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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This story takes place after the main body of “The Water Tower”, but prior to the events of the novel’s Postscript.

      

      

       

      
        
        It is September 2025.

        Adam is 38 years old.

        Clarissa is 35.

        Cassie is 6.
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        Now

        37 Miles from Little Bassington:

      

      

      
        
        
        “Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream

        Merrily merrily merrily merrily, life is but a dream…”

      

      

      

      Not for the first time, Adam Chapman was questioning his life choices.

      Some might say this wasn’t exactly an unusual occurrence where he was concerned. In all probability, it likely wouldn’t be the last time either. Over the course of his thirty-eight years on Earth, Adam had found himself reflecting – with alarming regularity – on his seemingly infinite capacity to make, if not the wrong choice, then certainly the one which would inevitably reveal itself to be the hardest work.

      You’re not a journalist, someone had once told him. The words of a woman who’d known him better than he’d known himself. You don’t want to be a journalist. Be a writer.

      So he’d become a writer. Alright, so he’d never quite managed to top the Bestseller lists, but you couldn’t say his literary career to date had been a flop. Far from it. And he was proud of that. It was just a pity that no one had warned him exactly how much rested on the author’s shoulders after the book was finished. He’d assumed that he’d put his pen down and that would be that; everything that followed would be in someone else’s hands. Oh no. After the manuscript came the promotion, the interviews, the social media traction (most of which Adam had discovered, he was – at least initially – expected to generate himself). Near-constant schlepping up and down the country to village halls, book fairs, literary festivals, University campuses and even the occasional in-person signing event had filled the days, weeks and months following the release of his last four novels. No one had told him how much time he’d be spending on trains and in taxis, at bus interchanges or circling back on himself down some obscure country road on the fringes of a forgotten hamlet in the middle of nowhere trying to find the Village Hall, where the last bastions of the WI held their meeting. He’d sat through more renditions of Jerusalem than any man could reasonably be expected to whilst still remaining sane.

      So he’d questioned his life choices.

      Come to Peterborough, the enthusiastic Chair of the local Writer’s Circle had suggested in an equally enthusiastic email shortly after the publication of his literary debut, Laid to Rest. We’d love to hear about your journey from small-time journalist to published author. (There had been a compliment in there somewhere.) All we need to do is find a suitable venue – what about the Community Centre? We’ll hire it for the night and your publishers can meet the cost.

      The publishers had not met the cost. Oh, they were amenable, just not that amenable. And they weren’t about to fork out over a thousand pounds on room hire and refreshments in the hope that a fledgling author (albeit one who’d attracted more than his fair share of publicity over preceding years) might draw a crowd. So Adam had decided to take a punt of his own. He’d put his hand in his pocket, cut substantially into his insubstantial royalties, hired the venue, booked the caterers and schlepped his way from Little Bassington (the quaint village that lay between Hampshire and the South East coast where Adam had grown up and now lived in what had once been his great aunt’s home, Orchard House) to Peterborough, feeling truly energised and ready to sell the virtues of his dazzling narrative to a captivated and enchanted audience. It would be the perfect promotional push, he’d told himself. The ideal profile-raising event.

      Schlepping, he thought idly. To schlep. Schlepped. It’s a good word. I should use it more often. Maybe work it into something…

      There had been six people there in total. Six. They’d sat around in a little circle, eaten sandwiches and cream cakes, while Adam had talked about the creative process in not insubstantial depth. One of them had already read the book; she declared it “okay”. One of them had been pretty deaf, so Adam remained convinced the man in question hadn’t heard a word he’d said. That said, the old duffer had nodded and smiled at regular intervals, so you never know. More than likely, he was just being polite. Either way, as Adam boarded the last train back to Bassington that night, braced for the smug and unbearably self-satisfied riposte he knew he was destined to endure from his publisher’s office (they’d probably get Nikki to do it, he’d thought), he found himself staring out of the rain-streaked window, questioning – not for the first time – his life choices.

      An author’s struggle, as lived by Adam James Chapman.

      The story of his life.

      Heh. Should have worked that into the next book.

      Missed an opportunity, there, Chapman.

      ‘Twas ever thus.

      What else?

      Oh yes.

      Come and stay in Cambridge, she’d said. We can go punting. Spend an afternoon by the Cam. We can have ice cream and listen to the choir on the corner. You can see my office…

      So he’d gone to Cambridge⁠—

      Hold on. Better shelve that one for now. Not sure I’ve quite got the spare mental capacity to work through everything I need to work through there.

      We’ll save that for another time, he thought determinedly. The next book, so to speak.

      Right now, this was where he found himself. Living the dream. Apparently. Trying to stop his feet from sinking into the grass which was, at least in part, still saturated from last night’s rain. The trees carried that peaty smell; the scent of the world after a thunderstorm. The water was calm though. And someone was singing.

      (“Row, row, row your boat…”)

      From the corner of his eye, Adam could see a little girl scampering down the path that ran along the side of the bank. She was chasing a cloud of blackbirds that were pecking at the crumbs of someone’s unwanted sandwich. The birds scattered and took flight as Cassie Chapman – six years old, going on sixteen – hurricaned towards them, her laughter ricocheting off the walls of the bright, spring afternoon.

      “Careful, Cass. You’ll scare the fish away!” came a chiding voice from nearby.

      What fish? Adam thought dryly. We haven’t seen so much as a grayling since we got here.

      The owner of the voice was seated in a parka green fishing chair which, upon arrival, he’d spent nearly twenty minutes ensuring was precisely positioned so as to allow for what he’d described as “the perfect cast”.

