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PART ONE


	

MITCH AND MARNIE

Mitch and Marnie were standing in the living room of their small suburban bungalow.

‘Now, Marnie, you know what you’ve got to do? Don’t deviate from the plan and everything will go smoothly. Don’t force the tears. They’ll come naturally enough. Is that clear?’

Marnie nodded her head dolefully. ‘Yes, Mitch, but it seems dishonest. What has she ever done to us?’

‘She’s done nothing, but she’s just got divorced and her ex-husband is wealthy, so I’m assuming she got a generous divorce settlement. I did a search on one of those satellite Earth maps to see where she’s moved to and it’s obvious she lives in an affluent area. Most of the houses have swimming pools, large driveways and substantial gardens, so she’s not short of a bob or two. Listen, Marnie,’ said Mitch, pointing his finger at her, ‘we’re in a bit of a pickle here. It’s sink or swim, and I’m not about to sink. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, Mitch, it’s clear. What time will the men arrive?’

‘You don’t need to know that. That way, there’ll be an element of surprise. Right, I’m off. Ring me as arranged. Just remember – keep calm and keep cool.’

With Mitch’s remark hanging in the air, he was off, leaving Marnie with a bundle of misgivings and a bag of ragged nerves.


	

VICKY

Vicky didn’t know why she was doing this. Her weekend had been planned for some time, but here she was sitting in traffic on the M1 having already spent two hours in a solid queue on the M25. Vicky’s problem was that she was too soft-hearted, with a tendency to hold onto feelings of loyalty to people and places which she long ceased to have any connection with. Yes, it was true, she had spent many happy childhood summers with her aunt and uncle, and her cousin, Mitch. However, that was a long, long time ago and, apart from the exchange of birthday and Christmas cards, containing the barest of news, contact was minimal. Still, her cousin had been quite forceful on the telephone.

‘You must come to Mum’s 80th birthday party,’ he had said. ‘It’s a surprise and she’ll be delighted to see you.’

‘I can’t,’ Vicky had replied. ‘I’ve already made plans, and also it’s a long way to come and Friday is probably just about the worst day to travel up North.’

‘I’m not taking no for an answer, Cousin Vicky. Family is family.’ And here Mitch employed emotional blackmail. ‘Mum hasn’t been well. This might be her last birthday, and your last chance to see her. We’ve made a special film for her of her life, and you’re in it. Do you remember all those happy summers we spent together?’

So, this was why Vicky found herself travelling up North on a busy Friday morning, feeling very put out.


	

MARNIE

Marnie was waiting anxiously for Vicky to arrive. She had checked everything over and over again. The piles of money, which were actually photocopies of a ten-pound note which Mitch had carefully cut out, and then placed a real note on top of each pile, were laid out in rows on the table. Framed photographs were dotted around the room. Some were in colour showing Mitch and Marnie on holiday, family shots of Mitch and his mum, Catherine, and dad, Clifford, who had died many years ago, and a black and white photograph of Vicky and Mitch as children standing in front of the family home. Marnie looked around the room. Everything was in its place, and if she was asked to describe the house, she would say it looked thoroughly respectable, and very ordinary. Marnie’s mobile rang, making her jump. It was Vicky ringing to say she was about 30 minutes away.

*

Vicky pulled up outside a small, detached bungalow which had a pocket handkerchief front garden with a neat border of colourful flowers. A front doormat declared “WELCOME”. Before Vicky had time to ring the bell, the door was opened by a smiling woman who embraced Vicky warmly.

‘Come in, come in. How are you? How was your journey? What time did you set off?’ gabbled the woman.

This, thought Vicky, must be Marnie. Not having seen her for over 20 years, with only the occasional photograph, Vicky had forgotten what Marnie looked like, and thought that she seemed nervous; or perhaps she was just naturally effusive. In any event, Vicky felt verbally assaulted. A memory came flooding back of her first impressions of the woman when she had married Mitch – an alliteration of plump, plain and pleasant – dressed in a bright white wedding dress with a full skirt which, Vicky had thought at the time, reminded her of a meringue. Her second impression, having now seen her again, was no more favourable than the first. Wearing stretch black leggings, and a red shapeless blouse made from flimsy material, she was still clearly overweight. As to her hairstyle, why, oh why, oh why, thought Vicky, did women who had round, plump faces always have their hair cut very short which only emphasised their big cheeks? Her cousin, Mitch, on the other hand, was handsome; not strikingly handsome enough to make him memorable, but very easy on the eye and certainly charming. Again, Vicky had wondered at the time what her cousin had seen in the woman he was marrying. Almost immediately, Vicky felt guilty at having such negative thoughts, particularly as Marnie had welcomed her so warmly and was now taking off Vicky’s coat and ushering her into the living room.

