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Chapter 1
 Newlyweds


Finally, the day of my best friend’s wedding arrived and Dickie was overjoyed that Trudy was to become the new Mrs Chambers. Both had previously been living in miserable marriages and now hoped that they could at last spend their remaining years living and loving together. My name is Tom Hartley and Dickie and I have been best friends for many years, which is why today I will be standing alongside him as his best man. My fiancée Helen Marshall will be with me as one of the witnesses. I have a grown-up family of two daughters, Karen who is married with a new baby boy, Abby who works in sales promotion and is single and my son Michael, who is also single and presently working in Australia. Shortly after retiring my wife died and it took me two long years to adapt to my new life as a senior single. First, totally decorating and then selling the large family home and moving to a smaller more manageable three-bedroom townhouse. Not long after settling in at the new home and while digging up my overgrown front lawn, I met my neighbour Helen. We gradually became friends and often worked together on local community projects before suddenly appreciating that we were in love. Helen was reluctant to accept that she had strong feelings for me, especially since she was aware of my close, but brief encounters with friendly and unattached ladies. As a result, she insisted that before she would marry me, I had to agree to a one-year engagement to prove to her that I was ready to settle down and resist the attractions of friendly ladies.


After leaving my car in a multi storey car park, we stood together at the entrance looking out on the rain lashed street as gusts of wind drove papers and debris along the pavements in front of us. The registry office was only a ten-minute walk away, but in the appalling weather we knew we would all be soaked by the time we reached it. We had raincoats and umbrellas, but with the high winds we would probably sail up into the sky like Mary Poppins if we dared to open them. Unfortunately, Trudy had forgotten to bring a hat and Dickie generously gave her his cap to protect her hair from being soaked. He wanted nothing to spoil her very special day. Trudy kissed him as she accepted his offer and fitted the oversize cap over her curls. We stepped out of the shelter of the car park and immediately the wind and rain buffeted us as we hurried along the pavement, desperately holding on to our hats, or hoods with one hand. To make progress we had to physically force a way though the wind blowing directly into our faces. A wet newspaper flew through the air and wrapped itself tightly around Dickie’s leg, but with one arm around Trudy, he ignored it and continued helping her along towards the steps to the registry office. Another gust of wind lifted Trudy’s skirt around her waist and as she put both hands down to cover herself, we saw Dickie’s hat go sailing up into the sky before vanishing over the roof tops. At last, we reached the protection of the registry office and were relieved to hurry inside to shelter before heading for the toilets to make ourselves presentable for the ceremony.


After taking off our wet outer clothes, we had to use toilet paper to dry our faces and Dickie also used it to dry his bald head. There was nothing we could do about our cold and wet trouser legs, but with hair combed, we managed to make ourselves as presentable as possible in the circumstances. I wrenched the wet newspaper from Dickie’s leg and was amused to read that on a wet and windy day, his leg had been gripped by a copy of the Daily Sun. At twelve noon, we were seated in the wedding office waiting for the lady registrar to perform the ceremony which would make Trudy and Dickie a married couple. After the short ceremony and as we were signing the marriage documents, I was surprised to hear my name called and realised that the registrar was speaking to me.


“Thank you so much Mr Hartley for standing in for me at the Black Dyke concert. I let down my friend Magda at the last moment and it was really good of you to take her and save her evening. My name is Monica.”


Seeing my surprised look, she smiled at me and explained a little more.


“Unfortunately, I suffer from arthritis and sometimes it gets so bad that I can barely walk. Magda told me you were kind enough to call at her home and take her to the concert, otherwise she would have had to cancel and forfeit the booking.”


I nodded my head as I remembered meeting Magda at tennis and hearing that she would have to miss a Black Dyke concert because her friend was ill and unable to join her. I also remembered taking her home and joining her for coffee as she told me about losing her workaholic husband and selling their joint business. With a very interested listening audience, I wanted to be sure that my response made it clear that it was an innocent and generous gesture on my part.


“Oh yes, now I remember that evening. Magda is a very good tennis player and we have known each other for many years. I was glad to help her and really enjoyed the evening. I have always been a big fan of the Black Dyke brass band.”


