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ONE

My name is Dee Matlock.  I’m thirty years old, although if 

you were to ask me to my face how old I am, I’d probably lie and 

say twenty-something.  I’ve tried so hard not to get hung up about 

my age, but in these hard times where every wrinkle is looked upon 

as a thing to be blasted with Botox and a lone grey hair is considered 

to be but a step away from a purple rinse, I figure there’s nothing to 

be gained from hitting the big three-oh, and every reason to shy 

away from it.   

I am a classically trained pianist, and as a reward for all my 

hours of hard work and sweat at the keyboard, I now teach kids how 
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to play.  Yes, I am a piano teacher, but ‘classically trained pianist’ 

sounds so much more impressive.  I spent years honing my skills in 

the hope that I would one day be part of a grand orchestra, gracing 

the stage of a magnificent music hall somewhere, making audiences 

cry with delight at the sound of my playing, but no.  I wasn’t good 

enough.  So, instead, I spend my days visiting schools giving piano 

tuition during the day and my afternoons are generally tied up 

driving around to give lessons to students at home.   

Little Thornton is only a small village but Hornley isn’t far 

away so I flit between the two, dispensing my pearls of musical 

wisdom as I go.  Given the choice, I prefer to teach at schools 

because parents aren’t around to get in the way.  When I teach at 

people’s homes, parents are always listening at keyholes and they 

want to know how long it will be until little Amy or Darren can play 

one of the piano concertos they heard on Classic FM the other day.  

This sort of question fills me with many different emotions.  On the 

one hand, it makes me want to laugh, because chances are their kid 

is only learning to play because the parents think it’s a good idea.  

As soon as the child is old enough to rebel, or they discover it’s 

harder work than they’d anticipated, I’d receive a phone call from an 
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irritated parent informing me they were cancelling any future 

lessons and it had all been a huge waste of time and money because 

Amy/Darren has ‘gone off the idea of learning to play now’.   On 

the other hand, it made me want to scream (and perhaps cry a little 

bit too), because even though the little darlings refused to practise 

and often lied through their teeth that they’d done at least half an 

hour’s practising a day, I still harboured a beautiful dream.  I 

dreamed that I’d find at least one child genius who I could nurture 

until one day, one marvellous day, I could sit in the front row of the 

Royal Albert Hall, watch them take their seat in front of a beautiful 

black grand piano and think ‘I helped to put them there’.  Let’s face 

it, it was as close as I would ever get to being on the stage myself.  

You may think I sound a little bitter about my career but I’m not 

always like this.  It’s just been a rough old day.   

I think the fabric of my sanity began to fray during the 

course of my afternoon lessons, just after Mr Frizzle bit me on the 

leg.  Mr Frizzle is a flea-bitten, ratty old Pekingese belonging to 

Jerry and Lucy Croft, the well-to-do (and slightly eccentric) parents 

of Samuel Croft.  I’m not sure why Mr Frizzle decided to bite me.  

Perhaps he saw me tap the piano key that Samuel was meant to be 
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pressing and somehow, in his warped little mind, interpreted it as a 

direct attack on the boy.  Whatever the reason, the dog decided it 

was a good enough reason to latch onto the leg of my jeans and 

growl insanely.  He nipped a bit of skin while he was at it and 

despite the fact the little sod had lost most of his teeth years ago, it 

still hurt.  I shrieked and jumped to my feet whilst trying to kick the 

demonic ball of fluff off. 

“Get off!” I yelled.  Samuel, the little git, just sat there on 

the piano stool watching with a delighted smile on his face.  I’m 

sure he was having the time of his life watching Miss Matlock skip 

around the room and would tell the story to his horrible little school 

friends the next day with great relish.  The noise brought Lucy Croft 

running into the room.  Unfortunately, she arrived just in time to see 

me give my leg one final shake and Mr Frizzle pinged off into a 

corner with a yelp.  She looked at me, horrified. 