As Marnie disappeared into the kitchen to make tea, Vicky surveyed the small living room. The interior was like walking into a garden centre. Flowered carpet, flowered settee and chairs, and flowered curtains. Blimey, she thought, it’s like a “Britain in Bloom” competition. The furniture consisted of a coffee table in dark wood, two matching side tables, a dining table and chairs which – somewhat refreshingly, she thought – were covered in plain fabric. There was nothing ostensibly wrong with the interior, reflected Vicky, but it was all a bit generically boring and lacking in imagination. Vicky also noticed the piles of ten-pound notes on the top of the table. She thought it was odd but dismissed it for the time being.

From the kitchen, Marnie had been furtively glancing at her visitor. She hadn’t seen Cousin Vicky for at least 20 years, and that had been on her wedding day. Revelling in being the centre of attention for once, she had paid little attention to those guests on Mitch’s side of the family who had been invited. She had seen Mitch hugging an attractive blonde, who she didn’t recognise, and had gone over to them.

‘Ah, Marnie,’ Mitch had said, ‘meet by beautiful cousin, Vicky. Vicky, meet the wife, Mrs Marnie Mitchelson.’

Later that evening, Marnie had said, ‘Well, if she’s so beautiful, how come she hasn’t netted a husband yet?’

Mitch had replied, ‘Vicky throws more back in than she keeps. She’s waiting for the big catch, just like the one you landed.’ And then he had laughed.

Coming back to the present, Marnie thought to herself that Vicky may have landed her “big catch”, to use Mitch’s words, but that “catch” had thrown Vicky back in. There she is, Marnie thought to herself, wearing perfectly fitting jeans, and a pink and white striped blouse with the collar turned up, just like those female presenters on morning television. Marnie also noticed that Vicky’s hair was styled in a perfect bob with completely straight edges and not a hair out of place. Her own hair was kept short. She cut the sides and fringe herself, whilst Mitch kept the back tidy, and so she had no need to go to a hairdresser, which, in Mitch’s view, was a waste of money. She also took in Vicky’s compact quilted handbag with a discreet logo on the front, which Marnie had no doubt was a designer bag. But, thought Marnie, I’ve got something she hasn’t. She hasn’t got a husband, and I have. With that, Marnie picked up the tray of tea and biscuits and proudly walked into the living room, plonking the tray down on the coffee table. ‘Shall I be mum?’ she asked.

Before Vicky could answer, Marnie began to dig a deep hole for herself. ‘I was so sorry to hear of your divorce, Vicky. It must be hard on you, seeing as you were together for so many years and that he left you for another woman, and an older one, at that. And you being so lovely and taking care of yourself, it just doesn’t make sense to me and Mitch.’ Marnie, oblivious to the surprised look on Vicky’s face at such an outburst, took a sip of tea and bit into a chocolate biscuit.

That’s right, thought Vicky, stuff your chubby face, and then immediately felt mean.

Marnie ploughed on regardless. ‘I don’t know what I would do if I caught Mitch cheating, but then again, when we married, we took our vows seriously. Love, honour and obey, for richer and poorer…’ And at this point, Marnie stopped as she remembered the mess they were currently in and saw that Vicky had gone red in the face and very quiet. Marnie realised she had spoken too bluntly. ‘Anyway, here I am blathering on. Me and Mitch are very grateful to you for giving up your weekend to come to Cath’s party. It will mean so much to her.’

Vicky, who was feeling irritated by Marnie’s insensitive remarks, but chose to let them go over her head, replied, ‘It’s no problem, Marnie. I had organised my weekend already, but, as Mitch reminded me, “family is family”. Also, Uncle Clifford and Aunty Cath were always very kind to me when I came to stay, so it’s the least I can do.’