Glancing across at Dickie I could see him raise his eyebrows at me as one of my many evenings out with different ladies was revealed in front of Helen. I made sure that I continued smiling and deliberately did not look in Helen’s direction. She was already aware of my meetings with other ladies before our engagement, but I was determined to convince her that I was now strictly a one-woman man. Of course, I mean one woman permanently, not one woman at a time and I still had nine months remaining on my probation period before Helen would marry me. I was sure that she would appreciate that taking Magda to the concert was an act of pure chivalry on my part.


After the wedding at the registry office, we had originally intended to have lunch at an exclusive Leeds restaurant, but as we stood on the steps and looked out at the rain sweeping along our route back to the car park, Trudy insisted that she was not bothered about the meal, but just wanted to get out of her wet clothes. Helen suggested that we should all go back to her house so that we could shower and change while she prepared a meal. Everyone agreed, but I said we were already wet enough and called a taxi to make the two-minute ride back to the car park so that we avoided facing heavy rain yet again. The ladies had wet shoes and stockings, but were not suffering as we were from cold, wet trousers plastered against our legs. I was pleased that Helen had offered a sensible solution to save the day, in spite of the terrible weather and told her.


“A great idea Helen, but if I drop off you and Trudy first, then Dickie and I can go to my house to shower and change before we meet up. It should give you ladies plenty of time to get changed yourselves and prepare the meal.”


“Fine Tom, you two get changed and we should be ready to eat in about an hour.”


As soon as we were alone Dickie had some questions for me about my evening with the registrar’s friend Magda.


“Whenever I leave you on your own, I have visions of unattached ladies lining up outside your house, so when did you have it off with this Magda?”


“I did not have it off with Magda. We play tennis sometimes and she is a charming and attractive widowed lady. She lives on her own at Roundhay on the outskirts of Leeds where I picked her up and drove her to the concert. When it was over, we walked together to my car and I drove her home. She made coffee and we sat and talked as she explained how her workaholic husband died suddenly, which forced her to sell the business they had worked so hard to establish. We certainly enjoyed each other’s company, but nothing improper happened and we just chatted until I finished my coffee and left to drive home.”


Dickie was still not convinced and shook his head as he told me that I still had to convince Helen that nothing happened during yet another of my evenings at home with a widow. An hour later we were all sitting down together and enjoying the meal prepared by the ladies. Helen had taken a cordon bleu cookery course after retiring from nursing and complained to me that living on her own, she had no one to practise her skills on. I am a reluctant cook and immediately volunteered to be her official taster whenever she wanted to experiment. After we became engaged, she often cooked our evening meal and I was always happy to try out new recipes and enjoy her masterpieces.


The newly married couple would be living in York and we had all been drinking wine well into the evening as they spoke about their plans. The drive to York was therefore out of the question and Helen suggested that the newlyweds should spend their wedding night at her house. She would go with me to my house for the night, since it was only a two-minute walk away. In the morning I would drive them to York to collect their luggage before taking them on to the airport at Leeds Bradford for their honeymoon flight to Tenerife.


When we first became engaged, Helen suggested that since our houses were so close together, we should each continue living in them during my twelve-month probation period. We would follow a sequence by first sleeping together in my house, then alone in our own house, then together again in Helen’s house. In this way Helen would have time to get used to sharing her bed, bathroom and breakfast with me after living on her own for so long. In addition, I would have time to adjust to living as one half of a couple again after my time as a single man. Once we were married, we would have to decide which house to keep and live in together. Helen had never been married and had no family, but she wanted to be sure that I was ready to settle down with her after my gregarious two years as a senior single.


After clearing away the dishes and washing up we left the newlyweds to enjoy their evening together with the help of a bottle of wine I provided. Arm in arm, Helen and I walked to my house and were soon cuddled up on my settee with coffee as we talked over our hectic day. I waited patiently for Helen to mention my evening with Magda at the Black Dyke concert, but nothing was said. Eventually, my impatience forced me to prompt a response from her.


“It was quite a surprise when the registrar spoke to me about taking her place at that Black Dyke concert.”


Helen started to laugh before leaning over to give me a lingering kiss and letting me know what she thought about my evening with Magda.


“I wondered how long it would take you to ease your guilty conscience about yet another night out with one of your ladies. Now that we are engaged, I need to be sure that you have given up getting involved with friendly ladies, but it would be unfair for me to judge you for whatever you did before we became engaged. As usual, you went to the concert with Magda because you were trying to help and I want to help you to keep your over generous nature under control. Come on, it’s time for bed.”