“Lucy, Mr Frizzle just bit me!”  I can’t begin to tell you 

how ridiculous I felt saying those words.  Lucy stared at me open 

mouthed for a brief moment and then she darted forwards and 

scraped the somewhat dazed Mr Frizzle up off the floor.   
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“Does this look like the sort of dog who would bite?” she 

asked me incredulously, holding the hairy horror out to me with 

shaking hands.  Mr Frizzle blinked at me a couple of times and then 

his top lip curled up at the edge in a silent snarl. Wait, let me think 

about that one.... umm... 

“Yes!” I told her.   

Lucy glanced at Samuel and the little sod just shrugged.  I 

should have known he wouldn’t leap to my defence. 

“What did you do to Mr Frizzle?  He wouldn’t bite for no 

reason.”   Lucy buried her face in the Pekingese’s coat and began to 

coo sweet nothings into its ear.  The little dog eyed me for a moment 

longer and then it began to wag its tail and its little pink tongue 

erupted from its face as it began to pant.  It looked for all the world 

as if it was poking its tongue out at me.  I bent down and rubbed my 

sore calf muscle. 

“I didn’t do anything to your dog, but I’m fine, thanks for 

asking.” 

“What do you mean by that?” Lucy’s cheeks were now 

flushed red and she had gone all defensive.  I was sure she knew Mr 

Frizzle wasn’t the little angel she made him out to be.
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“Well, considering your dog just bit me...” 

“I’ve already told you...” Lucy tried to interrupt, but I just 

talked straight over her. 

“... it would have been polite to ask if I was okay.” 

Samuel stayed sitting on the piano stool between us, 

watching our words fly back and forth as if he was watching the ball 

at a tennis match. 

“Well, I never...” Lucy stammered. 

“Some people might even consider your dog dangerous and 

make a complaint against you,” I continued smoothly.  She shut up 

immediately and just stared at me, stunned.  I’d thought that might 

make her stop and think.  The silence stretched out between us.  

Samuel looked up at his mother expectantly.   

“You wouldn’t...” her eyes went all wide and frightened.  

She clutched the dog to her ample bosom as if I’d threatened to 

snatch it away from her and go and boil it.  A tempting thought... 

“No,” I sighed.  Good grief, I could be so soft.  “I wouldn’t, 

Lucy, but there are a lot of people who would.”  I lowered my voice 

to what I hoped was a more reasonable and friendlier tone.  Lucy’s 

shoulders sagged and she planted a sloppy kiss on the dogs head.  I 
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cringed.  I bet she wouldn’t be so keen to kiss the dog if she’d seen 

Mr Frizzle licking his balls earlier.  “Look, why don’t we just say 

that from now on, Mr Frizzle can sit in a different room while 

Samuel has his lesson, and leave it at that.”  For a moment, Lucy 

looked as if she was about to argue, but then she just nodded and left 

the room with Mr Frizzle still clamped to her breast. 

“Hey, thanks for the support there, chum,” I arched an 

eyebrow at Samuel.  Samuel just shrugged again and turned back to 

the piano.  Eleven year olds could be so annoying at times. 

“I didn’t want to interrupt, you were doing so well,” he said 

as he began to play again. 

“What do you mean?” I asked, sitting back down again.  I 

rolled up my trouser leg and examined where Mr Frizzle had tried to 

gum me to death.  The skin wasn’t broken – I didn’t think he had 

enough teeth left to break it anyway.  My trouser leg was a bit wet 

and my skin was a bit red but I thought there would only be a little 

bruise at most.  No harm done.  Samuel played a string of wrong 

notes as he tried to talk and play at the same time. 

“I’ve never seen mum defeated in an argument before and I 

wanted to see what would happen.  Dad just runs and hides when 
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she’s in one of her moods and I don’t stand a chance. Besides,” he 

flipped the page of music as he spoke, “it was kinda funny.”

