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‘Courage!’ said Ellie Quicke. ‘She can’t eat you!’

Pat looked as if she were going to cry. ‘You don’t understand. Gillian’s run our writing circle for years. She’s the only one who’s ever got published. All right, it was ages ago, a bodice-ripper, and she’s never had another book accepted, but she usually wins the local newspaper’s short story competition and gets her picture in the papers, and she expects to win again this year.’

‘Only you’ve won it instead? I congratulate you, and so will she.’

Pat shook her head. ‘She won’t like it. I mean, we all write for fun, and we don’t expect to get published. We enjoy writing our bits of poetry and the odd article or short story for the church magazine. One of us has been writing a book for years which Gillian says will never be any good, but that’s all right. It’s our hobby. Gillian has taught us all so much, and of course we appreciate it, but she can be a bit – well–’

‘Difficult?’

‘It almost makes me wish I hadn’t won. I’m dreading the meeting this afternoon, but if I don’t go and they find out it was me, that will only make it worse, won’t it? If only. . . do you think you could come with me to the meeting this afternoon?’

‘To give you courage?’

‘Yes!’

Ellie threw up her hands, laughing. ‘I’ve no talent for writing.’

‘You could pretend, couldn’t you? Say you’re thinking about writing a short story, or something. Please, Ellie?’
‘Oh, well. Why not? We’ll face the monster together.’  

Gillian and her husband owned a large, double-fronted red brick semi in a street lined with trees and parked cars, convenient to the shops. 

‘They were both teachers before they retired,’ said Pat, opening the gate for Ellie. ‘He isn’t a member of the group because he doesn’t write, but he’ll bring in the tea later. I hope the house won’t be too cold for you. They’re fresh air fiends, I’m afraid.’ 

The group met in the big room at the back of the house, overlooking the garden. A miscellaneous collection of chairs awaited them, some of which were already occupied. 
The calendar said it was high summer, but the room felt chilly. The French windows stood ajar, the central heating had not been switched on, and the grate contained a trough of white geraniums – rather past their best – instead of a fire.

A thick-set woman with over-permed henna hair was seated in front of the French windows, wielding a large pair of scissors. Was she cutting something out of the local newspaper? Perhaps a notice about the Short Story Competition? A scrap book and glue stick were at her side, together with an unopened, official-looking envelope. This must be the dreaded Gillian.
Pat gave a little cough. ‘Gillian, everyone . . . this is Ellie, who’s heard so much about our group.’

Several people nodded in a friendly manner. Gillian, however, looked down her nose at Ellie. ‘Well, dear. And what are you trying your hand at?’


‘A short story,’ said Ellie, restraining a giggle. Did Gillian expect newcomers to curtsey and call her ‘Ma’am’?

‘A difficult genre for a beginner, don’t you think? But listen and learn, that’s my motto. Perhaps I can give you a few tips.’ 
Dismissed, Ellie found a seat at Pat’s side, while Gillian turned to another newcomer. ‘Tina, I hope you remembered to bring some biscuits?’


Tina was a pretty blonde in her forties. ‘Yes, Gillian. I left them in the kitchen.’

Gillian looked around. ‘Where’s Vivie? I’ll wait till she comes to open the letter from the Short Story people. I feel sure I’ve been lucky again.’


At Ellie’s side, Pat gulped. 


‘Sorry I’m late.’ In bustled Vivie, a tiny woman with a mop of white hair, carrying a hefty cardboard box. ‘My dears, congratulate me! I’m a published author – at last!’


‘What?’ 


‘Congratulations!’


Vivie opened the carton and handed out paperbacks with a busty blonde draped in a scarlet gown on the cover. ‘All my own work. My dear husband said I’d worked so long and so hard that he’d arrange for the books to be printed for me, and you’re all invited to the Launch Party at the bookshop in the High Street next Tuesday.’


Gillian recoiled, holding a copy at arms’ length. ‘What’s this? Self-published? I can’t believe it! After all I’ve tried to teach you about the importance of submitting work to a proper publisher. How dare you let me down like this!’


‘Oh, tarradiddle,’ said Vivie, pressing a copy into Ellie’s hand. ‘I’m too old to be bothered with all that stuff. This way I fulfil a lifelong ambition, get my book into the local library and an interview on local radio.’


‘This,’ said Gillian, swelling, ‘Is outrageous! You are a disgrace to the group.’


‘I suppose we’re all different,’ said Tina, nervously. ‘I’m thrilled for you, Vivie.’

Pat cleared her throat. ‘So am I.’

