
 

 

AFTER THE AFFAIR by Jacquie Bloese 

 

Prologue 

Wales, 1966 

The girl stepped off the train, a magazine angled above her head, as she attempted to shield 

her hair from the sheets of  rain that raked across the deserted platform. Turning to slam the 

the carriage door, she lost her grip on the tartan suitcase she was carrying and it collapsed 

into a puddle, spraying dirty water up her bare legs. She swore loudly. The train released its 

brakes with a screech and the girl stood back and stared for a moment at the gallery of faces 

framed in each compartment: a woman with a blue-rinse frowning at a knitting pattern, two 

men in overalls smoking, their blank expressions defaced by the dribble of raindrops across 

the glass. They all look half-dead, the girl thought. All of them. On a train to nowhere in the 

middle of bloody nowhere.   

She picked up her dripping case and hurried towards the covered section of the platform 

where she positioned herself underneath the clock – as if this were the start of an adventure 

and she were waiting for a man to arrive, she thought dully. She had a sudden longing for a 

cigarette and paced a little, catching sight of her reflection in the grubby glass of the 

Refreshments Room. It still took her by surprise sometimes, when she saw herself, the tight 

roundness of her belly brushing assertively against the tent-like folds of her smock as if 

determined to be noticed. She felt deformed, betrayed by her own body. Standing there in a 

place she couldn’t even pronounce, wearing a hideous dress chosen by her mother, she felt 

she had lost herself.  

She heard footsteps sluicing through the rain and saw a woman in a green beret striding 

towards her, the palm of her left hand raised in solemn greeting. The beret gave her a girlish, 

flighty air that seemed at odds with the rest of her, the wellingtons, the wide unfashionable 



 

 

tweed trousers. The woman walked up to her, not stopping until they faced each other, their 

bodies almost touching. She placed her hands on the girl’s shoulders. They were large, rough 

hands, the girl noticed, she felt their warmth pressing into her collarbone.  

‘So here’s little Dana, all grown-up,’ the woman said, frowning slightly as if presented 

with a problem to which she couldn’t quite find the answer. For a second, her gaze dropped 

to the girl’s stomach. Her eyes were clear and grey, the colour of rock pools. ‘Well, you’re 

not the first and you won’t be the last.’ She picked up the suitcase and gave a little bow in the 

direction of the exit. ‘This way, Madame.’ 

As the girl followed her, she felt a small stirring of hope, like a rogue chink of light 

sneaking through a crack in the heavy curtains of a forgotten room. It was the first time she’d 

felt close to smiling in weeks.  

 

Chapter One 

 

Bridton, 1981 

It is midsummer on Penny Close, the longest day, the solstice. The sky is a dense, 

unfathomable blue pressing itself upon twelve pitched roofs, slipping under loose tiles, 

rubbing beween the branches of the elm trees. White light hammers a dozen sets of double-

glazing, bounces from the wing mirror of a Ford Cortina and skitters across the grooves of a 

garage door. The tarmac horseshoe that swings around the close is suddenly mysterious, 

flecked with silver, a sparkling onyx river. A breeze stirs the hexagon of laundry hanging in a 

back garden, a frilly pillow case twists flirtatiously back and forth. It is too hot for Penny 

Close, it is too much this heat, certain people have started to complain. Geraniums are 

gasping in their pots, a thrush with all the song sucked out of it loiters in the shadow of a 

drooping fuchsia bush. Meanwhile the sun sears through net curtains that were once white 



 

 

and prowls through houses like an intruder, uncovering an archive of benign neglect: lacy 

cobwebs punctuated with the plump black bodies of spiders, the shroud of dust over unloved 

ornaments relegated to the top of a cabinet, the decade-old blood stain on a hallway carpet 

which usually goes unnoticed.  

A lawnmower purrs. Music trickles from radios on kitchen windowsills. And the tchik-

tchik-tchik of the water sprinkler in the back garden of the house at  Number Four where a 

girl with hair the colour of rust and a smattering of freckles that she has recently decided she 

hates practises cartwheels through the glistening arc of water with her best friend, Sharon. 

The red haired girl is me; my name is Pippa, but everyone calls me Pip. My mother appears 

in the doorway wearing an apron; I can hear the drone of the oven from the kitchen behind 

her, her hair is damp and starting to curl from the heat – it is lighter than mine, the shade of 

the palest autumn leaves, although she tells me it has faded over time and this gives me hope 

for my own. She holds out two cherry icepops which Sharon and I love because if you suck 

them in the right way it looks as if you’re wearing lipstick. We are eleven years old and we 

believe we know everything about each other.  

I hear it first, the growl of her Mini muffled by tiers of heat, as it weaves up the Close. I 

picture her behind the wheel, the black wing of her hair swooped into a perfect flick, her 

elbow resting on the open window, a wisp of smoke curling from the cigarette in her hand. 

On the passenger seat are a pair of heels that she will change into before she gets out, she will 

reach into the glove compartment for a bottle of perfume and spritz her neck and wrists 

quickly, automatically. The handbreak creaks, the engine cuts out and then a few beats of 

silence.  

