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I'm not imagining it, am I? I mean, how we used to dress up for shopping in town on Saturday afternoons. Dad would wear a clean shirt and tie, Mum a nice dress and lipstick. And it wasn't a class thing. My parents were poor.

I've seen a hundred movie actresses from Hollywood's Golden Era on Main Street: Marilyn Monroe, Rita Hayworth, Lauren Bacall, or so it seemed to me as a kid, those fine ladies all clickety clacking in their long heels and their big, shiny hair. They weren't rich either, just your regular mill-girls all done up and dignified and proud. This would have been in the sixties, I suppose, maybe the early seventies.

Rose tinted vision perhaps? Sure, I get that, but there's no denying it's different now. I look out of the window of this little bookshop and I see a people – pretty much all of them – dishevelled, crushed, some even a little drunk, though it's just past lunch.

There are no movie stars on Main Street any more. Our role models offer no magic, no escape, only this same insufferable grunge, and all the time our noses rubbed in it and a cynical voice-over telling us things will never get any better than this.

Me? I still pretend. I've been doing it all my life.

Right now I'm pretending to be this bookish, tweedy hipster – Chinos, casual jacket, button-down Oxford shirt, and shiny brogues. I'm Hugh Grant in Notting Hill, or for those of you a little older, I'm Anthony Hopkins in Charing Cross Road. Either way it's an act. I'm not doing it because I'm expecting Julia Roberts or Anne Bancroft to drop in any time soon. It just gets me out of bed in the morning, and it's somewhere warm to sit without using up the Calor in the van.

A slow stagger of drunks has spilled out of the pub up the top of Chapel Street, what the Council's recently taken to calling the 'Northern Quarter'. It makes it sound like a chic Parisian hot-spot, but the pub – the Malting House they call it now – is the same seedy old ale-house it always was, cheap booze, sticky carpets and vomit on the step – a questionable choice for continuity with a bygone era. I'd rather we'd hung on to Woolworth's – always something cosy about Woollies – but the Malting House is chosen as ambassador to our past, our present, and it seems now also our future.

The drunks are shouting – all of them women, tight dresses, boobs spilling out, fag-raw voices. They sound aggressive, like they're spoiling for a fight, but as I listen, I realise they're only having a conversation, something about meeting up again, tomorrow.

'Yea right then, see yer love,'

'See yer...'

'See yer...’

It's a simple enough exchange, but it takes a while and they swear a lot while struggling to light up, drawing comically sideways on their cigarettes. Not pretty, is it? Is this really what we have become, we plucky Brits? We ninety nine percenters?

There's a 'bigger shoe' guy pacing out his pitch, the same small square of street, hour after hour, his plaintive call the sound-track to my days. It's a new guy, late middle age, pockmarked face, his boredom lifted only by the occasional passing abuse on account of his foreignness. I don't know his story, but picture him as one of those escaping by a hair's breadth the mess we've made of the world, while those who stirred up the mess don't have to look him in the eye all the time like I do. I reckon he makes a tenner a day for his trouble, if he's lucky. I've yet to a buy a magazine from him. In truth I'm embarrassed to be even slightly better off. 

Luck, these days, is marginal and relative.

Opposite, in the doorway of the empty shop, there's been a homeless person these past few weeks. There's a couple of them up by the church too, and one on the carpark now. The person opposite is shapeless in a dozen layers, feet and legs immersed in a sleeping bag that's bursting stuffing from one corner. I can't tell if it's a man or a woman. You always get a lot of rough sleepers in the cities, but it's spreading into the provincial market towns now, and each one a canary dropping from its perch in warning.

'The dog starved at its master's gate,' and all that. Blake (1803)

Odd still to be quoting Blake. It's like we've learned nothing in two hundred years. Indeed if anything we're evolving backwards into a darker, crueller age even than the one he knew. Or maybe it's true what they say about history – that all it teaches us is we never learn from history.

Maggs emerges from the back room, whiff of perfume – Le Jardin, I think. I had a girl who was fond of that, but don't remind me.

"Just off then, Mike."

"Righto Maggs. See you later."

She's wearing the green dress today. Suits it. I presume it's fitted. She's rather pear shaped, chunky in the thigh, but the dress makes a virtue of it. Snug jeans wouldn't be her thing at all. Apologies for the crass objectification, but she's a difficult one to know, therefore gives me little choice, and it's been a slow day in the bookshop.

"Be nice to have lunch together sometime," she says. "I mean, if we can ever get Alan to turn up when he should, then he can take over for a bit. What do you say?"

"Yes, Maggs. That would be lovely."

I'm not sure if it would be lovely. Actually, I'd probably find it awkward, I mean socialising with Maggs. And not altogether proper.

"Sure you're all right minding the shop?"

"No problem. Sandwich in my bag." 

Minding the shop, is, after all, what I'm here to do. 

Notice I didn't say 'paid'.

"Okay, so... see you later then."

And she's off, usually for coffee and a panini in the Market Cafe. There's not much by way of haute cuisine in Middleton. Never has been – simply not that sort of town any more, and therein, I suppose, lies much of its virtue.

I don't know much about Maggs – she's the boss, and that's about it. She's married, judging by the rings – full house: engagement, wedding and an ostentatious eternity which suggests a certain longer term stability, if somewhat overstated. I suspect she has no children, because there's nothing more women like boring you with than the endless insignificant achievements of their offspring, and she's never mentioned any.

Apologies again.

It must, actually, be quite nice to have children. Mine would be grown up by now of course, lives of their own. A positive achievement, to have created life, but also rather a knife to one's throat to then see it suffer making way in the world, such as the world is now.

She likes long heels, I note. Invented by a man, presumably, in order to create that accentuated roll of the hips, which is pleasing to the eye, but very much out of place in Middleton these days. And what with her hair, wound up tight like Tippi Hedren in Marnie... she stands out more than I'd be comfortable doing in a town like this.

