they had so many dents and knocks that everyone’s
reflection looked something like the Elephant Man. Some of the
black and white tiles had been replaced with mismatched coloured
ones. A rainbow-coloured jukebox in the corner had all the hits:
Buddy Holly, Elvis, Cliff Richard, anything that wasn’t released
any later than the fifties. Right then Buddy was crooning about
Peggy Sue.

Peter’s dark
swarthy features were more at home in shadowed corners at an
all-night bar, or in a 1920s ad for cigarettes, than his pseudo Fab
Fifties surroundings. But he felt comfortable, and to him that was
all that mattered. He sat reading a newspaper, not taking in a
word. He looked up at the retro Mickey Mouse clock that hung beside
the TV screen playing Grease. It was ten past one.

“She late
again, huh?” Tracy said. “Coffee?”

“Please,”
Peter said. “You know what she’s like. Never on time.”

“Some people
never change.”

Tracy was
certainly an example of that. She had been waitressing at the
restaurant for more than ten years, and not once changed her
hairstyle: a Mae West curl with none of the finesse.

The door
opened with a little ring. Kate cast about the restaurant until her
eyes fell on Peter.

“Here she is,”
Tracy said.

“Finally,”
Peter said.

Kate headed
over and dumped her shopping bags onto the seat. She wore a silk
halter top and black skinny jeans. She took her Ray-Ban sunglasses
off and perched them on the top of her head. “Sorry I’m late.”

“No you’re
not, otherwise you wouldn’t be late.” Peter folded his paper and
set it on the table.

Kate removed
her silk scarf. “Somebody’s in a good mood.”

“Good morning,
Kate,” Tracy said. “Pancakes? Coffee?”

“Yes please,
Tracy.” Kate slid into the booth. Her phone rang. She looked at the
caller ID and hung up.

Peter gestured
to her phone. “Friend of yours?”

Kate shook her
head. “Sales calls. Why don’t they find something better to do with
their lives?”

Peter arched
an eyebrow.

“What?”

“Nothing.
What’s in the bags? They look expensive.”

“Oh, you
know,” Kate said, eyes shining with unconcealed excitement. “This
and that.”

Peter prodded
his back teeth with his tongue, eyeing the bags as if they were a
coiled cobra. He took a sip of coffee.

“So, how’d the
audition go?”

“I didn’t get
the part.” Peter hung his head. “I thought this was the one, sis. I
really did. I could almost touch it, it was so close.”

“There’ll be
other parts.”

“That’s it?
Those are your words of wisdom? Your words of comfort? ‘There’ll be
other parts’?”

“Don’t get
pissed at me! It’s your fault you choked! There’s always next
time.”

“That’s the
problem. There is always a next time. When’s my time?”

Kate reached
over and cupped her hands over his. “Don’t worry, your time will
come.”

“It’s been ten
years.”

“You’ve had
roles in that time.”

“Plays.”

“There’s
nothing wrong with plays. Learn your craft and move on.”

“Ten years of
craft learning kind of wears you down. I want to do something
challenging.”

Tracy came
over with Kate’s coffee.

“Thanks,
Trace.” Kate tore open four packets of sugar and poured them into
her cup. Her phone rang again. Kate checked the ID and again hung
up. “Why did you choke, Pete?”

“They asked me
to play a kind old woman. A mother figure.”

Kate flinched
and sucked air through her teeth.

“Thanks for
the vote of confidence. The flinch really makes me feel good. How
can I imitate something I’ve never even seen before?”

“How bad was
it?”

“Imagine a gay
Winston Churchill.”

“Oh dear.”

“Exactly.”

Kate chuckled.
“Not the most feminine character in history.

Kate’s phone
rang again. She sighed with agitation and ended the call without
looking at the ID.

“They sure are
tenacious,” Peter said.

“Anything to
get what they want. So, these theatre people told you you didn’t
get the part?”

“They said
they’ll ring me.”

“There you go!
That’s the silver lining we were looking for! It’s not one hundred
per cent you didn’t get the part yet.”

“Didn’t you
hear what I said? I played a gay Winston Churchill.”

Kate shrugged.
“Maybe that was what they were looking for.”

“Do you think
that’s likely?” He held out his hand. “It was right here, sis.
Opportunity. Right in my hand. Imagine having enough to actually be
able to live and not have to rely on hand outs.”

“Mum’s early
inheritance money is hardly a hand out.”

Peter
shrugged. “It’s still money I didn’t earn. My lecturer used to say,
‘If you keep working hard, and you don’t give up, then one day your
time will come.’”

“Always look
on the bright side of life, isn’t that what they say?”

Peter leaned
forward. “Supposing you knew your day was fifty years from now,
would you still bother trying?”

“God, no. I
might be dead by then. Better to be average at something than to
maybe be successful later.”

Peter leaned
his head on his palm. “The hardest part is not knowing.”

“Sometimes I
wonder if we’re really gypsies,” Kate said. “We should be naturally
gifted with reading a crystal ball.” She waved her hands over her
cup of coffee, peering into her reflection. “I see… I see a bright
future. You’re on the TV. And you’re famous. Ooooo!”

“Haha.”

“That’s what
makes life so exciting though, isn’t it? Not knowing the plan Fate
has for you?”

“Exciting?
Depressing more like.”

Tracy came
over with a huge pile of pancakes. “Bon apetit.”

“Thanks
Tracy,” Kate said. She turned to Peter. “Do you want some of
this?”

“I already
ate.”

“Maybe you
just need more experience with auditions.”

Peter shook
his head. “We studied them religiously in acting school. It’s all
about luck now, and I don’t have a jot of it.” He sighed. “Anyway,
never mind me, how are things with you?”

Kate shrugged
and spoke through a mouthful of pancakes. “Can’t complain.”

There was a
pause as she chewed.

“How’s
Gerald?” Peter asked.

“He’s fine,”
Kate said. “You know what day it is, don’t you?”

“Uh,
Friday?”

“Duh. Keep
going.”

“March.”

“March,
what?”


“Twenty-second.”

Kate raised an
eyebrow, an expectant look on her face.

“So?” Peter
said.

“So, the seven
years are almost up.” She grinned, chewing on a particularly large
chunk of pancake drenched in syrup.

Peter frowned.
“No… It can’t be. Has it really been that long already?”

“Yep.”

Peter let his
head fall forward onto the tabletop. “What have I done with my
life?”

“Forget about
that,” Kate said. “Think of what the seven years means. Freedom.
The trust money will be ours. I think we should celebrate.”

“Don’t count
your chickens,” Peter said, consulting his smartphone calendar.
“It’s not seven years yet. There’s, what, a week left.”

Kate waved her
knife. “Eight days. And eight days are nothing. She’s lived this
long, another week will be easy. We’re on the home straight!”

