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        First Dedication

      

      

      

      
        
        For Jade, Paul and Casper,

        with love

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In Memoriam

      

      

      

      
        
        In loving memory of my grandparents

      

      

      

      
        
        and my friend Steve Roberts –

        after whom I named a character

        (because I know he would have found it hilarious);

        and who was never awarded an MBE,

        but absolutely should have been!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.”

        (Romans 12:2, English Standard Version)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “Welcome to Little Bassington,

        Twinned with Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, France

        Home of the Bassington Farmers Market

        Please drive carefully through the village.”

        (Bassington District Council)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        local government, noun

        The administration of a particular county or district, with representatives elected by those who live there.

        (Source: Oxford Languages)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        District councils

        In 2-tier areas, each county council area is subdivided into districts, for which there is an independent district council. There are 192 district councils. District councils are responsible for local services such as rubbish collection, housing and planning applications.

        (Source: GOV.UK – Local Government Structure and Elections)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Town and parish councils

        There are also approximately 9,000 town or parish councils in England. These operate at a level below district councils and unitary authorities. They are often responsible for smaller local services such as allotments, parks and community centres. They may provide other services with the agreement of the county or district council.

        (Source: GOV.UK – Local Government Structure and Elections)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        councillor, noun.

        An elected member of a local government.

        (Source: Cambridge English Dictionary)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ego, noun.

        A person's sense of self-esteem or self-importance.

        (Source: Oxford English Dictionary)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        (1)

        Who was the last person to tell you they loved you?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          A PERFECT WORLD

        

      

    

    
      Have you ever wondered what it would be like to live in a perfect world?

      Imagine, if you will, a snow globe resting on a mantelpiece or a windowsill, in the corner of a quiet sitting room; it must be somewhere unremarkable, a non-descript home on a forgettable street will serve you best. Look inside the snow globe. Picture it in your mind’s eye. Two ornamental figures are standing there, facing the window. They seem comfortable, content; neither one of them ever appears despondent or hopeless.

      Some of us are raised in our own private snow globes; where an indiscernible shield is cast around us to protect us from the inadequacies that thrive outside our lovely, little domain.

      The world we inhabit is such a bleak place, after all. We all breathe imperfect air, we tread imperfect footsteps, and we dwell in imperfect moments.

      As for love – love is the greatest imperfection of them all. Indelibly fragile, lastingly delicate, we place love on a platter and allow it be cross-examined, studied and interrogated. It is commented and remarked upon, analysed and dissected. It makes imperfect men and women of us all.

      So, just for a moment, allow all of that to be pushed to one side and return to the snow globe. Imagine you are inside it.

      What, in your mind’s eye, does your perfect world look like? Perfection is in the gift of the beholder, after all. A perfect song, a perfect letter, a perfect symphony; all of these are just concepts that we pursue within the framework of our own ideals.

      There are those for whom perfection could only take shape with money, or inconceivable wealth; with others, it comes from a type of intangible happiness that they have sought for as long as they are able to recall. For many, a perfect world exists only in those small, indiscernible moments between breaths when they lie contentedly in the arms of another, a spread of stars casting their pearl-white light down from the balconies of heaven. For a select few, their perfect world is made real in the instant that they break away from everything that has come before; when suddenly, unexpectedly, they are wonderfully, breathtakingly, mesmerizingly free.

      Perhaps, for you, it lies in words on a page, in the fictions we create for one another, where the imperfections of our hearts can be washed away like blemishes with blotting paper? In the perfect worlds we craft in storybooks, no one has to die, no one has to lose, and no one has to make impossible choices that ferment the fires of separation and division. Happy endings abound – if there ever has to be an ending at all.

      But perhaps there is another answer to this question.

      Perhaps there is no such thing as a perfect world.

      Perhaps there are only the two ornamental figures, inside a snow globe, watching the window, where the light from across the street has been smudged by the rain.
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        “And though I walk through the valley

        of the shadow of death

        I shall fear no evil, for you are with me”

        (Psalm 23: Dominus reget me et nihil mihi deerit)
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        “Set me as a seal upon your heart,

        as a seal upon your arm,

        for love is strong as death…”

        (Song of Solomon 8:6, English Standard Version)
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        * * *

      

      (i)

      It was on the day she died that they finally pulled down the Water Tower.

      The final demise of the Tower, which had stood for so long as a mainstay of Little Bassington’s post-industrial heritage, came not with a tumultuous roar that signified its collapse in a moment of heart-stopping suddenness, nor in a breath-taking spectacle of intensifying destruction; instead it had happened gradually, minute by minute, hour by hour, almost in slow motion. When it ended, finally – the scaffolding, wrecking balls and cranes all having been weaponised as tools in its unravelling – it did so with an eerie stillness that signified the moment’s conclusiveness; a moment punctuated only by the grit that salted the air and the final rush of dust that was carried on the wind. Tiny particles of history settled unobtrusively over the Village Green, on the rooftops of the nearby cottages, scattering themselves along the surrounding cobbled streets. As the footnotes of the past came to rest, and the watching eyes readjusted, the landscape that greeted those observing appeared suddenly different – altered – as if it had been warped somehow by unseeing, uncaring hands; remoulded into an image not of their choosing.

      And the Tower was gone.

      The winter that year had been endless, the days filled with bitter winds and rain clouds that had dominated the sky wherever they’d turned. The chill had been broken only by the onset of heavy, relentless downpours which had drowned Little Bassington’s customary colour in perpetual dreariness from sunrise until sunset. When the showers had lifted, and the temperature had crawled above the intolerable lows they had been forced to endure, the trees which lined the pedestrianised thoroughfare leading to the Water Tower cast no shadows. Their branches seemed brittle, bent by the unyielding force of the winter weather that had pummelled them over the preceding months. Few buds had unfurled; none of the lush green leaves that stood out so remarkably in familiar paintings of the scenery around the Tower were in evidence now. It was like a barren landscape, one which retained just enough remnants of its past to remind onlookers of what had come before, yet coyly avoided any hint of what was still to come.

      When he was younger, he and his friends would meet in the grounds of the Water Tower. In those days, when the summers had seemed endless, and the hours had stretched out before them with an inviting earnestness, he would climb over the walls which shielded the Water Tower from the Parade and Market Square, grazing his knuckles occasionally as he clamoured for purchase, and hoist himself over the dusty, uneven brickwork before allowing himself to drop easily onto the safety of the other side. The ground had invariably been wet beneath his feet; the leaves that had fallen from the canopy of decades-old trees around the perimeter wasting into a sodden mulch which had coated the concrete below. The turrets of the Water Tower cast long shadows across its boundary, the arch of the trees meeting them at the midpoint and diminishing the impact of the sun’s heat. The damp lime scale on the bricks only added to the sense of antiquity; although, as teenagers, they’d had little to no appreciation of the Tower’s place in Little Bassington’s history. To them, it was the same as it always had been. They would sit there, within the walls their own private fortress; the place in which each of them had laughed with innocence, planned with simplicity, loved with inexperience, and dreamt with naivety.

      We never imagined our days would be any different…

      The future had arrived with alarming speed. There had been nothing more profoundly sobering to him than the day he’d realised that the years he’d once thought endless had passed him by unaware. There had been so much time – and then there had been no time at all. It was in the intensity of that realisation, when he had looked back over the span of moments unspooled behind him, that he had come to realise nothing was eternal. The young man felt that same sensation again, as he watched the Water Tower fall; as it was lost to that irretrievable pocket of place we call the past. Months of debate about its future, arguments and counter-arguments, indictments and accusations, placards, and metaphorical lines in the sand had all come down to that afternoon, as the dust settled and the wind tore through the open space that had once been denied to it by the inflexible walls of Little Bassington’s most defining structure. A Water Tower that existed only in paintings now, in photographs and memories; its architecture consigned to a wistful recollection of what had once been.

      Eventually, as the years determined, there would be no one left alive who remembered it standing. The young man wondered how the defining days of his life would be looked back upon in years to come. Would future generations understand why there had been such furore over the Tower? Would they feel a scrap of sympathy for the way in which dividing lines had been drawn on both sides of the debate by people who’d believed themselves equally right? Perhaps, occasionally, a solitary figure turning the pages of a photograph album or admiring the work of a long-dead artist would casually remark that there used to be a Water Tower overlooking Market Square. They might never know the seeds of separation that had been sewn the day Little Bassington had learned of the Tower’s fate, or understand the means by which the future had been written; in the slipstream of a choice made by one person, one unremarkable day. They would never guess the flurry of conversation that had followed, or be able to deduce where the path of those heated words had eventually led. The Tower would become just another facet of days gone by; partitioned into a listless category of mildly interesting nostalgia, whose entries were scattered like breadcrumbs around the village’s gossip circles. Like the story of the sweet shop that was now the Pharmacy, or the tale of Mr Fielding who’d clutched his chest behind the counter of the Post Office one Wednesday afternoon, closed his eyes and never opened them again.

      Change is nothing new. It’s always been there, flooding our lives.

      The young man advanced towards the demolition site, his shoes scuffing the thin layer of brick dust now coating the cobbles at the edge of the Square. His eyes were still red from the tears he’d spilled after her passing; the memory of her sweet, beautiful face still radiant in his mind. As he raised his hand to flick a speck of dusty residue from his cheek, something flickered across his senses. Just for a moment, he could have sworn that he was back there, with her; that he could feel himself gracing a strand of hair that had fallen across her forehead. As if she were standing just in front of him. So close…

      But the recollection slipped away, and she was gone. Like the Tower, her presence evaporated from his life, changed his landscape, twisted his perceptions, warped his outlook, and tested his willingness to go on. The dull grey scaffolding loomed large up ahead; signs in bright reds and yellows declared warnings to keep out, to stay away, cautioning trespassers of the dangers within. He watched as some of the demolition crew traipsed back to their vehicles, collecting their equipment, slowly removing their hard hats and discarding their gaudy, high-vis jackets.

      Vaguely, he thought about calling his friend, but he realised that he didn’t have the first idea what he’d say. He knew that he’d tell her first, out of all of them, but the prospect of talking about the Tower – of having to face the fact that the Tower was gone – felt like too much of a burden, on top of everything else. He fished his phone out of his pocket and scrolled for her number anyway, realising as he went to press Call that he was holding his breath. Releasing it with a deep exhale that resonated sharply through his chest, the young man stopped to contemplate once more. He wasn’t ready to air the agony of the afternoon to anyone yet; wasn’t ready to face up to the bitter, heart-breaking reality of his new life. He switched off his phone and slid it back into his coat, watching as a steady trickle of demolition workers left the site. The wind skittered lightly over the silence, and he felt the dust scratching at his skin. He remembered something he’d been told once; something about ashes and bones that he’d confined to his subconscious. The words marched to the forefront of his mind now like the echo of a cannon shell reverberating.

      He’d slowly become aware of his own heartbeat. After he’d left the house and started his walk – after he’d allowed his lungs to collect those first pockets of late afternoon air – its rhythmic, steady beat had gradually increased. By the time he’d reached Market Square, the calm pattern of his pulse had given way to what felt like a militaristic drumbeat inside his chest. Now, his thought train pushed the drumbeat to its crescendo. He was drowning; awash in a fusion of unbearable sadness. A sense of emptiness that defied words. There was a longing somewhere inside him that he couldn’t articulate; a need that he couldn’t visualise; a hollow space that had once been occupied by his sense of purpose. His mind flitted between the here and now, and the envelope of his past. Where he’d felt safe, content, anchored and accepted. Where the exalted triumphs that had united them, the whispered truths they’d shared, and even the things they’d left unsaid, had all played out in the theatre of her eyes.

      But she wasn’t there anymore. She’d gone, like a light that had faded with the strength of the afternoon sun. The moments that had once seemed so real, so powerful, so present, felt as if they had slipped quickly and irretrievably through his fingers.

      She was gone…

      Like the Water Tower.

      A hum rose somewhere behind him. The doors to the Bricklayers Arms opened and a handful of patrons filed out. A sliver of noise escaped into the late afternoon breeze, before they closed and muffled the conversation again. Inside, he knew, life would be carrying on as normal: Ray and Anthea would be serving the tables; a couple would be shuffling closer to one another along the benches by the window; and the same familiar faces would be ordering a pint of bitter from draught, just as they’d always done. Beyond those doors, nothing had changed. He could almost hear Anthea laughing now. It was just the world outside that had shifted on its axis.

      The group who’d exited moments earlier stood a few steps away from the entrance, gazing out towards the demolition site. The man at the front, wearing a blue woollen hat and untidy jeans, was pointing to the empty space that had, until minutes earlier, been occupied by the Tower. The woman behind him – her blonde hair slightly dishevelled, a slim handbag tucked beneath her arm – followed his eyeline. So did the man a step behind her; her husband, perhaps, or maybe her brother. The young man watched them as the first embers of conversation were lit. He didn’t need to hear what they were saying; he could guess.

      “So they’ve finally brought it down, then.” — “It’s gone, has it?” — “That’s that, then.” They weren’t the only ones who’d be watching. It would be the same all over. A dog walker on the Village Green would have stopped by the telephone box, pausing – just for a moment – to take it all in. Shopkeepers along the Parade would have interrupted their customers, tilting their heads towards the windows to try and get a better view. He supposed they might even have stopped playing bowls on the Green; his lip curled slightly at the realisation that the final fall of the Tower might have been the only thing significant enough to halt a game.

      The sky was already tinged with the first hints of evening; scattered smears of a ruddy composition were painting the clouds with an undercoat of red. The young man stood at the edge of the cordon, collecting his thoughts, slowing his breathing, and pushing away a mountain of memories as if with the palm of his hand. He tried to suppress the competing ideas in his mind that were wrestling with one another over what to do next. He was ready to turn and walk back the way he’d come, release the clenched fists he hadn’t realised he’d balled, and wind his way back to the house. He had known he wouldn’t be able to embrace the silence for long; there were still things that needed to be done, and the thought of a familiar environment suddenly seemed more appealing.

      He gathered himself, watching the man with the blue woollen hat call out a final goodbye to the young couple, as they parted on the corner of the Square and went their separate ways. The couple held hands – not her brother, then, he noted – as the last question he’d been asked replayed itself in his mind.

      “Who was the last person to tell you they loved you?”

      He could hear her saying it; her voice melodic and light, a wind chime coloured with a playful edge. Then he imagined the question written on a sheet of paper, his answer crossed out with marker pen, hastily removed and awaiting its successor. There was enough blank space to insert dozens of other replies. He wondered how many he’d write there in the years to come, on that paper in his imagination.

      The couple turned the corner out of sight. The man with the woollen hat and untidy jeans walked towards a car parked in one of the bays facing the Square. He climbed inside and started the ignition. As he drove away, the young man turned his head to scan the Parade. His eyes skimmed the familiar shop frontages, with their neat, inviting windows, and their immaculately painted doors.

      No one ever got round to opening that bookshop, he thought. Missed opportunity.

      Those that weren’t already closed soon would be, before the early evening folded into night. The patient hours would tick along, waiting for the sun to rise again, and the doors to be unlocked. Somehow, almost by reflex, his eyes fell on the one shop whose door he knew would never open again – at least, not as he remembered it. The one that would remain cloaked in its own history, quietly letting the storm of memories wash over it until a new owner came along.

      He expected to see nothing but darkness. The inside of the shop was bare; it had already been stripped of its once inviting furnishings. The space formerly occupied by window dressings was shrouded in a gloomy mystery. That’s how it should have been.

      Except… there was something…

      His eyes narrowed as he focused on the shop front. The young man edged forward, as if making for the door.

      It was then that he saw the light.
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        * * *

      

      (ii)

      The Water Tower had been built in 1824 by an Italian architect, according to the history books. It had been situated to the north of the old Market Square, accessed by the pedestrianised walkway, which was lined with well-manicured shrubs that rested in ceramic planters between processions of trees. Once, when the industrial revolution had raged, the subsidiary buildings had housed an industrial school. By the time the young man first arrived in Little Bassington, the entire site had long been emptied and abandoned. The Tower itself had been lifeless and crumbling, its pipes corroded, the metal frames and girders of its interior already having succumbed to rust and decay.

      The green shoots of weeds that had grown from the creases and folds of its roof space had added a layer of mystery to the place; the way the clicks and clacks of a haunted house tease their trespassers with the hint of something unseen. The Tower’s low walls had been the only boundary between the walkway that led from the Square and the confines of its grounds. The original tall, wrought-iron gates still sat proudly within their arched frame but, for a long time, they had been fused shut and impassable.

      Nearly fifty years before the day of the demolition, the Tower had been granted a temporary reprieve from the deterioration it had been enduring even then; the grounds had been renovated, the old chipped concrete raised and laid afresh. The first of the shrubs which now bordered the walkway had been planted, as part of a project which sought to preserve the Tower as a site of historical interest. It was always assumed that more would be done once the initial renovation had been completed. But the project had fallen by the wayside, the money well had run dry, interest had been lost, and other, more pressing concerns had captured the attention of whoever had held in their hands the power to decide its future.

