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    TWO’S COMPANY




    ‘May I?’ She slipped into the seat across the table with
 a little silken kiss of her legs. She smiled and raised her glass, rattling her bangles. ‘Cheers!’




    The ship began to roll with the open sea. ‘I love going places,’ she said. ‘Don’t you?’




    I topped up my own glass and shook my head. ‘Not at night. Water and darkness, I feel lost, like crossing the river Lethe.’




    The mascara, the eyelashes, gave her the wide-eyed gaze of a doll. ‘Are you a writer, or something?’




    Nice of her to ask. ‘Sort of. I’ve had a few things published. Nothing special.’




    ‘It must be wonderful to write.’ She watched the lights of the ferry going the other way. ‘Ships that pass in the night,’ she added dreamily.




    So why was she drinking with a stranger, on this ship, in the middle of the night?




    A distant beam of light swung in a lazy arc. The French coast. ‘Hasn’t the time gone quickly!’ She smiled again, over my shoulder. ‘All right, darling?’ Bill had to take his pill and go and lie down as soon as they got on board.




    I saw them again, down on the car deck, with two stickers, Bill and Sandra, across the top of their windscreen. Then we were off, in a cloud of exhaust.




    Ships that pass in the night. And hangovers that don’t.




    ***




    




    


  




  

    CAT FLAP




    The more you wait for the phone to ring, the more it won’t. It was the front door entry phone that made me jump. A woman asked if she could leave a notice at our block of flats about a missing cat.




    Two of them waited downstairs by the door, wrapped up against the bitter east wind beneath a sky as grey and hard as pumice, while the face of a bright young tabby stared back at me from their sad notice. Her name was Biscuit.




    ‘Poor little Biscuit,’ I said, but they’d already gone, too cold and too eaten up with anxiety to hang about.




    At least it got a bit warmer in the next few days, with billowing white clouds, and rain to trickle down all those other notices, stuck on fences and round lamp-posts, of the same furry little face.




    ‘Any luck?’ I was sure it was one of those women, now in plastic mac and calf-length green wellies. ‘Biscuit,’ I reminded her. She frowned and hurried on down the street.




    It was worth a shot, for someone who had a thing about calf-length green wellies and two ladies who might be more than just good friends.




    I switched on the kettle, dropped a tea bag in a mug, and tried not to wait for anything.




    ***




    




    


  




  

    DOG DAYS




    They call it ‘la canicule’ in those parts, meaning little dog, a heat wave that comes with the appearance in the night sky of Cirius, or the Dog Star. The Dog Days, in other words, when you can almost weigh the heat, and if you’re a dog you just lie around and pant and scratch your fleas.




    Except for the grumpy pug-nosed Pekinese under the table next to ours in the restaurant. With a fancy blue ribbon tied round his neck, he just whined and whimpered and yapped.




    Nor, I think, was it the heat. It was another dog, nearly the size of a mule and with a coat as thick as a Persian rug, flopped out beneath another table. It was going to take a lot to shift him, but the whimpering and whining did it in the end.




    He opened one bleary eye and with a herculean effort clambered to his feet. The table above him wobbled and tipped over, sending a cascade of knives, forks and spoons, plates and glasses, clattering and crashing onto the patio floor. It nearly ended in a fight, and not between the dogs.




    So much for a romantic evening under the stars. Maybe that very bright one was the Dog Star. Closer to hand, the hot dry hills withdrew, dark and mysterious, into the night.
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    CHILLED OUT




    Roberta emerged from the kitchen with a gust of steam and Brussels sprouts. ‘Has everybody got a drink?’ she called in an attempt to be jolly. ‘Adam, what are you drinking?’




    ‘Bacardi and Coke, mum.’




    Roberta couldn’t help herself. ‘Why,’ she asked in that oddly hesitant way that got right up some people’s noses. ‘Why do you always have to be different?’