Locked in the warmth of each other’s arms I thought it had been a great day in spite of the awful weather. The following morning, I insisted that Helen should use the bathroom first because it takes me longer with having to shave. I had once tried growing a beard to avoid shaving and give me a nautical pose, but the beard irritated me and gave my wife a rash. Also, the beard and moustache both grew as bright ginger, which looked suspiciously like an add-on with my otherwise fair hair.


Each morning when we were together, I enjoyed watching Helen lean forward to slip into her brassiere before stepping into her panties. Probably because she is so used to living on her own, Helen always puts her underwear on after coming out of the bathroom, which gives me an early morning lift. While we were having breakfast, I told Helen about my discussions with Dickie on possible honeymoon venues. He was thinking of taking Trudy to Cyprus because it was where the two had first met. I persuaded him to choose Tenerife instead, since her best friend Jean had been with her in Cyprus and her subsequent death would still be a painful memory for her. Helen agreed with me.


“I’m glad you talked him out of it. Since it was intended to be a surprise for Trudy, she would have been upset when she found out where Dickie planned to take her for the honeymoon. Unfortunately, she would not want to say too much to avoid hurting his feelings and it might then have spoiled the honeymoon for both of them.”


I asked Helen where she thought we should spend our own honeymoon, since I was sure that I would be able to prove my total reliability when meeting friendly ladies.


“Well, my love. Assuming that you can convince me that you will be a totally trustworthy husband, since you have travelled to so many places in the world, I am sure you will have somewhere in mind. Why not just surprise me.”


We were not allowed to throw confetti when we were at the registry office and since we were using my car, I was not prepared to tie tin cans behind it. Nevertheless, I still wanted to follow tradition by somehow marking out the newlyweds and decided to use self-adhesive stickers. It seemed likely that the best opportunity would come at the airport. Next morning, I moved my car to park beside Helen’s house and we called to see how our friends were getting on after their first night as a married couple. To our surprise, they were already dressed and waiting to be taken to York to change into their holiday clothes. After spending an hour making final checks on documents and their packing, as well as checking that their bungalow was secure, we arrived at Leeds Bradford airport in good time for their flight.


I gave Dickie a hand with the luggage and made sure there were bright red “Just Married” stickers added to every bag. As we said goodbye at the entrance to the departure lounge, I hugged them both and pressed stickers onto their backs before we waved them off. Established tradition had been followed and it was a case of duty done. Helen shook her head and glared at me as our friends made their way down the departure lane and said we would not be with them when they found the stickers. Even so, I told her that Dickie had been my best friend for many years and we both had a strong sense of humour.


We drove back to my house so that we could work together on our plan for an organised walk along the Leeds and Liverpool canal. We were both very involved in running the Fairfields Garden Club, which was now completely operated by willing local volunteers, who were also prepared to help elderly, or incapacitated residents of the estate.


After moving to a three-bedroom townhouse on the Fairfields estate, I was saddened to see a neglected and rubbish strewn patch of land at the entrance, which would give visitors a very poor impression of the area. It was also disappointing that there was no community activity, or support for residents on the estate. Having made friends with Rod, the landlord of The Yorkshireman pub, I approached him with my idea to form a garden club on the estate. Our first task would be to make a garden on the overgrown land at the estate entrance. Rod liked the idea and suggested that after he had explained his plan to form a neighbourhood watch at a residents meeting, he would introduce me so that I could speak about my idea. After first reminding everyone about the eyesore at the estate entrance, I received approval to form a garden club, which began by clearing the land at the entrance of our estate and turning it into an attractive garden site.


The Fairfields Garden Club members met regularly and initially gave their time to maintaining the garden site before later widening their activities to helping elderly, or handicapped residents with their gardens, or generally. I found a local sponsor to contribute funds and the area Rotary Club also raised funds to pay for materials, shrubs and equipment. The club mower, trolley and other garden equipment was stored rent free in an outbuilding at The Yorkshireman thanks to the generosity of the landlord. We had just added a walkers group and I had already tested an eight mile walk along the Leeds and Liverpool canal, starting in Leeds city centre. The canal is 127 miles long, has 91 locks and links the two cities. Residents had already been notified that the walk would take place on Sunday in two weeks’ time, which was why Helen and I now needed to decide on likely numbers, transport, catering arrangements and costs.