      Little Bassington’s past had once unfolded its wings within the sanctuary of that place; yet the Water Tower itself had been left strangely unmarked, save for the wear and tear that had naturally discoloured the brickwork across the intervening years. Beside an empty metal frame within the grounds, where a steel staircase had once provided access and egress to the second storey of one of the domicile buildings, someone had tried to graffiti the words “Sal’s a slag” in hawkish blue on the wall. Their efforts had gone largely unnoticed, and the rain had soon washed away the remnants of their bitterness.

      The Tower had stood like a monument over the quiet, unassuming idyll of Little Bassington. It wasn’t hard to see why the site had so frequently been recreated by members of the local Art Group. As a child, the young man had often hoped to find a way to climb to the very top and sit on the Tower’s roof, or look out over the village from the highest window. It was impossible, though; the interior had deteriorated to such an extent by then as to make the journey unmanageable. He and his friends had even thought to try and scale the side of the building itself somehow, but they had only succeeded in reaching the roof of what had once been the industrial school before a loose slate resulted in Nathan Walker suffering a broken ankle. They’d never tried again.

      Once, when he was very young, not long after he had first come to the village, the young man had dreamed that the Tower had a soul; a conscience made manifest by all-seeing and all-knowing eyes that watched the population going about their lives. If only it had, he’d thought later, imagine the secrets that it would have known. From its tallest point, the whole, wide landscape of Little Bassington would have stretched out before the Tower’s gaze; everything from the Square directly below to the distant hills and fields that separated the village from the adjacent town. Love and loss, secrets and surprises, births, marriages and deaths; they would all have been incidents within the circle of its sight. He was certain that if its walls had had ears, it would have heard the confessions of those who’d gathered in its grounds. If it had had a heart, perhaps it would have learned to love them. If it had drawn breath, its lungs would certainly have creaked with the weariness of age.

      He’d wanted to be a writer for as long as he could remember. When he was old enough to venture out alone during the summer holidays, he’d sat in the grounds of the Water Tower and dreamt up characters that might once have inhabited the place. Dusty, grime-coated, flat-capped workers, mixing with miscreants and malefactors who would otherwise have been sent to borstal. Now and again, he had let his imagination run wild; he’d even written the story of an angel who lived inside the Tower. An angel who only showed itself at night, to him alone.

      When he’d been a little older, the young man had incorporated his parents into the story. He’d imagined them living in one of the cottages that lined the road just beyond the Square, where the Water Tower and its angel stood guard over them. In reality, it had taken him more years than he’d cared to admit before he’d come to the realisation that it was better to see the world as it was, not as any of us would like it to be. There was to have been no happy ever after for his parents. No angel stood guard over their fate. And the Tower may have had heart, but it had no soul.

      But if the Tower had been the herald of impossible dreams, then the village itself had been the willing recipient of that spark of lustful imagination. For years, the populace had treated the site as hallowed ground; it was both a staple and an icon on the vista of Little Bassington, situated as it had been on the boundary of the fields which divided the village from the Whitechapel estate.

      It had been, to some people’s way of thinking, a “guardian”; not one akin to the angel of the young man’s childhood fantasies, but one who’d ensured that the respectable, idyllic and peaceful environment of the much sought-after properties in Little Bassington remained separated from the far less salubrious – and undeniably distinct – streets of Whitechapel, whose dark corners and labyrinthine alleyways that ran between the grey, uninviting blocks of former council housing were as notorious as the people who lived there. Yet the residents of Whitechapel had gazed up at the Water Tower in much the same way as the people of Little Bassington had; casting their eyes up, almost daily, towards that which had dominated the skyline immediately outside their homes.

      The paintings that had been crafted over the years were plentiful. Every scenescape imaginable had been rendered, painting the Tower in whatever light the artist chose. In one, it had been a monument to industrialisation; resting like a nemesis beneath a dark, foreboding sky. In another, it was a unique and splendid construction to be venerated, soaking up the sunlight that poured across the glory of a summer’s day. The Tower had lent itself to interpretation, becoming synonymous with Little Bassington itself. The defining feature of the locale; every painting, watercolour or pencil sketch testament to its long history and its legacy. Little Bassington, and its famous Water Tower.

      Now it had fallen. Now, there would be no more paintings, no icon on the landscape, no ideal focus amidst the scenery to inspire the next generation of brushstrokes. Without it, there were only the fields – and a direct view from Little Bassington across to Whitechapel. The barriers had been broken down, and would never be rebuilt. The guardian had left its post, and would not return. The angel had flown away. There was just the wind now, swirling through the empty space, the close proximity of the two communities sharply emphasised without the Tower there to separate them.

      Only recollections and remembrances thrive in a vacuum, after all, when there is nothing left to shut them out.
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        * * *

      

      (iii)

      The light wasn’t flickering. It was the first thing the young man noticed, although he couldn’t quite fathom why he’d expected it to. Perhaps he’d imagined it was just a fault with the electrics; a surge in the circuit, or a fuse that had tripped. Something that could be accounted for by way of a rational explanation. But the light was steady, unrepentant; shining at the back of the shop with stability as it illuminated the room behind the counter.

      Or rather, where the counter used to be, he corrected himself. It was only an empty shell now. With most of the fixtures and fittings having been wrenched out of place, the room was almost entirely devoid of character or personality, all of its familiar trappings stripped away and confined to the darkness which he himself had helped to spread. He noticed that one of the glass panels in the door was smudged with something; the result, perhaps, of an unexpected downpour or the sudden redirection of standing water from a shaken umbrella or a passing car. She used to wipe the glass down every morning, he mused. She would never have let it stay like that. She’d have said that it let the place down.

      The young man moved to the left hand side of the door and tried to better gauge whether there was any sign of movement inside. His fingertips came to rest on the glass. His breath momentarily misted the pane, but the cloud dissipated almost as quickly as it had formed. He narrowed his eyes, but all he could see was the steady light in the back room. There was no indication of activity, no hint that anything untoward had happened there. Briefly, he considered the possibility that someone had broken in, but there was nothing to suggest forced entry – and, besides, there was nothing left to steal. Nothing but the scant few items that still remained in storage, waiting for their new home, and he couldn’t imagine a burglar rushing to load those into the back of a getaway van.

      A few envelopes lay scattered on the coir mat; uncollected post that had been delivered since the shop had closed. A small pile had begun to accumulate, but he could tell the envelopes had been dispersed slightly, as if something had forced them out of their natural resting place. The brass numbers on the door still gleamed; he caught a small whisper of light in their reflection as, behind him, the sun began its descent below the horizon.

      Cautiously, his fingers came to rest on the door handle. He hesitated, but he had no idea why. Was it something instinctive? Or had the culmination of the day’s events instilled a sense of security within him, hardwiring a need for safety somewhere deep inside that suppressed any of his former confidence? His hand remained there, for what felt like a long time. His face, now pressed against the glass, rotated slightly, his eyes taking in every corner of the empty shop floor. His vision wandered from the corners of the room to the handful of dusty shelves that still remained, across the empty window ledges, until finally they swept over the wide, open space where a beating, thriving business had once sustained itself. It was gone now, snuffed out of existence almost overnight. And all that was left was a steady light – not over bright, but certainly not dim – emanating from a room that should have been left to sleep in silence.

      He pushed down on the handle and was surprised to find that the door swung easily open. It did so with hardly any sound; just the brush of wood against the coir mat, the slight yawn of the timbre, and the rush of stale air that rose to greet him. He stood on the lip of the entrance, a place he’d stood countless times before – from his childhood, through his adolescence, and into adulthood. It was the same spot, but it felt different this time. Nothing seemed familiar, aside from the reality of place.

      Everything was still; not so much as a sound came from inside the shop. There was only the light in the back room, beckoning him forward, egging him on; calling to him somehow. But it was tinged with warning, and the uncertainty of what he might find.

      The young man’s fingers slipped easily from the handle. The door creaked open as far as its hinges would allow. It should have been locked, and he found himself pushing aside the questions that began clawing at his thoughts.

      Maybe she’s been here. To pick something up, or to check on the place, he rationalised. Maybe she just forgot to lock up when she left.

      But he knew that wasn’t true. There was nothing to check, there was nothing to pick up, and she was too meticulous not to have locked the door after herself. Nor was there anything that would ever have invited her back. Just a mounting pile of junk mail on the mat, ready to be discarded by the new owners; the slight chips in the paintwork that would be decorated over; and the memories that hung like ghosts in the dusk. A dusk that would soon be airbrushed with a new broom.

      Before long, the windows would be full again. There would be a new counter in the corner. The lights would be switched on. And some new face would stand there, greeting whoever walked through the door; smiling and welcoming, full of hope and opportunity, a curtain long since drawn on everything that had come before.

      But if it wasn’t her, then…

      He didn’t complete the thought. Maybe, somewhere deep in the tunnels of his mind, he knew what he’d find when he walked towards the light. Or perhaps, later, he would reconcile himself to the fact that there was no way he could have known; that no arrangement of his conscious thoughts could ever have resulted in his guessing correctly. In the moment though, he didn’t speculate; the idea didn’t even occur to him. He only knew what it wasn’t, not what it was. He tried to switch off the steadily rising voice of resistance in his subconscious and push on.

      The young man stepped over the threshold of the familiar shopfront, just as he’d done a thousand times before. The shop that should have been cloaked in darkness, but wasn’t. The shop with the door that should have been locked, but wasn’t. The shop that should have been clear of anyone and anything, but wasn’t.

      Empty of thought, empty of predictions, empty of purpose, he walked numbly towards the light. The thin, steady reed of light that was shining from the back room.

      And the world shifted on its axis again.
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        “There are no secrets

        except the secrets that keep themselves.”

        (George Bernard Shaw)
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          THE PREVIOUS YEAR

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “For the word of God is living and active,

        sharper than any two-edged sword,

        piercing to the division of soul and of spirit,

        of joints and of marrow,

        and discerning the thoughts and intentions

        of the heart.”

        (Hebrews 4:12, English Standard Version)
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        “The night racks my bones,

        and the pain that gnaws me takes no rest.”

        (Job 30:17, English Standard Version)
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        * * *

      

      “A live debate on Britain's future in the European Union, which will form part of a special edition of BBC's Question Time, is scheduled to take place next week at London’s Wembley Arena. Panellists include the former Mayor of London Boris Johnson, representing the Leave campaign, and Labour’s Sadiq Khan who will speak on behalf of Remain.

      “Sir Elton John has paid tribute to the victims of the Orlando shooting at his concert in Liverpool's Echo Arena this evening. The gunman, who opened fire in a gay nightclub, killed 49 people and injured 53 others.

      “In sport, UEFA have threatened to disqualify England from the Euro 2016 tournament after what they describe as "totally unacceptable" incidents of violence between fans at the England v Russia game earlier this month.

      “The news headlines at ten o'clock.”
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        * * *

      

      (i)

      Madison Carter shivered with the rapture of release as she carefully drew the shard of glass across her uncovered, lily-white skin. Relief washed over her as blood seeped from the trench that she’d dug in her own flesh. She closed her eyes, allowing herself to revel in the moment, blotting out the sharp sting of the cut and feeling only a familiar sense of casual ecstasy that she had never properly been able to define. She couldn’t articulate why it felt this way, why she craved the sensation still. The scars on her arms were a testament to the number of times she’d been here, replaying this moment, this abhorrence, over and over again. She tilted her head back and let out a gasp as the blood dripped from her arm onto the towel that lay like a safety net, ready to catch the drops, beneath her.

      She was resting against the side of the bed, her head inclined towards the window, where the sunlight filtered through in streams of iridescence that curled around her half-drawn curtains. Her legs were folded beneath her on the carpet; a bowl of hot water with a threadbare flannel draped across its lip lay just out of arm’s reach. Later, when she had finished cutting herself, she would douse the flannel in the lukewarm water and soothe her skin, the way she’d always done, to stem the flow from the ragged channels she had engraved in herself, before relaxing back into what passed for normality and stability.

      She could feel her pulse throbbing beneath her wrist, beads of sweat beginning to glisten into existence as they trickled from the pores on her forehead. The unkempt, greasy black hair which reached her shoulders was already matted and damp. She raised her other arm to brush away the strands that had fallen across her eyeline and then cast her gaze downward, to stare at her own reflection in the shard of glass she held, its jagged edge poised over her wrist now like a jaguar’s tooth.

      But she didn’t want to die. Not yet. She just wanted to feel.

      The mirror from which the shard had come had originally been her Mum’s, given to her as a gift when she was a teenager. She remembered the morning she’d smashed it, consumed with a rage unlike any she’d previously exhibited during one of her customary busts of anger to which she’d always been prone. They’d had their share of screaming matches before, her and Mum. Mostly, she couldn’t remember what the rows had been about; maybe she hadn’t eaten properly, or hadn’t washed, or maybe sometimes her Mum had just felt like waging war and any excuse would do. There had even been days when tensions would just erupt out of the blue, when her Mum had come round for one of her peace-making visits and found Alice crying in the cot because she hadn’t been fed yet. But the morning she’d smashed the mirror had been something else.

      By the time that day had arrived, she’d long since numbed herself to her Mum’s criticisms; no longer feeling the need to consciously listen as she’d reeled off the ever-growing list of her daughter’s failings. Madison knew every word by rote, and could easily recall the way the condemnations had escalated as the years had slipped by: she was “a let-down”, then “a disappointment”, “a failure of a daughter”, and eventually “a bad mother”. The truth was, she had been numb to everything after Alice was born. She could barely look after herself properly back then, let alone retain enough focus to look after her daughter. The facts of her life had been driven home when her Mum had called round unannounced one day and found her slumped on a chair in the sitting room, passed out from the vodka she’d drowned her sense of unending dread in, a second empty bottle lying discarded at her feet, where it had fallen unceremoniously.

      That was an age ago now. It felt almost like another life. The drink had been the reason she hadn’t been able to breastfeed, of course. The grey miasma inside her head that still made it a chore to pull herself out of bed most mornings meant that she hadn’t cared enough about eating either. She’d lost weight. Right now, her arms were red raw from her exercise in self-inflicted pain, the colour broken only by pressure circles of milky white where she’d pinched her flesh before the glass had pierced it. But when she wasn’t cutting, when her sleeves were rolled down and she went out to face the world, her arms were still the colour of chalk beneath her hoodie. Her face was gaunt, although less so than it had been; her cheeks remained hollow, but they were gradually starting to fill out again.

      That’s why the cutting was such a comfort blanket. It was somewhere she could retreat to, as if she were concealed beneath her own, private cowl, where no one could touch her, and no one could interfere.

      The steady stream of sunlight was lightening her mood a little too. She remembered that her social worker had seemed surprisingly optimistic the last time she’d visited. Cathy Fucking Hale, normally so judgmental, without a scrap of sympathy to offer, had found herself pleasantly surprised by what she’d found. Fuck her, Madison thought. She’s looked down her nose at me every time she’s fucking come here. Never had to struggle, has she? Don’t really care if anyone else has, either. All she needs is to tick her fucking boxes in that fucking file she’s always writing in. Wiped the smile off the cunt’s face last time she came, though, didn’t I? Seeing Cathy lose the smug expression that so often dominated the social worker’s face had been worth every last scrap of effort.

      It had been, for Madison, immensely satisfying to see her would-be adversary’s expectations turned on their head. There was no drink in the house anymore; apparently that was “progress”. She was eating three meals a day now so, despite her pale skin still sagging and the curves beneath her eyes still gauged with crow’s feet, she had put on weight and looked healthier than in months gone by. That was “more progress”. She’d told Cathy that she was finding it a little easier to get out of bed this last couple of months, and she’d spent far fewer mornings with the duvet thrown over her head and her eyes closed to the world. The medication had helped with that. That was “tangible progress”.

      Together, these were all “steps in the right direction”. She’d cleaned the house. That had taken her a whole fucking weekend; making sure every last corner was spotless, as she wiped away the spills, the grime and the filth that had accumulated after months spent just not caring. Her Mum had helped, which was probably the most useful thing she’d done lately. She’d smartened herself up, too; today was an exception because the heat was making her lethargic, but she was generally sticking to her new-found routine of washing every morning and every night. Even Cathy Fucking Hale had to admit that the case file said exactly what she’d hoped it would: that, for all the mountains she still had to climb, Madison Rae Carter was on the mend.

      Except there’s one thing missing, isn’t there?

      She’d staring shooting herself up when she was 14. If anyone ever asked, her Mum would always blame Kelly Horrocks for introducing her to it and for giving her that first taste, but they both knew she hadn’t exactly resisted. Gary Henshaw’s older brother Vince had been doing the stuff too. He’d been there that night, when they’d all been standing around the Water Tower smoking cigarettes and sharing some cheap tins, boasting loudly in that arrogant, cocksure way he did sometimes, grinning from ear to ear about some “red headed Brummie” that he’d shagged the week before. He’d taken some then too, apparently, as a post-coital pick-me-up at her flat over in town.

      But it was Kelly who’d first suggested she try it. She’d seen Vince eyeing her curiously as she drank in the brash recital of his exploits, but he was never going to have been the one to ask. They both knew that he’d thought she was too young to be hanging around with the older kids anyway. He’d rather have sent her away, but Gaz wouldn’t have it. Gaz always stuck up for her, always kept an eye on her. Always tried to keep her on the straight and narrow.