Both women fell silent, each sipping their tea and eating the biscuits. Vicky was quietly asking herself why in God’s name had she agreed to come. In a short space of time, and with the benefit of hindsight, she would look back on that day and kick herself for uttering those fateful five words, “Have you lived here long?” Marnie, on the other hand, was silently panicking as Plan A was not exactly going as planned, and there wasn’t a Plan B in place. Just then, Vicky asked, ‘Have you lived here long?’

Bingo, thought Marnie, Plan A is back on, and she nearly punched the air, but restrained herself.

‘The reason I ask is because I used to have a different address for you, and I thought you lived in the country rather than in the town.’

‘We used to live in a small village but found it too claustrophobic. Everyone knew everyone else’s business, so we moved here. Also, it’s much nearer to the care home where Cath now lives.’

‘Oh, I see. Well, that must be convenient for you both.’

On her way in, Vicky had noticed that many of the shops were boarded up, and the general area looked to be run down. This prompted her to ask if things were okay for the two of them, as the move here seemed to indicate a downwards move if the house they had previously lived in, from the solitary photograph she had, was anything to go by.

Marnie now felt on firmer ground. Leaning forward slightly in the chair, and placing both hands palm down on her knees, she looked Vicky in the face and replied, ‘Well, since you ask, I’m going to be frank with you. We’ve lived here for a while, but not entirely from choice. When Mitch’s business was doing well, before the recession, we lived in a much bigger house – which I believe Mitch sent you a photograph of – in a village about 10 miles from here. That would be the address you had. But needs must and when money got tight, we cut our cloth, so to speak. We sold the house, paid off some of the mortgage and downsized to this bungalow. However, things still aren’t back to normal. The housing market is still in a slump, which means the building trade hasn’t picked up, so there’s not much call at the moment for plant and machinery hire. Mitch won’t have told you this, but he’s currently employed on a zero-hour contract with a parcel delivery firm and also works part-time for a DIY store, which also isn’t doing too great at the moment.’

At this point, Marnie took a breath and sat back in the chair, placing her hands in her lap. ‘As for me, I had a job with BHS in the town centre, but that closed down and then I managed to get a few hours with a concession in House of Fraser, but I’ve been made redundant because the concession also closed. So, to be honest with you, Vicky, we’re in a bit of a mess. We’re in the red with the bank, and have an overdraft, and in arrears with the mortgage, so it’s looking likely the house will be repossessed. So, there you have it.’

Vicky was shocked to hear all of this. ‘I’m sorry to hear this, Marnie. I had no idea things were so bad.’

‘Well, why would you? Me and Mitch try not bother people with our troubles, especially family. And you’ve had troubles of your own to contend with, I imagine.’ As Mitch had directed her to do, Marnie fell silent and lowered her head as if in shame. When she eventually looked up, she whispered, ‘We owe £30,000.’

‘£30,000!’ shrieked Vicky. ‘Crikey, that’s a lot of debt.’ As if on cue, and much to Marnie’s delight, Vicky continued, ‘But, Marnie, I can’t help noticing, what’s all that money on the table?’

Marnie could hear Mitch’s voice in her head, saying right, Marnie, reel her in, nice and slow. You’re about to land a big catch.

‘That,’ said Marnie, ‘is money we owe to a certain person. £10,000 and it’s got to be paid in cash. The person we owe the money to isn’t the type you don’t repay.’ Marnie leant forward in her chair, and in hushed tones said, ‘He’s a loan shark.’

‘Loan shark!’ shouted Vicky, quite taken aback. ‘What on earth have you and Mitch got yourselves involved in?’

Marnie shrugged her shoulders. ‘These things happen, Vicky. And the rest of the money we owe to the bank and the mortgage provider.’

Before Vicky could respond, there was a loud banging on the front door, which made both women jump. Marnie rose up from the chair and went to answer the door. Vicky could hear deep male voices, and then the door to the living room opened and two well-built, shaven-headed, men entered, dressed all in black. Although Marnie asked them to take a seat, they said they preferred standing and went on to introduce themselves as Dale and Dean from DCA debt collection agency. Dale, who was the larger of the two in height and weight, and clearly senior, announced to Marnie in an authoritative tone, ‘We have a warrant of execution to recover a debt of £10,000 today, and we are instructed by our client, Bricks and Mortar Limited, not to leave without payment in full. We could, of course, remove goods to the value of, but looking around, Mrs Mitchelson, and please don’t be offended, I don’t think there’s much of value here. Certainly not enough to clear the debt.’