Peter and Kate
knocked on wood.

“And then
what?’ Peter said. “Stop seeing her?”

“Not stop. See
less, maybe.”

“We only see
her once a month as it is.”

“And that’s
too often. I might move into a bigger flat.”

“Bigger? What
for? The one you’ve got is already too big for you.”

“I need more
wardrobe space.”

Peter eyed the
shopping bags. “At least wait until next week.”

“Oh, all
right. Mr Worry Wart. Can you believe some kids see their parents
every day?” Kate shuddered. “Maniacs.”

“Not
necessarily. They have different parents, remember.”

“A loving
home,” Kate said, twisting her hair in her fingers. “Imagine what
that must be like.”

“We can dream.
Hang on…” Peter checked his calendar. “It’s your turn to see her
this weekend, isn’t it?”

Kate froze,
the pancake-laden fork halfway to her mouth. “Don’t even joke.”

“It is. I
swear. Look. It’s written here, see?”

“No…” Kate
said, dropping the fork, letting it clatter to the plate. She took
the calendar from him and whizzed backward a month.

“See? It
is!”

“I’ve got
plans this weekend!”

“Too bad.”

“Pete. Come
on.”

“What?”

“Do this for
me.”

“What? No!
It’s your turn. Those are the rules.”

“I’ve got
things to do.”

“Shopping? I
don’t exactly call that a plan.”

“Please Pete.
I’ll love you for ever and always.”

“You will
anyway.”

“Pete,” Kate
said, scowling.

Peter shook
his head, a smile on his face. “I’m not going. I went last month.
It’s your turn to listen to how you’re doing the wrong job and how
you should settle down and all the rest of it.”

“Consider
yourself lucky you don’t have a pair of ovaries you’re not putting
to good use.”

Peter laughed.
“That’s true. I’ll never get my head around how women have to spend
so much of their time worrying about physical problems.”

“Maybe you
should. That way you’ll be able to get those female characters you
want to play so much.”

“You’ve got to
go,” Peter said. “You know how much Mum loves your visits.”

Kate rolled
her eyes. “Yeah, right.”

Peter eyed the
pancakes. “Are you going to eat those?”

“What are they
worth?”

Peter picked
up the menu. “According to the menu…”

“I meant to
you. If you eat them, will you go to Mum’s?”

“Don’t be
stupid. And don’t forget – this is the last week. After this you
won’t have to see her again till Christmas.”

“Christmas is
too close. How about her birthday?” She shook her head and picked
her fork up again. “Our mum. She’ll never go easy on us, will
she?”

“That’s not
her job. Her job is to make life as difficult as she possibly
can.”

“She did give
us all her money…”

“So the
government wouldn’t get it! There was no altruism attached to her
motives.”

Kate smiled.
“She’s a rare woman.”

“You can say
that again.”

“She’s a rare
woman.”


 


4.

Kate pulled into the
car park listening to a self-motivation tape. “Today’s the day,”
Kate said to herself. “Today is the day.”

She parked in
an empty space and checked her make-up in the rear view mirror. She
glanced at the clock. 8:55am. She waited a few minutes, watching
the traffic edge its way into town. Once the clock said a few
minutes past nine, she got out, crossed the road and entered a
building designed in the cubist style. It was grey, square and
ugly. For some unbeknownst reason the windows had been built into
recesses that cloaked them in shadow, darkening an already
oppressive space.

Kate made her
way down the corridor and checked herself out in the reflective
mirrors. She wore the yellow silk Italian blouse she bought at La
Belle, black professional trousers and Jimmy Choos. She chastised
herself for choosing the trousers over the pencil skirt. She
considered turning round and going back home to change, and then
thought better of it.

She swiped her
card through the security box and pushed open the heavy door. There
were rows upon rows of identical cubicles. Employees with headsets
on tapped at keyboards and spoke in muffled tones. ‘Double the
glazing, double the fun!’ was written on a stained whiteboard. Kate
nodded to the few people she knew.

“Hi, Late
Kate,” Lee said.

Lee grinned
from beneath his thick plastic frames that made his eyes appear
small as black-eyed peas. His fingers were fat sausages cupping his
coffee between thumb and forefinger, pinky raised at a forty-five
degree angle.

“Thanks, Lee,”
Kate said. “But you’re hardly employee of the month standing there
with your coffee, huh?”

“Doesn’t
matter. I’m still here and accounted for. What’ll your excuse be
today, I wonder? Car problems? Family issues?”

“Traffic.”

“Traffic!
Classic. Why didn’t I think you’d use that?”

“Well, I did,”
Maureen said, ambling over. With Maureen’s shape, the only form of
movement she was capable of was ambling. Everything she owned was
at least four sizes too small. Kate didn’t know if that was because
she hadn’t changed her wardrobe since she was eighteen or because
she still believed she was a size ten.

Lee frowned.
“Then why didn’t you say it?”

“You don’t
blurt out the right answer without due consideration,” Maureen
said.

“Due
consideration of what? Not knowing?”

Kate rolled
her eyes. “Thanks for the input, guys.”

Kate went to
her cubicle. She put her Gucci bag on her desk and unwound her
scarf. Her desk was devoid of photos or mementos. A single
sharpened pencil sat to the right of her mouse.

“Kate, my
office, please.”

Kate peered
over her cubicle wall at the frowning man with wavy blonde hair and
shiny blue eyes standing in his office doorway. His shirt was
unbuttoned to reveal a white undershirt, a few dark wispy hairs
clinging to the top of it like a life preserver.

Kate kept her
eyes facing the floor as she approached Mr Staples’ office. “Today
is the day,” she whispered to herself under her breath. “Today is
the day.”

The office was
small with barely enough room for them both to stand in. As Mr
Staples closed the door Kate got a noseful of his masculine scent.
Kate made balls with her fists and refused to watch his shapely
behind as he moved around his desk and sat in his swivel chair. It
squeaked. He rested his chin on his interlocked fingers. She felt
his blue ice eyes drill into her. She shivered. Kate straightened
her back and pushed out her breasts the way all the supermodels
did. Mr Staples gave no indication as to whether he noticed her
curves or not. His eyes never left her face.

Mr Staples
kept his voice low – the office walls were notoriously thinner than
paper. “How many times are we going to have this conversation,
Kate?”

Kate’s resolve
broke. She slouched and peeled the skin from her fingers.

“You need to
arrive on time. It’s not fair on all the other employees to see you
swanning in late. As you know, our policy is to dock half a day’s
holiday for each time an employee is late. You’ve already used up
all your holidays. I don’t want to start docking your wages. You’re
a good saleswoman, Kate. Your sales are up there with the best of
them, but you need to get to work on time from now on, okay?”

“Yes, Mr
Staples.”