      But Gaz wasn’t there that night. He’d gone into town to help a mate, and that had left her with Vince, Kelly and the others, chucking stones through the Tower windows that weren’t already broken and watching the older lads trying to climb the drainpipes. They’d smoked cigarettes together and talked about Brummies with red hair; Brummies who’d let Vince Henshaw into their bed for a one-night stand, wondering if it meant something, only to find they’d never see him again.

      Kelly hadn’t expected her to say yes. She could tell Vince had been surprised too. But she’d held her nerve; she’d looked the older kids straight in the eye and thought about what her Mum would say if she’d known. In her own way, she’d felt like she was teaching them all a lesson. Her Mum, her Dad (she’d never known him, he was just a face on some blurry old photos that her Mum kept locked away; a shadow from the past that they didn’t really talk about), her Uncle Sean, her teachers, and even that cow at the Job Centre with the stupid hoop earrings who’d sorted her Mum out with that cleaning contract, her face pasted with an expression that implied they should both have been swept up or flushed away too. The junk had been her way of fucking them all over.

      So she’d taken it. She’d inhaled the first time, and that had been slower, but Vince had soon put her in touch with Danny Barton and she’d started injecting after that. Just once a week at first, when she met up with Danny and the lads by the Bay Leaf in town, after hours. Then twice a week. Then a little more, just so she could take the edge off. Mum had screamed the house down the day she’d found the Jack Daniels tin with the needles in under her bed. Danny had increased the price around then, so she’d started taking from her Mum’s purse. That had caused another epic shouting match.

      Gaz had tried to warn her off; he’d always looked out for her in a way no one else did, even then. They’d spent more time than usual together in the months after she’d started using. He used to buy her lunch with his wages from the garage, put an arm round her when she was cold, and made sure she drank something to keep herself hydrated. She could always rest her head on Gaz’s shoulder, talk to him, tell him anything. He said he’d kill Vince for introducing her to the junk. She hadn’t been surprised when he’d finally kissed her.

      Then she’d got pregnant. It had been the expression on the doctor’s face that got to her the most. She still remembered it now. She knew what they all thought of her. 15-year-old Madison Carter, knocked up and taking junk. Her Mum’s “disappointment” wasn’t going to cover it. They’d told her all about the risks to the baby if she kept on using; the baby could become dependent, it could be born prematurely, it could arrive stillborn. Her Mum hadn’t wanted her to have it, anyway, but she’d been determined. It hadn’t just been another act of defiance on her part either, another way of fucking them all over; it had been something she’d wanted, she just hadn’t known how to tell them.

      So they’d put her on the methadone programme. Slowly and steadily, it had worked. She’d been 16 when Alice was born. A few weeks early, but she’d been healthy, if a little underweight. The drinking had become a problem – more so in the last few weeks of the pregnancy, they’d said – but, in reality, it had always been there in the background. The booze had just been another way to escape, after all, once she’d weaned herself off the junk for Alice’s sake. She’d sworn from the moment that she first saw Alice’s face that she’d never let her down. She’d do everything right, make everything right.

      Well, she’d royally fucked that up, hadn’t she?

      Gaz had gotten his fair share of the blame in the meantime; her Mum had used every name under the sun for him, even going as far as to call him out in the street, telling him he should have kept it in his trousers and reminding him how ashamed he should be for not putting his hand in his pocket when Alice was born. But Madison didn’t blame Gaz for anything that had happened. He’d looked after her the best he could – he still did, with the wages he took from the garage, working for that that sleazy fucker with the skinny blonde wife. No, what happened next was on her.

      She’d applied to the Council for her own place. Gaz had helped her with the form. She’d been on a waiting list initially, but someone must have realised that her Mum’s place wasn’t big enough once Uncle Sean had moved in. She’d got lucky, Cathy Hale had told her; “something suitable” had come up just a few streets away, on the other side of the estate. She’d moved in, her and Alice; into their little house on the corner of Meredith Court, with its front windows that gave them a near-perfect view of the Water Tower.

      She’d thought she’d be able to cope, but she’d spiralled. The drinking got heavier. Alice was always crying. She’d spent a whole afternoon covering her ears once, a pillow pressed against her head in the hope that the world would just disappear for five fucking minutes. The money she got in benefits, coupled with Gaz’s semi-regular handouts, had been stretched to breaking point. She’d felt like the mounting pressure was going to crush her. So she’d relapsed. She’d rung Danny Barton, begged him to come round; told him she couldn’t give him much, but she needed something. What he’d given her had been pitiful, but she’d taken it. Then she’d done it again. And again. She’d started using cash that she would have otherwise spent on food to pay Danny.

      The social had noticed, of course. Those visits from Cathy Fucking Hale became more and more frequent. “We just want to check on you both, it’s our job,” she’d said, in that patronising voice Madison was sure she reserved just for her. “We just want to make sure that you’re coping.”

      They’d known she wasn’t fucking coping. But they hadn’t cared. Not really.

      So much of her memory was a haze; the result of an almost toxic combination of drink and months spent shooting herself up. But she remembered with stark clarity the day that they’d come to take Alice away.

      The irony of her Mum being there when it finally happened wasn’t lost on her. Mum had never needed an excuse to tell her how much of a failure she was but, that day, she’d had the chance to actually watch her daughter’s life collapse with her own eyes. The day that Cathy Fucking Hale had come to take Alice into care was largely lost to a fog of blind fury, tears and recriminations. But she remembered her Mum. The “I-told-you-so, I-knew-this-would-happen” expression she’d worn. The shake of the head and the fold of the arms. The accusations. Somehow she’d tried to work Gaz into the long list of people she’d blamed. It was his fault, her Mum had said. His, and Kelly Horrocks.

      But she’d been the one using again. She’d been the one who’d left Alice in her pram in the hall overnight, sleeping in her own filth, while she’d thrown herself into the armchair, filled her veins with junk and then pissed the night away. She’d woken up to the sound of Alice crying, somehow staggered to the door where she’d tried to lift her out of the pram. She’d still been drunk when her Mum had arrived. Cathy Fucking Hale hadn’t been far behind. Her Mum had brought breakfast, probably in a bid to make sure she actually ate a decent meal. (Shame she never bothered when I was a kid, always had to fend for myself while she was busy shagging Uncle Sean). Cathy had brought a Care Order and two women in suits whose names she hadn’t heard because she’d been crying so hard.

      She remembered screaming, remembered trying to lash out only to find herself flailing, remembered trying to scratch that bitch’s face with her torn and ragged fingernails. She remembered the sound of someone soothing Alice, murmuring hush-a-byes in her ear and promising that everything would be alright. Then she remembered turning her anger on the nearest thing she could find – the mirror her Mum had given her. She’d thrown it against the kitchen door, smashed it, wishing she could will it back together so that she could smash it all over again. Then she remembered slumping to the floor, a sobbing, pitiful wreck who’d grabbed onto her Mum’s leg and used it for purchase, hoping she’d never have to let go. She remembered her shoulders shaking as she’d sat there sobbing, her tears just a gateway to her deeper notes of despair.

      I promised I’d never let her down, was all she’d been able to think. I promised I’d make everything right.

      In the end, she had let go. Months and months had gone by. Gaz had helped. She’d stopped using. She was eating again. She’d cleaned herself and the house up. She’d stopped drinking. She hadn’t so much as seen Danny Barton for weeks, let alone rung him. Someone on the estate had told her that the police had picked him up, but she couldn’t have cared less. Cathy Fucking Hale kept on visiting but, slowly and steadily, things had seemed a little less bleak. They wouldn’t talk to her about Alice coming home, of course. That was still a bridge too far. Plans needed to be put in place; she needed to be much further down the road they called “the straight and narrow”. They needed to be sure. She was getting her housing benefit now, too. She’d even done a few afternoons with Hilda, on the promise of some proper income, although they didn’t seem to do much work. They just talked. Sometimes it even helped.

      The last time they’d seen each other, Hilda had told her that her face was filling out again. Then she’d pressed a hand against Madison’s cheek and smiled that watercolour smile she saved only for a chosen few.

      Still none of them knew about the cutting. If she couldn’t have the drink, if she couldn’t use, then she needed something. A place she could retreat to, in her own mind at least, if not physically. She’d always known the inside of her own head better than any of them. Better than her Mum. Better than Uncle Sean. Better than Cathy Fucking Hale. Better than the doctors, and the teachers, and the woman from the Job Centre with the hoop earrings. Better than Gaz, even, although he tried.

      She sliced the shard across her arm again, slowly this time, savouring how it made her feel, clenching her teeth to help work through the pain. The mirror had been the victim of her unvarnished anguish, but she hadn’t been able to simply throw the shattered pieces away. She’d discarded the frame easily enough; a gaudy, unlikeable thing that she’d never really taken to. She’d swept up most of the glass, but had held three of the bigger shards back. She’d cupped them in her hand for long enough before making her choice. One of them – the largest of the three – had pierced the skin of her forefinger and the simple, sharp acuity of the lance had made her smile. The sting it had inflicted had led to her final decision; she’d wrapped the shard in an old cloth that she’d stashed in a cupboard, then ferreted it away in the cabinet beside her bed for whenever she found herself needing a friend. She’d known it wouldn’t be often; she knew her visits to this little corner of the bedroom were becoming less frequent as the face of the future solidified in her mind. Still, she felt more secure just knowing it was there. Her personal instrument of release. A way to shut out the noise for a while and feel whole again. The fact that the remnant of her Mum’s ugly mirror was the tool of her wounding haven was life’s little way of mocking her, she was sure. But she could live with that.

      The blood from the latest cut she’d inflicted marked the towel; rich splashes of colour on the off-white that she savoured. She thought about Alice again, wrapped in a towel a few days after she’d been born, her Mum drying her down after one of her first baths. How long had it been since they’d taken her? Alice would be two soon. How long had it been since she’d laid eyes on her daughter; that precious, irreplaceable bundle of beauty that she’d brought into the world? They could take the junk, they could take the drink, they could take everything else from her; all she wanted was to hold Alice again.

      Just for an afternoon. Just for an hour, even. Just to run her fingers across her daughter’s cheek, the way she had on that first morning when their eyes had met and she’d seen the birth of a whole new light.

      She’d started drawing again. Constantine and Hilda had both encouraged her. It was the one thing she found tranquil, although she’d never admit that aloud. She was going to buy another sketchpad, maybe later that day if she could shake off the lethargy long enough to force herself out into the sun for a while. For the last week or so, she’d been using an old notepad she’d found in the kitchen drawer. Scooping up a pencil or a biro, whatever was to hand really, she’d sit downstairs with the curtains open long after night fell and sketch out Alice’s face, taking her time to delicately render every line and contour as accurately as possible. Some of her attempts had been more successful than others but those quiet, moonlit hours had soothed her, allowed her space and time to collect her thoughts. She didn’t need the shard then. And the drawings had given her a means by which to make sure she never forgot Alice’s face.

      She shook herself out of her reverie, sucked in a breath, and then reached for the flannel, dousing it in the lukewarm water and pressing it to her skin.

      Later, when she was ready, she washed the mirror shard in the bathroom sink, wrapped it in the old cloth and tucked it neatly in the drawer next to her bed, beneath the packets of prescription tablets and a broken music box that Uncle Sean had given to her when she was twelve.
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        * * *

      

      (ii)

      The Whitechapel estate had been built just after the war, in a meaningful demonstration of the ways and means by which the country was going to get back on its feet. Its unwelcoming, unadorned blocks of council-owned housing were barely remarked upon at the time, the estate itself shielded from the heart of the village by the Water Tower. Nevertheless, by whatever means a person cared to measure, the Whitechapel estate was an extension of Little Bassington; it had always been intended that way, built as had been in the late 1940s within the village’s footprint, and separated only by chance and circumstance by the fields that lay behind the Tower. There had never been any intention other than to carry on building outwards; to expand the Whitechapel development onto the fields until the two conurbations met. That had never happened and, over time, the fields became as sacrosanct to the village as the Tower itself, whilst serving as a convenient means by which to allow the people there to keep their Whitechapel neighbours at arm’s length.

      The name of the estate was derived from the site upon which it was built having once been home to a nonconformist chapel, demolished sometime in the late 1700s. The history books were vague as to why the demolition occurred, although irreparable damage to the roof following a heavy storm was widely accepted as the most probable reason. By the time the late 1940s came and the first streets of the estate were complete, Whitechapel became home to an array of post-war widows, rehoused families, and men who had married young, returning only then to wives and children they had barely seen. Over the decades, the estate grew in population as much as it was able, many of its compact homes becoming densely populated, and others positively bursting at the seams. It never prospered economically, as Little Bassington did, and eventually stood in sharp contrast to the village with which it remained intrinsically linked. As attentions inevitably focused on the opposite side of the Tower, Whitechapel became overlooked, discounted, and even intentionally snubbed by those who had the power to determine its future. Devoid of anyone to empower it or champion its cause, the estate gradually fell into a self-fulfilling prophecy of disrepair and deprivation. Worklessness and thanklessness set in, and one downturn followed another.

      Nevertheless, the people who lived on Whitechapel freely considered Little Bassington to be their home. They shopped there, those who worshipped used its churches on Sunday mornings, and families would congregate on the Village Green (complete with its gleaming red telephone box and freshwater duck pond) for the annual Christmas carol service. But while they may have seen no distinction, no dividing line, between the two halves of the community they inhabited, others did. For many in Little Bassington, the Whitechapel estate was an inconvenience; a blemish on the landscape, a limb they had long wished they could sever. Its people may officially have been part and parcel of the same community, and they may have fallen under the umbrella of Bassington District Council (just as those who lived on the more prosperous side of the Tower or in the adjoining Bassington Town did), but for all the social niceties that needed to be observed, more and more of the villagers began to consider the Whitechapel estate an irritant, an inconvenience; one that couldn’t be easily ignored, yet wouldn’t simply go away.

      The fields served as a convenient dividing line between the catchment areas for the two local schools within the Bassington district. The school that served the Whitechapel estate was built in the 1950s – Bell Heath was, from the outset, a ramshackle, poorly-funded and ultimately notorious establishment that chilled its students to the bone through many an unwelcome winter thanks to the dilapidated, and too often frozen, pipework that ran along its miserable, depressing corridors. Bell Heath’s crumbling, uninspired architecture was testament to a place that existed, but had never really been cared for. It was as if the people of Whitechapel had been handed the basics they would need in order to navigate life and then quietly tucked away, left to be forgotten, in the hope that somehow, one day, they would become someone else’s concern.

      While children from Whitechapel travelled west to Bell Heath (the school that, true to form, became known as the place in which no one wanted to teach, with its sullied reputation and ever diminishing outcomes), those who were fortunate enough to have grown up in Little Bassington proper headed south, through the town, to Bassington Lodge High School and Sixth Form College. Well-funded, soundly maintained, “the Lodge” (as it was known) thrived with the financial and political support of Bassington District Council, who cultivated its reputation and never missed an opportunity to showcase their pride in its position on the league tables.

      Bell Heath, in contrast, was casually disregarded, a small degree of lip service paid to it every now and then on the unspoken understanding that, whilst it came under their remit, it was and always would be “the problem school”. There had even been talk of knocking Bell Heath down in years past, but those discussions had only served to throw up another set of problems: where would the money come from to rebuild or replace it? Where would the teenagers of Whitechapel be sent in the meantime, given that the prospect of them merging with the Lodge’s intake was seemingly too horrible an idea to contemplate?

      There was always the other notion; that, somehow, the Whitechapel estate could be cast adrift completely, freed from the auspices of Bassington District Council altogether. Yet, a few tentative opening gambits aside, this had never come to fruition.

      So it remained that Whitechapel became the village’s “poor relation”. The link in the chain which, in spite of the best efforts of some, couldn’t be severed. The place where the overlooked, the impoverished and the disadvantaged lived, whose windows nevertheless offered the same view afforded to so many of their contemporaries in Little Bassington: a view of green fields, unspoilt and undiminished; of a familiar outlook which, despite the complications they all faced in life, they were proud to call home; and of the Water Tower that stood sentinel over them all.
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        * * *

      

      If Bell Heath had been the District Council’s “problem school”, then it was little wonder Madison Carter had so often been categorised as their “problem child”. She’d lived on Whitechapel all of her life. Growing up on the estate meant she knew every nook and cranny of the place like the back of her hand: the alleyways where the smokers would congregate; the open stretch of scarred concrete that led to the back of the garage site which someone had christened “the Runway”; the place where Aaron Campbell had once had a fight with Tony Stanley and landed up in hospital; even the ginnel between Singh’s Corner Shop and the flat-roofed houses with their creaking gutters, where Naomi Anderson had once taken E and fucked Craig Martin up against the rough brick walls one Saturday night after catching the last bus back from town.

      Madison had longed to get away from school; to escape Bell Heath and its freezing corridors. The only lessons she’d really wanted to stay for were Art, where the gentle timbre of Miss Bloomfield had been a refuge of encouragement and reassurance in the storm of her adolescence. She’d enjoyed developing her pencil sketches; relishing those smooth grey lines of shading that she’d gently smudged with her fingers to create just the right effect. She’d enjoyed painting too; alternating between thin, flat brushes and those with coarser bristles, the scar-free arms she’d had back then steering the tips through short, controlled strokes. They’d even put some of her work on display once. It had lasted two weeks before some skinny kid from the year below had shaken up a can of Coke and sprayed its contents over the wall.

