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  Sweet Charity


  Lola Quinlan leaned over the counter and took the bundle of second-hand clothes from the grey-haired woman. ‘Margaret, you are not just one of my dearest friends but one
  of my best suppliers. Thank you so much.’


  ‘They’re seriously back-of-the-wardrobe outfits, Lola. Nothing too flash at all, I’m afraid.’


  ‘Someone will love them, I’m sure. I’m delighted you came in. I’ve put aside a new outfit just for you.’


  ‘Oh, Lola, no. I can’t buy anything else. I’ve just done a big clear-out at home.’


  ‘But you can’t leave a charity shop empty-handed. Or charities shop, as I should call it. Do you know, last year alone we helped fund a new playground, bought the equivalent of two
  tyres for a runabout bus for the old ones in the nursing home and sent two poor families away on breaks. All from a small shop filled with second-hand clothes and bric-a-brac. Imagine. So
  it’s not so much about buying a new outfit, Margaret, as being a part of the community.’


  Margaret shook her head, laughing. ‘You just won’t take no for an answer, will you?’


  ‘Not if I can help it,’ Lola said, smiling. ‘Now, let me fetch this suit for you. You always look so stylish in darker colours and I think this one will be right up your
  street.’


  Margaret waited while Lola went through the floral curtain into the stockroom. Her friend really did have a good eye for other people’s style. It was just her own clothing that would
  nearly take the eye out of you. Tartan with paisley prints. Culottes with vests. Sometimes as many as six strands of beads. Last year she’d taken to wearing flowers pinned to her outfits,
  often with a matching one in her hair. It was her Rio look, she’d told Margaret.


  Lola emerged carrying a beautifully made tailored jacket with a matching mid-length skirt. ‘What do you think, Margaret? I thought of you as soon as I saw it.’


  ‘That’s because it’s my suit. I donated it to you last week. Don’t you remember?’


  ‘Oh, so you did. Well, I think you acted too soon. You’ll get a few more wears out of it yet. I’ll pop it in a bag for you, will I?’


  Two schoolgirls came into the shop just as Margaret left. She’d not only taken the suit back home but also paid ten dollars for it.


  ‘Hello, girls. Can I help you?’ Lola’s Irish accent rang clear across the room.


  ‘No, we’re right, thanks.’


  ‘Are you looking for anything in particular?’


  The taller one spoke. ‘Um, actually, we’re having a fancy dress theme for the end-of-school-year disco and we’re looking for something.’


  ‘Oh, that would be the bad taste party, would it?’


  They looked relieved. ‘You know about it?’


  Lola stepped out from behind the counter, turning slowly so they could see the paisley kaftan she was wearing. ‘I’ve had three offers for this dress already. Imagine. Wouldn’t
  you think they’d have more sympathy for an elderly lady like myself, getting dressed in the morning, eyesight fading . . .’ She stopped and looked at the shorter of the two girls.
  ‘Emily, hello there. I didn’t recognise you in your school uniform.’


  The girl was now bright red. ‘Hello, Lola.’


  ‘Will we be seeing you again this weekend? I heard from my son that you did a marvellous job waitressing at the wedding last week.’ Lola and her family owned and ran a motel with
  function rooms just north of the town. ‘It’s certainly not the easiest of jobs for a first-timer either, but I know he was very pleased indeed with you.’


  Emily nodded enthusiastically. ‘I really enjoyed it. Mr Quinlan asked me to come and work this Saturday night too. And maybe Sunday lunchtime if you get enough bookings.’


  ‘Isn’t that terrific! I’ll pop over to the dining room and say hello. Now, don’t be shy. Have a good poke around. I’m unpacking new things all the time too, so if
  you don’t find anything here today, be sure to come back tomorrow.’


  Fifteen minutes later, Lola was alone in the shop again. Two schoolboys had come in after Emily and her friend had left. The boys had rustled half-heartedly through the rack of CDs and old
  records before wandering out again, all without any eye contact with her. She was used to that. It didn’t bother her. Teenage boys were much more fun to watch than talk to, she had
  discovered. They gave away so much, for all their strut and confidence and swagger. Bags of nerves and hormones.