“Hmmph, glad you thought so,” I muttered.  “And don’t 

think I didn’t just see that appalling fingering, Samuel.  In fact, I 

think you need to go back to the beginning and start again.”  Samuel 

looked at me as if I’d told him he had to read Shakespeare’s entire 

works back to back by the following morning. 

“What?”  He turned back sulkily to the piano and started 

the piece of music again.  “God, you’re so mean,” he muttered. 

“Oh, you have no idea...C sharp, Samuel!  The key 

signature isn’t there just to look pretty...” 

* * * 

There was a wonderful summery smell in the evening air 

when I got back home.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t in the mood to enjoy 

it.  I struggled in through the front door under the weight of various 

piano books and other rubbish.  My diary slipped out of bag and 

bounced onto the floor, spilling scraps of paper everywhere as it 

went.  I cursed loudly and tried to kick the door shut behind me.  I 
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missed and managed to scrape my ankle along the edge of the door 

instead.  I growled with frustration and marched to the sofa where I 

unceremoniously dumped everything before going back to get the 

door.  I closed it with a little more force than was necessary, but felt 

better for it.  I couldn’t be bothered to scoop the post up off the 

doormat for the moment; it was mostly rubbish anyway.  Free 

newspapers and junk mail.  I felt so tense and it wasn’t just because 

of the Mr Frizzle incident and an afternoon spent wasting time with 

a bunch of bored children.  If I heard one more lousy excuse as to 

why someone hadn’t practiced...  I felt my teeth clench so tightly my 

jaw clicked.  This was no good.  I had to relax.  My eyes settled on a 

photo sitting on top of my piano which sat just in front of the lounge 

window.  It would have been a lovely photo.  If it hadn’t had Rob in 

it.   

I’d been seeing Rob for two years and although it had been 

a whirlwind of passion to begin with, now my love life felt as 

stagnant as a blocked drain.  Poor Rob.  He had his good points, of 

course he did, but now they were buried so deeply under all the bad 

points, they were six foot under and rapidly decaying.  I unclenched 

my teeth and tried to relax my shoulders.  I went over to the piano 
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and picked the photo up.  It had been taken on a holiday to Cyprus, 

not long after we’d first met.  Everything had happened so quickly 

in those first few months.  It had been hard to slow things down 

enough so we hadn’t ended up married after two months.  I thought 

hard on that for a moment and then sighed.  What a mistake that 

would have been.  When we’d first met, I had been the only thing in 

Rob’s world and he the only thing in mine.  He’d often said that I 

was the only thing that kept him going.  Everything he did, he’d told 

me, he did for me.   At the time it had been sweet to hear him say 

things like that.  Now... now it just sounded hollow and stupid.  It 

sounded like something childhood sweethearts would say to each 

other before the big bad world caught up with them and made them 

grow up.   

Rob and I only saw each other every other day or so now.  

There had been a time when we’d spent every evening together and 

had felt miserable if we were apart for longer than a day.  Our phone 

bills used to be horrendous.  Now the only reason we phoned each 

other was if we were terminally bored and couldn’t think of 

anything else to do.  I sighed and tossed the photograph face down 

on top of the piano.  I’d been wondering for a while now if it was 
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time to put an end to it all.  When we were together, we constantly 

sniped at each other and argued and we hadn’t had sex in... I stopped 

and frowned, trying to remember when it had been.  Crumbs, it had 

to have been at least two months ago.  In fact, other than a 

perfunctory peck on the cheek when he left of an evening (he didn’t 

even seem to want to stay over anymore lately), we hadn’t even 

kissed in God knows how long.  I slumped down onto the sofa, not 

caring that I was creasing the piano books.  I wearily kicked off my 

shoes and sat there in silence, gazing into space. 

Yes, perhaps it was time to put an end to our relationship.  