      She’d given into frustration then. She’d wanted to run and so that’s what she did. She’d started playing truant, slipping out of the gap between the hedges after her Mum had dropped her off or, when she was older, not even bothering to turn up at all. She’d throw on her school uniform all the same before she left the house, playing her part and going through the pretence, although they’d both known the reality. There were times she could have sworn her Mum didn’t care, or perhaps she’d just given up trying by then because it was too hard to do anything else. It hadn’t come as a surprise to either of them when she’d failed her exams; when she’d left school without a single qualification to her name. She’d thought about trying to get her Art GCSE, half in hope that it would give her Mum and Uncle Sean something to smile about. Miss Bloomfield had encouraged her to take the exam, but the idea had quickly fallen flat. She’d been too consumed by other things; first the junk, then the imminent arrival of Alice. It had been so much easier to just turn her back on that corner of her life.

      She hadn’t played truant every day, but she’d done it often enough throughout the years that her teachers at Bell Heath despaired. She’d slipped back home one day when she was fourteen, giving the others some forgettable, offhand excuse, and found herself looking through the front window of her Mum’s sorry two-bed terrace in Langley Court, with its chipped paintwork and broken front step, where she’d seen them together. Her Mum and Uncle Sean had been on the couch; they hadn’t even bothered to close the curtains properly. Mum had been riding him hard, her head tipped back as she edged closer to a cheap orgasm, an expression of unbridled pleasure stitched onto her face, while both hands rolled across Sean’s tight, compact chest as he savoured every moment.

      Madison had drifted away, disgusted, although certain they hadn’t spotted her. She’d found the rest of the “runners” – the ones she’d hung around with in those days – and they’d used their free bus passes for the journey into town. She hadn’t said anything to her Mum that night, or any night afterwards. She’d just treated it like any other day. They’d all been empty days really, filled with nothing much to talk about.

      When they hadn’t felt like riding into Bassington, they’d congregated in the grounds of the Water Tower; sometimes sharing cigs and drinking, but mostly laughing about the lads from the estate, or telling each other who they’d sleep with if they could. Charlene Conroy swore that Russ Gregory had shown her his dick and he wasn’t as big as everyone thought he was. That was the trouble with Russ; he was just another mediocre man living a big pretence.

      Most of the time, though, town was where they’d travelled to. It was only a short bus ride through Little Bassington, up the hill and into the centre; they’d dismount somewhere along the High Street (usually outside Dawn’s hair salon by Central Square) and walk the rest of the way. When the weather was kind, they’d spend their afternoons in the park opposite the Town Hall, killing time by curling blades of grass around their fingers and snapping them, watching as the men and women who worked in the grand Victorian-era building ate their lunches on the benches outside, or shook hands with a visitor in a pristinely cut suit, before heading back up the flight of steps to the stone portico, with its Corinthian columns, then disappearing through the door beneath the arch and into the corridors of power.

      They’d venture down the High Street sometimes, daring each other into shops to see what they could lift without getting caught, or setting each other challenges to find out who was the most audacious. Charlene and Nikki had stolen a bottle of rum from the off license once, but when they’d tried to drink it, they’d found it tasted too sweet for them, too grassy. Madison had spat her own mouthful out onto the pavement, earning herself a look of contempt from a woman passing by. Kieran had taken chocolate from the newsagents; Aaron a packet of condoms and a can of deodorant from the chemist. They’d even gotten away with a new game for his brother’s PlayStation once; Aaron had stuck two fingers up behind him as they’d escaped down the street, laughing at the stocky lad who’d been looking after the shop while his cousin was away calling after them.

      More than any other though, Madison remembered the day that Ryan had come up with the idea of trying to steal a car from the back of the Town Hall. Gaz had thought it was a bad idea, but no one had really listened; his words had been drowned out by the bravado of the others. They’d climbed over the wall that partitioned the car park from the street and set their sights on a black Ford that looked like it had just been cleaned. “That’s the one,” Ryan had grinned. He’d known a little himself, but he’d relied mostly on Gaz’s aptitude for anything mechanical once he’d picked the lock. They’d all bolted when the owner had come thundering round the corner, red faced and running straight at them.

      “What do you think you’re doing! Get away from my fucking car!”

      Gaz had urged her to run too. He’d tried to pull her away by her sleeve but, in the end, he’d had to let her go. She’d been the closest; she’d been holding the driver’s side open. It might have been a moment of indecisiveness that had cost her, or perhaps it had been something intuitive that had compelled her to stay, but the owner had grabbed her arm before she’d had a chance to think twice. The rest of them had been cowards. She’d stayed and taken the punishment.

      Gaz had checked in on her the next day. The other runners had been too busy laughing, back-slapping and ribbing each other to have bothered about her. They were just glad to have gotten clean away. No one else had known he’d come round, but Gaz had wanted to make sure that she was alright. That was him, when you stripped away the tough man routine. Always that bit more caring than anyone had given him credit for.

      When she’d told the others she was pregnant, they’d wanted less and less to do with her. She’d supposed it was only to be expected. They hadn’t shunned her exactly; they’d just kept their distance. They’d eyed her cynically, directed knowing looks at Gaz whenever they’d seen him. She’d stuck to her silence; kept everything bottled up inside, refusing to acknowledge the sly grins or the dirty remarks they levelled at her. But she’d heard them. Heard the whispers. She’d heard it all.

      Gary Henshaw. Gaz. Vince’s rough and tough little brother. The lad who worked for sleazy Owen Porter at the garage in town. Who’d left school at 16 with a D in Maths. Who’d knocked up little Maddy Carter.

      Maddy. They’d called her that, some of them. She couldn’t begin to describe how much she’d hated it. To her, it had sounded childlike, the kind of name only worthy of the weak and feeble, the naïve or the innocent. Now, whenever she thought about that pet name, she thought about all the people who had used it, and how much she hated them too.
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        * * *

      

      (iii)

      She bought the sketchpad from the corner shop, which she was always surprised to find was better stocked than she’d expected. Behind the aisles of everyday essentials – coffee, tinned fruit, bread and soft drinks – there was a modest display of newspapers and magazines, which segued into an offering of stationery that Old Man Singh had obviously hoped would spare the parents of Bell Heath the trouble of having to journey into the village, or even further afield into town. She always found it remarkable that he sold the sketchpads; she couldn’t think of anyone else who’d buy them.

      Madison lifted the pad down from the shelf. To her right, along the row of open fridge units that lined the back wall of the shop, a woman was ferreting amongst the microwave meals whilst trying to force the strap of her handbag back into place over her shoulder. She watched the woman for a moment, taking in the sculpture of her curves and the velvet smoothness of her hair. Briefly, Madison considered how easily the woman would lend herself to being recreated in a pencil sketch, or even something with acrylics. The woman’s face seemed bright, despite the indifference brought about by the weather since that the sun had taken refuge behind the clouds earlier that afternoon. She’s not from round here, Madison thought. Not enough scars behind her smile. The woman’s ruffled white blouse was tucked into her dark blue jeans and, as she pivoted on her heel, she noticed Madison standing there, contemplating the sketchpad, entangled within a web of her own thoughts.

      “Meal for one,” the woman said cheerily, motioning with the plastic tray wrapped in its cardboard sleeve which she had pulled from one of the fridges, as if she owed Madison an explanation. “Some days, you just don’t feel like cooking, right?”

      “Right,” Madison muttered.

      The woman nodded at the sketchpad that Madison was still holding, almost absently now, in front of her. “Budding artist?” the woman asked.

      “It’s… i’s fer my daughter,” Madison replied, not sure why she was stumbling over her words, but telling the woman the first thing that came into her head.

      “Ahh well,” the woman smiled, demurely, “I hope she enjoys it.”

      Madison tried to smile back as the woman turned and walked away, down the aisle that led towards the counter. Dimly, she heard her exchanging pleasantries with Old Man Singh, her mind instinctively processing the sound of the woman rummaging in her handbag for the coins that would pay for her microwave meal. Then she was gone.

      Quickly, Madison grabbed a fresh packet of pencils from the meagre offering of stationery; a set of different grades that she could use for shading and applying darker lines. She threw the money from her duffel coat pocket at Old Man Singh, barely offering him a word as she did so, before stepping out to embrace the last embers of warmth that the afternoon had to offer. The sun was trying to climb out from behind a cloud bank again, offering a milder taste of the bright, breathless heat that had coated the morning. She rubbed the unopened packet of pencils idly between her fingers, caressing the thin wood, feeling the bumps as they met the sides of the graphite’s hexagonal surround.

      She found her way to the low wall on the junction of Fletcher Street and Anchor Court. She sat there for hours, under the watchful gaze of the Water Tower, sketching in pencil the focal point of all her dreams. The shading was almost perfect; a blend of dense blocking and half-tones. Occasionally, a tear would escape her eye; a glassy embodiment of one of her inner angels rushing to its release. Before long, it was dusk. Her arms ached. She held the drawing of Alice and turned her head towards the sky. The girl with the sketchpad and scars, beneath the light of the summer moon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “He will wipe away every tear from their eyes,

        and death shall be no more,

        neither shall there be mourning,

        nor crying, nor pain anymore,

        for the former things have passed away.”

        (Revelation 21:4, English Standard Version)
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        * * *

      

      (i)

      Iris Mabel Challinor died on the 15th of May – a Sunday. Her last will and testament bequeathed the entirety of her estate to her great nephew, Adam Chapman. Iris had never married, had no children of her own and her elder sister Margaret – Adam’s maternal grandmother – had gone to rest thirteen years earlier.

      It was a brain aneurysm that took her. Silent and unforgiving, it had ballooned in the recesses of her head until it claimed Iris – without warning – after she returned to Orchard House, her home of fifty-six years, from morning Mass at the Church of St Mary Magdalene. She’d placed her prayer book on the stand as she’d left, clasped hands with Father Dermott they’d bid goodbye, and then walked unhurriedly through Market Square, past the War Memorial, and up the incline to where the cottages sat. She’d watched the world as it passed her by and she passed it: at Woodlands, the house where her friend Alma Huntingdon lived, she’d smiled wryly at the young, dust-covered workman on the receiving end of one of Alma’s typical admonishments as the pair stood gazing up at the half-complete rendering being applied to the front of the house. She’d nodded politely to Sally Lloyd, who’d stepped out of a house on Archer Street still wearing last night’s clothes, exchanging farewells with a middle-aged man on the doorstep, his crumpled, untucked shirt betraying the haste with which he’d dressed. Sally had seen Iris, flushed, and hurriedly waved back before quickly averting her gaze.

      She’d seen Albert Turner next, heading towards the Village Green, his golden retriever Gypsy tugging on the leash coiled around her collar in an excitable bid for freedom. Iris had taken a moment to drink in the cool, fresh air that curled around her, and the light of day that fell from the span of pale blue sky above.

      When death came, it wore a dark mask. It arrived surreptitiously, draped in a cloak of stealth that had allowed it to go undetected, free from symptoms or any manner of early warning. It had been an ordinary Sunday; offering nothing memorable with which to bookend the 78 years of Iris’s life. Outside her door, the world turned the way it always had: people were talking and hoping someone was listening, others were walking without destination, and women were trying to figure out how to handle their men. So when the aneurysm burst, it burst in an afternoon of ordinariness; with a sudden, sharp sting that injected itself into the post-meridian daylight, punctuated otherwise with nothing except the conventional and the predictable.

      Iris had boiled the kettle. She’d eaten a plate of salmon and scrambled eggs for her lunch; a meal she’d enjoyed but thought nothing more of. She’d washed up, stacked her plate on the draining board and spent a moment peering through the kitchen window, admiring a blackbird that had come to rest on the garden fence.

      And then the end had come. The aneurysm ruptured. The balloon popped. She had been overcome with a searing, striking pain. She’d dropped the mug she’d taken from the cupboard just moments earlier and it had shattered on the tiled kitchen floor. She’d fallen to her knees, her hands pressed against the side of her head, her mouth frozen in a surreal circle from which a gasping expression of anguish found release. Her vision had blurred as the room swam before her. Her neck became suddenly stiff. Inside her head, a scorching agony – the stuff of nightmares – announced itself by way of a poker-thin stabbing sensation that rampaged through her skull, as if an array of blinding hot needles had been pressed against her nerve endings.

      She’d squeezed her eyes shut as her knees cracked against the floor, the bookend to her life propped roughly against a stack of preceding days. Darkness fell; on an ordinary, unexceptional Sunday, her exit from the world marked by a sudden, hasty conclusion that no one had expected, prepared for, or been able to predict.

      The last hymn she’d sung had been Faith of Our Fathers:

      
        
        
        “Faith of our Fathers! we will love

        Both friend and foe in all our strife:

        And preach thee too, as love knows how

        By kindly words and virtuous life…”

      

      

      

      And the words of that hymn carried her through the gates where St Peter waited, on a cloud of memory laced with the peace and virtue of all Iris Challinor’s years.
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        * * *

      

      (ii)

      Adam Chapman stepped off the train, onto the platform, and into his childhood.

      It had been over a month since Iris’s death; when he’d picked up the phone to his friend Hilda Stanton, who had found her on that fateful Monday morning when she hadn’t shown up for their weekly coffee together. The normally reserved, circumspect Hilda had broken down in tears as she’d related to Adam the sequence of events that had led her to the door of Orchard House, from which there had been no answer; and then to the side window, where she’d spotted Iris lying on the cold kitchen tiles, the remnants of a smashed ceramic mug surrounding her lifeless frame.

      Adam had always imagined his great aunt to be in rude health; he’d been taken aback when he’d heard later that the results of her autopsy had concluded that a burst brain aneurysm had been the cause of her sudden death. It had seemed especially callous to him; a swift, unforgiving end that had given Iris no chance to reconcile herself to the finality of what was to come. She’d just carried on about her business the way she always had; full of heart and with a fire in her eyes that seemed like it would never fade. Then suddenly, it had. The fire had burned itself out and she was gone; a woman struck down unaware, swallowed irreversibly by forever in a second that came and went. The kind of second that changes lives.

      Hilda had asked him to come straight away. She’d watched the ambulance crew taking Iris’s body away and he’d known that cold, exacting image must have been imprinted on her mind when she’d urged him to make the journey. She’d masked her disappointment well enough when he’d told her that he couldn’t. He’d pretended that he hadn’t been able to negotiate a leave of absence when, in fact, there had been no prospect of him coming home. Not then, or at any time during the days that followed. Hilda had told him she understood; she’d offered to make all the arrangements, providing a blanket of reassurance and support in the wake of Iris’s passing. All the same, he’d tasted the regret resting underneath her words.

      Yet, somehow, she had still been the same Hilda he’d known for most of his life; the same warm Hilda with her shocks of silver hair, steeped in wisdom, whose spirit the years had never dimmed. How long had she been widowed now? His own memories of David were vague at best; her husband had died young, but Hilda had always seemed filled with more life than most people half her age.

      Somewhere, at the fringes of his mind, he wondered if she’d had any inkling of what had kept him away this past month; whether she’d guessed, at some point during their exchange of phone calls and text messages, between the emails and invitations, or amid the back and forth of funeral arrangements that she had made but he had paid for. He wondered if she knew the real reason he hadn’t been able to face coming home. If she’d understood why he couldn’t stand to wade through the consequences of Iris’s death – the formalities, the paperwork, the unrelenting list of things – until the application of wet ink on a registry office certificate served as the final confirmation of her absence.

      Behind him, a whistle blew and the train set off, curling around the track that led away from Bassington Station towards Anglia and the South East coast. Adam began his walk down the platform, which was empty but for the handful of passengers his train had deposited. The journey had been slow, but uneventful, the train stopping periodically on its passage through the watercolour scenery and rolling countryside that surrounded Bassington. He’d dressed casually; in a loose blue shirt and chinos, with a lightweight jacket. Despite the mundanity, he’d been restless during the trip, both eager and wary of arriving.

      A woman with burnt red hair was pulling her son away from the platform’s only vending machine; the young boy pointed longingly towards the stacked cans and chocolate bars that were inviting his attention from behind the plastic frontage.

      I was you once, he thought.

      Adam could still recall those days; when Iris would meet him at the station and they’d drive down the hill that divided the village from Bassington Town. As the cottages came into view, and he’d seen Market Square for the first time, where the Water Tower dominated the skyline, he’d felt as if he were travelling through the mouth of the world, into a safe haven. A home.

      He exited the station past the stack of lockers available for hire in the foyer, wondering idly if anyone ever used them these days. His travel bag was slung over his shoulder (he’d brought more than just the bare essentials with him, but not enough to permit himself the belief that his stay would be any longer than it needed to be) as he walked across the gravelled car park in the hope of finding a taxi. His tidy black hair was barely rippled by the gentle wind that whispered across the balmy June day.