  She had learned more about people by working in a charity shop than in all the years of running motels and guesthouses. She had never been snobbish about selling – or buying –
  second-hand goods. In fact, when she moved from Ireland to Australia as a twenty-year-old, nearly sixty years ago now, charity shops had been her lifeline. Shortly after arriving she had found
  herself on her own with a small son. She had dressed herself and her son, and in later years her three granddaughters, too, in second-hand clothing.


  She liked to make up a story for each item in the shop. She imagined the goods talking to each other after she had closed up for the night. ‘I used to belong to a lady who breeds
  horses,’ a tweed jacket would say. ‘Did you? I came out from Italy when my owner emigrated ten years ago,’ a CD of opera songs would answer. ‘I’m from overseas
  too,’ a French scarf would pipe up from the scarf rack.


  Lola had just finished polishing the wooden counter-top when the door opened. A rush of hot air came in with the new arrival. Late November in South Australia was like living in an oven, Lola
  thought. The heat still astounded her.


  She smiled a welcome at the woman, assessing her quickly. Fifty-ish. A faded, soft prettiness but some sadness in the face. A weariness. Lola didn’t know her. She was either a new arrival
  to the area or a visitor. People often dropped their clothes in to charity shops far from their own homes. ‘Good afternoon. Can I help you?’


  ‘Good afternoon.’ The woman hesitated, then moved closer. ‘I was wanting to donate some clothes if I could.’


  ‘How kind of you. We’re always grateful to receive whatever people can give.’ She waited. The woman was carrying a suit bag but seemed reluctant to pass it over. ‘Would
  you like me to take that?’


  ‘Oh. Yes. Thank you.’ She still didn’t move.


  Lola looked closer. The woman was more than tired. Her eyes were strained. Red-rimmed too. Lola made a show of looking at her watch. ‘I was just about to make myself a cup of tea. Nothing
  more cooling in this hot weather. Could I make you one while I’m there? I’m sure you don’t want to be going out in that heat again yet.’


  ‘Well, thank you, but . . . are you sure?’


  ‘Couldn’t be surer. I’m Lola Quinlan, by the way.’


  ‘Oh. Hello, Lola. I’m Patricia. Patricia Nolan.’


  Lola moved a chair to the side of the counter, out of sight of any passers-by. ‘Now, you settle yourself there for a moment and I’ll be right back.’


  She prepared the tray quickly. Not for her grubby coffee mugs and tea bags. In her first week as a volunteer at the charity shop she had brought in a nice set of china tea cups and saucers, a
  proper kettle and an even nicer tea pot. ‘Irish Breakfast tea, I thought,’ she called over. ‘I know it’s much later than breakfast, but it’s such a reviving flavour, I
  find.’


  ‘That would be lovely, thank you.’


  Lola added a little jug of milk, slices of lemon, sugar cubes and the dainty biscuits Katie from the bakers across the road had dropped in that morning. She placed the tray gently on the
  counter, then moved to the door and turned the sign so it read Back shortly.


  Patricia looked concerned. ‘Oh, you don’t have to close on my account.’


  ‘It’s union rules. A little break now and again and I find I’m much more inclined to do the hard selling when I’m called upon.’


  ‘Is that an Irish accent?’


  ‘It is indeed. Though I’m practically Australian these days. Three-quarters of my life spent here just about qualifies me, don’t you think?’


  Patricia nodded. ‘My husband was Irish too. Well, his parents were. He loved it. We went there once, and he said it was like finding his spiritual home. He’d talk to anyone at the
  drop of a hat, you see, so we hardly had to go into a pub together and —’


  Lola had seen it coming. As Patricia started to cry, she reached over and took the cup from her hand. Patricia lifted both hands to her face and sobbed. The suit bag stayed on her lap. She still
  hadn’t passed it over.


  ‘Did those suits belong to your husband?’ Lola asked gently.


  A nod. ‘He —’ She stopped, her voice breaking.


  Lola waited, wondering. Had the man died, or left her, or . . .


