
  
    [image: That Time in Tanglewood]
  


  
    
      That Time in Tanglewood

      The Country Crush Collection: compact stories for country lovers

    

    
      
        Jenn J. McLeod

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Wild Myrtle Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      Published as an anthology in Australia in 2021 by Wild Myrtle Press: a collaborative project with Pilyara Press.

      © 2021: All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior permission of the publisher: Wild Myrtle Press, an imprint of Pilyara Press.

      National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry

      Author: McLeod, Jenn J., author.

      Title: That Time in Tanglewood/Jenn J. McLeod.

      ISBN: 978-0-6485708-5-1 (ebook - five short stories)

      Also in the series: One Friday in Sunflower ISBN: 978-0-6485708-6-8 (ebook - five short stories)

      Country Crush (paperback): ISBN: 978-0-6485708-4-4 (includes all ten stories combined)

      Subjects: Australia–Fiction. Short stories, Australian. Anthologies.

      Dewey Number: A823.01

      Cover design: Wild Myrtle Press

      Image: Jenn J. McLeod (Rutherglen, NSW)

      

      Wild Myrtle Press and Pilyara Press do not mass produce books. We use Print On Demand (POD) publishing because POD books represent economically viable management of the world’s forests, are environmentally responsible and socially beneficial.

      Printed and bound in Australia.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        ‘I have never known any distress that an hour’s reading did not relieve.’

        Montesquieu
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      It is exactly 11:11 am. I know this because clocks surround me.

      Like my father, I am the town’s watchmaker, and between us we have kept timepieces in the small town of Tanglewood ticking for over one hundred years. I am also a watcher of people, although confess to mostly observing Millicent York from my workroom in the front corner of the jewellery store. Same day, same time, she walks by my store window; such is the stately lady’s routine nowadays. While Tanglewood’s shopping precinct and main street is expansive and tree-lined, there is no missing her. Not even among the Saturday morning cafe crowd outside Miss Pink’s Patisserie. I dare say, should the town’s entire population of six thousand crowd the cracked footpaths to bursting, the stylish and self-assured Millicent York would stand out by a country mile.

      Today, when she walks by my store, something about her appearance has me fearing the worst.

      Is Millicent York dying? Death is only a matter of time. Of this I am desperately aware after mastering my craft for over fifty years. The thing about being an old watchmaker, however, is time too easily becomes the overriding focus. And yet, I can’t replace the broken cogs of a life any more than I can stop them from wearing down, prevent time draining memories away, or reverse the clock hands that count down a person’s existence on this planet. All I can do is set the watch before handing the timepiece over. What happens next is up to the owner.
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      11:59 am, same day …

      I’m surprised and delighted when Millicent turns into my store, her hands clutching the patent leather handbag ordinarily reserved for Sunday best. I’m aware of this because she attends church each week, arriving early to secure the same seat: on the aisle, one row in front of me but on the left-hand side. Her bag, tucked tight at her feet, matches the black pumps poking out from under beige cotton trousers. Her hat—small and stylish—covers silky white hair, but I see only the dreamy young girl who used to occupy herself by collecting confetti remainders from the Bible-rests on the back of the pew.

      One Sunday, she’d scooped the pile of colourful dots into a cupped hand and poked the paper pieces on her palm into patterns. Then, one by one, the dots had disappeared. By the time the minister had finished preaching trust and faith and everlasting love, and the congregation closed their hymn books, the confetti pieces—much to her mother’s chagrin—littered Millicent’s blonde crown of curls.

      Later that year, proud parents had packed the same church pews as bright-eyed teenagers were matched by height, then paired. I’d already stuffed my shoes with cardboard to appear taller, and not a single person had been aware of my ruse as I walked down the carpeted aisle beside Milly Brown, vowing it wouldn’t be the last time.

      Ten years later, I witnessed Milly walking the same aisle as a bride. She was resplendent in white and marrying my best friend, Toby York. Two years after that, I was a bystander at the christening of baby Brian, and a second son twenty-four months later. All such happy events, until the 11th day of the 11th month, 2011, when at precisely 11:11 am, church bells tolled for Toby York, the town’s lovable larrikin. I remember the time because that’s the moment I witnessed a tiny piece of Millicent York die.