Perhaps it was time to move on.  Relationships weren’t meant to be 

like this.  They were supposed to be fun and exciting.  I know the 

initial lust and passion calms down eventually but... well, some sex 

would be nice!  Some little gesture of romance?  Okay, maybe the 

breakdown of our relationship was as much my fault as his, but 

having him just turn up of an evening, crash out on the sofa and 

phone for a takeaway wasn’t the best way to incite romance.  Even 

if I’d decided to get things going a bit and had performed a 

striptease in front of him, he’d probably have told me to stop 

blocking his view of the television.  I thumped my head back against 
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the sofa cushions and stared at the ceiling.  Oddly enough, the 

thought of breaking it off with Rob didn’t fill me with the 

unbearable sadness that I’d thought it would.  In fact, there was even 

a vague sense of peace emerging from all that inner turmoil.   

I made a decision and sat up, reaching for the phone.  The 

red light was flashing on the handset.  I had a message. 

“Hi, Dee, it’s Rob.  Give me a ring when you get this 

message.”  He’d called just before I’d got home.  Well, this could be 

the best time to do it, I thought.  I mean, when is there a good time 

to do this sort of thing?  Perhaps, when it was over with, I could go 

and have a nice relaxing bath.  Start afresh.  Wash that man right out 

of my hair, as it were.  Oh, why was life never easy?  

I started to dial Rob’s number before I lost my nerve.

“Hello?” His voice sounded dull and tired. 

“It’s me,” I said.  My voice didn’t sound much better. 

“Oh.  Hi.”  If I hadn’t been about to dump him, I would 

have felt distinctly miffed about the lack of joy in his voice at 

hearing from me.  He stayed quiet for a few seconds, so I decided to 

fill the gap. 

“Look, Rob,” I began, “I’ve been thinking...” 
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“Dee, I’ve got something to say,” he talked over me.  “And 

if I don’t say it now, then I’ll lose my nerve and... and...” 

Hang on a mo.  This wasn’t right. 

“Rob...” I tried again with a sense of impending doom. 

“Dee, I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”  

I sat there with the phone pressed against my ear and, damn 

it, I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. 

“I know you’re going to be upset, and that’s the last thing I 

want you to be.  I’m sorry if I sound abrupt but I can’t think of any 

other way to say it.  I’ve been feeling like there’s been something 

missing between us for a while now and...” but his words just faded 

into the ether as I stopped listening.  He was dumping me?  This 

isn’t how it was meant to go!  I... I’d never been dumped before.  I 

always got sick of them before they got sick of me.  This wasn’t fair. 

“Dee?  Dee, are you there?  You’re... you’re not crying are 

you?”  I blinked and tried to think of something to say.

“No, I’m not crying, you conceited bastard.”  Whoops, 

where had that come from? 

“Ah, come on babe, don’t be like that.”  He sounded 

shocked.  I don’t think I’d ever spoken to him like that before.   
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“The only reason I was phoning you was because I wanted 

to call it a day myself!” I told him angrily. 

“Dee, I can understand you’re upset,” he was trying to 

sound calm and soothing but was just succeeding in irritating me.   

“I am not upset!” I was upset.  I was seething.  How dare 

he break it off with me when I was about to break it off with him?   

“Look, we can say you broke up with me if it makes you 

feel any better...” 

“I was going to break up with you.  I am breaking up with 

you!”  I was squeezing the phone so hard the plastic was creaking. 

“Look, perhaps this isn’t a good time to talk.  Why don’t I 

give you a ring later when you’ve had a chance to calm down?” 

“Calm... calm down?  I am calm!” I screeched.  Then the 

phone went dead.  He’d hung up.  The miserable sod had hung up on 

me!  Just as I was in the middle of breaking up with him!  The 

coward.  I took the phone away from my ear and stared at it for a 

brief moment before I let out a strangled scream of frustration and 

banged the receiver down with as much force as I could.  I missed 

three times before I managed to hang up properly. 
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At times like this, when the entire world is against you, 

there’s only one thing a girl can do. 

Phone mum. 