Chapter 2
 The Canal Walk


We were due to spend the night at Helen’s house and after waving goodbye to our friends at the airport, it was nearly 5 o’clock when I parked the car and Helen began preparing our evening meal. Anxious to help, I joined her in the kitchen, but was soon driven out because Helen was accustomed to moving around on her own and I always seemed to be standing in the wrong place. Cast aside like a used teabag, I retreated to the lounge to watch television and patiently wait to be summoned to the table. Helen really was a superb cook and I appreciated just how lucky I was to have an attractive fiancée who played tennis and was learning to shoot, as well as being able to create delicious meals. When living on my own I often couldn’t be bothered to cook and frequently skipped meals altogether, but with Helen making us regular and very appetising meals, I could well end up becoming overweight. Fortunately, Helen achieved flavour without bulk in her cooking.


After we finished eating, we settled down to finalise plans for the first organised walk for residents. We began by considering how best to get walkers to the starting point in Leeds, where parking was limited and fairly expensive. The Fairfields Garden Club (FGC) had money in its account and to avoid parking problems, we chose to hire a coach and offer seats at a price to match the cost of parking. If the number of seats sold was insufficient to cover the cost, we would suggest that club funds be used to make up the deficit. The coach would take walkers to the starting point and collect them at the finish before returning to Fairfields estate. The walk would end at Thornhill Bridge on the canal at midday and lunch could be arranged at the nearby Rising Sun pub, but the publican wanted diners to choose meals and pay in advance. This would allow him to stock up with food and protect himself against those who booked and failed to arrive. We decided to ask walkers to book coach seats with, or without the pub lunch and choose and pay from the lunch menu at the same time. We would print the tickets and our helpful landlord Rod at The Yorkshireman would sell the them. He would validate them by using The Yorkshireman pub stamp and enter names on a list. Meal orders would then be telephoned through to the publican at Thornhill Bridge to allow him to stock the necessary food. Money paid for meals would be given to the publican when we arrived and members who had not booked meals would pay at the pub. The small coach would carry twenty-five passengers, which was a reasonable number to take along the narrow canal path.


Helen would lead the walk and I would bring up the rear wearing a bright yellow tabard with “RING BELL” in red lettering written on the back. During my test walk I often had to jump aside to avoid near collisions with cyclists racing up from behind and failing to ring their bell to warn me of their approach. We suggested that walkers should take waterproof clothes and drinking water and they could bring dogs, but would have to keep them on a lead to avoid fights with other dogs. They might also want to bring their walking sticks. Wheelchairs were not practicable, due to the uneven and stone cobbled surfaces at the canal side. After finishing our planning, I put my arm around Helen and thanked her for her help in saving the wedding day after our experience in the rain and preparing the wedding dinner at her home. She responded by giving me a lingering kiss and just as I was thinking that it might be an invitation, my mobile phone rang. The call was from Peter, an old work colleague who retired some five years before me. He wanted to invite me to a reunion of retired executives of the international company which had employed us and said he wanted to talk to me afterwards. Helen only heard my side of the telephone call, but could tell from my voice tone that I was puzzled about something. After switching my phone off, I told her about my concern.


“Peter worked in a separate division of the company, but I often met him with his wife at various functions. Unfortunately, his wife died about ten years ago and I believe they had they had one daughter, but we have not been in contact since I retired. He is obviously troubled about something and wants to talk to me, although we were never close friends and he was unhappy when I was appointed to a position which he very badly wanted. He subsequently had an affair with Alice his secretary, who was the wife of a colleague who was our company’s advertising manager. When her husband found that his wife had been unfaithful, he stormed into Peter’s office and punched him in the face. He then took Alice away after they both resigned from the company. Peter was lucky to keep his job and had no prospect of promotion after such a public exposure. Fortunately for him the company took into account his good record, the loss of his wife and the fact that he was nearing retirement. Peter never mentioned it to me, but his office affair had killed off his promotion prospects and enhanced mine. Whatever his problem is, he sounded really desperate to talk to me.”


Helen poked me in the ribs and warned me about getting involved.


“I know you will want to help, but just remember that the problem, whatever it is, is his alone so don’t get too involved.”