      ‘Millicent! Great to see you.’ I replace the jeweller’s loupe that normally occupies one eye with a pair of pince-nez and shuffle out from behind the glass partition separating my workroom from the store. With each step, my frame straightens and I grow taller—no cardboard required—until finally I am face-to-face with the woman I’ve always admired and loved.

      ‘Good morning, Angus.’ She returns my smile.

      ‘And to you, Milly. That sunshine looks nice.’

      ‘Why, yes, it is.’ She replies as if the weather no longer makes a difference to Millicent’s days.

      By rote, I’ve unrolled a length of black cloth over the glass counter and rested clasped hands at its centre, as if giving thanks. I suspect I am this morning. ‘Can I show you something in particular?’

      ‘Actually, Angus,’ Millicent places her handbag on the glass cabinet with a cache of glistening watches beneath. ‘I have something to offer you.’ She unclips the tortoiseshell latch on the purse and draws out a small pouch which she promptly upturns. The contents cascade over the black display cloth and twinkle like stars against the night sky.

      ‘My, my, what have we here?’

      ‘I’m hoping you can melt the gold and refashion the diamonds and sapphires into something a little more modern.’

      I’m quick to assess the colour and the clarity in the larger stones on offer. One—instantly recognisable—makes me hesitate. ‘You can’t possibly mean all these pieces. Such memories.’

      She barely looks at the glittering conglomeration. ‘I have no need to save trinkets from the past. Our memories are the only precious jewels we should concern ourselves with, Angus. And they are in here.’ She touches a hand to the side of her head, ‘And in here’. The same hand moves to that place on her chest where a heart ticks over, like the hands of a clock. ‘It’s time,’ she says, her words almost a whisper. ‘Time to tidy my life and make a move. A new house requires many changes.’

      ‘A new house?’ This is news the town grapevine has bypassed.

      ‘Yes, and I’m afraid decluttering becomes a necessity when one downsizes,’ she explains.

      ‘But these pieces, Millicent … They are special.’

      ‘And my granddaughter is soon to be engaged—so Tanglewood’s grapevine tells me. Before long I suspect my grandson will do the same.’ Millicent pulls something from the inside pocket of her handbag. Her photograph, frayed at the corners, is faded; not so the pride in her eyes. ‘Both children are much older now, of course. They live very busy lives,’ she adds, as if noticing the quizzical knotting of my brow. It’s because the picture is tired looking; as is Millicent suddenly. ‘Oh dear, you are very polite to let an old woman carry on.’

      As she smiles, I am a teenager again, eager for a moment with sweet Milly Brown. ‘I’ve always enjoyed your ramblings,’ I say. ‘I’m also interested to learn all I can about my customers when I am to design something unique to them.’

      ‘For my grandchildren,’ she corrects while sliding the prized photograph—clearly more precious than any jewellery item—safely back in her bag. ‘Assuming you’ll have sufficient to make two rings? One for each grandchild?’

      I assure her the gold and gemstones are plentiful and suggest we talk design.

      Waving her hand, Millicent pooh poohs the idea. ‘I’ve no clue about such things. Might your sons, or your grandchildren, be more in touch with what today’s youth are wearing? You have so many young people in your life, Angus.’

      ‘I do, yes.’ I visualise Heatherbrae House with its long hallways and busy walls of framed family photographs. I recall how Mary had insisted I hang multiple pictures of every family gathering so she’d feel surrounded by love and happy memories when she finally slipped away.

      ‘I wish I had more up-to-date photos. I often ask,’ Millicent adds, somewhat defensive, as she moves to the next display case containing dress jewellery. ‘But in this day and age of digital this and that, well …’ She drops her gaze, pride siphoning the early signs of her tears as she searches the display case. ‘I think nothing too showy for my granddaughter. She’s quite refined and stylish, so I’m told.’

      ‘Then I suspect she takes after you,’ I say, watching a red glow, visible under the light dusting of face powder, invade Millicent’s cheeks. She is again radiant.

      If only I could control time, I’d pause my life here and now; long enough to appreciate the effort Millicent York puts into her appearance: setting hair that frames her face and applying makeup to a complexion requiring no such enhancement.

      ‘It’s hot under all these lights,’ I say, noting her glistening top lip. ‘Let me get you a chair.’

      ‘I’m fine, Angus, thank you. Please, about the jewellery design …’

      ‘Yes, yes, down to business,’ I say, professional mask back in place. ‘Perhaps your grandchildren would like input? Ask them next time they visit. They do visit regularly?’