“Don’t call me
that. You make me feel like an old man.” He smiled, and his face
was transformed. The entire office seemed to glow with an intense
happy light. Kate smiled back, feeling her own smile a spark to his
inferno.

“What kind of
policy do we have here, Kate?”

“An informal
one, Mr Staples. I mean, Gerald.”

“Was there
anything else?” Gerald asked.

“Yes sir,”
Kate said. “Just this.” She tore off her dress and threw it on the
floor. She leapt onto his desk and pressed her lips against his. He
responded with equal passion. She ran her fingers through his hair.
He gripped her tight and lay her down on the desk and-

“Kate?” Gerald
said. “I said I don’t want to have this conversation again, is that
clear?”

Kate blinked.
She was stood before the desk. She blushed.

“I said is
that clear?”

“Yes, sir.
Perfectly clear.”

“Good. Get
back to your desk.”

Kate left the
office and closed the door behind her. “Damn it! I knew I should
have worn the pencil skirt.”


 


5.

Kate pulled her car
over to the side of the road, tyres kicking up dirt. The driver in
the car behind flashed his lights, honked his horn, and shouted
something aggressive as he sped past. She leaned her head on the
steering wheel and exhaled. She looked out the windscreen at the
grey sky.

“Please God,
be merciful. Let me have an accident. Nothing too serious. Just a
slight dent in the side panel. I swear I’ll make it up to you.
Please.”

She let her
head fall forward onto the steering wheel. The horn blared in one
unbroken note. She shook her head and looked up at the clouds
again.

“I’ll remember
this. No mass, ever. You’ve brought this on yourself, mate.”

Kate put the
car into first and pulled back onto the road. Her stomach tightened
as the warm grey tarmac gave way to the dirty green of nature. She
wound her way through the B-roads that crisscrossed the countryside
like arteries on an athlete’s arm. She came to the bypass that
wrapped around the village of Buntford.

Kate slowed
down and indicated to turn into a narrow gap that was buttressed on
either side by a leafy hedge. She pulled onto the large gravel
driveway. One other car was present – her parent’s forty-year-old
Ford Anglia. The sun had baked the first few layers of paint off
it. Bird shit caked the top like sprinkles on an ice cream cone. It
sat hobbled on wooden blocks, preventing it from escaping.

Kate picked up
her phone from the passenger seat. It said, ‘12 Missed Calls’. She
left her phone on the seat and got out of her Mercedes. She
immediately stepped her Jimmy Choos into a cowpat.

“For God’s
sake!”

She walked
over to the grass verge and wiped her feet, performing a dirty
version of the moonwalk.

“Good
evening.”

Kate half
leapt out of her skin.

It was Albert
– his mother’s seventy-three-year-old neighbour. The immediate
thing that leapt out about Albert was his thick bushy moustache and
sideburns. For some unknown reason he’d had the wisdom to grow
facial hair that made him look like a hairy arse turned
sideways.

“Hey,
Albert.”

“Come to visit
your mum, ay?” Albert said as he clipped at the hedgerow with a
pair of shears.

“Something
like that.”

“She loves
your visits, you know. Highlight of her week, or month, or however
often you come. Shame it’s not more often, really. But I suppose
you must be busy down there in the big city.”

“It’s crazy
down there.”

“Maybe I ought
to pop down there one of these days. You could show me around.”

“Yeah… But
it’s pretty dangerous down in London. Ordinarily I wear a
bullet-proof vest to walk to work in.”

“You don’t
say. It does look a bit hairy on the news.”

“It is hairy.
Mega hairy. Stay here, it’s better for you.”

“Will do.
Thanks for the warning.”

“No worries.
I’d better go inside. Mum’ll be wondering where I am.”

“Say no
more.”

Albert’s
moustache pointed upwards – usually a sign he was smiling – and got
back to snipping the hedge lining both properties.

The trailer
sat on five acres of its own land, and was surrounded in most
directions by yet more fields and woods. The trailer was a twin
unit, essentially a bungalow on wheels. It had sat in one place for
so long nature had begun to reclaim it. Spanish moss hung from the
left hand side and stretched all the way round to the front door,
hanging low and concealing the wheels beneath. Any time the wind
blew strong and managed to filter through the natural barriers on
every side of the property, the trailer rocked and groaned in a
pained voice.

Kate knocked
on the door. She ran a hand through her hair and checked her makeup
in the glass. Kate knocked again. She leaned over and peered in
through a window. Lace curtains obscured much of the interior, but
the place looked empty. Kate tried the door, but it was locked. She
knocked on the glass with the flat of her hand.

“Mum? Bloody
hell. You come all this way…”

Kate moved
toward the bedroom window. She cupped her hands over her eyes, went
up on tiptoes and peered in through it. The bed was freshly made,
not a crease on it.

Kate clicked
her fingers, an idea struck. She moved around the trailer and onto
the field behind it. There, stood against the soft twinkle of a
brook that rolled off down into the wood, was a small patch of deep
furrows draped with a net. Behind that, a short poly tunnel – a
kind of greenhouse made with plastic instead of glass. The plastic
had turned green with age.

Kate reached
up into an apple tree. She took the fruit in her hand and checked
its colour. She bit into it as she approached the poly tunnel,
careful for her Chimmy Choos to avoid the furrows.

“Mum?” she
said, addressing the poly tunnel. “Mum, are you in there?”

Kate pulled
the poly tunnel door open. The heat hit her in the face, and the
smell of ripe tomatoes, peas and carrots filled her nostrils. There
were plenty of plants and flowers, but no sign of her mother. Kate
closed the door and brought the latch down.

She looked up
at the top field where a tall twisted weeping willow sat, the swing
their father had made hanging from a low bough. Kate returned to
the driveway, hands on her hips.

“She’s gone.”
She cocked her head to the side, a thought occurring to her. “She’s
gone!”

Kate dropped
the apple, ran, and jumped in her car.

The dashboard
bleeped. The headlights came on, splashing the front of the
trailer, illuminating the plant pots that sat in regimented lines
along the paving slabs in front of the door. The car engine purred,
sending soothing vibrations up her back and legs. Kate braced her
arm on the passenger seat. The brake lights had turned the world
red behind her. Kate’s resolve faltered. She considered for a
moment.

She turned the
car engine off, climbed out and dragged her feet to the paving. She
bent down and lifted the flowerpots up. The key had grown encased
in plant roots and she had to tear it free. She slid it into the
lock and opened the door.

“Mum, it’s
Kate. Are you there?”

The room was
dark – not pitch, but shaded in hues of navy blue. The trailer felt
cold.

Kate moved to
the kitchenette and dumped her Gucci handbag on the breakfast bar
that jutted out from the far wall. Her mum wouldn’t like it- “No
bags on the table!” -but Kate was too angry to care. She took out
her nail file and got to work.