The drunk women are still taking leave of one another; they cast her a sideways glance as she wafts by.

"Who does she think she is then?"

They don't actually say it out loud, but I was a good salesman in my day, which involves a lot of mind-reading, and I know they're thinking it.

I watch as she clacks away and the crowds fold over her. Such an attractive down in the nape of her neck, I've noticed. Yes, Maggs still has the movie-star quality, at least she would have, back in the day when hips were the thing.

A coin is dropped into the homeless person's hat. There's a myth, perpetuated by those aspiring to the one percenters, and their various foetid press orifi that beggars go home each night to nice houses. But truth is not the same as belief, and we should be careful what we are led to believe, also mindful of who it is that's leading us.

I think on this for a moment, take out my notebook and jot down the observation. It's not especially profound, quite obvious really, but small things are important these days.

Truth and belief.

I resolve to meditate upon it.
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I can't remember what that shop used to be – the one in whose doorway the homeless person sits all day. It was a tobacconist, I think. It's been empty for a while, business rents so high they're driving out respectability, driving it all the way out to the Yankee style malls that are nibbling into the green belt. The only places that thrive in Middleton now are thrift shops because they get a special rate. Coffee shops also do well, so long as they don't get too far up themselves, in which case they never last more than five minutes. Then there are the usual parasites that feed upon poverty: the betting shops, the pawn shops... and the pubs.

My bookshop was a shoe-shop. Mum used to bring me here for my little Startrites. I say, "bookshop", but the town's not had a proper bookshop, other than Smiths in thirty years, and Smiths moved out last winter. It's just another charity shop, really – old books. After twenty five years travelling in aluminium castings, I work here now. Well... actually, I volunteer. Pushing sixty, and with no recognisable qualifications as such, I'm basically unemployable, and have to give my time away, unless I'd rather waste the days in bed.

Maggs has a degree in something or other, I forget what. She gets paid of course, but I'd hazard a guess it's not much, because if you're an employee, it never is. Owners are different, but that’s a special club and generally only psychopaths are eligible. She's not in Middleton all the time, just a couple of days a week, comes to collect the takings, such as they are, checks the stock, redistributes the surplus among the other bookshops in the region she manages. 

She thinks I'm a bit thick, I suppose, guy my age, bit of a dinosaur, never seen a computer before. Sometimes though, it's to one's advantage to act a bit numb. It opens more doors than one would imagine, and keeps closed the doors one definitely doesn't want opening. At least not any more I don't.

There are three others on the roster. We're supposed to do days about, but you can't expect reliability when you're not paying anything. Maggs has me on her little iPhone and I'm called out more days than not. She's never one for conversation, keeps it clipped, business like: 

"Mike, can you come in this morning? Robbie's sick again."

Robbie's sick a lot. But then he's seventy five and struggles with arthritis. Lindsay struggles too, but that's with alcohol. Alan struggles with his nerves, and while we all do our best, none of us are going to get any better. As for Maggs, there's never a "sorry" for ringing me at seven a.m. on my days off. No 'thank you' when I say I'll come in. But I always do. Come in, I mean and you can make of this what you will, but if you're turning up at eight thirty, regular as clockwork more days than not to sit behind this desk for no pay, you either like books, or you've got something wrong with you. 

I guess that's me on both counts.

Anyway there's a guy just brought in a shopping bag of books, dumped them on the desk without a word, then hurried out again. You get all sorts. Sometimes they expect a medal for their generosity, sometimes it's just a chat and I'm happy to oblige, because our phones are killing off the art of conversation. Embarrassment, that's his problem, and common enough – embarrassed to admit he's a reader maybe, somehow bookish in this god-forsaken age. 

Poor sod.

You and me both, mate.

"Thanks. Very kind of you."

There are eight books in the bag. Six generic chick-lit titles – always the best movers, and we can't really get enough of them. Women are by far the most prolific readers. The other two are more literary. One of them's Barry's 'Long Long Way'. I'll read that one myself before it goes out on the shelf – call it perks of the job. They'd cost getting on for a tenner, new. We sell them for couple of quid, buy one get one free. That's the commercial, by the way – Donnegans on Chapel Street, Middleton. Call next time you're passing. All donations to a good cause – though I forget now what that cause is exactly, other than, in part, Maggs' wages, and her boss', I suppose.

Anyway, I take the books into the back room, give them a wipe with a cloth and just a hint of Mr Muscle – nothing worse than a grubby book cover, is there? Much more attractive when they're squeaky clean. Maggs has left a couple of titles by Dylan Thomas on the table. I'd forgotten about those. They're not in great condition, much thumbed and scribbled in by generations of lit students. No doubt she's thinking of binning them.

Indeed, she'd be happier if we cleared out the little poetry section altogether, made way for more celebrity biography. I tell her it's the poetry that marks us out as different, makes us like a proper bookshop. And we still shift a few copies, though she doesn't know it's me who's bought most of them. So far as I'm concerned if the poetry dies in Middleton, we might as well all of us pile into the Malting House and drink ourselves to an early death. 

Consider it my little gesture of defiance in the face of Austerity, something quietly subversive about it.

So... Dylan Thomas goes on the shelf – Miscellany One (1963) and Two (1974). There was also a Miscellanies Three, I recall, 1978 or so. It would be nice to have all three, but there we go. I've dipped into each of them over the years, was moved by them, but mystified and downright stumped as well.

'Do not go gentle into that good night... rage, rage..."

And so on.

Miscellany One, I think.

But that's all well and good, Dylan, my lad, except when your time's up, it's up, and ranting on about it’s, well, a bit undignified, I mean when there's not a damned thing you can do. Me? I'd rather just settle down in an easy chair, put on some music or cycle through old movies. 