Now that we were engaged and almost living together, I accepted each day as how my life would be once Helen and I were married and enjoyed every minute. When we were in bed, Helen was determined to take my mind off Peter and wondering about his current problems and she succeeded really well.


I had bought her a 12-bore shotgun as a wedding present and promised to teach her to shoot. My newly married best friend Dickie would now be living in York and was now unlikely to find time to join me at the clay pigeon shooting ground. We were lucky in finding a second-hand gun for Helen, which was a perfect fit for her arm length. Next morning, we drove to a shooting ground not far from Skipton where Helen could actually experience firing her Browning over and under 12-bore shotgun. Beginners tend to hold the gun slightly away from their shoulder for protection and suffer bruising when the recoil drives the gun butt hard against them. It usually results in a bruised shoulder, but I made sure that Helen always mounted the gun with the butt pressed firmly against her shoulder to avoid this. I also spent time showing her how to hold the gun and practise aiming by pointing at a table tennis bat taped to one end of a broom. As I moved the “target” sideways, Helen practised swinging the gun barrel tip to follow it, aim slightly ahead and keep swinging the gun barrel as she fired.


At the shooting ground we chose a sporting layout since there were quite a few mixed pattern stands available, which were more suitable for beginners. I was pleased to find one where clays were launched from left to right and then the reverse, which would be ideal for Helen to use for practise. Initially I loaded the gun for her until she felt confident enough to take over. At the end of her sixth shot she hit her first clay and was surprised and thrilled. After hitting five more clays I suggested that she had done really well and it was time to pack up and look for somewhere to have lunch. She became very excited about her first shooting experience and was already asking when we could come back again.


At 9 am on Sunday morning we were waiting near the bus hired for the canal walkers. Since Helen was leading the walk, we thought it would be unwise to bring her small dog Billy, since he was still under training and had yet to learn how to behave on his lead. Rod had sold twenty-three tickets and I checked off the names on his list as the walkers boarded the bus, which with Helen and myself was filled to capacity. Three walkers with their dogs then arrived at the coach without tickets and I tried to persuade them to make their own way to the starting point since the bus was already filled with walkers and dogs. They were not happy to have to drive themselves and park at the starting point and walked away in disgust. The walk had been well advertised and we could not organise, or cope with casual attenders. On the day, the walking group was made up of four children, five dogs and the rest were adults.


After arriving by coach near Leeds Wharf in the centre of Leeds, the group of walkers set off with Helen leading the way and me on guard at the rear to fend off racing cyclists with no bells. Looking at the large group of walkers which completely filled the towpath, I soon realised that it would be impossible for a cyclist to find a way through without persistent bell ringing and my earlier worries were groundless. As we moved away from Leeds the size of the group and the noise sent Mallard ducks diving from the towpath and skidding to safety on the canal surface alongside, as well as disturbing birds which began flying out of the trees during our passage through a previously silent area.


All went well for just over an hour until we rounded a bend and suddenly found ourselves facing a mass of large Canada geese spread across the path in front of us. As soon as they saw us, the big birds reared up on their legs in alarm and stretched out their wings to their full extent before making defensive lines three geese deep. They then squatted motionless and showed no inclination to move aside for our group to pass. A golden retriever took the initiative by pulling the lead from his owner’s hand and racing straight towards the birds. It was immediately followed by three other dogs who could not resist joining in the fun. The remaining handbag sized dog barked furiously for a few minutes before retreating between his owner’s legs for safety.


Seeing the dogs racing towards them the geese immediately began honking and flapping their wings to warn off their attackers. Once the dogs were amongst them however, feathers began to fly and the large honking birds were forced to give ground, or take to the air. The noise of the honking, flapping wings and barking dogs was increased by owners frantically shouting at their dogs to try to get them to stop. Whether by accident, or design, as the big geese began to fly over us, they deposited copious amounts of excrement on their intruding visitors. A dog leapt in the air to try to catch a goose, missed and toppled into the canal. Once the angry geese had flown off calm was gradually restored, but the dog in the canal was trapped by the steep muddy sides and his lady owner was unable to help. The bottom of the canal has a deep layer of soft mud, which now covered the dog and changed it from a golden retriever into a brown retriever. Fortunately, the ground alongside the canal was dry and using my tabard to kneel on, I reached down to grip the dog’s collar and help it back to solid ground. It immediately pushed forward into my chest and my shirt, trousers and tabard became smeared with soft wet mud from the canal.