      The ticket office was closed and there didn’t seem to be anyone actually working at the station. He wondered how often it was manned. Perhaps it was destined to become another remnant of the past; the train station used to be bustling with travellers, but now seemed to be locked into a gradual decline. A ticket office that was hardly ever manned, its shutters down and counter closed, and trains which connected Bassington with London and the South East growing steadily more infrequent. For most people and for most things, the end came slowly; it was an incremental decay. In his world, it disregarded the rules and came instantaneously; a guillotine falling on the best chapters of his life. That’s the way it always seemed to be.

      At the front of the station, he found a row of taxis waiting. The red-headed woman was bundling her son into the black cab that sat at the front of the rank. “Get in, Tommy, I’ve told you, we’ll get something as soon as we get there! In!”

      Adam caught the attention of the driver in the car behind, who threw his newspaper to one side and jerked his finger towards the back seat. Adam opened the door, dropping his travel bag down beside him as he clambered in.

      “Where to, mate?”

      “The Market Square in Little Bassington, please,” Adam replied.

      The driver nodded in the rear view mirror and set off, the car committing itself to the same 90 degree turn as the one in front, where Adam caught a glimpse of the red-headed mother fussing over little Tommy. He was vaguely aware that they had been sitting further along his carriage during the journey from Euston, but his mind had mostly been elsewhere, his eyes locked onto the blur of Home Counties scenery that the train had cut a path through.

      His plan, he decided, was to visit the house first. The thought of stepping across the threshold, knowing that Iris wouldn’t be there to greet him, caused his stomach to knot. The realisation came to him, suddenly and acutely: she’s gone. Just like his mother and father. Just like⁠—

      No, not like that. It’s not the same thing.

      Iris was dead. His parents were dead.

      He pushed the memory of other places and other people out of his mind as he gazed from the taxi window, trying to concentrate on what the next few days would bring. As soon as he had checked the house – his house, he reminded himself – he needed to find Hilda. He’s decided to keep the rental on his flat in London, at least for the time being, while he figured out exactly what to do.

      It had pained him not to be able to attend the funeral but Hilda, in her own indomitable way, had taken care of everything. The church had been full, she’d told him; almost everyone in the village had turned out to say goodbye. Hilda had been Iris’s friend for as long as he could remember and, he realised with an additional pang of guilt, like a surrogate mother to him when he was younger. She and Iris had been like sisters; practically joined at the hip. He hadn’t fully appreciated the extent of Hilda’s influence on his life when he’d been staying with Iris, but he’d come to cherish the memory of her; more so after he’d started University and moved on from there. She’d been like an anchor to him, in almost the same way that Iris had been. There had been nothing that felt more like coming home than a welcome from Hilda Stanton; her arms encasing his shoulders, a warm kiss planted on his brow, her silver hair glancing off the sunlight, and all the possibilities of life and love dancing in her eyes.

      She wasn’t family, not by blood, but she was still his Hilda – or, as he liked to call her, his Aitch.

      Those eyes – subjects of time and age like anyone else, yet somehow still the same deep pools of understanding – had never left him. She’d always been by Iris’s side; when she’d picked him up from the train station in that ridiculous Beetle car she used to drive, or holding court in the sitting room at Orchard House, ready to talk the ear off the world. Iris and Hilda: inseparable, until they were separated. Together, until a Monday morning when the curtain had fallen, and only tears were left.

      He felt he owed Hilda something, for all the years she’d shared with Iris, and for everything she’d done over the past month. Questions he wished he’d had the chance to ask, words that had been left unsaid, intruded upon his thoughts now, welding themselves to the unfairness of her abrupt end. The opportunity to ask those questions, to tell her all the things he wished he’d told her, had just ceased. Evaporated. There would be no closure, no final farewell between them. But then, we never choose the kind of ending we get, he thought. We just have to make the best of what we’re given.

      “You local, then?”

      The taxi driver’s question hauled him back to the present. He shook his head and thought momentarily. “You could say that,” he replied. “I suppose… I used to live here.”

      The driver made a non-committal grunt of acknowledgment. Clearly sensing that his passenger wasn’t keen on being pulled into a lengthy conversation, he retreated into silence and let the discussion lapse.

      They were heading towards Salt Hill; the yawning, inclining road which separated the village from Bassington Town. The Hill had been christened for its historic links to the route once used to carry salt inland from the coast, along the stretch between Lymington, Hurst and the New Forest, before competition from the Cheshire mines and the development of the railways in the 19th century had made the coastal trade uneconomic.

      From the window, Adam saw the offices of the Bassington Post, the twice-weekly newspaper that served the village and its adjoining town. I wonder if Jan is still working there, he mused to himself. Still setting the world to rights from the desk of her small town newspaper? Writing about cats stranded on supermarket roofs, wheelie bin fires, and the fight to save the Post Office? He smiled inwardly; there had been that local Councillor once, who’d had a hair transplant and had ended up being mistaken for Rick Astley by some drunken partygoers outside a gay bar. He recalled Jan telling him that sparing a few column inches for the story had been worth the effort, if for no other reason than to puncture the man’s sizeable vanity. Everyone she’d spoken to at the Town Hall, according to her, had thought the Councillor was a pain in the arse; they’d just been too afraid to say so.

      He’d started working there when he was 14. A weekend job, where he was officially “learning the ropes” but which, in reality, amounted to making the tea and occasionally proof-reading a story before it made the back page of a newspaper whose readership had been diminishing, even then. When he’d entered his late teens, before he’d gone to University, he’d been able to write his own pieces for them; nothing sensationalist or front page worthy, just small columns on the kind of mundane topics that regularly crossed the desks of local papers and which fuelled sufficient interest amongst their readers to warrant pursuing.

      His first knock on the door of their office, and that first conversation with Jan (what had she been then? One of the Deputy Editors?) had been at Iris’s behest. A way to channel his gift, she’d said. Something to keep his mind sharp during the summer holidays. Something to give him a foot in the real world. He’d hoped that Jan would turn him away, or tell Iris that they didn’t take work experience students, but he’d had no such luck; she’d seen something in him, something in his manner or the calibre of his writing, or the way in which he’d conducted himself during that interview (which he was under no illusion had all been for show) that had enamoured him to her.

      And it had spiralled from there.

      He didn’t know exactly when he’d first become a journalist. It had happened almost by accident; and certainly unintentionally. Weeks of school holidays spent interning at the Post had led to stints on University newspapers for no other reason than he’d seemed ready-made for the job. Then another raft of local publications had followed when he’d finished his degree. He’d been toiling in newspaper offices ever since; watching the phone ringing on a front desk somewhere, heralding an over-excited reader with a story they thought was going to break the front page. He’d sold a few pieces to the nationals in the last couple of years; breaking the seal on a couple of stories centred around “big figures” in the City’s financial district, a scattering of political commentary, and even a column on the manoeuvrings inside City Hall that had reached him courtesy of a whisper from a woman who worked there in one of the Press Offices.

      He had no idea how he’d ended up adopting this version of his life. It wasn’t a road he’d ever set out to follow. It was all thanks to Iris steering him towards the door of the Post that day, probably as a means by which to get him out from under her feet. And because of Jan, of course, who’d told him the week before he’d left for University that he was going to be a household name one day; a journalist that people would sit up and take notice of. That he was going to make the front pages somewhere, eventually, with something.

      Except he’d never wanted to be a journalist. He’d always wanted to be a writer. Sometimes it felt like journalism was what people did when their well of imagination had run dry. They wrote about inconsequential things, because they’d lost the strength to write about the things that really mattered.

      Or maybe it was something to do with what Iris had told him once. Maybe that was the reason he hadn’t tried to publish anything for a long time now; why he’d kept his writing locked away in an endless supply of notebooks, the ones filled with pages and pages of dead ends that didn’t deserve to see daylight. “Do you know how many people earn a proper living from writing,” she’d asked, not expecting an answer. “And anyway, the trouble with writers is, they’re so obsessed with shaping a perfect little world of their own, they forget about the one we’ve already got. You’ve got to see the world as it is, not the world as you’d like it to be.”

      Those words had cut through him, in a way he still couldn’t really define. The irony was, she’d meant it kindly; encouragingly. She’d wanted him to channel his hobby – his talent – into something worthwhile. Her great-nephew, the journalist.

      The journalist who didn’t come to your funeral, he thought.

      They’d scattered her ashes in the garden of remembrance. There was no grave to visit but they’d planted a memorial tree, in front of which they’d fixed a plaque of solid brass, engraved with four words:

      
        
        
        “Forever in our hearts.”

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The taxi pulled into Market Square and Adam stepped out to find himself face to face with the War Memorial that acted as a centrepiece amid the cobbled surround. He paid the taxi driver quickly and watched the cab depart, weaving back the way it had come; through the winding streets that led to Salt Hill, out of the village and towards the town. He took a few steps towards the Memorial, coming to a halt before its stone base, which had been engraved with the names of the dead – from both the village and the town – who had fought and perished in the Great War. The names of soldiers lost in subsequent conflicts had been etched onto a bronze plaque affixed to the lower half of the concrete base. He’d raced home to Iris in tears from here once, the thumb of his left hand wrenched back so far it had almost broken, after Darren Roberts had fallen on him during his bungled attempt to climb the monument.

      Adam shifted the travel bag on his shoulder and paused for a moment to take in his surroundings; to breathe familiar air again. It felt fresher, cleaner, tinged with the suggestion of sage and sweet grass, of summer’s perfume, sloping bluebells, sunlight and gardens in full bloom.

      It felt like home.

      Little Bassington was, by any measurement, the quintessential English village. In fact, some of its lanes and narrower streets were still cobbled – something which had been a source of constant frustration to Iris's eccentric friend George McCarrick, whose systematic purchase of classic cars for his “collection” had been hampered by the inevitable crush of cobbles against their low exhausts every time he tried to drive his latest pride and joy in the direction of Salt Hill. George had given Adam his first driving lesson when he’d turned seventeen, in a classic Mini 75 GT; an excursion that had begun innocently enough, only to end abruptly when Adam had accidentally displaced a wing mirror from Herbert Hughes’s prized Ford Fiesta. He could still remember the booming timbre of Herbert’s voice as he stood, pointing at the mirror which hung limply from its socket. He’d been sure that the butcher’s voice would carry to the other side of the town, and probably beyond.

      “I hope you’ve got proper insurance for that rust bucket you’re driving!”

      The Village Green, the edge of which ran along the eastern side of Market Square, was lush and inviting; an open space where the community would gather for the annual Summer Fete or the midwinter carol service; traditions which had endured for longer than anyone could remember and which, Adam assumed, hadn’t been discarded yet.

      Beyond the northern boundary of the Square stood the Water Tower. He'd shared his first kiss with Della Mitchell in a quiet corner of the Tower grounds one summer afternoon when he was twelve. Adam tilted his head back slightly to take in the sight of the familiar edifice. A circle of sunlight had lifted to its zenith, pressing the Tower’s long shadow onto the Green below. The phone box was still standing like a sentinel in one corner; as red and vibrant as ever, as if it had just been painted. In the distance, a father was holding the hand of a young, blonde boy, no more than two or three years old, as he waddled forward, pointing animatedly in the direction of the duck pond and its lazy occupants. Distantly, beyond the furthest copse of trees, Adam could see the outline of one of the village’s two churches; St Mary Magdalene was tucked away on Maple Road, set back from the main drag, its entrance obscured to anyone unfamiliar with the ingress. He resolved to check the noticeboards when he had time to see if Father Dermott was still in situ there.

      The tall spire of the Catholic church was a far cry from the unassuming frontage of the Church of St John the Baptist, which lay at the opposite end of Little Bassington. Adam could picture himself walking beside Iris in the direction of the Bricklayers Arms one Sunday mornings in his teens, when they’d been greeted by the sight of Ted McEwan. He’d been sitting on one of the benches outside, smoking his pipe, and revelling in the fact that he and the other parishioners from St John’s had made it back to the pub and been served their first round of drinks before Mass at Mary Magdalene’s had ended. “I may be a heathen,” Adam could hear him joking to Iris, “but at least our services are shorter.” She’d slapped his arm in light reprimand.

      A concrete path spanned the far length of the Village Green; somewhere along its course, it segued into something more akin to a dirt track that twisted and wound its way across the fields beyond the Square’s perimeter towards Whitechapel. Somehow, via the track’s various offshoots and cutaways, it was possible to navigate a route to the back roads that ran along the very outer rim of Little Bassington, in the direction of the railway station from which Adam had just come; and then further south, to a spot overlooking the hills beyond. Most of the time, the track was utilised by the Bassington Ramblers; the fruit farm onto which it eventually led was a favourite summer haunt for many of the villagers, who would take their children, grandchildren and long-distance relatives to pick strawberries there. When he was last here, the sturdy wooden gate at the bottom of the track leading onto the farm had had a laminated sign nailed to it – someone’s idea of a joke, Adam had assumed – showing a grainy black and white picture of John Lennon and three words scrawled in black underneath: “Strawberry Fields Forever”.

      Home, then.

      Except it wasn’t exactly. Almost, but not quite.

      He’d first come here when he was five, when his parents’ work had finally become all-consuming. When his mother had explained that Iris, the great aunt he’d never properly met, had the time to look after him during the day when they couldn’t. He could still remember that first drive into Little Bassington in his father’s car; could still recall stopping at the front gate of Orchard House and meeting the woman who, up to that point, had been little more than a faceless name in the margins of his life, but who quickly became a permanent fixture in his childhood.

      It had to be Iris, of course. His parents weren’t exactly overwhelmed with other options. It wasn’t just that she was the closest to them geographically; his grandmother Margaret, Iris’s elder sister, had been infirm even before reaching the hinterland of her years. His father had been that much older than his mother, so he’d never known his grandparents on that side. Then there had been the added “advantage” that Iris had never had a family of her own. It had seemed the ideal solution for everyone.

      Days he spent in Little Bassington became weeks. Sporadic visits stretched into more frequent stays. A fortnight one summer holiday became the whole six weeks from July to September the following year. Eventually, he came to accept Little Bassington as the place he would always return to outside of term time. His parents had given Iris whatever money she’d needed to provide for him, and his mother would ring the house every day. He’d never doubted that she’d loved him. But, so often, it had felt like Iris was the one who’d raised him, in all the ways that mattered.

      Iris, and Hilda…

      He’d grown up here; the same faces that had been there to greet him at Easter, and again at the height of summer, had watched him turn from a young, eager-faced boy into a teenager and then an Undergraduate. Eventually, his parents hadn’t needed to ask what his plans were when school broke for the holidays; as he’d gotten older, he’d come back here willingly. Not just automatically, but because it had seemed like the natural choice for him. He’d come to know people; he’d made friends. Now that he was back, he remembered that there were a few he needed to look up.

      After he’d finished University, it had become more and more difficult to find the time to return to Little Bassington. There had been his work, of course. But there had been other people too; keeping him away, and holding his attention. He’d tried to call Iris as often as possible; making excuses to ring sometimes, just so he could hear her voice. He’d even heard from Hilda now and again, but it felt as if the last few years had turned him into a stranger. And although he’d never found another place he could really call home, he wasn’t sure that the village where he’d spent so much of his childhood could still hold that place in his heart. Given how long he’d been away, he wasn’t sure that he had any right to ask it to.

      They’d expected him to come back here after the accident. Perhaps they’d assumed that he’d need the comfort and security of a familiar surround. Hilda had certainly expressed as much to him; but, in the end, Iris had travelled out to London for the funeral and stayed with him for a couple of weeks after. He’d taken a month out of his Postgrad studies, fully intending to return when he’d come to terms with everything; but, in the end, he’d folded to the increasing inevitability and given up on it. Perhaps it had seemed so dry and mundane after everything that had happened.

      That night had been largely forgettable, in the same way Iris’s final morning must have been. He’d been at Club 22, a cocktail bar in the centre of the City, a few streets away from the University. He’d been vaguely aware of seeing Jake quietly kissing Melanie in a corner somewhere before the phone call had come. From the corner of his eye, he’d spotted her leading him by the hand out of the bar at the same time the voice on the other end of the line began speaking, steadily but meaningfully, with words he could barely comprehend. He’d only caught snatches of what she’d been trying to tell him: “accident”, “car crash”, “drunk”, “Catherine and James”, “died”, “oh God, I’m so…”, “so sorry, Adam”. Then he’d heard the tears breaching the wall she’d obviously tried so hard to construct and understood that it was his mother’s friend Judith talking, and she was sobbing like she’d never stop.

      His parents had been on their way to a dinner party. Some friends from the business district that they’d partnered with for years had invited them. The driver that hit them was so drunk that the breathalyser test had been, according to the police, “just an exercise in paperwork”. Witnesses swore blind that the man had emptied his stomach over the side of the road at the sight of his father’s severed arm protruding from the wreckage of their old Capri. Judith told him that it had been hours before the paramedics were able to pull both of them from the tangle of metal and crushed limbs. They’d been killed instantly. Head-on collision. He’d often wondered if his mother had died with her eyes wide open; if she’d seen the burning light of the approaching headlamps before they’d swallowed her world and everything around it, leaving him alone.

      Alone, except for Iris and Hilda.

      His parents were gone. Now Iris had left too.

      Not to mention everything in between…

      He admonished himself for allowing that last thought. The situations weren’t comparable. Yet there was still some part of him that couldn’t help but draw parallels. Loss, it seemed, had become a recurring theme in his life. How do we ever move past it, he wondered? Perhaps we don’t. Perhaps we always carry it with us. Maybe it defines us.