‘Sounds like Dana’s here,’ my mum says. She unties her apron, fluffs out the sides of her 

hair, as Sharon and I bowl past her, giggling our way down the hallway. Heels click-clack 



 

 

along the path and Dana appears, her features distorted behind the bevelled glass of the front 

door. She rings the bell twice. I open the door, pulling it as far back as it will go.  

‘Hiya!’ Sharon and I chorus. 

 Dana is wearing white jeans and red shiny shoes with spiky heels and an oval shape cut 

from the front that reveal pearly toenails. The midsummer day suits her, her eyes are seaweed 

green, her skin is the colour of pulverised sunshine, black sunglasses sit at an angle on the 

crown of her head. I am seized with the desire to do the same with the pair I have in the 

bottom of my wardrobe.  

‘Hello, Pip,’ she says. She looks at me and for a moment I see what she sees. I am 

barefoot and my toenails are seamed with dirt, my knees have caught the sun and are as pink 

as salmon paste. 

‘Your mum’s out the back, is she?’ Her voice is flat, she is bored with us already. I feel 

her palm on the top of my head, smell crushed lemons as she walks past.  

 ‘I like her shoes,’ Sharon whispers, ‘and her jeans. Very sexy!’ She walks on tiptoe, 

wiggling her bottom from side to side. 

‘Don’t be so immature!’ I hiss. I want her to go home. My best friend is cramping my 

style. It was my birthday a fortnight ago; this week Dana may have remembered and bought 

me a present. She gives me things that I never knew I wanted so badly. Unwrapping each gift 

is like discovering something new about myself. A leopard-print silk scarf, a key ring in the 

shape of a love heart with Gorgeous! written across it in looped black lettering, plastic vials 

of perfume with French names like Je reviens and Fou d’Amour. I store all of Dana’s gifts in 

a shoebox in my wardrobe and I never lend them to anyone.  

In the kitchen, Dana is sat at the table with her head in her hands. She is saying 

something about having had a ‘pig of a day’ and my mum is making sympathetic noises and 

pouring measures of vodka into two tumblers, dropping in icecubes which splinter and crack. 



 

 

The room is sweating. The sun is everywhere. My T.shirt clings to my arms and belly. Dana 

and my mum are talking in half sentences but they seem to understand each other completely. 

‘Is it ...?’ My mother murmurs a name that I don’t quite catch. 

‘Uh-huh. Married.’ 

‘Married!’ A succulent tut from my mother. ‘Terrible. Stringing you along.’  

She adds tonic which spits and fizzes and passes it to Dana. ‘I’m sorry, Dahn.’  

She gives her a hug and Dana lets her. She’s not generally the hugging type. My mum 

releases her and opens the oven door, peers at the tray of oven chips, the bubbling surface of 

a quiche lorraine. She smiles at me and Sharon. ‘Why don’t you girls go outside? You can 

have your tea in the garden tonight as a treat.’ 

This is the worst type of question, an order in disguise, but we slink outside, pretending 

we Don’t Give A Damn that we’re banished like five-year-olds, despite being in the final 

year of junior school and knowing nine swear words between us. The cartwheel competition 

from earlier has lost its allure and we sit cross-legged on the grass instead making ankle 

chains out of daisies and talking about boys at school who we hate the most and the ones who 

we wouldn’t mind marrying.  

In five hours, something will happen that will change everything, but none of us know 

that yet, not even Dana, and that much I will allow her. So on the other side of Bridton, my 

dad slams his filing cabinet shut with the sole of his foot and takes the team from the Sorting 

Department to the Spotted Dick for a pint, and Sharon and I slit daisy stems with our 

thumbnails and Dana drinks and my mum tries to make her feel better because that’s what my 

mum does, and slowly the sun releases Penny Close from its grip and sinks, a golden 

pendulum sending out shockwaves of apricot and crimson across the fading sky. 

 



 

 

It is past eleven when Dana finally leaves. I am in bed and writing my diary by torchlight, 

flouting the ‘lights out at nine on a school night’ rule. I have reached number five on the list 

of boys that Sharon said she’d like to marry when downstairs a door opens.  The stage 

whispers of drunk adults trying to be quiet drift up the stairs.   

‘Mike’ll drive you home, won’t you, love?’ my mum says. 

‘Sure, no problemo,’ says my dad. ‘No problemo’ is his latest catchphrase and it drives 

my mum mad. 

‘I’ll be fine, I’ll be fine, I’ll be fine,’ says Dana, her words rolling into one like a tongue 

twister. 

‘No way,’ says my dad and there is a jangle of car keys, a flurry of ‘see-you-soons’ and 

‘take cares’ and the front door rattles shut.  

‘These bloody shoes are coming off!’ Dana’s voice comes right underneath my bedroom 

window. ‘Unless you want to carry me, Mikey?’  

Mikey. I smirk. Then Dana gives a little shriek.  

‘Woah! Steady.’ Laughter from my dad. 