A shriek made them all jump. Gillian had torn open the official-looking envelope. She turned on Pat. ‘You? You’ve won the Short Story Competition? They’ve picked you . . .?’

Pat was trembling. ‘Oh dear. Yes, I’m so sorry.’

Little Vivie, white hair flying, pounced on Pat to kiss her. ‘Congratulations, my dear. We must have a double celebration.’

‘How dare you!’ Gillian thrust out beefy arms before her, as if clearing away cobwebs. ‘You have betrayed the values which I have spent the best part of my life trying to instil into you. How right the Bard was to say that ingratitude strikes more deadly than the serpent’s tooth! I resign from the group! Get out, all of you!’

Vivie spurted into nervous laughter, quickly stilled. Tina looked as if she were going to cry. So did Pat. The others were open-mouthed.

Vivie said, ‘Now I know you don’t mean that, Gillian. Tell you what; we’ll go and have our tea in the kitchen till you’ve calmed down.’

Ellie urged Pat to her feet and followed the others out through the hall and into a pleasant kitchen/diner. An elderly, white-haired man with his sleeves rolled above his elbows, was laying tea things out on a tray. A door to the garden stood open. Didn’t anyone ever feel the cold around here?

‘Oh, Ronnie!’ Tina threw her arms around him. ‘She’s having another of her tantrums, and thrown us out, so we’ll have to have our tea in here.’

Ronnie patted Tina’s shoulder, and gently urged her to sit on a stool nearby. ‘I’m so sorry. She’s really getting . . .’ He shook his head, unable to complete the sentence, and began to pour out cups of tea. 
‘I do hope she didn’t mean it when she said she’d resign,’ said a frail little man with an overlarge pair of glasses. ‘I was so looking forward to reading out my new poem.’

‘Oh dear!’ Vivie, the newly published, was half laughing, and half annoyed. ‘I know she’s impossible, but she is the leader of the group. What on earth are we going to do now?’

Pat tried to be sensible. ‘She’ll come round, of course she will. I mean, what would we do without her? Someone will have to go and calm her down. I would if I thought it would do any good, but . . .’

 A middle aged woman had her inhaler out, breathing squeakily. ‘I’ll have a go . . . in a minute.’

‘No, you won’t,’ said the asthma sufferer’s husband, red-faced with anger. ‘I never heard the like. You let her be. She ought to apologise to us, that she ought.’

Vivie took a biscuit. ‘That’ll be the day.’ 

Pat wrung her hands. ‘It’s all my fault. I wish I’d never won the wretched competition.’


Tina perked up. ‘I’ll take a cup of tea in to her. That’ll make her feel better.’ She vanished, only to return in a few minutes’ time, red in the face. ‘I could kill her sometimes.’ She resumed her seat, close to angry tears. Ronnie gave her a hug, and passed over a box of tissues. Ellie noted that those two were on excellent terms.
Pat’s colour was bad. She pressed her hankie to her lips. Ellie started to worry, because Pat had a nervous tummy. 

‘Well, I need the loo,’ said a younger woman with purple hair. ‘It’s all this excitement.’ She disappeared back insider the house. ‘Me, too, said the woman with the inhaler. Her husband received a call on his mobile and followed them.  

The poet with the oversize spectacles said he’d brave the Gorgon next, and disappeared. They could hear Gillian ranting at him. He returned, looking as if he were about to be sick. ‘She’s well out of order! How dare she say my poems are only fit for toilet paper!’

Did the woman with the purple hair go next? Ellie only had eyes for Pat, who was trying deep breathing exercises.  

Someone – Tina? – made another pot of tea. Ronnie said, ‘Well, if you don’t need me . . .’ and disappeared through the door into the garden. 


Pat pulled herself to her feet. ‘I’d better go and speak to her, I suppose. Apologise for living, and all that.’


Ellie didn’t think it would be a good idea and tried to stop her, but Pat shook her off. ‘No, I must try . . .’

Gillian’s voice rose and fell, hysterically. Pat came back, looking even paler than before. ‘I’m so sorry. I think I only made matters worse.’ She put her hand to her mouth.

Ellie propelled her towards the door into the garden. ‘Let’s get some fresh air, shall we?’

Outside, the sun was shining but there was a cool breeze. 

Pat closed her eyes, shivering, and clutching at her shoulders. ‘I apologised but she wouldn’t listen. I think she’s off her rocker. Oh dear, it’s a lot colder out here than I thought it would be. I left my jacket inside.’ They looked back at the house. The French windows were still open, but Gillian’s voice was silent at last.  