      So much had changed on that night. For a long time after, whenever he’d caught the eye of one of his neighbours, or a friend who’d heard the news, he could see the same tell-tale signs of a person searching for the right words. None of them quite knew how to make conversation with a man who had just become an orphan.

      And yet some things had stayed the same. Iris had seemed undefeated; undeterred by the grief that had suddenly infused her life. She’d outlived both her sister and her niece. Yet she’d been compelled to go on; to never allow death to stop her from being the woman she’d wanted to be.

      But he had changed. The loss had made him more world-weary for a time, as he’d tried to come to terms with the unalterable absence of his parents – parents who, over the course of his life, he’d found himself increasingly distanced from, sometimes for weeks or even months at a time. It had changed him in other ways too; perhaps imperceptibly at first. He’d been determined to hold on more tightly to the people who meant something to him. To his friendships; including the ones he’d maintained even after dropping out of his Postgrad studies.

      Like Jake and Melanie, who’d got married last year. Just like that, a whole life together spun out of a kiss in the corner of a darkened room.

      If only we were all that lucky…

      Now, here he was. 29 years old, still the reluctant journalist, standing in the village that had defined his childhood. A place he’d left behind to try and carve a future for himself, unsure of precisely the shape that future would take or even the direction he wanted to travel in. Not the man he’d once been, but not yet the man he wanted to become.

      Realising that he couldn’t spend the entire afternoon standing on the Square reminiscing, Adam indulged in one last look around, sucking in a deep breath that filled his lungs.

      Home…

      The fields were as green as he remembered them. Soon, the annual Summer Fete would blanket the Square, the way it did every year. The WI, he assumed, would still be gossiping in the Village Hall.

      All was well.

      Adam turned away from the Tower, the Green, and the War Memorial, beginning his meander along the Parade, which boasted an alluring array of shops and eateries that ran parallel with the western side of Market Square. A small row of parking bays, partially obscured by some sculpted shrubberies, sat unobtrusively between the two.

      The Parade was the beating heart of Little Bassington. From the outside, in their facades and frontages, the various shops and establishments still had the appearance of the family homes they had once been, back when the village was first built, sometime in the late 18th century.

      In the Square’s southern corner, the Bricklayers Arms seemed to be doing a fast trade. People were congregating around the tables outside, supping ales and soft drinks in the afternoon sunlight. If the shops and businesses were the beating heart of Little Bassington, then the Bricklayers Arms was its soul. The village pub was set back from the Square along a short cobbled path. Painted black knee rails were positioned along its boundary and, adorning its entrance, hanging baskets seemed to bloom across the seasons. On the third Saturday of every month, the Bassington Farmers Market would take over the Square, its customers and stallholders retreating to the Arms after the day’s sales had ended.

      With a slightly too overt sense of pride, a waitress placed servings of what looked like Anthea and Ray Woolgrove’s steak and kidney pie before a group of customers at one of the outside tables. The Arms, as locals knew it, had once appeared in one of those “50 Greatest British Pubs” guides that supplemented newsstands and tourist information centres around the county.

      The shops that lined Market Square were, in hindsight, nothing extraordinary; they were much the same as those which could be found in any English village. Adam had always hoped that, one day, someone would have the foresight to open a bookshop along the Parade. The style and outlook of the shopfronts seemed, he’d thought, to lend themselves to one. But no one ever had.

      As he walked, a deep breath treated him to the smell of rich pastries and freshly cooked breads from Morgan’s, the artisan bakery owned by Hugo and Elaine. The aroma of freshly-prepared dough hung like a curtain over the entrance, to be inhaled by anyone who passed. Croissants and pain au chocolat sat in baskets next to the till like an open invitation to customers, the shelves behind the counter lined with oven-baked loaves.

      The café next door – Florentine’s – with its slightly upmarket, cosmopolitan air, appeared to be bustling with activity. There were couples leisurely drinking overpriced lattes together, and congregations of gossips had gathered around the pavement tables to exchange their latest ration of rumours from across the village.

      Hugo and Elaine had expanded the business when Adam was young, purchasing the then-empty unit next to the shop, which had once been a video rental store. The rental store had quickly gone out of fashion – and business – with the onset of the digital age, and so the Morgans had converted the space into an eatery. A spray of wrought iron tables and chairs were stationed beneath the parasols overhanging the pavement, so that the nosiest and most inquisitive of Little Bassington's residents could sit and watch the world go by, amidst the hub of community gossip.

      Two doors up, The Olive Tree delicatessen (by far the largest of any of the businesses lining the Parade) was observing a steady afternoon trade. Its owner, Sarah Laycock, was perched behind the counter, remonstrating in her typically brusque and obstinate manner as she provided the women she was serving with generous helpings of sliced meat and cheese. Iris had often complained that the prices in The Olive Tree seemed to increase weekly and, with no other outlet available (lest she make the effort to catch the bus into town), suggested that these unseemly price hikes were being done just to spite her; a theory made all the more plausible in her mind when considering the finely-balanced relationship she’d held with Sarah Laycock.

      Further along the Parade, Adam passed the newsagents, still run (he assumed) by Moira Reynolds, a short, diminutive woman whose face he could picture, staring at him over the counter, wearing those thick-rimmed glasses of hers. Mr Spencer had been the newsagents' previous owner; he’d gone down in the annals of Little Bassington history when he’d been discovered by Arnie Newton in the public toilets next to the Bowling Green with a man half his age. Spencer had left the village swiftly after, in the wake of what had only been referred to after as “the incident”. Although the pavilion had remained in use, the public toilets adjacent to the Bowling Green had since been closed, much to the consternation of the local team, whose Tuesday afternoon matches resumed, otherwise uninterrupted and unmarred by scandal. When he’d once been feeling especially mischievous, Adam had reminded Hilda that, for fluke of chance, she might have been the one to have caught Spencer in the act; whenever she’d gone out walking, she’d always favoured the route that took her that way.

      Next to the newsagents stood Little Soles, its vibrant, colourful frontage both bizarrely out of keeping with its surroundings, yet somehow entirely fitting. The children’s shoe shop – which had served the village, the town and the Whitechapel estate for nearly two decades – was managed by Rene Sandwell and his wife Ella, who’d lived in the flat above ever since taking over the business as a growing concern. Theirs was, as far as Adam knew, the only flat above any of the shops that was still occupied; the rest had been converted to stock rooms and used as storage for the businesses below. He’d often wondered how the shoe shop managed to survive, when so many other enterprises fell by the wayside. As if on cue, he heard Iris's voice like an echo in his mind, chastising him lightly: “It’s not as if there’ll ever be a time when children won’t need shoes, is there? They can hardly walk to school in their bare feet, can they! Lord knows you went through enough pairs when you were that age.”

      He paused beneath the red and white striped awning that hung across the entrance of Sweet Meats. The butcher’s shop, owned by Herbert and Vanessa Hughes, had been a staple of village life long before Adam had ever set foot in Little Bassington. The Hughes family – who had run the business for three generations – considered themselves to be the beating heart of the community. Peering through the window, Adam could see Herbert – still overweight, sweating in the sunlight and smearing grease in streaks onto his red apron – immersed in a discussion with one of his regulars. There was no sign of Vanessa. A burst of hearty laughter echoed from inside the shop. Feeling his stomach rumbling at the sight of the pork pies stacked beneath one of the glass counters, Adam realised he was subconsciously eager to offload his travel bag and resolved to make his way back to Sweet Meats as soon as he had finished at Orchard House. The shop on the train had been practically emptied before he’d boarded and he’d had nothing to eat since setting out.

      As he left the Square behind him, Adam tried to avoid making eye contact with the last shop on the Parade – The Gallery.

      The Little Bassington Art Group met every Wednesday in the Village Hall and their annual open house exhibition was frequented not just by patrons from Bassington and the other nearby towns, but by collectors from as far afield as London. Their work was always unveiled with a confident artistic flourish, and watercolours by some of their longer-standing members fetched as much as £1,000 apiece. When the Art Exhibition wasn’t drawing in crowds, their paintings were sold in The Gallery, alongside items of interest by other local and not-so-local artists.

      The little painting shop would be his second destination of the afternoon. He had someone to visit there. He had a debt to repay.

      Resting on the junction that led out of the Square was the Bassington Pharmacy. Crossing the road, Adam realised that he would need to stock up on some essentials for as long as he was going to stay. He looked over the Pharmacy’s pale green door and smiled to himself. Well, I suppose there’s no time like the present to catch up with an old friend, is there?

      If “friend” was the right word.

      He couldn’t help but love Sally Lloyd – who, as far as he knew, still worked there. It had been that way ever since he was young; although he knew that Iris hadn’t exactly been keen on his decision to cultivate that friendship. Sally was, what, eight or nine years older than him? She’d come bounding into his life, after she’d moved to the village from Whitechapel with her mum, that dark brown ponytail swinging behind her. She’d always been exuberant; vivaciously squeezing the best out of everything life had to offer.

      It had taken a while to catch on to her reputation. He couldn’t remember if it had been Iris or Hilda who’d spelled it out to him eventually, but he wasn’t about to forget the severity with which they’d laced their words. Sally Lloyd was not the kind of girl that either of them had wanted him to associate with.

      And he hadn’t; at least not really. They’d known each other; they’d shared a smile and a laugh when they’d seen each other. They’d talked and had lunch together once or twice. They’d spoken a little more than usual in the weeks before he’d left for University, but that was all.

      When Sally started working in the Pharmacy, it wasn’t as if anyone could really avoid her, as much as that pained the social shiners who would rather have turned their noses up than paid her for their prescriptions.

      But, whatever else they’d said about her – and probably still did if he knew the place well enough – she’d always been a force of nature; enduring and endearing. She was just… fun. When he was a teenager, never quite sure of where to call home, shunted back and forth between places that he’d longed to call his own, Sally Lloyd had been his staple diet of diversion and effervescence. Never afraid to let her hair down, Sally would throw back her ponytail and eat every man she laid eyes on for breakfast. That was how her reputation had been solidified. Her private life was a frequent topic of conversation at the various coffee mornings, book clubs and other communal circles that permeated Little Bassington.

      He was just about to step into the Pharmacy when he heard her voice.

      “Adam?”

      He spun round and saw her making a dash across the street. She looked older than when he’d last seen her, but her face was still fresh and bountiful. She was wearing jeans and a loose-fitting top that seemed to sway in the light breeze.

      “Sal!”

      “I thought it was you! Spotted you walking through the Square. I’ve just got back.”

      “I was coming to see you, I need some stuff from—” He gestured towards the Pharmacy behind him, but his words trailed off. He looked at her as she came to a halt beside him and, unexpectedly, without a moment’s consideration, the two of them embraced.

      “It’s been so long,” she said. “What have you been doing?”

      “I’m sorry, I wanted to come back sooner, but – life, you know.”

      She nodded; a quiet acknowledgment that reassured him she wouldn’t probe any further. “I was sorry about Iris. I – I went to the funeral,” she offered hopefully. “I thought you’d be there.” When he didn’t reply, instead choosing to look down at his feet instead, she took a step back, her hands still resting on his shoulders where they’d remained after their embrace. “Look at you. You’re all grown up and – serious! And you’ve put on a bit of weight. Not so pale and skinny anymore, are you? Hilda told me you were a high-flying journalist these days. Hey, are you going to interview Wills and Kate? I think you should.”

      Adam smiled, despite himself. “I’m not that kind of journalist. In fact, I’m not really a journalist at all, I’m—” He paused, not entirely sure what to say next.

      I’m what? What am I?

      “Listen, I need to go in here,” he motioned in the direction of the Pharmacy again. “Are you on this afternoon?”

      “Nope,” she grinned. “Day off. Had an appointment. I’ve just come back from the hospital.”

      He blinked at her, at first only half-registering what she’d told him. “Wha – the hospital? Are you okay?”

      “I am now,” she grinned salaciously. “UTI.”

      “What?”

      “Urinary tract infection.” She lowered her voice slightly, almost to a whisper, as a couple passed by, and then told him conspiratorially, “It means I’ve been having too much sex, Adam.”

      “Yeah, too much information, Sal!” he laughed, throwing his hands up in what he knew would be a futile gesture. She shrugged as he shook his head ruefully, the ghost of a smile still tugging at the corners of his mouth. “You haven’t changed then?”

      “What can I say?” she answered, “I’m what they call an emancipated woman.”

      “Yeah, you’re an emancipated woman in hospital when you get a urinary tract infection,” he volleyed.

      She widened her eyes in mock recoil, a parody of the discomfort she’d felt just days before. “Fuck me Adam, I was in so much pain – like you wouldn’t believe! I was having a drink with the girls in this new place that’s just opened in town – we need to go there, by the way, so you can tell me how you’re going to get this big interview with Wills and Kate – anyway, there I was, just having a drink, minding my own, and suddenly it felt like I had knives in my stomach. Fucking hell,” she laughed. “Anyway, I suppose it serves me right. I should learn to just go home at the end of the night like a good little hoe.”

      “Maybe you should stop having sex,” he teased, arching an eyebrow.

      “Ha, yeah right. Anyway, listen, I need to go home because I’ve got someone coming round – not like that!” she howled, as Adam’s face contorted into a knowing expression. “A plumber, you fucking moron! My boiler’s gone to shit. I keep having to have a cold shower every morning – and don’t you dare make any jokes about that either. Anyway, he’s coming round in about ten minutes, so I need to go. What are you doing later?”

      “Um,” he floundered. “I hadn’t thought. I need to get something to eat, and then I need to see Hilda. I haven’t even been to the house yet. After that, I’m at a bit of a loose end.”

      “Right. Meet me by the War Memorial later. I want to show you something.”

      “Really? What?”

      “You’ll find out later! Just meet me there. Say six?”

      He held his hands up in surrender. “Okay, six.”

      She grinned and started off, a flurry of motion, her ponytail swinging behind her as she went. “Good. Don’t be late,” she called. “Oh, and Adam,” she turned back as he made to step into the Pharmacy again. He met her grin; insatiable Sally Lloyd with her round face that was still brimming with a lust for life. “Welcome home!”

      It took him a moment to process what she’d said. He moved aside to let a pensioner sweep past him, her trolley navigating the bumps and crevices of the paving flags. Sally was round the corner, and long out of sight, before he finally shook himself out of the cradle of contemplation and opened the Pharmacy door.
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        * * *

      

      (iii)

      Everything about Orchard House was exactly as he remembered it. The front garden, the back door that opened onto the kitchen, the sitting room with all its furnishings still in place; nothing had changed. It was as if the house had been cocooned perfectly in time, in place and in memory.

      The rooms still rang of Iris. It was ridiculous, of course, to suggest that there could be so much as a hint of her perfume in the air, over a month after her last morning here. But as he crossed the threshold, some small parcel of Adam’s heart couldn’t help but believe that even the aroma of the house – the house that was now his – had managed to hold on to a trace memory of its former occupant. The woman who he’d spent innumerable summers, Whitsun holidays, autumn breaks, and long weekends with. The woman who’d raised him, guided him, and instilled a sense of belonging in him. He needed to believe that, despite her absence – somehow – some part of her was still there with him.

      The site on which Orchard House stood had, in the faintest and faded yesteryear, actually been an apple orchard; Iris had shown him the fragments of newspaper cuttings housed in the local history section of Little Bassington Library which attested to the fact.

      It had come as a surprise to him when the solicitors had called. Hilda had been the executor of Iris’s will. A small collection of art deco pieces that she’d always admired, which had adorned the dressing table in one of the upstairs bedrooms, had been left to her. Those small incidentals aside, the estate in its entirety (minus inheritance tax, legal fees and outstanding debts) had been given wholesale to Adam. The irony was that he’d been here before, after the accident which had claimed his parents. The fortuitous capital he’d amassed by virtue of unwanted circumstances – before he’d even reached his 30th birthday, no less – hadn’t passed him by. How could it have? His father’s commercial success, then his mother’s savings, and now Iris’s estate. Independently, none of them had accumulated wealth beyond measure, but they’d each been more than comfortable in their own right. Collectively, their deaths meant that he was now financially secure and would remain that way for a long time to come.

      He stepped into the kitchen, its handsome wood panelling and polished ceiling beams betraying not a hint of dust. The table in the centre of the room bore fresh flowers, with a note propped up against the vase. Oh Aitch, he thought. We don’t deserve you. He picked up the envelope, acknowledging Hilda’s perfectly-formed, delicate handwriting on the front and dropped his travel bag (which now contained the toiletries he’d stocked up on at the Pharmacy) to the floor.

      He wandered from the kitchen to the sitting room, the envelope still clutched tightly in his grasp. The key he’d used to let himself in had been exactly where Hilda had told him he’d find it – tucked beneath the third flowerpot, next to the small rhododendron bush. He knew the wake had been held here. Despite the busy stream of people that must have come and gone from the house that day, everything had been immaculately restored, as if the whole afternoon had never happened. The house looked untouched; Hilda had pushed the spare chairs back into their usual resting places, and clouds of lemon-scented air freshener punctuated the room.