Unable to resist any longer, I slip out of bed and creep to the window, kneeling on the 

carpet and making a peephole in the curtains. Dana is sitting in the flower beds, legs splayed, 

a mosaic of pansies and peonies mashed into the soil around her, her white jeans speckled 

with dirt. She angles her hands into a loudspeaker shape and holds them to her mouth.  

‘Send me a man...’ – she pauses and looks around her as if my dad’s rose bush and row 

of delphiniums are her audience – ‘who’s good in bed. Send me someone...’ – again the regal 

pause – ‘who is capable of locating the Clit-Or-Is.’ She enunciates each syllable with a mock-

solemnity, waving her index finger at the flowerbeds. ‘And knows what to do when he gets 

there.’ She grabs a handful of soil and and lets it fall through her fingers. ‘Is that too much to 

ask?’  



 

 

‘Come on, you.’ My dad holds out his hand and she seizes it, stumbling a little, the 

straps of her shoes looped over her wrist.  

She smiles at him. ‘You’re a nice man, aren’t you, Mikey? Such a nice man.’ She sways 

again and falls against his chest. He rests his hands on her shoulders to steady her and then 

she presses her lips against his, light and casual as if she is taking a sip of wine. I wait for him 

to move away, but he bends towards her and kisses her back and I stare down at the small 

bald spot on the top of his head, the soft white arch of Dana’s neck reaching up to him, her 

hair spilling across her back like black ribbon. It’s a proper kiss like the ones I’ve seen in 

films and I find myself counting, reaching three before one of them – whether it’s my dad or 

Dana, I can’t be sure – moves away. Neither of them are laughing now, they are living 

statues, staring at each other like a spell about to break. A dog barks. A breeze licks my face 

through the open window, lifts a strand of Dana’s hair and drops it across her cheek, where it 

curls like a comma.  

‘You are very naughty!’ Dana pokes my dad in the chest and then tilts her head back and 

laughs and as she does our eyes meet for a fleeting moment and I realise that the curtain is 

hanging loose, that I’ve let it drop open and my spy hole is gone. I duck, banging my elbow 

on the radiator and crawl back to bed, lying there rigid until a white funnel of light swings 

across the room and the car pulls out of the drive.  

And I tell no one. I wake up the next morning and my dad is singing ‘This Ole House’ 

by Shakin’ Stevens in the shower, substituting the words he doesn’t know with da-da-dahs 

and my mum is washing up in the kitchen and I pile three spoonfuls of sugar onto my 

cornflakes when she’s not looking and each mouthful coats my tongue with sweetness and I 

wonder what ‘good in bed’ means exactly. My mum is saying something about having a 

barbecue later and how it’s going to be another scorcher and when I don’t answer, she puts 

her arm around me and tells me to stop daydreaming or I’ll be late for for school.  



 

 

 

The week gallops by. By the following Wednesday, the weather has broken and raindrops 

glide gracefully across the windows. I sit pretending to do my homework in the living room 

in a jumper and jeans and finger the purple bruise on my left elbow and try to remember what 

it feels like to be so hot that you can hardly breathe. Dana and my mum are in the kitchen and 

I have turned the volume on the TV down to zero so I can eavesdrop. One of them says 

something, the other laughs and says something back. It goes on and on and I can’t stop 

listening.  

‘Killed off a few brain cells last week, that’s for sure,’ Dana says. ‘It’s probably a good 

thing. Can hardly remember what that pillock looks like now.’  

‘Good riddance to that one!’ says my mum. 

I have twenty spellings to learn for school the next day, I wander into the kitchen and 

perch on the edge of a chair with my exercise book. Dana glances at me and opens her 

handbag, taking out an oblong package wrapped in shiny silver paper. She pushes it towards 

me.  

‘Better late than never,’ she says. ‘Happy birthday.’  

I make a small tear in the paper and unwrap it. A nest of pale green feathers emerges, 

unravelling into a long scarf that twitches and flutters like an animal’s tail when I slide it 

around my shoulders.  

‘Real ostrich feather, that is,’ Dana says, as I give a little twirl.  

‘Very grown up.’ My mum frowns slightly.  

‘She is growing up,’ says Dana with a light emphasis. My mum looks at her and they 

hover on the precipice of a disagreement, before my mum smiles and defers. ‘She is.’ She 

turns to me. ‘What do you say, Pip?’ 



 

 

 ‘Thanks, Dana.’ I risk a casual, sing-song tone which causes my mum to shake her head 

and apologise to Dana. I love the boa, of course. But I’m not sure Dana deserves to know 

quite how much. 

She doesn’t seem to care either way. She shrugs and gets up, says something about 

having left her cigarettes in the car. As she passes, I feel the cool palm of her hand press 

against my neck and when I turn, she raises her eyebrows as if we’ve just shared a private 

joke.  

If I’d been another kind of eleven-year-old, it might all have been different. But I had a 

diary with a gilt padlock and the key dangled on a chain around my neck: I was a keeper of 

secrets, even then. Penny Close had cracked open revealing something dark and adult which I 

wanted to prise open further, even though I knew I shouldn’t. As I pirouetted around the 

kitchen with my new feather boa, I avoided my mother’s eyes and in that moment, I began to 

grow up, just a little.  