Bring it on, I say – I'll go quietly, thanks. 

It's raining hard of a sudden. The homeless person disappears inside the sleeping bag, resembles a giant caterpillar now, curled up there. God help them, it must be five degrees outside, and a frost this morning. I wonder where they sleep. Is there a hostel in town these days? I don't know. I've heard they're bad places – all violence and drugs and bed-bugs. 

Do the Salvation Army take soup round of a night? 

In Middleton?

Whatever have we come to?

The bigger shoe man puts up a busted golfing brolly, gamely tanks it out for his tenner a day. I imagine he's seen worse than a bit of rain – was pulled from the sea perhaps, family drowned, his home blown to bits in a war no one seems able to stop, and hardly makes the BBC any more. I may be wide of the mark, but this is the story I make up for him.

I digress. I've no idea. No idea at all.

Business as usual then.

I straighten my cuffs, take out the notebook, jot down my observations, my notes... from a small bookshop. 

Good title Mike!
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My Aunt's house was built in 1909, rather a noble looking double fronted villa, and I guess quite posh for its day. It lasted until the first shudder following the trial fracking they carried out some years ago and was thereafter pronounced a danger to life and limb by the surveyor.

The fracking company say the quake was natural, and all manner of experts back them up, so compensation was not forthcoming. Unfortunately I then discovered my Aunt hadn't paid insurance on the place in years, so I moved her into a nursing home while we worked out what to do. She solved the problem for herself by promptly dying there, rather a confused and ultimately homeless old lady. The ruin of the property, such as it was, then passed to me.

I got as far as having it cleared with a JCB, while I slept in a caravan in the garden, sold my own place and invested the money. The garage was still serviceable so I left that standing – somewhere to keep Mavis dry of a night – she being rather an old and, to me at least, quite a precious little Japanese roadster – though in money terms I guess she's barely worth a thousand pounds. 

I'd planned to replace the ruin with one of those stylish Huff Houses. I got planning permission and everything, even had the foundations prepared, but then they shut the foundry and I got potted. The money I'd made from the sale of my own place was pressed instead into providing a modest income to boost the rather meagre company pension, taken about a decade early, and as a consequence I'm still in the van. 

It's a biggish plot, nice lawns and well planted, a little shed for the mower and tools and such, and then there's this odd shaped concrete raft of course where the house used to be, and the garage to one side. It confused the postman no end until I put a postbox out front. It's all a little weedy now, and the Bamboo my aunt had a penchant for is becoming rampant. Soon it'll resemble the Bamboo Grove in Hesse's Glass Bead Game (1948), minus the sage of course, since I hardly qualify. 

But then it doesn't take a sage to work out a caravan's no place to be in the middle of winter – either too hot when the heater's on, or too cold when it's not, and the mould makes short work of anything made of leather – namely shoes at a hundred quid a pair all furred up after the first six months. And I imagine the damp plays havoc with what I take to be the beginnings of rheumatic pains in my joints.

I'm making it sound grimmer than it is of course. On the plus side it's a rural location, views up to the West Pennines, and the van's a nice, big old thing, turfed off a holiday site in the Lakes for being past its sell-by. But it's in good repair and comfy enough for a single chap with no aspirations, and even fewer prospects.

I have a solar panel system to cut back on the mains, and I've started using a wood burner instead of the Calor – touring the villages around about in the summer, looking for skips and clearances – a lot of wood just gets thrown away, you see? You've got to be sharp in spotting it though because it's a competitive business in these straigtened times, blagging free heat. I suppose there'll come a time when it'll be outlawed, but until then I'm managing to have sufficient scrap sawn up and stacked by autumn to see me through the winter. 

Off grid as much as possible – that's the way!

Alone? Yes, pretty much these days. Never married, both parents gone and no family. It's a lonely life, but I'm used to that, spending a lot of time on the road with the job, living inside my own head. The benefit is the freedom it affords one, and I'm in no position now to be supporting a partner anyway. I wake at nights on occasion, thinking it would be nice again to have someone to share a bed with, snuggle up to, buy flowers for, spoil rotten etc, but experience has taught me such luxuries come with a heavy price tag, and I'm not just talking about money. 

Casual one nighters are an option, but have never really been my thing, even when I was on the road. Plus they're harder to find, and increasingly ridiculous the older one gets. Also, I suppose I've reached that age where the women I find attractive are far too young to be second glancing me, and the women of my own age are either long spoken for, or, let's face it, in the main, physically running to seed. Also I've observed single women of my age, widowed or otherwise, are generally in search of husbands, not lovers. 

"Mike? Robbie's having a bad day. He needs to go home. Will you come in?"

Maggs. 

It's half past nine on a Saturday morning, and the forecast is good. I'm thinking about eggs and bacon at Morrison's Cafe, then a run over to the Dales with Mavis for a walk. They do a good breakfast at Morrisons. 

"Lindsay?" I suggest, half heartedly, knowing how unlikely it is that we can rely upon Lindsay, poor kid.

"Can't get her to answer the 'phone." 

Alcohol's a devil when it gets hold of you – bad as anything illegal, but they sell it cheaper than water. Clearly we need more people on the volunteering roster. 

"Alan?"

"Not answering either." 

There's no please, no persuasive sweetness in her tone. It's a straight yes or no she's after. Very business-like... very... I don't know,... pragmatic, is our Maggs.

"I'll be there in an hour. Can you hold the fort 'till then?"

"I suppose I'll have to."

No, the hour's wait doesn't please her much – something in her tone before she closes the call. I can be there in fifteen minutes if I drop everything, but I want to wash and change – no sense in sacrificing appearances – so an hour it is. 

No gratitude either. You notice that?