  ‘He had a heart attack.’ The words came falteringly at first, and then in a rush. ‘There was no chance, no warning even. We were packing to go on holiday, and he had just laid
  all these suits out on the bed and we were laughing, saying it was women who were supposed to be the world’s worst packers, but it always took him longer. I’d gone out to the line to
  bring in his shirts, ready to go in the case. And when I came in, he was —’


  Lola stayed silent, reaching for the box of tissues on the counter beside her and passing it to the other woman.


  After a while Patricia spoke again. ‘I didn’t know what to do. I knew I should have rung someone, but the phone was in the kitchen and it would have meant leaving him and I
  couldn’t . . . he was in my arms.’ The tears came again. ‘I knew he was already dead, and then about an hour later, our son came home, he was supposed to be driving us to the
  airport, and he came in and —’


  This time Lola moved. She held the woman as she sobbed into her shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry for you. It must have been a very hard time.’


  Patricia was embarrassed, wiping her eyes with a tissue. ‘I’m so sorry. I don’t know where that came from.’ She gave a little, sad laugh. ‘I mean, I do, but I
  thought I was getting better. It’s just between the moving and packing up and . . .’ The whole story came out. Patricia and her son had moved to the Clare Valley two weeks previously.
  He was starting an apprenticeship in the new year and Patricia had a part-time job as a secretary at the hospital.


  ‘I thought a fresh start would be the best thing. That if I wasn’t in the house we had lived in together, the memories wouldn’t hit me every day. I meant to give all his
  clothes away last year, but I couldn’t. I brought them all with me. And when I was unpacking yesterday, I thought, this is ridiculous, he’s not coming back. Luke doesn’t want to
  wear them. He finds it just as hard as I do. But it took me all day to put them into the suit bag and I walked past here three times as it was.’


  ‘Would you like me to take a look at them? Only if you want to. Or you can take them back home if you’d prefer.’ As Patricia glanced towards the door, Lola continued.
  ‘It’s nearly five. I’d say we’ll be on our own from now on, anyway.’


  Patricia’s hands were shaking as she undid the zip. ‘He loved suits. He was always really well dressed. That was the first thing I noticed about him when we met.’ She started
  to take three of them out at once, when Lola stopped her.


  ‘Oh, Patricia, you’re going much too fast for me. I’m an elderly woman even though I’m sure you think I’m only in my mid-forties. Why don’t you take them out
  one at a time and tell me a little bit about them? Now, that jacket there in the front. Are my eyes deceiving me or is that Donegal tweed?’


  ‘Yes. Yes, it is.’


  Lola nodded, pleased. ‘The finest in all Ireland, I always thought. Tell me, did your husband – what was his name?’


  ‘Brendan.’


  ‘Did Brendan choose that one himself or did you have a hand in it? And where were you when you bought it? All the details, now, mind. If there’s one thing I love it’s hearing
  the stories behind clothes.’


  ‘We were on holidays in Ireland. Actually, it was our wedding anniversary. Brendan’s idea. He had surprised me. I thought we were going to Sydney, so I wasn’t surprised when we
  went to the airport. He and Luke had planned it all. We drove to the international airport. Brendan was like that, just loved surprises. And somehow we got upgraded into business class. He kept
  looking over and saying, “I told you to stick with me, Pat. Didn’t I promise you a life of luxury?”’


  ‘Oh, a man with style. I like the sound of him already. Go on . . .’


  Two days later, Lola was unfolding a new delivery of shirts when the door opened. She looked up and smiled a welcome as a young man made his way to the counter.


  ‘Hello, Lola? I’m Luke, my mum said —’


  ‘Of course. Patricia’s son? Hello, Luke. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ A nice-looking lad. Thick brown hair. Soft eyes. Sad eyes too, she thought. A lot for a teenage
  lad, his father dying, moving house, starting a new job . . .


  ‘Mum said you would be interested in taking some of our old books? I have them in the car.’


  She peered out of the window. A bright-orange Torana that looked like it had seen better, more fashionable days was parked outside. ‘That’s yours?’


  He nodded.