It took twenty minutes to reorganise everyone as unlucky walkers cleaned bird droppings from their clothes and the large muddy dog rescued from the canal was wiped down with grass and tissues. The tabard came in useful to wipe most of the mud from my trousers and pale blue shirt, which now had a large brown stain across the front. I telephoned the publican to warn him that we would be roughly twenty minutes late and explained that we had been ambushed by a flock of Canada geese. He seemed quite surprised to hear about the attack, but thanked me for my call. At last, we reached the Rising Sun pub and waited patiently to take turns to enter the toilet where we could clean ourselves, or wash off bird droppings and in my case canal mud.


The group of hungry walkers enjoyed the pub food and ample servings were washed down with local Yorkshire beer. By the time we were back on the coach taking us home, we were all in happy mood and talking over our unexpected adventure on our first organised club walk. The owner of the golden retriever made a short speech, thanking me for rescuing her dog and praising Helen and me for organising a good day out. The other walkers joined in with praise for our efforts and were looking forward to telling their friends how they had survived a Canada geese attack. Helen went home to feed her dog Billy and take him out for a walk after being left in her kitchen during her absence. I went home to get changed and put my muddy clothes in the washing machine. Once this was done, I gave the car a thorough clean both inside and out and it was then 6 o’clock and time to eat. I knocked on Helen’s door to see if she wanted to join me, but there was no answer.


After making a sandwich, I sat down to do some reading and finished off the last of an opened bottle of wine. This was one of the nights when we were due to be sleeping in our own houses and after the busy day and wine took effect, I fell asleep in the chair. Next morning there was a loud knock on my door and when I opened it I found Helen and her dog facing me. The previous night after returning from walking Billy she called and rang my bell, but there was no answer. She went down to The Yorkshireman where she was teased by Rod, the landlord, about the Canada geese battle. I checked my doorbell and was embarrassed to find that the battery had expired, which was why there were no chimes. I was building a reputation with Helen for falling asleep, but since it was another sunny day, we went off together to walk the dog and make up for my lapse.


The day for my reunion lunch with former colleagues finally came and we met up at the Wood Hall Hotel near Harrogate. Our gathering began with drinks in the lounge and introductions. In total there were twenty-eight diners and although I just managed to recognise most of them by sight, I had more difficulty when trying to remember their names. Since we all seemed to have the same memory problem, we finally resorted to telling each other our last position in the company before our retirement and then everything fell into place. Having finally remembered who we were we reminisced about our happy, or in some cases miserable days with the multinational company which had employed us. One guest was in a wheelchair, some used walking sticks and another, who was losing his memory had been brought by a kindly colleague. Time passes and takes a toll on both our appearance and physical and mental abilities, but it is irrevocable.


The lunch ended and we all shook hands and hoped that we would still be around to meet at the next reunion, while Peter and I settled down in the lounge for our chat. He began by explaining how he had become involved with Alice, his secretary, and the subsequent confrontation with her husband in his office.


“After my wife died and with my daughter living in France, I was very lonely and spent as much time as possible on my work and hoped to catch up with you in the promotion race. Alice came with me to a presentation to a major customer, followed by an overnight stay in a hotel. Naturally I kept off the drinks when with the customers and when we returned to our hotel, Alice suggested a drink in the bar. It was a relief to relax and unwisely we had a few too many drinks. Alice had a room next to mine and had difficulty trying to unlock her door, so I helped by using her key to open it for her and we were standing close to each other and then suddenly we were kissing. I slept with her and was surprised to learn that she was just as lonely as I was, since her husband showed her little or no affection. After that we met whenever we could and inevitably, we were seen together and our affair became common knowledge amongst staff. I ended up on the floor of my office with a bloody face. I felt guilty and was lucky to keep my job, but I wanted to spare Alice as much of the blame as possible. Now you know why and how I became involved and I hope you understand that an innocent drink led to me writing off my career prospects.”


“Thank you for telling me that Peter. It came as a shock to me when I was asked to take over another department and lose even more of my free time with my family. So, what is troubling you just now?”


Peter frowned and began to explain.