      Adam threw himself onto the sofa and released a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. Everything was doused with memories; the old Welsh dresser, the hand-painted vases, the decorative plates on the wall, the cut-glass mirror, even the dumb waiter standing in the corner by the telephone table, his outstretched “arm” holding the wooden plate on which Iris had so often rested her keys. The sitting room suite was comfortably familiar too, its wooden armrests and red velvet cushions evoking memories of times gone by. All Iris’s tastes and wants echoed through every corner of a house that was now his. His and his alone.

      He listened to the silence. He couldn’t remember Orchard House ever being this quiet before. There would always be a clatter from the kitchen, the sound of friendly voices, of someone calling Iris, music drifting from the radio, or a quiz show blasting from the television. Now, there was nothing. Just an emptiness where the past had once been. The sitting room was somewhere he’d always been at ease, but it was as the place had been stripped of its heart. He wondered vaguely if he’d ever known his world to be this empty before. If life was a chain, then Iris was one of the last links binding him to his past – and that link had now been severed. To lose something, anything, was hard enough. But to be adrift, with no anchor…

      It felt almost impossible.

      He remembered what Iris had told him once. “There's a knack to living life, Adam. You have to wring the best from every day. Even when it's raining, when the roof has caved in and it feels like there’s nothing left, you have to pick something from out of the rubble and just run with it. That’s the only way.”

      So perhaps that was what he needed to do.

      There were other things he’d have to consider sooner or later, of course; he’d need to decide what he wanted to do for work. He’d thought about taking a year out – not that he had any plans to stay in Little Bassington for that long. He had more than enough money to see him through but, even then, he’d have to give himself some sort of direction eventually.

      Dimly aware that he was still holding the envelope Hilda had left for him, he reached down to the polished coffee table with its glass top where a pile of letters and flyers sat waiting. He placed the envelope down and rifled through the assorted mail. They were mostly circulars, or official-looking correspondence with the address typed in demanding black letters threatening legal action for unpaid bills from senders who hadn’t yet realised that Iris was dead. His eyes fell upon one of the flyers; a folded sheet of A4 paper that had clearly been hand delivered. It boasted a picture of the fields that lay beyond Market Square beneath a hastily composed message:

      
        
        Community Meeting – Save Our Fields!

      

        

      
        Join us for a public meeting in the Village Hall to discuss plans tabled by Archangel Developments to concrete over our beloved fields.

      

        

      
        A representative from the developers will be present.

      

        

      
        Cllr Robert Grainger will address the meeting.

      

        

      
        Everyone is welcome.

      

      

      
        
        We need to make our voices heard, so please do your best to come along and be part of the fight to stop this unwanted, unnecessary building project going ahead!

      

        

      
        16th June at the Village Hall

        7.30pm

      

      

      Adam glanced at his phone, which he’d stationed on the coffee table in front of him. 16th June… The flyer had obviously been delivered days, perhaps weeks earlier, but the meeting was tonight. He half-wondered if this was what Sally wanted to show him later; if her “surprise” was something to do with this “Archangel Developments” company and whatever they were planning to build on the fields behind the Tower.

      Putting the flyer down, he reached the bottom of the post pile, which he discovered was in fact resting on top of a thick, red, leather-bound book. Lifting it up, he flipped the familiar cover open, an expression of wonder washing over his face. A small piece of paper fell from the inside onto his lap.

      
        
        Found this while I was looking for the spare key upstairs!

        H x

      

      

      The book, once perfectly preserved, was now showing signs of wear. The front cover had become slightly detached from the binding but, despite the outward indicators betraying its age, its pages were unblemished, bar some small creases and folds that showed it to have been well-read.

      It was the first book Iris had ever bought for him. Hilda had been there too, he was sure. He’d been six years old when they’d purchased the collection of Aesop’s Fables. He’d poured over the pages of the leather-bound story book for weeks after, his eagle eyes drinking in every word, as the tales transported him realms away from his unsteady, unpredictable life. He remembered Iris reading to him, the day they’d brought it home. Now, so many years after the event, he could hear the voice of his aunt ringing in his subconscious; a recollection that triggered tears he’d so far kept contained.

      He returned the book to the table and reached for Hilda’s envelope. It felt light, almost empty. He tore open the back and removed a small newspaper cutting, which he held delicately before him. His eyes scanned the words that he’d agreed to; words that were printed in an unpretentious square box published in a recent edition of the Bassington Post.

      He sat there for some time, re-reading Iris Challinor’s obituary, in the house of his childhood, in the slipstream of his memories, with the scent of lemon and long-gone perfume drifting mournfully through the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I gave up childish ways.

      

      

      
        
        For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known.

      

      

      
        
        So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love.”

      

      

      
        
        (1 Corinthians 13:11-13, English Standard Version)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The First Obituary

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Iris Mabel Challinor

        Passed away at home on 15th May.

      

      

      
        
        Dearly beloved sister to the late Margaret Anne,

        aunt to Catherine, and great aunt to Adam.

      

      

      
        
        Funeral cortège leaving her residence on 1st June at 12.30pm

        to the Church of St Mary Magdalene for Requiem Mass.

      

      

      
        
        Donations in memory of Iris, if desired, may be given to

        Bassington Call and Care, 106 High Street,

        Bassington, SB12 1AQ.

      

      

      
        
        Enquiries to Bryce and Son Ltd,

        Funeral Directors, Bassington.

      

      

      
        
        Bassington Post

        Announcements – Death Notices and Obituaries,

        first published 20th May 2016.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “For life is more than food,

        and the body more than clothing.”

        (Luke 12:23, English Standard Version)
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        * * *

      

      (i)

      It was, Herbert thought, a prime steak.

      To be precise, a boneless rib-eye; tender and fulfilling, satisfyingly cut and suggestive of a rich, deep flavour that would be ideally enhanced, he decided, by cracked black peppercorns, and a thick sauce of beef stock, brandy and heavy cream. Herbert could feel the tendrils of saliva shifting in his mouth as he wrapped the steak, placed it in a carrier bag and exchanged it for the cash handed to him by his latest customer. A good steak was, in his view, perfect fuel for a man after a hard day’s work. The woman he’d been serving departed briskly, the bag containing her steak dropped lazily into the wicker basket in which she ferried her assorted shopping.

      Idly, he wondered what Vanessa would be cooking that evening. A batch of pork joints, newly-delivered from the suppliers, were taunting him from beneath the counter. Then there were the sausages – premium range, hand-tied, award-winning – that he’d placed on the slab next to the sliced ox tail.

      His musings on food, which inevitably reared their head every day after the lunchtime rush was over, were intruded upon by the sound of a bicycle bell ringing somewhere outside. From his vantage point behind the counter, a full-length window afforded Herbert the perfect view of all Little Bassington’s comings and goings. For a man of Herbert Hughes’s standing – a respected pillar of the community and formerly Chair of Little Bassington Parish Council – such a thing was vital. It was of immense importance to Herbert that he retained an outlook over the heart of village life, to ensure he would be amongst the first to know in the event of any crucial local developments. The window of the butcher’s shop was ideally suited for that purpose; between serving customers, he could keep a watchful eye on Market Square outside, observe the afternoon’s to-ings and fro-ings, witness who was meeting who at Florentine’s, and generally maintain an awareness of anything that might, at some stage, require his involvement.

      The bicycle bell had been rung by that diabolical, owl-faced woman with the curly mop of hair that looked as wispy and wafer-thin as the contents of a dust bag. What was her name? Evelyn something. She was typically unsteady on her bicycle, which she always drove through the Square around this time, sounding the bell as she did in a mixture of fair warning and panic while swerving to avoid unsuspecting pedestrians.

      Evelyn Whatshername had told Vanessa recently that she was a vegetarian! Herbert had no time for vegetarians. These people defied the natural order of things; refusing as they did to sit down and enjoy a prime, tenderloin steak, or a plate of pork and stilton sausages lathered in a rich onion gravy. Instead, the likes of Evelyn and her wishy-washy cosmopolitan friends survived on rabbit food; lettuce leaves, lentils, and strange concoctions involving mashed avocados. There were even such people as vegans these days; no doubt the sort Evelyn Whatshername associated with at those ecology group meetings she ran at the Village Hall. Vegans were, in his opinion, stranger folk still who thought people like him were doing fish a disservice by deep frying them; who drank soy milk and ate tofu (a substance which looked to Herbert equal parts unappetising and uninspiring). Tofu was a fad which had its roots in places like China and Thailand, he gathered, which only served to make it doubly disagreeable as far as he was concerned.

      No, these vegetarians and vegans, people like Evelyn Whatshername, were not from the kind of stock that Herbert favoured. He was immensely grateful that he didn’t have to contend with them on a regular basis, and that most of the population still understood that the most satisfying and sustaining meals came from a fresh joint of meat; like a thick-sliced pork loin, roasted with garlic and served with apple and cider gravy. That sort of outlook, Herbert had always believed, was what separated the sane from the insane in life. Herbert patted his own belly wistfully; all this talk of living off plants was senseless and impractical. Three square meals a day and a life spent enjoying the finest cuts the world had to offer had never done him any harm, notwithstanding an ever-expanding waistline which had advanced to a point where he struggled to see his own penis over the hill of his stomach.

      He wondered what his father would have thought of people like Evelyn. His eyes scanned the framed photo which hung on the opposite wall, beneath the certificates which verified the shop’s five-star health and safety rating. The black and white snapshot, slightly yellowed with age now, showed a young Herbert standing in the doorway almost fifty years ago, his father (at the time the photograph had been taken, the owner) behind him, his arms resting proudly on his young son’s shoulders. Three generations of the Hughes family had run the butcher’s shop in Little Bassington. Herbert’s father had handed the keys over to his son on the day he’d retired, instilling in him a sense of obligation to maintain the family tradition, to keep the business running, and to cement their position as an indispensable fixture of Little Bassington life.

      Herbert had cut his cloth in this shop, where his father had taught him everything he knew. His best attempts to impart the Hughes legacy to his own son, Stephen, had fallen flat, however; Stephen had gone off to work for a firm of financial advisors somewhere in London, rising quickly through the ranks. He was now a Partner in the same organisation. In spite of his choice to eschew following in the footsteps of his father, grandfather and great-grandfather, Stephen’s achievements filled Herbert with an enormous sense of pride. He was happy to boast to anyone who would listen about Stephen’s business acumen, financial success, and the huge regard in which his City peers undoubtedly held him.

      The shop door rattled, pulling Herbert out of his daydream. He shook his head, returning his attention to the counter and wiping his hands by force of habit down the length of his butcher’s apron. The young man who had entered looked familiar; short black hair, dressed in a casual blue shirt and a light summer coat, with the first shadows of stubble appearing where he had evidently neglected to shave that morning.

      “Do you have any pork pies left?” the young man asked.
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        * * *

      

      Adam watched Herbert blink, the butcher grappling with the sense of familiarity with which he’d apparently just been struck. “You’re – you’re Iris’s boy! Adam, isn’t it?”

      Adam smiled back at him. “Nice to see you again too, Herbert. Though I’m surprised you remember me.”

      “Oh ho,” Herbert smiled at him, satisfyingly, “I never forget a face. You don’t, do you, working in a place like this, serving everyone and anyone? Well well,” he scrutinised Adam as if analysing his latest delivery of offal. “Young Adam. Though not so young any more, of course. I remember you when you were just a slight thing, hardly any meat on your bones back then. Still haven’t forgotten that day with the wing mirror! Thought you were a fair boy racer in that clapped out old thing McCarrick took you out in, didn’t you?”

      Apparently recognising the telltale signs of embarrassment creeping into life on Adam’s face, Herbert adjusted his tone. “Ahem, yes, well. I was sorry to hear what happened to Iris. She used to come in here every Friday, I expect you remember. It was a sad day when we lost her. Yes, it was a sad day…”

      His thoughts trailed off, as he reached towards a black oven tray resting behind him and extracted one of the pork pies from the carefully aligned rows, wrapping it in a small paper bag which he handed across the counter. “Fresh out of the oven, not five minutes ago,” he told Adam. “Should be piping hot.”

      “Thanks.” Adam accepted the paper bag, and then craned his neck to take in the white tiled walls of Sweet Meats. “I remember coming in here – with Iris, I mean. I was sitting on the train this morning, quietly hoping your pork pies would still be on sale.” He motioned gratefully to the wrapped pie in his hand; the warmth of the pastry, accompanied by the grease that coated it, seeped through the paper and reached his fingers. “They don’t do things like this half as well in London.”

      “Ah well, that’s city living for you. Doesn’t compare. Too rushed, no thought behind any of it.”

      Adam reached into his pocket and handed Herbert a £2 coin to pay for the pie. Behind them, the door of the shop opened again and a wide-eyed woman stepped in, her husband following dutifully in her footsteps. The woman’s eyes conveyed a sense of urgency and earnestness, her deep, dyed red hair contrasting boldly with the dark coat and plain, loose-fitting trousers she sported. Behind her, her husband removed his flat cap, running a hand through his salt and pepper hair as he pushed the door closed behind them.

      “Ah, afternoon Yvonne, Jeff,” Herbert greeted them. “What can I get for you?”

      Unable to wait any longer, his stomach rumbling with a growing insistence, Adam delicately pulled back the lip of the greaseproof wrapping around the pie and took a hearty bite. His mouth was assaulted by the mixture of flavours; from the peppery tang of the meat, to the warm jelly that enclosed it, and the sharp, crusty pastry casing.

      “It’s alright, I’m not stopping,” the woman – Yvonne – told Herbert. “I want to make sure you’re both still coming to the meeting tonight?”

      “Oh ho, yes, we’ll be there,” Herbert answered. “Need a strong turnout, don’t we? These people need to see a bit of community strength. Can’t just waltz in here and do what they please. They forget that we all have a say.”

      “Couldn’t agree more,” Yvonne said. “And I hope you’ll say a few words tonight when it all gets under way. We’ll need to hear voices like yours if these people are going to get the message. No use us all just sitting there and nodding along – we need to show a bit of steel. A bit of resistance!”

      Adam got the distinct impression that this was a matter of some pride and importance for Yvonne. Her husband – Jeff – he noticed, seemed far less invested; he was more occupied with studying the framed photograph and surrounding certificates that hung on Herbert’s wall. Suspecting he knew the answer already, Adam hastily swallowed a mouthful of pie, the heat from which burned the back of his throat, and asked, “What meeting is this, then?”

      Yvonne turned her head in his direction, apparently noticing him for the first time since she’d entered the shop. She eyed him warily, her gaze wandering somewhat disdainfully across his casual attire, then to the half-eaten pie – still tucked inside its greaseproof wrapping – clutched in his hand. “Sorry,” he muttered, gesturing with the pie, “I didn’t have lunch.”

      Ignoring his culinary conundrum, Yvonne lifted her voice to deliver her enlightenment. “The meeting – tonight! At the Village Hall!” she told him, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “You must know about it, it’s on all the noticeboards. And Jeff and I walked for miles, pushing flyers through everyone’s doors!”

      Adam was about to tell her that he’d only arrived in the village that afternoon, when Herbert’s voice boomed across the shop floor, bouncing off the tiled walls with an alarming echo. “Honestly, Yvonne! Don’t you know who this is? He’s not going to have seen your flyer, he’s only just come back – this is Iris’s boy. Iris Challinor!”

      Yvonne turned back to Adam, recognition dawning as she took a step closer, her narrowed eyes glowing with a sense of homely familiarity. “No…” she whispered. “Iris’s boy? But – but you were all⁠—”

      “—pale and skinny. Yeah, someone mentioned,” Adam finished for her. “What can I say? It’s been a long time.”

      “How long, exactly?”

      “Long enough.”

      Yvonne placed a hand on the side of his face, her thinning fingers not yet having surrendered to infirmity, but bearing the deepening, ingrained lines that came with age. Her palm sent waves of coolness across Adam’s cheek. Her voice lowered slightly, perhaps unintentionally. “Iris told me, you know, what happened to your parents – the accident and all… Gosh, to look at you now, all grown up. Where does time go?”

      Adam wasn’t sure how to respond to that, feeling slightly foolish still clutching his pork pie as he was ogled by one of Iris’s acquaintances. Yvonne relaxed her hand, letting it fall away from his cheek and smiled at him.

      “Well, it’s good to see you again,” she said. “You probably don’t remember me, but I’m sure your aunt will have mentioned us from time to time. Anyway, we’re meeting in the Village Hall tonight about these fields.” She jerked her thumb in the direction of the Square to indicate the expanse of greenery that lay beyond. “Some big developer is after a slice of the pie, you see. Planning to come along with their diggers and who knows what else, building houses all over the place. Well – I mean, it’ll spoil the view, won’t it? Won’t be a village any more, will we? Concrete wherever you look, that’s all these people want. Don’t care about our history – our heritage! – do they Herbert? (Herbert shook his head in agreement.) No, they just want to make a fast buck. Well, we’re all getting together tonight to have our say. I mean, you can’t just sit back and roll over where these things are concerned, can you? No – we’ve got to speak out.”

      “Of course,” said Herbert, pompously, “They’ll expect that they can just pooh-pooh us. That’ll be what they do in most other places. Mind, they won’t have reckoned on having a former Parish Council Chairman there. I know a few things that should knock them off course.”