There was a
fluttering noise and a soft thump on the roof, then the scatter of
nails across the metal surface. Kate shook her head. “Bloody
birds.”

Kate’s eyes
flicked up, for an instant catching something across the room. She
looked back down at her nails.

She froze.

The
temperature seemed to drop a further ten degrees. Goosebumps popped
up all over her body. The nail file fell to the floor. The dove on
the roof took flight.
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Peter stood facing
himself in a full-length mirror. He shook off his hands and
shoulders, limbering up, and closed his eyes. “Womanly. Think
womanly thoughts. Come on. You can do this.”

He hit play on
YouTube and Helen Mirren accepted her best actress award in 2007.
She said, “All kids like to get gold stars and this is the biggest
and best gold star that I have ever had in my life.”

Peter spoke in
a high-pitched voice, mimicking Helen Mirren. “All kids like to get
gold stars.” He stopped, shook his head, cleared his throat and
tried another tone. “All kids like to get gold stars.”

On the video,
Helen Mirren walked offstage, clutching her award.

Peter mimicked
her feminine gait, watching himself in the mirror. The video ended,
and Peter collapsed on his bed. He stared at the ceiling, at the
crack that ran from the corner to the middle of the room. “Complete
waste of time,” he said.

The phone
rang. “Hello?”

“Peter? It’s
me, Kate.”

Peter’s
shoulder’s slumped. “I’m waiting for an important call, Kate. The
audition people might call me.”

“I know, but
this is more important.”

“To you
everything is more important.”

“This really
is.”

Peter sighed.
“Go on, then. What’s up?”

“You’ve got to
come over Mum’s. Like, now.”

“We went over
this, Kate. It’s your turn.”

“No, it’s not
that. It’s… something else.”

“What is
it?”

“I can’t talk
about it over the phone. Just come. Now.” Click.

Peter stared
at his phone with a blank expression, growled deep in his throat
and then threw his phone hard at his pillow. He took a deep breath,
picked up his phone and called Kate back.

Halfway
through the first ring, Kate answered.

“Are you on
your way?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Just tell me
what’s up.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?’

“You’ll see
when you get here.”

“I’ve got to
travel for four hours just for you to tell me something?”

“Yes.”

Peter
frowned.

“It’s
important,” Kate said. “Please.”

Peter blinked.
Please? “Kate, are you all right?”

“I’m fine.
Just come.”

Click.

“I’m fine,”
Peter said, mimicking a mock version of his sister’s voice. “Just
come.”

Peter grabbed
his backpack from the wardrobe and stuffed a few clothes with
unnecessary force into it. “Just come over, Pete. You haven’t got
anything better to do with your time. Just come over. It’ll be
fun.”

Peter zipped
up the bag and slung it over his shoulder. At the door, he looked
back at his studio apartment. There was a small family photo on the
dressing table. He fixed Kate with a glare.

“The most
unreasonable creatures on the planet, and I’m supposed to act like
one?” He slammed the door.
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Like all Norfolk
villages, the sign depicted a historical effigy. Buntford’s had a
strapping young man in dungarees with an axe, one foot resting on
top of a felled log. His face had no defining features, but Peter
always thought he looked smug, man having dominated nature.

Beneath the
sign, a man waited with a puppy that watched each carriage as they
drifted into the station. The puppy rose the moment the train
stopped. The young woman sitting in the seat across from Peter ran
onto the platform and embraced the whining pup. Peter finished the
article he was reading in the paper, got up and stepped out onto
the platform. He walked from the station and breathed in a deep
lungful of clean country air. He looked to his left and right.

Peter called
Kate, but she didn’t answer. He sent her a message: THE LEAST YOU
COULD DO IS PICK ME UP FROM THE BLOODY STATION!

“Can I give
you a lift, sir?” the taxi driver asked when Peter stepped out of
the station. He wore a full suit with driving gloves, cap and shiny
black shoes. He drove a beat-up Ford Escort.

“Yes, thank
you,” Peter said.

“Can I take
that for you, sir?” the taxi driver asked Peter, gesturing to his
bag.

“I’ll be
fine.”

“Very good,
sir.”

The car weaved
through the winding countryside roads. There were hedgehogs, foxes
and pheasants. They were all dead in the road.

“First time in
Buntford, sir?” the driver asked.

“Pat, we have
this same conversation every time I come here.”

Pat’s brown
eyes squinted at Peter in the rear view mirror. “We do?”

“Yes. And I
tell you I grew up here, and come visit my mum every couple of
months.”

“Right,
right.” Pat nodded, though he didn’t sound convinced. “Will you be
here long, sir?”

“That’s always
your second question.”

“Right.”

Peter looked
out the window. Moonlight bounced off a shimmering surface
half-hidden by an outcrop of trees. Peter’s grip tightened on his
seatbelt. He felt weak. A cold sweat slicked his forehead, back and
neck. He shut his eyes and concentrated on counting his even
breaths.

“There’s not
much to do in these parts,” Pat said, waking Peter from his
dream-like gaze. “As you’re new in town, you ought to check out the
Red Rec.”

Peter
sighed.

Pat dropped
Peter off on his mother’s drive. Kate’s sporty Merc and the
ever-present Ford Anglia were parked on the driveway.

“Hi Peter,” a
voice said.

Peter turned
to look at the spot in the hedge he knew the white tufty face would
be. “Hi Albert.”

“How are
things in the city?”

“Not bad,
can’t complain. How’s Mum been?”

“Oh, you
know,” Albert said with a smile. “The same as usual. The greatest
people never do seem to change, do they?”

“Yeah… Right.
Still tending to the village’s rogue gardens and vigilante hedges I
see.”

“There’s
little else for me to do with Elsie gone. If I can help out the
village, I will. I’ve trimmed your mum’s ferns for years.”

“I’m sure
she’s glad for the help. Well, I suppose I’d better go say hello to
her. Have a good evening.”

“You too.”
Albert’s face sunk back into the hedge.

Peter brushed
aside the moss that hid the doorknocker, but before he even lifted
it, the door opened.

“Okay, Kate,”
Peter said. “What could possibly be so important that I had to come
all this way to-”

Kate lunged
forward and embraced him.

Peter stared
down at his sister. “Kate, you’re scaring me.”

Kate pulled
back. Peter was shocked by her appearance. She looked like she’d
aged twenty years. Her eyes were wide and wild, her lips quivering.
She pulled Peter inside, closed the door, and when she did, blocked
out the only light in the room. The curtains were closed and the
lights were turned off.

“What
happened?” Peter said. “Did you get bitten by a vampire or
something?”

“What?”

 

“Why are all
the lights turned off?” He reached for a light switch.

“Don’t turn it
on!”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want
you to panic,” Kate said, on the brink of panic herself.