  ‘You certainly wouldn’t get lost in a snowstorm in that little number.’


  He grinned. ‘I’m saving for a Porsche.’


  ‘I don’t know. That’s more distinctive in its own way.’


  He started carrying the books in. There were four small boxes, all full.


  ‘Thank you, Luke. We always need new stock.’


  He hesitated. ‘Mum said you were really kind to her the other afternoon. Thanks.’


  He was looking awkward, but she admired his manners and his courage. ‘Please tell your mum she’s welcome to pop in any time she likes. I’d love to have another chat.’


  ‘She misses Dad so much. And I’ve tried to help but . . .’ His voice trailed off.


  ‘You’ve probably helped her more than you know.’


  He shrugged and she saw that mixture of vulnerability and bravado again. Time for a change of subject, she decided. ‘Luke, I wonder if you could give me some advice? Those CDs and records
  there have just arrived, but I’m afraid I haven’t a clue about them. I really can’t tell one modern band from another. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in sorting
  through them for me? I can’t pay you for the work, but I can promise you one free CD an hour.’ He didn’t need to know she’d put the money in the till for them herself.


  ‘Oh, cool. Sure, that’d be great. I have to do some stuff for Mum, but I could come back later?’


  ‘Perfect. See you then.’


  She and Luke spent a pleasant hour or two together, chatting sometimes, working quietly together other times. After four o’clock their solitude was interrupted as waves of school-kids
  started coming in. She made a point of welcoming each of them. A tip she’d read in an anti-shoplifting pamphlet. Mind you, if people were shoplifting from a charity shop, they were either in
  dire straits or particularly shameless.


  She caught the eye of one girl. ‘You’re looking for something for the bad taste party?’


  Up came the colour as she nodded. Beside her, her two friends were now also looking embarrassed. Teenagers really were so sweet, Lola thought. She pointed to the rack behind them.


  ‘I’ve put a few things to one side for that very event. Mind you, my idea of bad taste and yours might be something quite different.’ She knew they were looking at her outfit.
  A green trouser suit today, with a yellow polka-dot shirt underneath. She’d teamed it with a bandanna, jauntily tied in a bow on one side. ‘So before you ask, no, I’m afraid this
  isn’t for sale.’


  Fifteen minutes later they left, each with an outfit for the party. Three young men came in next. Lola smiled a welcome, called out a hello, but they ignored her, talking among themselves.


  Flick, flick. The tallest of them picked his way along the rail, sending the clothes hangers rattling. ‘We should just raid my dad’s wardrobe for this thing. You should see the shit
  he wears.’


  Lola winced. ‘Excuse me?’


  ‘His suits are crap. And he’s got this golfing gear he wears every weekend. Jesus Christ, he looks like some fat man from the seventies.’


  ‘Excuse me?’


  That time he heard her. He turned. ‘What?’


  ‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t swear like that while you are in this shop.’


  He gave a dismissive laugh. ‘You’d what?’


  Lola kept her voice calm. ‘Could you please mind your language while you are in here?’


  ‘You’ve got to be joking.’ He laughed, looked at the two others with him and rolled his eyes. One of them nervously giggled. ‘It’s a crappy charity shop.’


  ‘It’s a charity shop, yes.’


  She stared him down. He shrugged and turned away.


  ‘Come on. Let’s get out of here,’ the smaller of the three said.


  ‘No.’ It was the one who had sworn. ‘I haven’t looked around yet.’ He pushed back one row of suit jackets, flicked through another rack, then went to the shelf of
  records and CDs. Luke was there, sorting the final shelf. The boy ignored him.


  ‘Did you hear about Kane and the party?’ The smallest one spoke to the other boy. His voice was breaking. Lola could tell by the squeak appearing now and again. ‘It’s
  wicked. Go on, tell Jed about your harem, Kane.’


  Kane shrugged. ‘It’s no big deal.’


  ‘Come on. What is it?’ said the other boy, Jed.


  The smallest boy glanced over at Kane, as if to check it was all right for him to tell the story. Lola was reminded of films featuring a prince or a lord arrogantly striding around, while his
  acolytes bowed and scraped and did their best to get his attention.