‘There’s no need to be rude,’ said Vicky, suddenly feeling defensive on Marnie’s behalf.

‘Excuse me, madam, but I don’t believe I am being rude. And you are?’

‘I’m Victoria, Mr Mitchelson’s cousin. You can’t just barge in here demanding money.’

‘I don’t believe we did barge in, madam,’ said Dean. ‘Mrs Mitchelson invited us in, and we have every right to ask for the money owed to our client. We have a legal document from the court instructing us to recover this debt today.’

Marnie fell back into the chair and put her head in her hands, sighing loudly. Removing her hands from her face, she looked up at the two debt collectors in despair. ‘I don’t know what to do. Can I ring my husband?’

‘Yes of course, Mrs Mitchelson,’ said Dale. ‘In the meantime, Dean will start listing goods but, as I said…’

Marnie picked up her mobile that was lying on the table and pretended to call Mitch. ‘He’s not picking up. I don’t know what to do.’ Marnie was now beginning to feel genuinely agitated because Mitch hadn’t fully prepared her for the visit from the men.

‘Marnie,’ Vicky said, ‘what about the money on the table? There’s enough money, surely, to pay off this debt now and then these gentlemen,’ and Vicky emphasised the word “gentlemen”, ‘can be on their way.’

‘That’s not possible,’ replied Marnie curtly. ‘That money, as you know, belongs to someone else, and it would be more than Mitch’s life was worth to give that away.’

Marnie put her head in her hands again and began to cry. Her crying was genuine, as she was beginning to find the lies and deception completely overwhelming. Recovering slightly, she pretended to phone Mitch again. ‘Mitch, it’s Marnie. I’ve got two debt collectors here. They’re after £10,000 today, or else they’re going to take our possessions. What shall I do?’

…

‘Oh, okay, give them the money on the table? Right, and what do we do about the person we owe that money to?’

…

‘Oh, okay. Yes, I see.’ Marnie got up and walked over to the table. Scooping up the bundles of paper, making sure the real ten-pound notes on the top were clearly on show, she handed the whole lot to Dale and Dean. After signing a receipt for the money, she showed the two men out. When she returned, she flopped back down on the chair and put her head in her hands once again.

*

On the day Vicky’s husband, Howard, came home and announced that he had met someone else and wanted a divorce, Vicky’s response was not ‘You cheating bastard,’ or ‘Who is she? I’ll scratch her eyes out!’ or ‘I’ll take you for every penny you’ve got,’ but a plaintive, ‘But why, Howie? What have I done?’

Howie might have replied, ‘Because you’ve put on weight’ (which wasn’t the case, although she had put on a few pounds), or ‘because you’ve become boring and stuck in your ways’ (which might be partially true). Instead, his response was, ‘Because, Vicky, you’re too easy going, and uncomplaining. You need to be more demanding and high maintenance. More Jimmy Choo, less Freeman Hardy and Willis (at this last comment, Vicky felt that Howard – who was a few years older than her – was showing his age). Also, you’re too kind and fall for any old sob story, and then people take advantage of you.’ Which is why Vicky found herself sitting with a distraught Marnie, offering her £30,000 to get her cousin and his wife out of a financial hole.

Marnie flapped her hands, and then put them over her mouth, then removed them before saying, ‘But how will you do that? How?’

Vicky sighed. ‘If I go into town now, I might just make the bank before it closes. I’ll withdraw £10,000 in cash to replace the money on the table and transfer the remainder to your bank account over the weekend. It’ll have to be done in two lots, possibly three, but the money should arrive in your account by Tuesday. Wednesday at the latest. You just need to give me your bank details.’

‘I don’t know what to say, Vicky. This is most kind of you.’

‘To be honest, Marnie, this has all come as a bit of a shock. I didn’t realise things were so bad, and I found it quite alarming to have those two men here. I’m going to the bank now, and then I’m going to my hotel to have a lie down. I’ll come back in the morning with the money, and then I’ll get changed for the party in the afternoon.’

‘You’re an angel, Vicky. How can we ever repay you for your kindness? Mitch always said you were one of the best and his favourite cousin.’ She kissed Vicky on both cheeks and ushered her quickly out of the door. As Marnie stood on the doorstep, smiling and waving Vicky goodbye, Vicky got into her red Mercedes SLK feeling very put out and intuitively sensing that something was amiss but couldn’t pin down exactly what.