“Why would I
panic? And what could you possibly have to tell me that you
couldn’t have told me four hours ago on the phone?”

And then Peter
noticed something. “Where’s Mum?”

Kate
whimpered.

“Kate? Where
is she?”

“That’s why I
called you,” Kate said. “She’s dead.”
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“Proper dead dead? Or
sleeping like the dead dead?”

“Proper
dead.”

“I still don’t
understand why you couldn’t have just told me over the phone. I
would have come over anyway.”

“I… I don’t
know,” Kate said. Her body was shaking. She hugged herself. “It was
a shock, you know? No one ever expects to see their parents just
lying there like that.”

“Which
hospital is she in?”

“Hospital? I
told you – she’s dead. Not a lot they can do with her now.”

“All right
then, morgue. Whatever. Where is she?”

Kate bit her
bottom lip. “Promise not to be mad.”

“Why would I
be mad?”

“I didn’t call
them yet.”

“Call who
yet?”

“The morgue
people.”

Peter frowned.
“What are you talking about? You said Mum’s dead-” Peter paused,
taking in the darkness of the room. “That’s why the lights are off
isn’t it? She’s still here.”

He moved for
the light switch.

“No, Peter.
Don’t.”

He flicked the
light on.

Forty-watt
bulbs glowed like tinted suns, illuminating small orbs of worn
rustic furniture. The fireplace, blocked for years, was black with
soot. The furniture was mismatched and cobbled together. Stuffing
hung from exposed innards. Royal Dalton china sat behind
glass-fronted prisons. Peter’s attention was grabbed by none of it.
In the rocking chair before the fire was a lumpy blanket. The throw
rug covered only her head and torso. Her legs and arms poked out
from the bottom and sides.

Peter turned
to Kate, a nervous smile playing on his lips. “This is a joke.”

“What?”

Peter stalked
about the room.

“What are you
doing?”

“Looking for
the cameras. You’re going to send this to You’ve Been
Framed, right? Earn yourself a few hundred quid.”

“There’s no
camera, Peter. This isn’t a joke.”

“Sure.” His
eyes scrubbed the corners of the room.

“Peter, this
is really happening.”

Peter turned
back to the blanket. “So why’s Mum got a blanket on over her
head?”

“I didn’t want
her looking at me.”

A chill ran up
Peter’s spine. “And I thought I was the actor of the family.” The
quip lacked conviction. Peter reached for the blanket.

“Peter, wait.
Don’t pull it off.”

He pulled it
off.

Kate turned
away, hand to her mouth.

Their mother
had been an attractive woman, but the ravages of time were less
kind to those who had lived tougher lives. In place of a warm
homely demeanour some mothers had, their mother’s face was worn
with frown lines. Now that her skin was a grey slate colour, the
wrinkles seemed even deeper. Her resemblance with Peter was
remarkable. And considering he took after her, he could see the
face he would have in the future. He wasn’t all that happy with it,
but there wasn’t a lot he could do about it.

Peter, knees
suddenly weak, collapsed onto the sofa. He couldn’t take his eyes
off her.

“Are you
sure,” Peter said in a croaky voice, “this isn’t some kind of
joke?”

“It’s not a
joke! Jesus. What do you think I am? Can I cover her back over
again, please? She’s giving me the creeps.”

Peter leaned
over and poked his mother with his finger.

“Mum. Mum!
Wake up! Mum!” He turned to Kate. “She’s not waking up.”

“What did you
expect? How many dead people do you know wake up on command?”

Peter wiped
his finger on his jacket. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.
I got here a bit late because of all the traffic, and when I got
in, there she was. I thought she was sleeping at first, so I didn’t
make any noise. I thought I was lucky. Maybe if she slept all
night, I might not have to speak with her. But then I noticed she
wasn’t moving. Normally, people move a bit in their sleep, don’t
they? But she didn’t move at all. I went over to her and put my
finger under her nose but I couldn’t feel anything. No air,
nothing. I didn’t bother to check for a pulse. I didn’t want to
touch her too much in case she woke up and I’d have to speak with
her.”

“We’ve got
Florence Nightingale over here,” Peter mumbled.

“Shut up! I
didn’t know what else to do, so I called you and put a blanket over
her.”

“You could
have at least checked her pulse. You hear all the time about people
who look dead, but aren’t really.”

“Her skin’s
grey.”

“She never had
the most vibrant of complexions.”

“Do it.”

“I’m not doing
it. You found her.”

Kate crossed
her arms. “Her tongue’s sticking out. I think that’s a pretty clear
indication…”

Peter sighed,
and then pressed his fingers to his mother’s neck.

“Well?” Kate
asked.

“I feel
something…”

Kate stared,
shocked. “What?”

“I don’t know…
The heartbeat is like… Dum-dum-dum-dum, dum-dum-dum-dum.”

Kate’s eyes
widened as Peter continued with the beat, but at a higher
pitch.

“That’s not a
heartbeat… That’s the Twilight Zone theme tune! You freak!” She
punched him.

“Don’t blame
me,” Peter said, rubbing his arm. “I’m just the channel.”

“You nearly
gave me a heart attack! But you didn’t feel anything, right?”

“Only the
heebie-jeebies.” Peter shook his head. “No. She’s gone.”

They stared at
their mother’s lifeless form.

“Are you going
to cry?” Kate asked.

Peter shook
his head. “Do you know, I’m trying to, but nothing’s coming out.
Wait… Something’s coming…” He stood stock straight, blinking his
eyes rapidly.

“Anything?”
Kate asked.

“Not a drop.
You?”

“Same.”

“Isn’t this
wrong? Shouldn’t we be crying, or emotionally affected in some
way?”

Kate shrugged.
“I guess that’s the common response.”

“Okay, so she
wasn’t the warmest Mum is the world…”

“There’s an
understatement.”

“But she
wasn’t the worst either. I mean, she dressed us, clothed us, fed
us… We had some good times together.”

“Trying to
make yourself cry?”

“The tears
won’t come. Maybe if we watched the final scene of Armageddon…”

“Forget it.
Worse than no tears are crocodile tears.”

Peter shook
his head. “Maybe it’s not Mum’s fault. Maybe it’s us. We’re the
ones with the faulty tear ducts.”

Kate sat in a
dilapidated armchair. She sank so low her bottom almost touched the
floor. “We don’t know how long she’s been here. She could have been
dead for weeks.”

“I’m sure she
hasn’t been dead that long.”

“How do you
know?”

“There’s no
smell, for a start. She can’t have died long ago.”

Kate frowned.
“How long does it take before a body starts to smell?”

“How should I
know?”

“You watch all
those police dramas. I thought you would have known something.”

“It probably
takes a few hours, I guess.”

“Shouldn’t it
smell now, then?”