Presence! We've lost this idea of taking the time to anchor oneself in the present moment. That sounds a little odd, I know. But when we rush into everything we lose touch with our selves and our presence in the world. Which is why I stop, and take time to fasten in a pair of cuff links. It's not just for fancy. It's for ourselves, and we should never be ashamed of that.

Anyway, she's a good looking woman, Maggs – well kept, you might say – fortyish, unhappy in some way, and that intrigues me. Can't say for sure how I know, other than at times there's something rather stiff about that mask she wears. 

We all deal with life through a set of programmed responses. We can't help it. It's interesting when you become aware of it, that we're all simply automatons, play-acting in some way. I'm the same of course, but it's one thing to know you're pretending you're something you're not, quite another inflating yourself into something bigger than you really are and actually believing in it. That could be Magg's problem. She's not cottoned on to even that most basic of truths yet. 

Or at least this is the story I've written for her.

These are just small lives we're living, you understand? Provincial market town lives, about a hundred thousand souls hereabouts, mostly unknown to one another, let alone to the billions of others alive in the world today. The best of them try to make a difference, try to make the world a little more comfortable for others, rather than just themselves. There's a belief nowadays small lives like ours aren't worth a damn, but I have a theory the important things are easier to spot in places like this, even if they're only conspicuous by their absence. 

Anyway.

I arrive at the shop, but instead of taking off, Maggs sits herself down like lady muck on the sofa, smooths her dress down like she's settling in for a while, and starts to read – still no word of thanks either. She's working her way through the entire canon of Ian McEwan at the moment – On Chesil Beach (2007) this morning. She has a slightly disapproving look about her while she does so. 

I've always thought of McEwan as more of a man's writer, which perhaps explains it – her look being more one of bemusement at the appraisal of an unknown and slightly puzzling species. I fear I also have her down as a militant feminist, result of long years attached to the wrong man. And since I don't know Maggs, or her man, I've no idea where these ideas come from, and therefore perhaps reveal more about myself than anyone else.

The sofas were my idea by the way. 

They got chucked into a skip when they were clearing out the hairdressers next door. Robbie and I brought them in – Robbie on a good day. Maggs wasn't sure, wrinkled her nose, didn't want loafers sitting down and reading stuff for free, then walking out without buying anything. 

It's all about maximising your retail space – I understand that – and these sofas do take up a lot of room, whilst apparently contributing nothing but comfort. But takings did go up a little afterwards, so Maggs was happy to let them stay, and they do add immeasurably to the old book-shop vibe, which is a deceit I'm rather happy to indulge.

The bigger shoe man's on his pitch, the homeless person's in their doorway and there's some kid with a banjo doing a not half bad impression of George Formby. Saturdays are marginally less depressing in Middleton on account of the buskers, even the rubbish ones. 

A dishevelled professor-type comes in and asks if I'll order him some obscure title. I explain, politely, we're a charity book-shop, and don't do that sort of thing, but I find it difficult to make myself understood. Has he tried online? No he hasn't. The online world has entirely passed him by. I turn to the computer, and look the title up for him on Ebay.

Lo and behold, there's a copy for thirty quid, hardback. 'Buy it now.' I tell him if he'll give me thirty quid, plus a two pound transaction fee, I'll order it for him, and it'll be in in about a week. He's appalled, mutters dark curses and shuffles away. 

Bookshops attract all sorts, mostly the stranger varieties of humankind.

Maggs is smiling, now. Something amuses her.

"That was quick thinking, Mike."

Ah... mistake. I don't want her thinking I can think quickly.

Blue dress today, nice little jacket. Hair long and loose for a change which makes her look about thirty five. Scent of Le Jardin. 

Don't remind me.

And then, looking over the top of her book: "Heavens, it's just a girl!"

"What's that, Maggs?"

"I've been trying to catch a glimpse all morning. It's a girl, Mike. Look."

The homeless person has emerged from their layers just long enough to reveal the shape of a face. It's younger than I'd first thought, but whether male or female I still could not decide. Long haired young men, after all, do not look dissimilar to young girls. The absence of a beard did rather suggest, however... I defer to the boss's analysis and allow that it might indeed be a girl.

"That's a shame, Maggs."

"Oh... but can't somebody do something? It's not right..."

Now this strikes me as being a little sexist – the implication that a homeless man could freeze his balls off out there all year, yet solicit not so much as a flutter of sympathy, while Maggs' reaction suggests the fairer sex are considered the more human for being worthy of instant compassion. Don't get me wrong I am quite moved by the revelation myself but surely it's an equal tragedy, whether it's a man or a woman?

"I wouldn't worry. She probably has a snazzy little motor parked somewhere across town, and a three bedroom detached to go home to."

Maggs shoots me a dark look. "You don't actually believe all that rubbish, do you?"

This hits the spot and I'm ashamed of my feeble attempt at humour. "Sorry, Maggs. Of course not. That must be why she hides herself though." 

"How do you mean?"

"Well, young girl on the street, they're so much more... vulnerable to the unscrupulous element, aren't they."

It appears I have just answered my own question. Maggs thinks on this for a while, is disturbed by it, which was not my intention. She sets her book aside, looks rather stern.

The shop becomes busier of a sudden. 

Saturday afternoons are when we do most trade. Maggs doesn't usually stick around, and I'd thought the whole point of my coming in was so she didn't have to – having already put in her required hours for that week. But still she lingers which is frustrating, and I rather have the impression she's checking up on me, like there's something wrong with my work or my attitude to customers, that sort of thing. Ridiculous really. It's not like I'm being paid, but the shop means so much more than that to me now and I would not like to lose even my unpaid position within it. 

I think it was Orwell who wrote that most of those drawn to bookshops tend to be of the paranoid type. 

It seems I am no exception.