"I still live in my family house, although it is now far too big for me, but looking after the garden and house helps to fill up my time. I went to a local concert and during the interval an attractive woman suddenly bumped into me and spilled her drink over the front of my trousers. She was very embarrassed and insisted on using tissues to wipe them dry before buying me a replacement drink. After that we began to meet regularly and eventually, she moved into my house and we became a couple and went on holiday together. She told me that she had been engaged to an army officer who was killed in Afghanistan. She had been forced to give up her job as a bilingual personal assistant and move back in with her mother when she unexpectedly found that she was pregnant. She is twenty years younger than me and very affectionate and attractive. Her mother had a fall recently and Jan asked if she could move her in with us until the cast on her wrist was removed. The cast was removed two months ago, but each time I raise the subject of her mother returning to her own home, Jan pleads for her to be allowed to stay for just another week. After that another week and then another.


The day I telephoned you, Jan and her mother had just given me an ultimatum. They want me to give Jan a half share in my house so that she has some security in the event of me dying, otherwise she will have to move back to live with her mother."


As he was speaking, I noticed a faint bruise on Peter’s cheekbone and asked him if he was subject to domestic violence. He explained that at first, Jan moved in with him on her own, but he often found her crying because she missed her 15-year-old son Rodney. To please Jan, he agreed that Rodney could move in with them and then found that the boy was autistic and also had a tendency to lose his temper, smash furniture and hit his mother. Recently he tried to restrain him and the boy, who was big for his age, turned on him instead and the police had to be called. It took two constables to finally subdue him. When Jan moved in with him, he felt as if he had come alive again and his bedroom became a haven of love instead of just a room where he felt most lonely and forgotten. He had no idea how much time he had left to live and was frightened about ending his days living alone. He gradually realised that Jan was manipulating him and had no one he could turn to for advice. When we worked together, he saw that I put all my energy into my work and kept out of company politics. He was sure that I would listen and be willing to offer him honest advice. Since I had never attended the company reunion lunches, he decided to invite me and seek my advice at the same time.


When he finished telling me about his affairs, he sat watching me with a gloomy expression on his face as he waited for my reaction. I had a lot of sympathy for him and knew that I should respond to his request for advice, but he would have to make his own decision about the demand from his partner Jan. I explained my views.


“If you give Jan a half share in your house you will have to accept that both her mother and son would remain permanently in your home. Rodney is already becoming a threat to you when he is only fifteen. As he grows older and stronger, you will be growing older and weaker and will eventually be totally at his mercy. The mother will support her daughter on every issue and you will have no control over your life, or affairs. You may well come to feel trapped and be victimised in your own home with no way of escape. You would be unable to sell your half of the house and might well be forced to move out and find alternative accommodation, if you can afford it. Your decision must either be to reject the ultimatum by Jan and her mother and return to your old single life, or face the future with company you may well find very unpleasant. You must already be concerned, which is why we are having this conversation. Your instincts in seeking advice were good and it is up to you whether you accept it. Do you think the story about Rodney’s father being an army officer and dying in Afghanistan is true and do you also think your meeting over the spilled drink was an accident, or did this woman choose you as her target?”


I watched as Peter’s eyes filled with tears and he locked both his hands together as he struggled to accept that he had been duped. After a long pause, he responded to my question.


“Recently, I have begun to see a different side of Jan and it is very possible that the army officer story she told me is untrue and Jan almost certainly chose to spill her drink on me. Since she moved into my house, she has gradually taken over my life and I don’t like to think where it will end. I realise I have to stop it now before it becomes even worse and I want to thank you for listening and helping me to make a very hard decision.”


We shook hands and hoped to meet each other again at the next annual company reunion. I was glad I had finally learned the full background of his affair with his secretary Alice and had some sympathy with his reaction. I had heard stories before of ladies surprisingly being unable to unlock their hotel room doors, leading to them spending the night with a previously innocent male companion. I also remembered how lonely I felt after losing my wife, but fortunately by adding new activities and friends I was able to fill the void. If Peter had done the same, he would not have been as vulnerable to Jan’s calculated approach.


As we walked outside to our cars, I wished him luck in sorting out his problems and hoped we would meet again at the next reunion. As I was driving home, I wondered how I would have reacted in the same set of circumstances.
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