      Herbert’s satisfied smile appeared to fill Yvonne with a new sense of optimism, which she channelled into a hopeful glance thrown spontaneously in Adam’s direction. He simply nodded, encouragingly. He wasn’t entirely confident that Herbert’s tenure on Little Bassington Parish Council would have provided him with enough legislative ammunition to outwit a development company in full throttle, but he kept his peace.

      “Then again,” said Herbert with a manufactured cough that cleared his throat before his next pronouncement. “What would really set their tails in a spin is if they knew the press were interested. There’d be nothing like having a journalist in the room, taking notes, asking a few questions – bad publicity, you see, that’s what these people fear most. Bad publicity!”

      His comment couldn’t have been more on the nose if he’d tried. With a knowing look at Yvonne and Jeff, Herbert tipped his head towards Adam with a wink. Adam, who had finished the last of his pie, crumpled the wrapper and shook his head at Herbert. “I’m not – I’m not that kind of journalist. And besides, I can’t just turn up with a notepad and start asking questions, I don’t work here!”

      “Of course you are, and of course you can!” boomed Herbert. “Besides, what other kind of journalist is there?”

      Yvonne seemed to have taken a renewed interest in Adam following Herbert’s invocation of his press credentials. “A journalist, are you?” she asked. “Yes, Iris was always talking about you…”

      “She was that,” affirmed Herbert. “Her nephew, the leading light. Going to break into the nationals one day, she said. Mind you, I never really trusted journalists myself. Always got an agenda, haven’t they? But one of our own,” he said, turning to Adam knowingly, “now, that’s different.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Adam murmured, in as noncommittal a tone as he could muster.

      “That’s the ticket. That said,” Herbert returned his attention to Yvonne, “we wouldn’t be having any of this trouble if Don Ainsworth wasn’t still down and out, poor man. Of course, he’ll do what he can, but we can’t expect too much of him. You mark my words; these people would have a real fight on their hands if they were dealing with the Don Ainsworth of old.”

      “Who,” Adam started, realising immediately that he was asking what would be perceived as a blindingly obvious question, “is Don Ainsworth?”

      “Whose Don Ainsworth?” Yvonne interjected, before Herbert could get a word in. “Don Ainsworth is one of the local Councillors round here. He’s done an awful lot for the village in his time, hasn’t he, Jeff?” Her husband agreed heartily, springing to life at his wife’s signal, having remained steadfastly mute throughout the conversation so far.

      “He’s just not the man he was though, sadly,” Herbert’s voice stirred over the sudden pall of silence that had settled over the shop. “Not since the stroke. Of course, Margaret keeps him up to speed on everything – wouldn’t want him to feel like he’s completely out of the loop, would we? I called her the other day, you see, to ask how he was. Made sure he knew I was going to mention his name at the meeting tonight. You know the sort of thing. Have to make sure people understand he’s still involved, even if he can’t be there!”

      “Mr Grainger will be there, of course,” Yvonne offered.

      “Oh yes, Grainger will be there,” Herbert confirmed.

      “He’s the other Councillor?” Adam asked. When they both turned to him with a look of some surprise, apparently baffled that anyone could know Robert Grainger but not Don Ainsworth, he shrugged and said to Yvonne, “I saw your flyer when I was looking through the post at Iris’s – at the house,” he corrected himself, mid-sentence. “I remembered the name.”

      “Good man is our Councillor Grainger,” Herbert affirmed. “Good man. A bit too much of a politician for my liking sometimes, but he does his best. Don took him under his wing when he was starting out though, so he’s learned his craft from the best. Not the same as having Don there, obviously, but he’ll do his bit for us, he’s bound to. If nothing else, he’ll want the votes next time. Yes, good man. He, ah – gave me my medallion, you know.”

      “What medallion?” asked Yvonne, giving voice to the baffled looks that now painted the faces of Herbert’s assembled audience.

      “My Chairman’s medallion!” Herbert bellowed. “Chairman of the Parish Council. When I finished, Don and Grainger presented me with my medallion of office. Solid silver,” he puffed his chest out a little at the reminiscence. “Vanessa has it on display in the sitting room. Of course, I’d rather not make a fuss about it, but the wife insists, you know how these things go. Matter of pride. They had it engraved, too. ‘Herbert Hughes, Chairman of Little Bassington Parish Council, two thousand and – ah, here’s Vanessa now!”

      The conversation was halted (Adam thought, mercifully) by both the sound of the shop door clattering open once more, and the high-pitched bark of a dog that had been tied to one of the small knee railings on the Parade outside. “Now, stay Nelly,” a voice called as its owner stepped over the threshold, the rope of a dog lead hanging flaccidly in one hand. “No, sit – sit! That’s right. Good girl. You are such a good girl.”

      Four pairs of eyes rested on Vanessa Hughes as she closed the door and turned towards the counter. Immaculately dressed, the Junoesque wife of Herbert – whose rich blonde hair was obviously dyed but remained nevertheless striking – still retained the piercing, hawk-like eyes that Adam remembered from yesteryear. A hook-like nose protruded from her thin, pointed face. Her entire stature was in sharp contrast to that of her husband’s; where he was overweight, deep-voiced and laced with sweat, Vanessa was thin, her timbre high-pitched, the exclamations of approval bestowed upon her dog outside exaggerated and shrill. She had barely set foot inside the shop when the sound of the animal’s renewed barking started up again.

      “Oh, Yvonne, Jeff, how nice to see you both. Herbert, I’m sorry to interrupt, have you got Stephen’s card? I’ll post it now. I’m going to meet the girls at Florentine’s and I’ll put it in the post box while I’m there. It’s our son’s birthday,” she explained to no one in particular, as Herbert reached up to a shelf on the wall behind the counter and retrieved an envelope that had been left there. “Thank you,” she said, slotting the envelope neatly into one of the folds of her handbag.

      “Vee, you know who this is?” Herbert said, motioning to Adam, who had been trying his best to avoid being pulled any further into the conversation as he contemplated how best to make his exit. Vanessa looked at him, considering the man she saw down the length of her nose.

      “I don’t think we’ve – no, hold on just a moment, there is something familiar…”

      “Good Lord, woman, can’t you recognise him? This is Iris’s boy. Iris Challinor!” Herbert thundered.

      Vanessa didn’t greet the news of his identity with quite the enthusiasm her husband had expected, something for which Adam was privately very grateful. “Oh! Well, how very nice to see you again. Yes, yes I do remember you now Herb mentions it. Your aunt had a lovely funeral, very fitting. I expect you’ve heard all about it.”

      Her last remark was unmistakably pointed, and Adam knew it.

      “I imagine you’ve come back to see to the sale?”

      “The sale?” Adam asked.

      “Yes, the house,” Vanessa elaborated. “I expect you’ll want to sell up quickly so you can get back to wherever you and your wife are living these days.”

      “Actually, I’m not married, and I haven’t decided whether I’m going to⁠—”

      Adam and Vanessa’s exchange was curtailed by the renewed yelps coming from the pet she had left tied to the knee rail outside. At the sound of the dog’s insistent barks, Herbert visibly flinched. “Oh Vee, is she still going? For Heaven’s sake, can’t we send her somewhere to get her properly trained?” he asked. “I don’t want to hear that constant yap, yap, yap every time she’s left alone!”

      “She’s not ‘yapping’, Herb, she’s getting used to things.” Vanessa moved back to the door and opened it slightly, peering through the gap in Nelly’s direction. “Don’t worry, Nelly, mummy’s coming.”

      Yvonne and Jeff had done their best to suppress smiles, but it was Jeff who broke first. “Got yourself a new addition to the family, Herb?” he asked.

      Doing his best to show he wasn’t put out by the question, Herbert grinned at his friend. “It’s ah – a Chihuahua,” he said. “Vee has always wanted one, haven’t you, Vee?”

      Vanessa gave a quick nod from the doorway, where she was still gesturing and making hushing noises with her mouth to try and appease her pet. Jeff’s face was creased with barely contained laughter lines. “A few teething problems?” he asked Herbert.

      “Hmph,” Herbert grunted. “Bloody thing doesn’t stop. Got it from some fancy breeder up in town. Expensive too. Needs a bit of discipline, if you ask me. It’s the same for all pets. Treat ‘em like you would a misbehaving child and they’ll soon get the idea. If they step out of line, take a hand to them – or, even better, a belt! Still, if it makes Vee happy,” he added quickly as his wife returned her attention to the inside of the shop, “you know what they say – a happy wife is a happy life, eh?”

      “You’ll have to remind us when your birthday’s is,” Jeff ribbed, “so we can buy you a set of earplugs.”

      Herbert gritted his teeth firmly, clearly not amused. The dog’s barks started up again, punctuated by pleading whines that craved Vanessa’s attention. “Oh for pity’s sake, woman, can’t you take her somewhere else?”

      “What’s the matter, Herb, worried the noise’ll put the customers off their lamb chops?” Jeff’s attempts to hold back his laughter finally collapsed beneath a wave of mirth.

      “Oh look, I’ll have to go, she’s not settling there. I’m going to Florentine’s, she’ll enjoy sitting out in the sunshine.” Vanessa, who hadn’t seemed to notice Jeff’s amusement, reached down to fasten the clip on her handbag, where she had stashed her son’s birthday card.

      Not entirely sure how much of a difference it would make if the dog was seated a mere two doors down, but nevertheless sensing an opening in the conversation, Adam also hastened to make his escape.

      “I better get along too,” he said. “I’m meeting Sally later, and there are people I want to see first.”

      “Sally?” asked Vanessa, innocently.

      “Sally Lloyd. From the Pharmacy. I knew her when I was staying with⁠—”

      “Yes, I know who she is,” said Vanessa, a heavily-loaded trace of snobbery lacing her voice as she spoke. “I didn’t realise you knew her.” There was a hint of accusation in the way she formed the words ‘knew her’, as if the tacit implication was clear to everyone else in the shop. Herbert said nothing, instead balling his fist to his mouth and coughing theatrically in a bid to avoid having to speak.

      Adam tried with all his might to appear indifferent as he followed Vanessa out of the shop. He bid farewell to Jeff and Yvonne (the latter of whom gave him one last admiring look, shook her head and breathed, “Iris Challinor’s boy…”) before promising Herbert that he would do his best to attend the meeting later that night.

      “Remember, bad press, that’s what they want to avoid! Bad press!” the butcher insisted.

      As Adam stepped outside, he watched Vanessa untying Nelly the Chihuahua from the knee rail, re-attaching the lead to her collar, and coaxing her along the Parade towards Florentine’s with soothing murmurs and comforting reassurances. Behind him, he heard Herbert, still ensconced in conversation with Yvonne and Jeff (“I’ve given a bit of thought to tonight, as it happens – what we need is a plan of attack. Got to go in organised, that’s the key. Now, what I think we should do is…”) and vowed, the next time he was hungry, that he’d go somewhere else for lunch.
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        * * *

      

      (ii)

      The clattering of plates, cutlery and coffee cups greeted Vanessa Hughes as she stepped through the curtain of noise encompassing Florentine’s, in search of her friends. She’d lifted Nelly up as they’d approached the door, and now stood cradling her in her arms like a protective mother holding their child as she searched the café for any sign of Moira Reynolds or Alma Huntingdon. They met at the same time, every Thursday afternoon, and it wasn’t like any of them to be late. Scanning the room, her eyes fell upon a handful of faces she recognised; Pam and Bill sitting at one of the tables in the corner, Susan and Brendan sipping what looked like iced mochas from tall glasses, and Betty and Ernest offering appreciative thanks to a waiter who had just served them with dessert – thick slices of sponge cake topped with strawberries and clotted cream.

      Seeing no sign of either Alma or Moira, Vanessa stepped outside again, followed by a waitress who was carrying plates of freshly-prepared lasagne to one of the open-air tables. The smell of the rich, briny sauce, and the combination of cheese poured in thick, generous layers over the meat, assailed her nostrils and propelled Nelly – who had obviously caught wind of food in her vicinity – into another yelping spree.

      “No no, Nelly, it’s not for you,” Vanessa chided.

      She sat at one of the free tables under the canopy and waited for Alma and Moira. She’d just ordered a coffee, and tied Nelly’s lead to the leg of her chair, when she saw the two women marching towards her from the corner.

      “Sorry we’re late,” Moira breathed, fumbling to wipe her glasses after her evident exertion. “We’ve been – sorry, what? Oh, a latte please, and Alma will have one of those frothy cappuccino things,” she told the young waitress who had swiftly positioned herself in readiness to take their order. The waitress glided away as quickly as she’d come while the two women continued to seat themselves.

      “Listen, you’ll never guess who I’ve just seen,” said Vanessa.

      “Who?”

      “Iris Challinor’s nephew. What’s his name? Adam! The one who didn’t come to her funeral!”

      Moira finished steaming her glasses with her breath, wiping each lens on the curled hem of her blouse, and jerked her head towards Vanessa.

      “Adam? Iris’s Adam? Wh – where? What’s he doing here?”

      “Well, I suppose he’s come to see to the house at last. He was in the shop with Herb. Said he was off to see that Sally Lloyd girl for something or other.”

      “Sally Lloyd?” asked Moira, incredulously. “What in the name of heavens does he want to see her for?”

      “I’ve no id⁠—”

      “Look, never mind Iris’s nephew – have you seen it?” asked Alma, sharply intruding upon their exchange.

      “Seen what?” Vanessa asked, one eye glancing surreptitiously towards Nelly, who had started sniffing the pavement around their table.

      “The paper!” said Alma. She reached into her handbag, wrapping her coat around the back of her chair as she sat down. She threw a newspaper onto the table and it unrolled in front of Vanessa responsively. “Page four – just look.”

      As Moira placed her glasses down on the table and took her seat, Vanessa picked up the latest edition of the Bassington Post and flipped to the fourth page, the bottom half of which described a father’s call for justice in the wake of a road traffic accident suffered by his daughter, somewhere in London. (“Happening all the time these days,” she heard Alma saying. “Youngsters getting hit by cars. Anyway, that’s what I’m talking about.” She tapped the paper with her finger above the page’s main article.)

      The headline gave the verdict delivered by an inquest into the death of a 13-year-old girl from Bassington Town who had, according to the report, thrown herself into the river a month earlier. The account of the inquest, by the Post’s Senior Editor, was illustrated with a head and shoulders photograph of the deceased, and a smaller insert showing the stretch of water where her body had been found. Vanessa scanned the first few lines of the article.

      “Awful,” she offered.

      “Awful doesn’t do it justice!” proclaimed Alma. “Thirteen years old. You have to wonder, don’t you, where the parents were? It doesn’t say in the article, but Kevin Harris told me – you know, ditzy Lisa’s wife, Kevin – he told me that they found the body tangled up in the cable of an old washing machine some reprobate had dumped out there! Wires wrapped around her legs and ankles, apparently. When they pulled her out, her hands were covered in cuts where she’d been lashing out and slicing herself on who knows what! What a way to end a life. Thirteen years old. Can you imagine, getting a knock at the door from some policeman who’s come to tell you that your thirteen year old daughter’s dead? And the best they can say is that they had no idea there was anything wrong! They want to take a long, hard look at themselves.”

      Vanessa shook her head as Alma paused to thank the waitress who arrived with a tray of coffees which she placed gingerly onto the table.

      “It’s these tablet things and phones they’re all on,” said Moira, knowingly. “They’re the problem. Heads down, tapping away, not taking a blind bit of notice when they’re walking down the road.” She shook her head, ruefully. “I bet the parents don’t know half the things they’re doing on them. I mean, they could be talking to anyone. You hear stories, don’t you?” She lowered her tone suddenly, as if giving voice to the suggestion might somehow make it reality. “About paedophiles. They start chatting to these kids over their phones and then, before you know it, they’re inviting them round for tea. It’s happening all the time, apparently. Dirty old men sending messages to young girls over Twatter.”

      “I think it’s Twitter, Moira,” Vanessa corrected her, trying hard not to spit the coffee she had just started to sip.

      Moira ploughed on, as if she hadn’t heard her. “Anyway, Alma’s right. You have to wonder what was going on at home. I mean, it can’t be the school. She went to the Lodge, and there’s nothing wrong there. It must be the parents,” she sniffed, pausing for the first time to take a substantial gulp of her latte.

      “Thirteen,” Alma shook her head. “Honestly. What kind of life must she have been living that made her go and do a thing like that? No warning, or anything! She just left them a voicemail. I mean, how can you hide something like that? Surely, someone would know?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” said Vanessa, folding the paper over and raising her coffee cup to her lips. “People can hide anything, I suppose, if they try hard enough. Just look at Sally Lloyd’s mother.”

      “What about her?”

      “Well, the way she was carrying on with – oh, what was his name? – behind Dennis’s back for all that time. It was his wife I felt sorry for. Imagine being told your husband is having an affair – with Carla Lloyd of all people – by one of your own patients! What I mean, though, is that they kept it quiet for long enough. Sneaking around at the Bowling Green after dark like a pair of teenagers. Like mother, like daughter if you ask me.”

      “Well maybe,” Moira answered, tapping the photograph of the young girl whose tragic passing had captured the headlines, “she wasn’t hiding anything. Maybe there was just nobody who bothered to notice.”
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