Anyway, we've just had this generous donation of the complete set of the Brother Cadfael mysteries – Ellis Peters. It makes sense to keep them together, but this requires some shuffling of stock to make room on the shelf. I'm there for a while, my back to the shop, but when I've finished I turn around and that's when I see her.

No, not Maggs. 

Someone else.

I see long brown hair, expensive jeans, a cream camisole and, over that, a beautiful blouse in shimmering shades of green. She's loose of limb and crouched down in the literary section, such an elegance in her poise, an arm reaching out lazily, index finger raised to guide her gaze as she scans the titles.

My first impression is that she must be some kind of alien, or lost, to find herself in Middleton in a charity bookshop, among the dishevelled and the crushed and the homeless. She's simply too elegant, too beautiful to be here at all.

No... I mean really! 

I freeze, still a couple of Cadfaels in my hand. The feeling is almost spiritual. I am completely entranced by this woman, and lose all track of time. She's simply stunning, and what I'm feeling as I look at her is a dull ache, something sweet yet ultimately... sad.

Sad?

Well, all right... more regret then. Yes, that's it. It's like staring into an awful yawing chasm of dreams of things that could never be.

But whatever those things are or were – and I really don't know – I'm completely overwhelmed by an inarticulate longing for them. Not for her you understand? For them – for the sweet thing or things she embodies.

"Mike?"

Maggs' voice brings me back to myself, she takes the books from my hand, slots them into place, rather a supercilious smirk on her lips – at least I imagine so. I've no idea how long I've been standing there. I blush,...

"Hmm? Sorry Maggs."

No. This isn't what you think. After all, there's no point being struck by love at first sight when you're too old to do anything about it, is there? I'm rather hoping there's something about the woman to stall this unfortunate and rather sudden rush of tender sympathies before they get a head start on me. If she would only turn and reveal some flaw, some imperfection...

She does turn, but she's rather good-looking actually, so there is no easy get out to be had. She is Marilyn Monroe, she is Rita Hayworth, she is Julia Roberts, all in one and she smiles at me directly, a full megawatt smile. Then she approaches, so I feel the panic rising as in the breast of the humblest serf at the approach of his queen.

"How much for these, Mike?" she asks. She's holding Dylan's Miscellanies. She likes poetry? But this is incredible! This is almost like... fate.

But wait... she knows my name? 

Only because Maggs has just used it, you dummy. 

Maggs has to answer for me. I'm still speechless. Stricken. Such a beautiful smile, and her voice, soft, lilting... delicate. 

She has such... grace!

But more than that I much of that sadness I realise is not so much mine... as hers. Those dreams of things that cannot be... are hers. Or so the story I am writing for her goes.

She pays with a shiny two pound coin, slips the books into her shoulder-bag, thanks Maggs, and walks out. I get a backwards glance that could be explained by a romantic curiosity or, as is more likely, mirth at my stupidity. I manage to silently mouth the word: "Bye," but that's about it.

"Mike? Are you all right? You look a bit queer. Why don't you go out and have a cup of tea. I'll cover for a bit."

There's something disapproving in her tone, as if I've disappointed her, been unprofessional, and she'd rather I was out of her sight now. Yes, I know I'm probably imagining it, but I need no further persuasion, take up my jacket, go out into the street, compelled to see where this exotic creature has gone. But the Saturday crowds have folded over all trace, leaving me wondering if I imagined her.

Just as well. 

I return after half an hour of wandering the precinct, visiting all the places I can think of where a woman like that might have gone. Bodycare? Boots? that new fancy goods shop on Mill Street – the one that won't last five minutes in a town like this? She's nowhere, and I feel her loss in a sudden heaviness. Meanwhile, in the till, the shiny two pound coin she left stands out amongst its less lustrous brethren. I replace it with a couple of scabby pounds of my own, and slip the pristine coin she held into my breast pocket, feel its weight settling there. Something mysterious about it.

Hell! I really thought I'd done with all of that.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four
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There was a girl in High Wycombe, another in Middleton – both at the same time, I'm afraid to say. But they were two hundred and fifty miles apart and these were the pre-internet, pre-social media days, so there was little chance of them ever finding out about one another. I know that doesn't make it any easier to forgive, but there we are.

It would have been in the very early nineties, I suppose. I'd moved away from the technical office at the foundry by then, joined the sales team. The money was better, and they gave me a BMW. I rather fancied the travelling life for a bit. Most of our customers were in the south, so that's where I spent a good deal of my time. They were both lovely, lively girls, good looking, great fun.

Of the two, Laura, my High Wycombe girl, was the more exciting in bed. She taught me most of what I know about the carnal life, and the erotic – the erotic of course being something quite beyond mere sex. Sandra, my Middleton lass was all the sweeter for her innocence. Laura was my weekday girl, Sandra my weekends. Laura was Le Jardin, Sandra was... what was she? Clinique, I think, at least by day, but for our evening trysts I remember something of a deeper, darker bouquet.

I was five years with Laura, six with Sandra. It ended on both counts, not because either found out about the other, but more I believe it was simply in the way of things. There is a natural transition from the initial attraction, to the novelty of a fresh skin, then the comfort and security of its familiarity, then the seeds of imperfection, the bad moods, and finally guilt at not becoming for them what either of them wanted me to be, which I suppose was engaged to be married. And of course they wanted babies, because that's ultimately what all women want from men, just like all men want from women, more or less is... well, pussy. 

No offence. 

Neither of us can help these things. 

Thinking back, either girl would have been delightful as a life-mate, but there was something in me then that resisted commitment. And now it's rather too late. I also felt terribly guilty about the whole thing afterwards, and somehow unworthy of Womankind. Yet it seems the Wellbeloved persists in me and, I presume, for a reason other than self mockery. 

The Wellbeloved? 

Yes... it's an unfamiliar concept these days – I'll explain later.