Returning to the living room, the first thing Marnie did, after pouring a ready-mixed gin and tonic to steady her nerves, was to phone Mitch.

‘She’s gone, Mitch. She fell for it. I feel awful, I really do, but it’s obvious she’s not short of money if her car is anything to go by. You can come back now, and I’ll tell you all about it.’

Mitch, who had been in the pub at the end of the road, where he had been waiting for his friends, Dale and Dean, to give them some money as payment for their “acting” role, which they subsequently lost in the bookmakers, finished his beer and walked back to the bungalow.

*

After a restless night in the hotel where Vicky was staying, she had breakfast and then set out to see Marnie and Mitch with the money. She had rung to say that she was on her way and would see them shortly. Mitch made a quick exit, whilst Marnie cut up a large onion to make her eyes water so that when she opened the door it would look as if she’d been crying.

Pulling up outside the bungalow, Vicky stepped out of her Mercedes and walked up the path. As if on cue, the door opened to reveal a red-eyed Marnie, who was in the process of wiping them with her fingers.

‘Whatever is wrong, Marnie? You look as if you’ve been crying. You don’t need to worry now. I’ve got the money here, and the rest is being transferred.’

‘Oh, Vicky,’ wailed Marnie, ‘Cath had a stroke in the night and was taken to hospital but sadly passed away this morning. Mitch has been at the hospital for hours, so at least she didn’t die alone.’

‘Oh my God, that’s awful. Can I do anything? Perhaps I should go to the hospital and see Mitch.’

‘No, no, don’t do that. He’ll have such a lot to do and he’s in shock at the moment. I think the best thing, and I’m sorry you’ve come all this way, is for you to go home. We’ll contact you as soon as we’ve organised the funeral.’

‘Okay, well if you’re sure. I suppose that probably is the best course of action. Look, here’s the £10,000. The remainder should be in your account within the next few days. Give my love to Mitch.’ After giving Marnie a quick hug, Vicky walked back to her car and drove away, thinking that what she had experienced in such a short space of time was nothing short of mind-boggling.

Mitch, who had been hiding around the back of the bungalow, came in through the kitchen door. ‘Right, Marnie, get packing.’

‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

‘You’re going to Luton. I’m going down south.’


	

PART TWO


	

DOROTHY

Dorothy was having her usual Wednesday coffee morning with her friends from the local church. ‘I’m thinking about taking in a lodger,’ she announced to the group. ‘With George gone, I’m missing male company. So, I thought I’d advertise for someone who is looking for lodgings during the week, and who goes home at the weekend. That would suit me perfectly.’

‘You’d better watch out, Dorothy. You might get yourself a toy boy as a lodger,’ said Marjorie Walker, with a wink.

‘Get away with you. I’m too old for that,’ replied Dorothy laughing.

‘Oh, you’re never too old if everything is still in working order,’ piped up Eunice Stokes, which caused some of the group to splutter into their coffee.

So it was that, a week later, Dorothy advertised in her local paper, the Saltdean News, and in the window of her local newsagent, for a lodger who was looking for bed and breakfast, Monday to Friday. Enquiries to Mrs Dorothy Beresford, and she listed her landline number. References, of course, would be required. 


	

MITCH

Mitch had always fancied the south-east coast but hadn’t a clue where to begin. Spreading a map of Sussex out on the kitchen table of their rented one-bedroom flat in one of the many high-density backstreets of Luton, he was drawn to the coastal resort of Brighton in East Sussex. He had never been to Brighton but enjoyed reading the crime novels written by Peter James whose stories were set in Brighton and vividly brought the area to life. He had also seen numerous television programmes which had featured Brighton Pier and the pebbly beach. There was also, he had read somewhere, a disreputable side to the place and Mitch felt instinctively drawn there.

The map showed how spread out and sprawling the general area was. In one direction was Hove, which appeared to be a continuum of Brighton, followed by Southwick and then Shoreham. In the opposite direction, the area became less developed. The map showed Brighton Marina on the right-hand side adjacent to the sea, and then on the other side of the coastal road there was a green area which was a golf course, with houses set back from the course. The village of Rottingdean looked to be a self-contained location, and then the area began to become more built-up in Saltdean and Peacehaven.