      ‘I see Tim, but he is busy on the family property with his parents. Tabitha returns to Tanglewood periodically, but you know children?’ she says with a tentative smile. ‘And my sons are both working hard, having taken over the farm. They work such long hours and the grandchildren enjoy busy social lives. Not even the festive season remains sacred.’

      ‘Is that why I didn’t see you in church last Christmas?’ I ask.

      ‘Mmm, yes, I was in a terrible dither over the family lunch. For the first time in years we were to spend the day  at my house in town. All of us together, Tim and Tabitha included. I was so excited and there was so much to prepare until …’ Millicent’s tone saddens as she explains the call she’d received from Brian on Christmas Eve. Something had come up. The family cancelled Christmas. Not one visit on the day. Millicent straightens her frame and lightens her voice.

      ‘The old saying is true; your daughter is your daughter for the rest of your life, while your son is a son until he takes a wife.’ She shrugs and smiles a fusion of joy and sadness. ‘Trust me to have two boys.’

      Me too, I might have said while glancing at my sons’ framed faces hanging on the shop wall.

      Instead, I smile. ‘Well, Millicent, if you’re certain you want to give all these up—this one in particular.’ The setting is solid, the stone significant, the design stylish and carefully crafted. A fine piece of work it is today and a fine piece when I made it forty years ago. ‘A fine, fine specimen,’ I say aloud.

      ‘And as you are aware, Angus, the gentleman who gave it to me on our first anniversary was also a fine specimen.’ We smile in memory of Toby until Millicent says, ‘I see no sense in hanging onto something that makes me sad.’

      ‘Very well.’ Having tried as much as I dare, I reach under the counter for a velvet-lined box befitting the collection. ‘What if I was to bring a few design sketches to the bowling club next week?’

      ‘Oh, I’m afraid bingo is no longer possible. The move has me situated out of town, too far from Tanglewood.’

      Both surprise and disappointment render me mute. A single syllable is all I can manage. ‘Oh?’

      ‘Yes, with Brian changing things on the farm and Nathan shifting into the house in town, the family considers Sunflower Retirement Village more suited to my needs.’

      ‘I’m sure they do.’ I remark. ‘When my sons casually left a brochure on the kitchen table five years ago, after Mary died, I set them straight. I told them “I’m not dead yet”.’

      I hold off sharing the rest of the conversation—that such places aren’t a home, and a sprinkling of picture frames in a small, single-bed room cannot disguise the basic, easy-clean cocoons designed for people nearing their use-by date. I won’t be spending whatever time I have left in God’s waiting room; not if it means leaving behind the community I’ve been part of all my life. I’m about to express my concerns when Millicent smiles. Suddenly, the effect of halogen lighting on polished gold and silver is no match for the sparkle in her eyes. There is so much life in the deep, chocolate brown irises staring back, but I bite my tongue and mind my business. This is not the time.

      ‘I’d best be off,’ she says. ‘Thank you for caring, my friend.’
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      Two weeks later …

      Again, I am staggered by the dullness of the halogen-lit jewellery display as I espy Millicent’s face through the store window.

      ‘Your timing is perfect, Milly!’ My shuffle from the workroom is unusually sprightly. ‘Please, sit down.’ I drag a stool to the counter and hold it steady while she perches on the edge, her handbag clasped on her knees.

      ‘You are so kind, Angus. That walk from the bus stop is not easy.’

      ‘You’re catching a bus from the retirement village? Is Toby’s old pride and joy with the mechanic? I know Jock’s always wanted to get under her hood; they no longer make classic cars like yours.’

      ‘Ha! That damn car will no doubt outlive us all,’ she quips, her smile stilling, fading, gone. ‘The thing is, my son insisted I stop driving and, rather than have the car sit in the garage, his wife arranged transfer of ownership to young Tim.’

      I’m saddened by Milly’s news. My sons have been less than gracious about the York boys—and their wives. Just last Tuesday, during our weekly catch-up dinner, they’d disparaged the Yorks for fighting over the family estate and this disturbs but does not surprise me. Jewellers bear witness not only to life’s most joyous unions, we can come face-to-face with the rejected, abandoned, or forgotten. I’ve helped wives and mothers, their spirits broken as badly as their hearts, convert jewellery to cash to buy a ticket to freedom; perhaps to find real love while there’s still time.