Anyway, what I felt that time in the bookshop was not the first time it had happened, a part of me still clearly desiring women in the normal way, while the greater, more sensible part of me points out their shortcomings, to wit for starts in this most recent case: I was old enough to be her father – not that such a thing would have deterred a one percenter. But they have evolved into a breed apart, seem at times quite amoral, and otherwise psychologically confused. Well-adjusted late-middle-aged men do not seek truly romantic relations with girls in their twenties. 

Manners, etiquette, sexual politics and morality, such subtleties are left to the rest of us to make what we can of them while the one percenters squander their privilege in sordid excess. I know... this sounds a bit rich coming from a man who once juggled two girls, but even I recognise it's more than the mere objective fact of a woman that's the important thing, that a man gains most in this respect from a woman of similar years to himself. 

Pussy notwithstanding.

Thinking back I must have appeared quite gormless to her, perhaps even a little simple. That girl in the shop, I mean. But what was most shocking to me was the sudden and quite overwhelming feeling my life up to that point had amounted to nothing. In purely material terms it hadn't of course, but I'd always managed to be quite sanguine about it. Now though, I felt bitter, and ached for something else, was hungry for a kind of satisfaction I'd craved as a younger man, the only salve for which, beyond sex, was to be wanted, to be included, swept up under the wing of one so beautiful, so elegant, so graceful as she. 

This is the message of the muse: "Shape yourself Mike".

The shock of it was for a time quite paralysing. But from past experience I was confident that, over the coming days, the feeling would evolve into something more philosophical. To assist in matters I made it clear to Maggs I would not be available for duty, and took myself off with Mavis to the Yorkshire Dales. I was thinking some time away would put me straight. 

It usually does.

So...

Mavis is perhaps my only enduring love. All other things are transient. Except, of course, she too is rather showing her age; she's getting on in years now, still a lively little machine, and has yet to let me down, though she's clocked well over a hundred thousand. But the last MOT revealed the beginnings of tin worm, bubbling and flaking around the rear of the sills and the arches – a common defect of this marque. It causes the MOT man to suck his teeth and declare the vehicle unroadworthy – and welding is so expensive. I could buy a newer car for the cost of repair, which is the sensible thing to do, I suppose. So it looked like being our last year together, but the thought of it, coupled with my more recent and rather unfortunate infatuation lent an air of unsettled melancholy to the trip. It did not bode well and rather spoke to a deeper malaise that puzzled me.

There was clearly more to this affair than I realised.

There's this cabin I rent by the River Wharfe, a little way downstream from Burnsall. It's rather a peculiar spot, a secret place washed by the constant sound of the river, and nestling deep in a bowl of hills. There is something womb-like about it, a long, narrow umbilical of rutted track connecting it to an insignificant and dead ended strip of road that wends for miles. It focuses the mind like no other place I know, if perhaps only because there is no Internet, nor TV nor mobile coverage. 

There is solar lighting, and a wood-burning stove, like at the van. Unlike the van though this place is built to Scandinavian standards and will remain cosy when it is minus twenty outside. It also has stairs, and I rather like sleeping upstairs. There is something primeval in climbing one's way to bed – a perfect solution to the scourge of sabre toothed tigers. As for the rest, there are sheepskin throws and deep leather sofas, and sweet scented pine boards. And there are walls and walls of books. 

It is a deceit of course, this sense of remoteness – clean bedding and materials are brought in by the farmer's lady on a trailer hitched to a doggedly assertive little quad-bike, and the market town of Grassington is not twenty minutes away.

I'm here for the week, but find myself feeling hollow and alone the whole time. I eat little, just nibble inconsequentially at things. And I walk. 

I cannot be in love – the idea is ridiculous – but I am certainly fretting over something.

By midweek, I have ventured over to Horton and climbed the shapely prow of Penyghent. I am using the phone as a navigational aid, when it rings and I almost drop it in a puddle. It's Maggs, asking if I can come in. 

Dammit.

"I'm in the Dales, Maggs. Remember?"

"Oh. I'd forgotten, Mike."

I wonder how much notice she takes of anything I tell her. 

"Tomorrow will do," she says.

I am on the summit by this time, two and a half thousand feet up, wind howling, miles from the nearest road. I fancy other hikers are sneering at me for my use of a phone in the wilds, and normally I would have been cross but discover I am actually rather glad to hear her voice – her somewhat terse telephone manner notwithstanding. It cuts cleans through my loneliness, reminds me that what I most enjoy these days is my time in the bookshop, and the odd bit of casual chat with the customers. Still, there's nothing I can do about that now. 

"Sorry Maggs, I'm booked in for the week." 

"Oh... really?" She sounds disappointed, confused, but I did explain all of this to her. I think of suggesting Robbie or Alan, but think again. "Well, you enjoy yourself, Mike. And stay safe, won't you?"

She sounds distant now, a little lost, and I do regret that, am mystified both by it and by my regret, but she will just have to fill in herself, or get someone else in the organisation or whatever shambles it is that's fronted by Donnegans to do so. Surely the whole lot of it can't come crashing down for want of one unpaid volunteer, can it? 

The weather settles in wet. I return to the cabin and I don't venture from it for the rest of the week. The clouds come down the hillsides forming a cap on the Dale and the river takes on a more deep throated murmuring. No sense now in fighting such days in full waterproofs, blundering my way through the murk across the tops. I take my cue from the land and hunker down instead to watch the river through the picture window that lets onto the now rain varnished deck. The river runs black and viscous, like oil.

I find Hardy's Wellbeloved (1897) on the shelves. It's an unusual find, but apposite since I was talking about it to you earlier on wasn’t I? It's one of the more mysterious of his novels, also one of his last. In it, our nineteenth century hero, a sculptor, falls for the "form" of a woman manifested through three generations of one family: Mother, daughter and finally the granddaughter. 