Having got a general idea of the area from the map, Mitch then logged onto one of the well-known property websites to search for affluent areas in Brighton. He had conducted a similar search for Luton, which is how he had found the cheap rental property where Marnie was now living. Starting with houses for sale, with the most expensive showing first, he was able to see which locations in Brighton attracted the wealthy, and it would be these areas where he would look for his next target. Simples, he said to himself. His next task was to find somewhere temporary to stay in Brighton, which he would use as a base whilst he looked for longer-term lodgings. Typing in “Bed and Breakfast accommodation”, a long list popped up. He wasn’t concerned with reviews; something cheap and hopefully cheerful would suffice and if it had a sea view, then that was a bonus. A further search revealed that many of the B & Bs had vacancies, so he decided to take a chance and book into one once he was there.

A couple of hours later, after telling Marnie to keep her head down and not draw attention to herself, he kissed her on the cheek, bid her adieu and headed down south.

*

Chris Rea was singing about the “Road to Hell” which, felt Mitch, perfectly summed up the congested M25. Soon the sign for the M23 came into view, and he took the turning off the M25. The traffic was a bit lighter – but only just – and then he was on the A27 heading towards Brighton. Crossing a large, busy roundabout, he drove through somewhere called Patcham and then followed a slightly confusing one-way system. Luckily, he had a TomTom affixed to his windscreen, but still found the navigation difficult to follow because there were so many side roads and a lot of building work was taking place which meant road closures and diversions. Passing Brighton Pavilion and then a small park on the right-hand side, he headed towards the seafront. He took a right turn at a small roundabout, noting that Rottingdean was sign-posted left, and drove along the front. Prior to starting his trip, he had programmed in an address for a B & B that fitted his criteria. It directed him to take a right turn into a narrow road just off the seafront and instructed him to stop outside an undistinguished-looking terraced house with a board bearing the words “Sunnyside Up Bed and Breakfast. Vacancies. En Suite. Wi-Fi.”

The house appeared to be well-looked-after, with no peeling paintwork, and two hanging baskets with colourful flowers hung either side of the door. Deciding that he would stay here, rather than drive around looking at other places, his luck was in when he saw a parking space nearby. It was a “pay at meter” space, and Mitch was shocked when he saw the cost for one hour and began to have second thoughts. Checking to see if there were any traffic wardens lurking nearby, he didn’t put any money into the meter in case he decided not to stay there. He rang the doorbell and was buzzed in. He was greeted by a middle-aged man who introduced himself as Kenneth, the proprietor. Mitch mentioned the cost of parking and was relieved when Kenneth said that he would give him parking vouchers for the length of his stay. Then, with a theatrical gesture, he threw his hands up in the air and said to Mitch, ‘My dear, these wardens are such a nightmare. Now go put that voucher in your car, get your bags and I’ll show you to your delightful room.’

Mitch’s room was on the second floor. There was no sea view, but it was clean and furnished with evident care, although it was not to Mitch’s taste. Two chairs, one upholstered in grey crushed velvet and the other in the same fabric but the colour pink, were placed either side of a round table which had a mosaic design of two nude men standing either side of a Grecian urn on the table-top. The double bed had white bedding, with two lime green scatter cushions placed neatly against the white pillowcases. For Mitch, it was all a bit garish but the main thing was that it was reasonably priced, and he wasn’t going to stay there very long anyway.

After unpacking, he set up his laptop and conducted an initial search for people looking for a lodger. There were too many advertisements, and they were mixed in with information about bed and breakfast accommodation, guest houses and hostels. Deciding that it would be too time-consuming to sift through them all, and the cost and time involved in making phone calls and driving around the busy streets to do viewings, he decided he would look outside of the immediate Brighton area where it would be less touristy.

Having not eaten since breakfast, he was hungry. He shut down his laptop and went out in search of food. The weather was nice, and he took a stroll along the seafront in the direction of Hove. He passed by two iconic Brighton landmarks: the skeleton of the original pier, which looked as if it was about to topple into the sea, and The Grand Hotel on the opposite side of the road. Spotting two restaurants that were next to each other on the same side as hotel, with the one on the corner having outside seating, he crossed over the road and chose the one with tables outside and sat down. Mitch always associated the seaside with fish and chips, and so that was what he ordered. He thought the cost of the wine was exorbitant, and so ordered a lager. He hadn’t realised that Brighton would be so expensive compared to resorts in Yorkshire such as Bridlington or Scarborough. Having satisfied his hunger, he walked back to the B & B feeling upbeat, and excited about his new batch of “projects”.