      Millicent York’s enemy is not time, and time is not stealing her life away piece by precious piece. Her children are. Not content to take their mother’s home and treasures, they have taken away her independence, her confidence and, now, her car.
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      Two more weeks pass …

      Millicent drops by, and when I offer to show her the work-in-progress, she declines. ‘I’d prefer to wait for the finished item.’

      When something in her eyes suggests she misses the joy of life’s little surprises, I make a silent promise to be present the day she collects the completed rings so I can witness her delight.
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      Another fortnight passes …

      Delight is not what I see on Millicent’s face as she passes by the shop on the arm of a well dressed, middle-aged woman I’m aware is Brian York’s social-climber wife. Millicent barely manages a glance in my direction before she’s hustled across the road towards the bank that occupies the shop next to Miss Pink’s Patisserie. Milly’s expression is one of disappointment, of regret and longing, of sorrow and hopelessness.

      And fear.

      Greed—and not hers—is sucking the life out of Millicent York.
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      It’s that time …

      Even before glancing from my work to the array of wall clocks, I know it’s time. I grab my jacket, leave Son #1 with the shop, and cross the street towards Miss Pink’s.

      When Milly invites me to join her for profiteroles, I explain my self-imposed prohibition of Miss Pink’s pastries. Then, when I sit and order a serving, she laughs.

      By the time morning tea is over, I’m dizzy from both the sugary, soft-centred choux pastry and from Millicent York; with her sweet laugh my new addiction, I can’t get enough. Part as we must, I suggest driving to bingo together. I am, of course, prepared for every objection: Yes, Sunflower is a distance to drive. Yes, I’ll be travelling in the dark. Instead, she tilts her head to the side and says, ‘It’s a date.’

      And we make the arrangement a regular one, our bingo table at the bowling club complete once more.
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      The time is 11:11 exactly …

      Millicent is resplendent in red—the twinset a match to her loafers, and the string of pearls a match to her silvery locks. Gone are the customary grey trousers and sky-blue shirts. Her hair is newly set, and the smell of fresh lacquer pervades my nostrils. We arrive at our regular café table the exact same time and I jiggle my Windsor knot and visualise the nervous schoolboy about to take his first communion—the one so desperate to partner the girl he planned to marry he’d crammed his feet into shoes stuffed with height-enhancing cardboard.

      Five decades later, we have time on our side. We are two cogs in a watch, perfectly tuned, the wheels still turning, still measuring the passage of time. Today we are on a date; we’ve had many. No customers to interrupt us, no busy bingo table to contend with. Just two people sharing a single serve of Miss Pink’s profiteroles.

      The trembling in my hands as I lift the lid on both boxes is not from the sugary treat, but from the finished jewellery designs.

      ‘Oh my!’ It takes her a moment before she reaches almost reverently to caress the remodelled memories. ‘Everything old really can be new again,’ she chimes, examining both rings. ‘You and your boys are wonderful, Angus. These are marvellously modern.’

      ‘My youngest son deserves all the credit for the design,’ I confess. ‘And my eldest brought them to life. But I’ve also been busy, Milly—with this.’

      As I lift the napkin covering the concealed package on the table, then peel back the chunky lid, there is a heart-stopping pause.

      ‘Don’t think me presumptuous,’ I say, somewhat ruefully. ‘I wanted you to have something, too, Milly.’

      Her brow creases, eyes narrowed, confused. ‘You’re giving me a new watch? Why?’

      ‘Firstly, it’s not new.’ I scoot the display box towards her for a closer look and Milly’s mouth curls into a grin.

      Then she laughs that laugh I love. ‘So, this gift of yours is an old watch, Angus?’

      ‘Dear Milly,’ I say, cautiously. ‘This is the timepiece from your cache, but remodelled.’

      Her eyes widen. ‘That ancient thing?! But this is too beautiful. How, Angus?’

      My cheeks tingle with a blush as I explain. ‘I used leftover gold for the case and embedded the remaining diamond chips in the bezel—here, around the outside. Give me your hand, Milly.’ I slip the watch onto her small wrist, the band a perfect fit. ‘I thought you should keep something.’

      When she doesn’t look up straightaway, I picture tears filling her eyes. But no. She’s lifted her face to mine, her smile growing. ‘It’s keeping time, Angus! The hands … They’re ticking over. And here’s me thinking it was only good for scrap.’
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