Hardy does not mean this literally, of course, that as an old man the sculptor lusts after the granddaughter having first lusted after her mother in his middle age and her grandmother in his youth. Taken literally like that it is rather a silly story, to say nothing of being somewhat perverted. No, what he is chasing in each woman is his ideal, his evergreen muse, in the same way I am chasing it through the unnamed woman in the bookshop. The muse does not change, you see? She does not age as a man ages. She is timeless, immortal. She is of the Gods. 

This is what Hardy is telling us.

I think of Laura – heavens – nearly thirty years ago now: big hair, blow waves, shoulder pads and high-gloss lipstick, and I feel nostalgic for those times. I have not seen her since, but were I to see her now as a middle aged lady, the muse would surely have deserted her. The muse is not about love and procreation you see? The muse is guiding a man to something else, but he had better be careful or she can just as easily ruin him if he misreads the signs and he tries to shag every pretty little bag of bones to pass his way. It's a mistake many of us make, failing to recognise the call of the goddess within us. Then she takes offence, turns into a harpy and ruins us by our sexual misdeeds.

But in any case her manifestation always leaves us feeling empty, dissatisfied with our lives, our lot. And for me at least, I find she comes at the turning of my decades, presaging change, or at least demanding it. And it leaves me fearing old age and death as never before, because at my age, what else is there other than regret I have never once actually touched such loveliness? And we cannot touch it because it is not of this world, yet its presence fills us at times, such as now, with an all consuming urgency, that we simply must have it at any price.

And what else can I do at my time of life that will satisfy the lusts she still kindles within me? 
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Chapter Five
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I calculate it's a month now since my return from the Dales. In all that time she has not once come back to the bookshop. I tell myself I am relieved by this, that it allows me to further rationalise my feelings for her into dust.

The weather has not been kind, the winter hardening, the rains incessant for weeks now. The afternoon is quiet, the street thinned of its crowds, and those who do venture out trot by in a hurry to be elsewhere, rain glistening on the shoulders of their multitudinous and uniformly cheap rainwear.

Maggs is wearing a blue trouser suit, white cotton blouse done up to the neck. She looks a little Edwardian today, very chaste, very proper, very professional. Her trousers are well cut and, like her dresses, make rather a virtue of her overlarge hips and thighs. I apologise for another somewhat crude objectification, but there is not much else to observe in the shop this afternoon, there being so little by way of customers. 

I fear I may have used this excuse before.

The fact of Magg's presence is also worth mentioning and somewhat curious. There are other shops in other towns she has responsibility for, but manages always to be in this one on Saturdays, or other days when I'm here, and I'm needing a bit of... well... shall we say 'space'?

Does she think me incompetent? If so, why am I so frequently summoned by speed-dial?

She's just asked me what it is I'm writing and I tell her it's a novel. She smiles indulgently, thinks me a naive fool perhaps and then:

"Oh, Mike it's absolutely pouring!"

"Did you say appalling, Maggs?"

"No, I said pouring."

"Yes, a poor afternoon. Bad for custom. I bet we've not even made the rent today."

"And that poor girl."

Maggs' gaze is now fixed upon the rather pale face of the homeless girl. Pale is not the right word – more ashen – eyes sunken. In other times she would have been described as consumptive. For a while she's sheltered enough in her doorway, but then the wind changes direction, and comes straight at her. She disappears under her sleeping bag, the rain relentless, soaking her through.

'Appalling' is about right, at least in this context – the context of homelessness, and how easily we accept it as normal, how easily we dismiss those reduced in circumstances to a category rather less than human – even comforting ourselves with the delusion they are somehow professional beggars with nice homes and cars to return to, thus neatly negating the need for our involvement, and our guilt.

"We must do something," she says.

"Em... we must?"

"Well... we can't just leave her out there. She could... die, Mike."

"Oh... I rather doubt that. Look... I... I think there's an umbrella in the stock room someone left behind."

"Umbrella, yes. Go fetch it. It'll keep you dry while you nip out and invite her in."

I was thinking more we could perhaps give the girl the umbrella. To actually invite her in strikes me as rather lacking in caution.

"But... she might..."

"Might what?"

"Well... smell or something." 

All right... I know, that was an appalling thing to say and in my defence I admit I am ashamed of myself from the moment I say it. What I had really meant to say was that she might be dangerous.

"Oh... Mike, really... this is an old bookshop, it already smells. Go and invite her in. I'll put the kettle on."

The girl visibly recoils when I crouch beside her under my broken umbrella. Usually coins are tossed from a comfortable distance, gazes averted, yet here I am clearing my throat into her personal space and saying "Excuse me", as if I were about to ask the time.

"It's... rather cold. And wet. Won't you come into the bookshop for a bit? Cup of tea? Warm your... bones?"

The girl gives a briskly emphatic shake of the head, says nothing, instead screws up the corners of her mouth as if she's about to growl at me. She is indeed very young, late teens, early twenties at most. Her hair is like a rat's nest, and that deathly pallor does her no good at all. She's also painfully thin, malnourished. She does not, however, so far as I can tell... smell. Of course we know nothing about her, Maggs and I. She could be the worst kind of trouble – mentally ill, violent, a substance abuser...

I back away a little, rather glad actually, to be so firmly rebuffed. Then I look over my shoulder at Maggs, watching from the bookshop, and I shrug, helplessly, but she urges me on for another try – a wide eyed shooing gesture. It instils in me the feeling I will be doing her a disservice if I do not try a bit harder. 

Perhaps it's me, my maleness that's the problem, and the girl thinks I'm making unwelcome advances. 

"It's all right, really," I tell her. "My boss, Maggs... Margery, over there, she asked me to invite you. She's... already put the kettle on."