When Mitch woke up the next morning, he had a good feeling. On entering the breakfast room, he noticed that all the guests were male. Whilst some reminded him of well-built truck drivers, others were dressed in brightly coloured lycra and looked very fit. Mitch concluded, therefore, that they must be on a cycling tour although he hadn’t seen any bicycles. He was also aware that he was attracting some appraising looks. The penny dropped when Kenneth came in and asked, ‘Who would like a big sausage for breakfast?’ All hands shot up, including Mitch’s. He was many things, but homophobic he was not, and he found the banter and irreverence that followed added to his high spirits. After breakfast, he returned to his room and gathered together the belongings he would need for the day.

As Mitch stepped outside, he was greeted by sunshine and lamented the fact that he couldn’t take the day off for another walk along the seafront. Today, however, was a day of exploration and he set off in his car. He drove around the residential roads in Brighton, taking note of those areas with large properties. Next, he drove back along the seafront and passed Brighton Pier and Brighton Sea Life Centre on his right, and then came to the small roundabout and headed towards Rottingdean. He passed the marina on his right, and then the golf course with a café on his left. An imposing building, set back on the left, turned out to be Roedean School, with a windmill further along acting as a second landmark. At the traffic lights, he turned left into the village of Rottingdean. The high street contained a sprinkling of shops, a number of cafés and two pubs. For such a small place, it was very congested with traffic and only having partial pavements for pedestrians, many of whom were elderly, and young mothers with pushchairs, they were forced to walk in the road. Having driven through the village, he passed a bowling green on his left and then that seemed to be the end of Rottingdean. Deciding that Rottingdean would be too small a place in which to lodge, because as a newcomer he would be conspicuous, he turned the car around and headed back through the village, turning left at the lights and drove towards Saltdean.

As the map had shown, Saltdean was more built-up than Rottingdean, with a network of roads stretching back from the seafront. Saltdean could not be described as a village, or a town. Nevertheless, it still had the feel of a community. Not being familiar with the area, he drove around until he came to a road with a variety of shops and businesses on either side. Parking was no problem, so he pulled over and decided to go for a walk and explore. Passing a newsagent’s shop, he bought a copy of the Saltdean News and decided to get a coffee in a café he had just passed. However, his eye was caught by a noticeboard in the newsagent’s window advertising local matters. He saw a postcard with the heading “Lodger Wanted”, which had been put up by a Mrs Dorothy Beresford, who was looking for a weekday lodger. Breakfast was included. References would be required. Mrs Beresford had listed her landline number.


	

VICKY

Ten days after Vicky’s trip up North, she woke up one morning and realised that she had heard nothing further about Aunty Cath’s funeral, nor indeed had any communication whatsoever from Mitch or Marnie. She had, as promised, transferred the remaining £20,000, and was surprised not to have received a phone call thanking her. Instead, there had been total silence. Picking up her mobile, she dialled Marnie’s number, and was informed that the number was no longer in use. So, she dialled Mitch’s number, and received the same reply. How odd, she thought, but reflected on how the whole experience and drama of the situation had been odd. She remembered Marnie’s gushing welcome, which she now thought seemed more like nervousness, the piles of money on the table which had seemed strange at the time, and the random photograph of her and Mitch as children. Now, with the benefit of hindsight, the whole thing seemed like a stage set with props for a suburban “kitchen sink” drama. That can’t be right, though, she thought, and she relived the arrival of Dale and Dean, the two debt collectors. Vicky watched the TV programmes, The Sheriffs are Coming and Can’t Pay We’ll Take It Away, so she knew that the scenario she had witnessed happened in real life, so it must have been real. Or was it? she now asked herself. Nevertheless, something wasn’t right. Which is why she found herself driving up the M25 on her way to the M1 to see Mitch and Marnie – again.


	

MITCH

‘Hello. Is that Mrs Beresford? Dorothy Beresford?’

‘Yes, that’s correct.’

‘Good morning. My name is Daniel Simpson and I’m calling about your advertisement for a lodger.’

‘Oh, I didn’t expect to get a response so quickly. You are aware it’s only Monday to Friday?’

‘Monday to Friday is fine, as I go home to my wife and son at the weekend.’
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