“I don’t know.
Maybe she died a few minutes before you arrived.”

“That’s a nice
thought.” Kate hugged her arms, which had just prickled with goose
bumps. “My point was, we wouldn’t have known. We rarely saw
her.”

“We need to
call someone,” Peter said.

“Who?”

“An
ambulance.”

“It’s a little
late for that, don’t you think? They’d need one hell of a
defibrillator to get her going again.”

“It’s Mum.
Anything’s possible.” Peter paused. “So then who do we call?”

“I don’t know.
I’ve never been in this situation before, funnily enough.”

“The morgue?
The funeral home?”

“Try the
Yellow Pages.”

“Doubt we need
to place an ad. What do I even look under? Corpse removal?” Peter
picked up the phone directory tome that sat beneath the landline
phone. “I’m not sure if it’ll be a lot of use.”

“Why not?”

Peter held the
directory up so she could see. ‘Circa 1989’ was written across the
top.

“Try direct
enquiries,” Kate said.

Peter picked
up the handset of his mother’s landline. He pressed the buttons,
but there was no sound. “The phone’s not working.”

“She runs it
off a meter, remember. It must have run out.”

Peter dialled
on his mobile phone and spoke in his best telephone voice. “Hello.
I’m trying to find the right company to call. You see, my mum
passed away and we don’t know who to call to take her away. No,
she’s dead. No, this isn’t a joke. I would put her on the line, but
you see my problem. Was the death expected? No. The coroner? No,
don’t connect me. Can you give me the number, please?” Peter wrote
down the number. “Thanks.” He hung up.

“Why didn’t
you let them connect you?” Kate said.

“It’s more
expensive if they connect you.”

“You sound
just like Mum – saving every penny.”

“Something you
should have learned.”

Kate glared at
him.

“Well,” Peter
said. “I suppose I’d better call them.”

Peter dialled
the number and put the phone to his ear. Kate sat on the armrest of
the sofa. She looked to be in deep thought.

Peter looked
at his watch. “It’s pretty late. I wonder if they’re even open.”
Someone picked up on the other end, catching Peter unaware. “Oh.
Hello, yes. I was wondering if I could speak to someone about
removing a body.”

Kate suddenly
stood upright and grabbed Peter’s phone.

“Kate? What
are you doing?”

She ended the
call. Her face was pallid, her eyes wide and bloodshot. “She can’t
die. Not yet.”

“Kate…” He
took her in his arms. He felt her body shudder. “I had no idea she
meant so much to you.”

“She did. She
meant a lot.”

“But she has
died, Kate,” Peter said. “We have to accept that.”

“We were so
close, you know.” Kate sniffled.

“What? You and
Mum? Don’t make me laugh.”

“No, I meant
me and you.”

“We’ve always
been close.”

“No. Just one
more week…”

“You want to
say goodbye. That’s understandable. Why not say it now before
someone takes her away?”

“That’s not
what I meant…”

Peter frowned.
“What did you mean?”

Kate’s
expression shifted to mind surprise. “You seriously didn’t think of
it?”

“Think of
what?”

“Jesus. It
jumped straight into my head the moment I saw her. How messed up is
that?”

“What are you
talking about?”

Her sniffles
dried up and a little colour returned to Kate’s cheeks. “The money,
Peter. You’re forgetting about the money.”

Peter frowned.
“What money?”

“The
inheritance trust money! She gave it to us seven years ago next
weekend, remember? Eight days from now. The taxman is going to take
a great big bite out of us.”

“I can’t
believe we’re talking about this now.”

“I know. I
feel terrible. But you know what? I’m serious.”

“But she’s
died. There’s nothing we can do about it.”

A twinkle
caught Kate’s eye, and the corners of her mouth twitched up.

“What?” Peter
said.

“What if we
could keep her alive one more week?”

Peter looked
at her out the corner of his eye. “Have you been practicing
necromancy the past few years and not told me? If so, I think
that’s something we should definitely talk about.”

“We could
improve our situation.”

Peter looked
over at their mother laying there staring at the ceiling. “She
looks fairly stable to me.”

“Not her,”
Kate said, eyes shining. “You.”

“What?”

“People are
always saying how similar you look to her…”

“Yeah…”

“And it is
only one more week…”

“Go on…”

“And people
would only have to think she’s still alive…”

“For God’s
sake, Kate. Just spit it out!”

Kate gathered
herself. “You could pretend to be Mum for a week!” Kate flinched,
shutting her eyes. After a pause she opened one eye.

Peter looked
at Kate like he’d never set eyes on her before. “Who are you?
You’re insane.”

“Not trying
would be insane.”

“No, I think
in this case trying would definitely trump not trying.”

“But
Pete…”

“You’re out of
your mind. I’m not doing it. And if you’re smart, you won’t do it
either.”

“I can’t do
it!” Kate said. “Look at me. Impersonating Dad, yeah, maybe. But
Mum? Leave it out.”

“You leave it
out. I can’t believe what you’re saying.”

“Forget I said
it then.”

“I will.”

“Good.”

Kate folded
her arms and turned away. Peter shook his head.

Kate turned to
look back at Peter. “You wouldn’t have to do a lot.” Her tone was
soft, almost gentle.

“You’re bloody
right there, because I’m not doing it.”

“Just lay in
bed for a week. People will think you’re sick and, at the end,
we’ll swap you back for Mum.”

“Slight
problem. Mum’s already dead. Don’t you think the boffins in the
morgue will notice?”

“I did some
research while you were on your way here.”

“While I was
in the process of turning myself into an accomplice, you mean.”

“The coroner
will not conduct an autopsy if the cause of death is clear.”

“So?”

“So, when the
time comes, we’ll make it obvious why she died.”

“That’s great.
What do you suppose we do with the body until that point?”

“Come on,
Peter. Use your imagination.”

“What?”

“What do they
normally do with dead bodies?”

“Bury
them?”

“No, before
they’re buried.”

“Impersonate
them?”

“Freeze them,”
Kate said. “Mum’s got a massive freezer in the shed.”

Peter stared
at his sister, dumbfounded. “I cannot believe we’re related.”

“Well, we are.
And that’s why you’ll help me.”

“I’m not doing
it. I’d rather pay the money back. We’ll probably get away with
fifty or sixty per cent after tax.”

“Listen to
you. Wantonly wasting money and giving it to the government. Mum
would turn in her grave.”

“Don’t you
mean her freezer?”

“Peter…”

“I’ve warned
you about spending money, haven’t I, Kate? I’ve warned you over and
over again.”

“I’ll do
better in future.”

“No you won’t.
I mean, you must have enough left to pay them back, right? You
can’t have spent everything Mum gave you. Right?”

Kate
hesitated. “I… don’t know.”

“What do you
mean you don’t know? You must know how much you’ve spent.”