I try a bright, encouraging smile, but the girl averts her eyes, stares off at an oblique angle, shutting me out of her world. It's understandable that one in her position must be defensive, but she's clearly also damaged in some way though not so far as I can tell actually... dangerous. I had been against the idea of course, but now the girl has become human to me and I feel wretched I cannot even offer her a cup of tea. Worse is when I turn away in defeat, shake my head at Maggs, and feel more wretched I have let her down. This latter is most peculiar, indeed the day is turning out to be a bad lot all round.

"It's no good Maggs. She's not for budging. I'm sorry."

"Not your fault Mike. You tried."

Not my fault? I'd rather felt it was. I cast about for a solution that might please her – not the girl – Maggs. "Perhaps we could take her out a cup of tea?" 

This seems to do the trick, makes her feel easier, that she's done her bit, her Christian duty and all that. She brightens and that she brightens brightens me. "Yes. Good idea. Would you take one?"

"Might be better if you took it, Maggs. I think she has a problem with my... maleness."

"Oh? Oh dear. All right then."

So, Maggs brews tea in the neat little pot we usually use, measures out a spoonful of tea each, and one for the pot, pours the girls' out in Maggs' own teacup which she then takes out onto the street, complete with matching saucer. On the one hand this looks ridiculous, on the other there is something undeniably beautiful about it, defiant almost – that dainty china teacup being carried by Maggs – trim suit and a stately gait. She looks a beacon of manners and poise amid a hailstorm of barbarism.

It's very touching.

The girl receives it, eyes still averted, sets the saucer down next to her begging bowl and wraps her mittened hands around the cup to warm them.

When Maggs returns she withdraws into a thoughtful silence. I surmise she is still thinking how to coax the girl indoors, perhaps even to go further, to help her, materially in some way. This worries me. It seems foolish, and I regret to say my only thoughts are I am afraid Maggs' lovely little teacup will get broken, or the strange girl will make off with it.

Then the door jingles and everything is forgotten because... 

Well...

My heart leaps. 

She wears a long suede coat today, and a sable hat that makes her look like a Russian Princess. And God help me but nothing else exists for a time now but her. And for the whole of that time, I float as if in a dream. As a manifestation of the muse, my Wellbeloved, she is quite... heavenly.

"I've brought you these, Mike." she says. Sweet voice, kindly, soft...

A little sad. 

And my name. She used my name... remembered it...

She has brought me Miscellany One, by Dylan Thomas, which she purchased last time, also a copy of Niall Williams' 'Four Letters of Love' (1997).

"That's very kind of you," I tell her. 

Note: I am at least in control of myself now.

I had thought she might settle in for a while and browse, but she turns and I fear she's about to leave, but then she smiles. "I wonder," she says. "It sounds silly, but would you pick something out for me?"

"Em... of course. Anything?"

"Anything, really..."

Unusual request. A game of sorts? I smile my best bookshop owner's smile – all right, but were I the owner I imagine that's how he would smile – kindly, erudite, ever respectful. She seems small when I am standing beside her, girlish, delicate. What to choose? She has literary tastes. The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy (1997) takes my eye. Romantic. Exotic. Tragic. We could do without the tragedy, but such is Romance, and forbidden love, as I recall, but there we go. It's what speaks to me in the moment.

"Have you read this one?"

She shakes her head – the smile, the flawless complexion, the winter glow upon her cheeks, her poise, all of it is such a pleasure to behold... she balances on one leg, tucks one foot behind her ankle, sways there, something little-girlish about it, something to invite my indulgence.

"And perhaps this one – only came in this morning." A collection of poems by Heaney, "The Opened Ground" (1998) something melancholic in Heaney I find. I think she will appreciate it. '97-'98, about the time of the ending of my affairs with Laura and Sandra.

"Oh yes... perfect," she says. "Thank you."

She seems pleased with these choices, hands over another two pound coin, dips her fingertips lightly to my palm. There is a momentary, electrifying contact. Then she takes her leave.

I gaze after her until the crowds flow over her. I'm longing to follow, to sustain the dream, but I cannot, or rather the better part of myself will not allow it, reminding me that whatever it is she is possessed by, and that I want, it is not contained in her physical self – is only symbolised by it.

This is purely spiritual. 

When I return to my senses I have The Four Letters of Love to my nose. It's a recent print, still carries the scent of newness about it, but also something else, something delicately perfumed, something young and girlish in it – roses, sweet-pea, lavender. I've read the book before, twenty years ago on its first publication, and am thinking to remind myself of it by reading it again, and slowly, perhaps looking for a key in the words she has also read, while savouring the scent of this perfume from those elegant fingertips, the fingertips that have brushed my palm and turned the pages...

Four letters of love? 

Ah... 

I'm forgetting throughout all of these introspective musings I have a witness, mute and staring now: Maggs, watching. She says nothing for a while, but the gap between her brows is narrowing. 

I feign innocence. "I wonder what all that was about?"

She sighs. "Oh, Mike," she says, her tone more one of sympathy than censure. It is as if she has caught me undressed for a moment, seen my skin disfigured by unsuspected scars.

I blush. "Maggs?"

She chooses not to reply and instead pinches out the line of the creases in her trousers, a careful meditation, then takes up her book, hides her eyes in it. 

Perhaps she can see more clearly what I cannot. Something odd has just happened. I don't know what it is, while it's plain Maggs suspects she does. And in the worst case of course, she may be right about that, in which case I'm in even more trouble than I thought.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Six


[image: ]




People use all sorts of things as ad-hoc bookmarks, then forget to remove them. We have a collection in the bookshop. Bits of string, little torn triangles of paper, business cards, post cards, greetings cards, sympathy cards, pressed flowers, photographs, a squashed pea-pod, a condom – this in a much thumbed copy of The Joy of Sex, as I recall – a rasher of bacon too – both books quite ruined. 
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