  ‘He’s asked four different girls. So each of them thinks he’s their date and then they’ll all turn up!’


  Jed frowned. ‘But why?’


  Kane reached over and gave him a clip. ‘Because it’ll be funny. I’m going to pretend I’ve had concussion, and can’t remember inviting any of them. Meanwhile
  they’ll all have had the excitement of being asked out by moi.’ The other two sniggered at his French accent. Kane turned back to the CDs, flicking through with one finger.
  ‘And Jesus, it’s not as if anyone else is lining up to ask them out.’


  He returned to the clothes racks and selected a bright-orange shirt and a blue-and-white patterned tie, then strolled over to the counter and tossed them on top. ‘I’ll take
  those.’


  ‘No you won’t,’ Lola said.


  ‘What?’


  ‘I said, no you won’t take those. This is a charity shop. So you will pay for them and if you have any manners at all, you’ll say please and thank you.’


  ‘Oh, forget it.’ Leaving the clothes on the counter, he and his two followers sauntered out.


  Little pup, Lola thought. It had been foolish of her to stand up to him. She’d heard enough horror stories of shop assistants being robbed or even attacked, but she just couldn’t
  abide bad manners like that. She looked over at Luke and shook her head. ‘I don’t know, the young people of today . . .’


  ‘Bring back the whip,’ he said with a grin.


  On Sunday afternoon Lola called into the motel restaurant just as Emily was finishing setting the last of the tables. She looked with pleasure at the tidy room and the
  perfectly folded serviettes. ‘Oh, that’s lovely, Emily. Thank you. You’re doing so well.’


  A shy smile. ‘Thank you.’


  ‘Did you get anything for the bad taste party yet?’ ‘I’ve got a few ideas. It’s a bit tricky, actually. You want to be bad taste but you also want to look good, you
  know, so —’


  ‘Of course. Are you going on your own, or do you have a date?’


  ‘I’ve got a date.’


  ‘How marvellous. Who is he?’


  ‘It’s a bit of a secret. Will you promise not to tell anyone?’


  ‘I promise.’ Lola had a sinking feeling. The blush was the giveaway.


  ‘It’s Kane Gooding.’


  ‘Kane? I don’t think I know him,’ she pretended, hiding her concern behind a cheery voice. Perhaps there were two Kanes in the school.


  Emily was flushed with pleasure now. ‘He’s tall, with light-brown hair. His dad runs that property company.’ She giggled softly. ‘He’s sort of the school
  heart-throb. That’s what I mean about the bad taste theme being tricky. I want to look bad and look good all at the same time.’


  Oh poor little Emily, Lola thought. By the time she realised what Kane had done to her, she wouldn’t care what she looked like.


  Lola was torn between letting Emily enjoy the feeling and telling her the truth behind Kane’s invitation. She opened her mouth and then shut it again, quickly. She couldn’t
  interfere. Emily wasn’t her daughter or granddaughter. She didn’t really have any responsibility for her, did she? And sometimes you had to let young people make mistakes, suffer
  heartaches, otherwise they would never learn their own way in the world. She’d learnt that raising her son, and then her three granddaughters. Fighting against all her impulses, Lola smiled
  brightly. ‘Well, I hope you have a lovely night.’


  Emily blushed again. ‘Thanks, Lola. Me too.’


  The next day, the small spotty boy returned to the shop on his own. Lola wasn’t surprised when he went straight to the rack and picked out the orange shirt and the blue patterned tie. Kane
  had obviously sent one of his followers in to do his bad taste shopping. How brave.


  ‘How much are these, please?’


  ‘Let me just check. Oh, the label seems to have fallen off. Will you help me find it?’


  It had fallen onto the floor. The boy picked it up and handed it across with a smile. ‘Here it is.’


  ‘Thank you, my dear,’ Lola said. What was a nice boy like him doing mixed up with a bully like Kane Gooding? she wondered. ‘While you’re here, would you mind just helping
  me move this rack?’