Kate shook her
head. “No.”

“How can you
possibly not know? You can check your bank app anytime.”

Kate rolled
her eyes. “I don’t check my bank statements, all right?”

“When did you
last check them?”

Kate shrugged
and mumbled something under her breath.

“Come
again?”

“Two years
ago.”

“Two years
ago!”

“I’ve been
working too!”

Peter wiped a
hand across his brow in a caricature expression of relief. “Phew!
You had me worried there for a minute.”

“Peter,
please.”

Peter snatched
back his phone from Kate. “I’m going to do us both a favour and
call the coroner.” He called the coroner’s number again.

“Pete… Pete,
wait…”

“Hello?” Peter
said into the phone. “Hello, yes, I would like to report a dead
body, please. No, at home.”

Tears spilled
down Kate’s cheeks. “Pete. Don’t. Let’s talk about this. Please. I
need your help.”

“Save your
crocodile tears for Mum.”

Kate turned
away, head bowed. “I thought you would help me. You’re my big
brother.” Kate sniffed. “Call the undertaker, then. You might as
well call the police while you’re at it because I’ll never be able
to pay all the money back.”

A voice spoke
on the other end of the line, but Peter barely heard them.

“Uh… Yeah,”
Peter said into the phone. “Sorry. My kid called by accident. It
won’t happen again.” He hung up and braced himself on the table
with both hands.

“Peter,” Kate
said with a broken smile on her face. “Peter, thank you. I swear
I’ll-”

Peter held up
a hand to silence her. Then he turned away and walked out the back
door into the garden.
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Peter sat on the swing
that hung from the weeping willow, staring at the gravestone at his
feet.
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Peter felt the bite of
the breeze as it blew the remains of winter across the field,
skittering against the gravestone and into the stream. The moon was
big and bright, and bathed the world in a silver glow, as if
draining the world of colour. There was the flap of wings in a
nearby tree as a bird took flight, and a pheasant’s trill of panic
as it peeled across the field.

Kate came out
of the trailer carrying a cup of tea in each hand. She sat a cup on
the top of their father’s headstone. There were tea ring circles on
either side of it. She sat next to Peter on the swing and laid her
head on his shoulder.

“Do you
remember when we used to come out here to hide and tell each other
our secrets?” Kate asked. “I told you about Michael Dowell. Do you
remember? I had such a crush on him… He never found out – luckily.
And I told you about how I cheated on my maths test. I still don’t
understand why I didn’t just study instead. You were a great
brother, Pete. You listened and didn’t give advice unless I asked
for it. You let me figure things out for myself.”

Kate bit her
bottom lip. “Now I’ve got a new problem. And it’s slightly bigger
than Michael Dowell or my maths test. I know it’s asking you a lot
to do this. That’s why I’m going to tell you another secret. I’m in
trouble, Pete. Financial trouble.”

“It’s not a
secret if the person listening already knows about it.” Peter
closed his eyes. “How much have you spent?”

“I don’t know.
Most of it. Probably all of it.”

“How did you
manage to spend that much?”

“It just
happened. I would feel crummy, go shopping, see something I liked
and buy it. It made me feel good. Or at least a little better.”

“You’re
expecting me to make up for your mistakes-”

“It’s only for
a week. You wouldn’t even have to do anything. Just stay in
bed.”

“What if we
get caught?”

“We
won’t.”

“If we are,
are you happy to go inside?”

“We won’t go
inside.”

“I value my
freedom, Kate. Because that’s what will happen if we get caught.
We’ll get locked up. Then we’ll lose the money anyway.”

Kate laid a
hand on Peter’s shoulder. “I believe in you. I believe you can do
it. It’ll be easy. Just lay in bed for a week pretending you’re
ill. At the end, we’ll figure out a way for it to look like Mum
died naturally. Easy.”

Peter didn’t
say anything.

“I really
don’t see any other way out of this, do you?”

“You could
sell what you have,” Peter said. “Sell everything.”

“Even if I
did, I wouldn’t be able to pay everything back.”

Peter shook
his head. “How could you let it get so bad? With our parents.”

“It just… got
away from me, I guess.”

There was a
pause.

“Or you could
lend me the money,” Kate said with a little smile.

“Oh, no,”
Peter said. “Lending money between friends and family is a no-go.
You know that.”

“Another one
of Mum’s pearls of wisdom.”

“If you’d
listened to her, you wouldn’t have this problem.”

Kate hung her
head. “You’re right.”

“So why don’t
you get a loan from the bank and pay it off?”

“No bank in
their right mind would lend to me now. I’m in up to the hilt
already. Taking out another loan isn’t going to help.” Kate’s hands
made fists. “And you’re my brother! You have to help me!”

“I will –
after you help yourself.”

Kate bolted to
her feet. “Jesus, Pete! What am I going to do if you don’t help me?
My landlord is breathing down my neck about missed rent cheques.
The bailiffs will come round, take everything and sell it for next
to nothing. And I’ll still have all this debt!”

Peter’s eyes
widened. “That’s why you get so many phone calls, isn’t it? It’s
not pushy salesmen. It’s debt collectors!”

“Yes.” Kate’s
bottom lip trembled. “I’ve got nowhere else to go. Please, Peter.
You have to help me.”

Peter sighed.
“I will help you. But keeping this money – or any amount of money –
won’t solve your problem. You have to learn to stop spending.”

“I will. But
first I need to pay off my debts.”

“I’ve heard
all this before, Kate.”

“This time I
mean it. I mean, there aren’t any more relatives waiting to hand
over their money to us, is there?”

Peter shook
his head and stared at the ground.

“That was
meant to be a joke. Obviously not a very funny one.”

“Don’t
forget,” Peter said, ignoring her, “if they take your money,
they’ll take mine too. I won’t have anything left to give you. I’ll
have to give up acting and find a real job.”

“You might
still get the part.”

“Almost
certainly not.”

“It’s not such
a bad idea though, is it? Pretending to be Mum, I mean.”

Peter’s eyes
bulged. “You are joking? Besides the moral quagmire – which is a
vast continent, by the way – how in God’s name do we ever convince
people I’m Mum?”

“You’re an
actor. A great actor.”

“A great actor
who can’t even pass an audition while playing a woman?”

“It’ll be good
practice for you. You can do this, I know it. And people are always
saying how similar you look to Mum. This is your chance to improve
your performance with women’s roles.”

“Taking a
class sounds a lot easier. And that was just an audition. I’ve
never had cause to dress up as a woman – an old woman –
before.”

“So maybe you
can re-audition.”

Peter shook
his head. “You only get one shot.”

“So make them
give you another one.”

Peter shook
his head. “Look, I might look like her in the face, but I’m
taller.”

“Hunch.”

“Like
Quasimodo?”