Ellie tried to change the subject. ‘Someone’s been busy out here.’ There were pots of red and white geraniums on the lawn, waiting to be planted out. A watering can and trowel lay nearby. ‘Some of those plants look a little dry.’ 


‘Ronnie likes gardening. He has a greenhouse and grows everything from seed.’ Pat shivered. ‘Do you mind if I go back in?’  



She disappeared, while Ellie – glad to be away from the poisonous atmosphere inside the house – followed the path down the garden, through an archway and into a vegetable plot complete with greenhouse. She nodded to herself. Ronnie certainly knew how to grow things. Perhaps it gave him an excuse to get out from under Gillian’s feet?
Was that someone screaming? Ellie hurried back up to the house to find Tina in the kitchen, still screaming, pressed into Ronnie’s shoulder. He had his arms fast around her, but his eyes were wide with horror. 


The poet with the owlish spectacles was gasping, leaning against the fridge.  The purple-haired woman was being sick in the sink. 

Pat was shaking, standing in the doorway to the sitting-room. ‘In there . . . Gillian . . . oh, please God I’m not going to faint!’


Ellie looked past Pat into the sitting room. Gillian was still sitting in her chair, but she was clutching at something, holding onto something, with pudgy, red-stained hands. Ah, the long, pointed scissors which she had been using earlier, had been plunged into her body under her rib-cage, putting an end to her troubled life. 


Ellie thought someone ought to phone for the police. Or an ambulance. Both. No, no need for an ambulance. It was obvious that Gillian was dead. The other members of the group were gaping with shock. Ronnie was cradling Tina in his arms.
Ellie wondered where she’d left her handbag. On the floor by the chair she’d been sitting on? If no one else made a move, she must phone the police.

Self-published Vivie was the first to move. She groped for her mobile in her jacket pocket, and pressed buttons. She gasped into it . . . ‘Police, please. Ambulance.’ 

Ellie looked around her. There was her own handbag on the floor, and Pat’s jacket, where she’d left it on her chair. Pretty Tina’s purse was on the floor, opposite. There was a flurry of papers where the bespectacled poet had been sitting. The room was chilly. The red geraniums in the grate couldn’t compensate for a real fire. 

The asthma victim looked over Ellie’s shoulder. ‘Pat, you didn’t . . .?’


Pat shook her head violently. ‘No, she was fine when I left her. Well, not fine, but you know. Then I went out into the garden, but it was cold out there, so I came back in for my jacket, but then I thought she’d only shout at me if I came in here to fetch it, so I went to the loo, and then I saw–’


Vivie said, ‘My dear, if you had . . . no one would have blamed you. Or me, either, I suppose. Except that I didn’t.’


‘Nor me!’ said the poet, breathlessly. ‘I know I said I’d like to murder her but that was not the real me speaking.’

‘Any one of us might have done it,’ said the purple haired woman, wiping her mouth. ‘We all went in to try to reason with her –’


‘Except me,’ said Ronnie. ‘I never went near her.’


Tina agreed. ‘You didn’t come back into the house till Pat screamed. It must have been Pat!’


Ronnie’s arm was still round Tina. Ellie added up two and two – and made it five. Oh, dear. 
She said, ‘It wasn’t Pat. It was Ronnie. I expected to see him in the garden when Pat and I went out there. He must have remembered that he needed to change the fading white geraniums in the fireplace, and brought some red ones up to take their place. He entered through the French windows. He changed the white geraniums for the red ones as planned, but I suppose she started to shout at him in her usual way and it was just one insult too far. He snatched up the scissors, killed her, and left the room the same way, through the French windows. He dumped the white geraniums with the others on the lawn, hoping no one would notice the difference. Then Pat screamed and he returned to the kitchen just as I came back up the garden.’

Tina shrank away from him. ‘Oh, no Ronnie!  Not you!’

Ronnie threw up his hands. ‘She said . . . you don’t know what she was like to live with . . . she said something horrible about me and you! I couldn’t bear it. And she never listened when I tried to explain that we never, ever . . . I can’t remember exactly what happened next, but I know I tried to stop her saying . . . and I suppose I struck her, but I can’t remember exactly how . . . I’m so sorry, Tina.’

Oh dear, oh dear. Well, at least it hadn’t been a premeditated murder.

                                                     * * * * 

A few days later Pat had a phone call from Vivie.  ‘What a pity Ronnie didn’t find a way of getting rid of Gillian without landing himself in trouble. Oh, well. This will give us something to write about, won’t it? Shall we have the next meeting at my place?’  