  As they shifted it – she’d be shifting it back just as soon as he was gone – she noticed Kane loitering across the street. ‘Your friend is a bit of a hit with the girls,
  is he?’


  The boy shrugged.


  ‘He’s collecting a harem, you said. For that party.’


  ‘It’s not doing anyone any harm. It makes them feel good, and it’ll be a laugh on the night.’


  Lola pasted on a smile. ‘It sure will be. I know Emily, but who were the others he invited?’ She smoothly spoke over his surprise. ‘Just in case they come in looking for
  clothes, I don’t want to give the game away. It being such a good joke and all.’


  The boy weighed her up for a moment and then seemed to decide she wasn’t joking. ‘Lisa Richards, Karlie Talbot and that Emily. I don’t think he’s decided on the fourth
  one yet.’


  ‘Oh, he’s a real scamp, isn’t he? Well, I hope you all have a good time.’


  She tapped her fountain pen against her chin as she watched the boy deliver the clothes to Kane across the road. A real scamp indeed.


  The night of the bad taste party arrived. Lola had decided she needed to be there, to see the fallout and make sure the girls were okay. Especially Emily. She had chatted with
  her several times at the motel, and liked her more and more each time.


  It had taken just a couple of phone calls to organise things for tonight. Lola smiled across the front seat of the car at her new friend. ‘Thank you so much for this, Patricia. I do still
  like to drive, but I found the police don’t have the same relaxed attitude about an octogenarian behind the wheel.’


  ‘It’s my pleasure, Lola. I’m enjoying myself.’


  In the back seat Margaret leaned forward. ‘This is like watching one of those wildlife documentaries, isn’t it?’


  Lola and Patricia laughed. That was exactly what it was like, seeing all the plumed and preened teenagers circling each other, the body language, the awkwardness, the mock confidence. They were
  parked across the road from the school hall, just close enough to have a full view of the front steps and hear snatches of conversations. As the three of them chattered they watched couple after
  couple meet up. Nervous boys stood at the door. Out of cars spilled young women in the most extraordinary outfits. Their idea of bad taste was certainly different from hers, Lola decided. She liked
  some of the outfits. She’d never understood this idea of stripes not going with spots. Quite eye-catching, in her opinion.


  ‘That’s him, there,’ she hissed suddenly. Kane, in that orange shirt and blue tie. And there was his entourage. They watched as he took up position on the steps. Emily had told
  her he’d asked her to meet him at exactly eight o’clock. He’d insisted that she not be late. He’d told her that punctuality meant a lot to him. It was only good manners,
  he’d said. Emily had been very taken with that.


  Lola checked her watch. One minute to eight. Then thirty seconds. There was a good crowd around, boys and girls. Kane had obviously arranged to have an audience.


  Eight o’clock came. In the middle, Kane’s smile was getting wider and wider.


  By five past it wasn’t quite so wide. There was some shifting of feet. Some awkward glancing at watches.


  A voice came from the huddle behind him. ‘Looks like you’ve been stood up, mate!’


  Kane spun around. ‘Who said that?’ No one owned up.


  By ten past, most of the group had started filtering into the hall, laughing loudly, wanting to share the news with the rest of the group already inside. There were still about fifteen people
  waiting outside when the noise of a car caught their attention.


  A bright-orange Torana drew up right to the foot of the steps. A 1970s song blared from the car as the doors were flung open. ‘Born to be Alive’ by Patrick Hernandez.


  In one swift choreographed movement, four young women stepped out, slamming the doors firmly behind them. Their hair was teased. Their fishnet and leopard-skin stockings were torn. Their clothes
  were a ragbag of chiffon, animal print and nylon. It was as if a feral version of the Spice Girls had arrived. With just the smallest of stumbles, they lined up in a row, put their arms around each
  other and walked, heads held high, straight past Kane, past his friends and into the hall. Emily’s head was held highest of all.


  ‘Hey!’ It was Kane. They ignored him.


  ‘Stood up not just once, but four times, mate,’ Lola said softly.


  The orange car pulled away from the steps, turned in a slow semi-circle and then pulled in beside the car Lola and her two friends were sitting in.