“Jesus, Pete.
If you’re not going to do it, why didn’t you call the undertaker
when you had the chance?”

“I should
have.”

“But you
didn’t. Do you remember what Mum used to say? ‘Don’t give The
Government a penny. They get enough out of us as it is’.”

Peter nodded.
“I doubt even they would go this far.”

“Don’t you
believe it. To save an extra penny, Mum and Dad would do
anything. You know that. If we don’t do this, it’ll be a
lifetime of frugality wasted. Can you honestly imagine Mum doing
anything really strenuous? It’ll be easy. Just sitting around,
drinking tea. Trust me.”

“Trust
you?”

“Yes.”

“But what do
we really know about Mum?” Peter said. “What did she even do during
the week?”

Kate shrugged.
“Every time I called her she was in.”

“Since when
did you call her?”

“I did
sometimes. We could just say she’s ill and in bed.”

“Won’t people
be suspicious?”

“Not if we say
it’s serious or contagious or something.”

“We could just
put a dummy in the bed.”

“And what if
someone comes in the bedroom? Someone will need to reply. No. It
has to be you.”

“I’m not Mum.
Plus, I don’t have the requisite female parts. I think we can both
agree you’ve got far more in common with Mum than I do.”

“That’s
superficial. You’re an actor. I’m sure you can get all the props
you need. Besides, no one will see the ‘requisite female parts’ as
you so eloquently put it. All they will see is this.” She held his
face in her hands.

Peter took
hold of her hands and pulled them delicately, but firmly, off. “I
can’t. I’m sorry.” He got up and leaned against the tree.

Kate looked at
her hands. “What if this was something Mum actually wanted us to
do?”

Peter frowned.
“In what world would Mum ever want us to do something like
this?”

Kate reached
into her pocket and took out a piece of paper folded into three
parts. It was wrinkled, stained and old. It smelled musty.

“I found this
in the pot where Mum and dad kept their day-to-day money,” she
said. “Don’t look at me like that. Mum was looking directly at it
when I found her. I guess she was trying to tell us she wanted us
to find it.”

Peter took the
letter and unfolded it. It was covered in halting handwriting that
had no semblance of style at all. There were capital letters in the
middle of words, dashes instead of full stops that had been thrown
as if random across the page, and just as many crossings out and
scribbles as unedited words. He started to read.



If your
reading this it means I am dead – I ope the seven years is up and I
jus forgot to throw this letter away but it probly aint and I died
early – Me and yourn dad worked and saved for that monay and I dont
want it falling into the rong ands – You both shood do everything
you can to keep that monay. Do whatever is neckissary to keep those
arsehole taxmen away from our monay. This monay is for the 2 on u.
What you use it for is up to yous, but I hope it brings you as much
appiness and joy as it did for me and your dad to save it did.



Peter turned the page
over. There was nothing else.

“No last
loving statement,” Kate said, noticing Peter’s disappointment.

“Should have
known.”

A pause.

“So, what do
you think?” Kate asked.

“I think Mum
needed a good dictionary. That’s what I think.”

“Two weeks in
school your whole life will do that to you.”

“I
suppose.”

Kate held her
hands behind her back. “What do you think about my idea?”

“It’s still
mental, Kate.”

“But-”

“But… I don’t
know. Even if Mum was okay with us doing it that doesn’t mean we
should. What do you want me to say?”

“Say you’ll do
it. Say you’ll help me. Please.”

Peter looked
at his hands. “Kate…” He sighed. “You know, I really hate you
sometimes.”

She clapped
her hands and hugged him. “I promise I will be the best sister ever
to you after this.”

“I’ll believe
that when I see it. But I have a few conditions.”

“Fine.”

“First, you
have to be here every minute I am.”

“I’m not sure
I can get the time off work-”

“You haven’t
taken a holiday off in years.”

“I know,
but…”

Peter stepped
closer. “It’s a non-retractable condition. If you can’t do it, it’s
off.”

Kate waved her
hands. “All right, all right. I’ll call Gerald and tell him my
brother’s got buboes or something. What’s the second
condition?”

Peter looked
into her eyes. “You have to go see a psychologist.”

Kate shook her
head. “No.”

“You’ve got a
problem. You need help.”

“It’s my
money,” she said. “I’ll spend it however I like.”

“You were
supposed to use it to set yourself up. A deposit on a mortgage or
to invest in something you were working on, whatever. Not
clothes.”

“They make me
feel good!”

“They don’t
make you feel good. It’s buying them that makes you feel good.”

“That’s not
true. I don’t feel good when I buy supermarket brands.” Kate folded
her arms and pouted. “You’re just saying that so you don’t have to
do it.”

“I’m saying
this because no matter how much money you have, you will always
manage to spend it. If we’re successful with this thing, I want you
to go somewhere to get help. It’s the only way I’ll help.”

Kate turned to
leave, then stopped. She let out a little scream. “Fine. I’ll get
help.”

Peter smiled.
“Good. Now what exactly are we going to do with Mum’s body?”

“I’ve got an
idea for that…”
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The Vestfrost SB400 was
a deluxe deep freezer their mother kept in the garden shed. It was
four feet long, two feet wide, and three feet deep. It was an
impressive piece of kit, but hardly the place that conjured up
restful images of the deceased.

“You must be
joking,” Peter said.

“That’s what I
thought at first, but it is big enough.” Kate looked about ready to
hop in and give a demonstration.

“I wasn’t
worried about the size, funnily enough.”

“How else do
we keep her in good condition?”

“As a
popsicle?”

“What’s the
difference between this and a morgue?”

Peter shook
his head. “Mum’s final resting place.”

“Only for a
week. Jesus. This fridge is like the Ritz compared to the trailer.
This doesn’t leak or have draughts.”

“Yeah? What
are the rates like? Wait a minute, I just had a thought.”

“Well done.
You know, some of us have those every day.”

“Be nice, or
you can pretend to be Mum yourself.”

Kate bowed her
head in mock forgiveness. “Sorry for disrespecting you.”

“Better. But
less sass, thank you. I was just thinking, what if the meter runs
out and Mum starts defrosting?”

Kate smiled.
“That’s the best part. Don’t you remember? She got a special fund
from the council to keep this freezer going. The last thing the
council wanted was a dead pensioner starving to death in winter on
the news. The council are paying. She could stay in here forever –
at the council’s expense!”
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They folded their mum’s
legs into the freezer. They were already a little stiff and
difficult to bend. She lay on her back with her knees pointing up.
The frozen peas were jammed under her armpits, potato wedges
propping up her head.

“Looks like an
advert for third class cryogenics,” Peter said.

“Or an
apocalypse.”

“She looks so
peaceful.”

“She should,”
Kate said. “All her worries are well and truly over. Ours have only
just begun.”
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