  Luke wound down his window. ‘Hi, Mum. Hi, Lola. Hi, Mrs Hendon.’


  ‘Luke, what excellent driving. Well done,’ Lola called across. ‘You’ll be a rally-car driver yet.’


  He grinned. ‘So how do you think that went?’


  ‘Like clockwork. The girls looked marvellous.’


  ‘That’s one word for it,’ Luke said.


  Lola had had a wonderful evening at the motel with the four girls, getting them ready. As it turned out she hadn’t needed to bring anything from the charity shop. There’d been plenty
  enough in her own wardrobe. They had tried on different outfits with great enthusiasm. Patricia had been called in to help with the make-up and had done an appropriately terrible job. Margaret had
  helped with their hair.


  If Lola had had any lingering doubts about telling Emily and the other three the truth about Kane’s invitation, they’d been short-lived. As soon as the four girls had arrived at the
  motel, she knew she’d made the right decision. She’d seen instantly that Kane had picked on four of the most vulnerable girls in the school. Karlie with her stutter, but with such
  beautiful eyes. Lisa, overweight certainly, but what a bright mind. The fourth girl – the one who had been the hardest for Emily to track down – was Shana. Poor little Shana, with her
  buck teeth and her sweet nature. And of course there had been Emily, shy, blushing Emily.


  Lola had called over to speak to Emily three days earlier, just as she was finishing her waitressing shift. She’d wrestled with her decision for days before she’d finally made up her
  mind. Yes, there were times when young people had to learn from their own mistakes. But she’d decided this wasn’t one of those times.


  She went straight to the point. ‘Emily, you might think I’m interfering, but I’ve become privy to some information that might concern you. I don’t want you to be hurt,
  but you might want to check it out, and if it’s true, perhaps you would tell me. There might be a way we can fix things.’ Then Lola had told her all she’d heard in the charity
  shop.


  Emily did check. It was true. Kane had invited the four of them, in exactly the same way. Sidling up to them at lunch-time. Stressing the importance of punctuality. Swearing them to secrecy. And
  each had accepted.


  By the time Emily reported back, Lola had hatched her plan. Luke was drafted in to drive the girls. It was a way of introducing them to him, and him to them, and, as he said himself, he had the
  perfect car for a bad taste party.


  ‘Such a shame you couldn’t have gone in there with them,’ she said to him now.


  ‘Oh, they’re not staying. They’ll be out in a minute. That’s why I’m waiting here.’


  ‘They’re not staying?’ She hadn’t known about this. That was the whole idea, for them to have fun in the party together, in front of everyone and especially in front of
  Kane and his cronies.


  ‘No. They decided on the way here they only wanted to stay for one song. We all thought it would be much more fun to go out for pizza together instead. That’s all right, Mum,
  isn’t it?’


  ‘Of course,’ Patricia said.


  Lola decided she was even more pleased with the new plan. She pretended not to be. ‘You’re going to be seen in public with the four of them? In those clothes? What will people
  think?’


  ‘That you had something to do with it, probably,’ Margaret said drily.


  ‘We were actually wondering if the three of you would like to join us,’ Luke said.


  Lola sounded shocked. ‘What? With those four dressed like that? And you, in that car?’ She turned to the other two women. ‘What do you two think?’


  Margaret, sporting one of Lola’s chiffon ponchos and silver eyeshadow, nodded enthusiastically. Patricia, resplendent in a purple crimplene kaftan with dangling moon-shaped earrings, did
  too. After a glass of champagne at the motel, they’d been more than happy to dress up as well.


  ‘What about you, Lola?’ Luke asked.


  She paused as if giving it some thought, quickly adjusting the draped scarf on her tiger-print pantsuit and slipping her feet back into her gold rope sandals. She wouldn’t miss it for the
  world. It was just a shame she hadn’t had time to get dressed up tonight too. Never mind. With luck no one would notice her ordinary outfit among the others. She gave the fake orchid pinned
  in her hair a final tweak and then beamed across at him.


  ‘I’d be honoured,’ she said.
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