      Adam was cold. It was wet. He wasn’t enjoying himself.

      And, not for the first time, he was questioning his life choices.

      They’d come fishing.

      It had been Darren’s idea, of course. His old friend had needed to get away. To clear his head. He wasn’t running away exactly, he just needed to be somewhere other than Little Bassington for a few hours, because… well, reasons.

      He’d tried to persuade Adam countless times to accompany him. The same casual entreaty had been dropped into many a phone call or Friday night catch-up in their favourite haunt, The Bricklayers Arms – “Hey, you should come fishing some time!”. Adam had always responded with a non-committal murmur, for no other reason than fishing wasn’t exactly his “thing”. But when certain matters had come to a head a little under a week ago and Darren had issued another invitation (slightly more forlornly than usual, but he supposed that was only to be expected), Adam had said yes. It was the least he could do for an old friend and… well, reasons.

      Adam cast a warm gaze in the direction of his daughter. He watched her bounding back along the path in Darren’s direction (her pink waterproof coat, he noticed, was dappled with spots of rainwater courtesy of the puddle she’d jumped in en route), before dropping happily into the small fold-out chair that had been set up beside the green parka. A rucksack, a now-empty rod bag, and a large cool box containing the remnants of their picnic lunch lay scattered around the base of the chairs on the grass. Cassie swung her bandy legs – which didn’t quite reach the ground – before taking a sudden interest in a clump of mud that, somewhere along the way, had found itself stuck to the heel of her wellington boot.

      “She’s so much like you,” Hilda had observed recently.

      Which was ironic really, given that⁠—

      “Hey, Adam, come over here!”

      Heeding Darren’s call, Adam wandered back. There was definitely no schlepping here, he realised; this was not a schlepping situation. Meandering, yes. Plodding. Wandering, even. But schlepping… not so much. Still, Cassie had been excited when he’d told her where they were going. It had been Darren’s suggestion that she should come along. She was still excited now. Despite the fact that, contrary to all predictions, they still hadn’t caught any fish.

      Adam lowered himself into the third and final chair pitched along the water’s edge. It had been something of an exercise in patience carrying Darren’s plentiful equipment from the car park to what he’d deemed “his favourite spot”, but even Adam had to admit that the walk had been worth it. The view over the river towards the hills was undeniably picturesque. The air was still tinged with a damp, earthy smell that invaded his nostrils; the lingering moisture betrayed nature’s determination to release the last of its rain before the day was out – and yet the calm, tranquillity of the river and its surrounds seemed to offset some of the less appealing qualities of their environment. The ground was still sodden underfoot; even as a child, Adam had had an aversion to mud. He didn’t like running in it, playing in it, or being splattered by it. His daughter, on the other hand, apparently had no such qualms.

      Cassie had dutifully carried her fold-up chair and her own miniature rucksack along the path until they’d arrived at Darren’s designated site. That same rucksack, containing a change of clothes, her favourite book, and (naturally enough) Patch – an overstuffed toy rabbit with absurdly floppy ears that Cassie emphatically refused to go anywhere without – was propped up against the back leg of her chair.

      Patch, in keeping with his name, had been subject to more than the occasional repair and restore job courtesy of Hilda’s sewing kit. One of the rabbit’s ears had become detached last year, resulting in a harried dash from Orchard House to Rosary Road where Cassie’s faithful friend had undergone emergency surgery on the dining room table. It wasn’t until the ear had been restored, and was once again flopping majestically from the head of the erstwhile bunny, that her tears had stopped and Adam had finally been able to breathe. All told, that had been quite a day.

      With the kind of endearing inelegance only young children can manage, Cassie contorted awkwardly from where she sat, stretching out an arm to reach for her rucksack. She hauled it by the buckles over the top of her chair, laid it on her knee and pulled back the zip, rifling inside for her quarry. Producing a carton of orange juice from one of the pockets, she peeled off the straw, pierced the top and slurped contentedly.

      “Maybe,” she mused between gulps of vitamin C, “they were hiding from the rain last night and forgot to come out again this morning.”

      Darren watched her, bemused. “The fish?”

      Cassie nodded, still holding her orange juice carton in one hand. Apparently taking care not to subject Patch to a bumpy ride, she gently slid the rucksack down onto the grass where it stood sentry against the chair’s front leg.

      “I don’t think fish need to take cover from the rain, Cass,” Adam chuckled.

      “How do you know?” she retorted. “You’re not a fish.”

      Darren turned his head in Adam’s direction and lifted an eyebrow. “She’s got a point.”

      “Don’t you start,” he muttered. “I have enough trouble with her.”

      His daughter, he was forced to admit, had one of the most inquisitive minds he’d ever encountered. Her thirst for knowledge, her ability to grapple with the kinds of questions that evaded easy solutions and consider them from every conceivable angle, never ceased to amaze him. Her capacity to surprise him never faltered. She was, her teachers kept assuring him with more than hint of pride in themselves, advanced for her years. She wasn’t bookish, although she read avidly; she was bright and bubbly, spirited and energetic. A smiler as well as a thinker.

      And she’d been that way ever since she’d arrived.

      She’s certainly her mother’s daughter, Adam reflected.

      She was also entirely in thrall to “Uncle” Darren. Adam’s old friend had a way with Cassie that often surpassed his own abilities. He’d never have been able to convince her to carry a fold-up chair and a rucksack as far as Darren had today. She’d have resisted. Darren had the knack he’d never found in himself. He was good with kids.

      It was just a shame that he didn’t have any of his own.

      And perhaps now, he never would…

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Adam ventured, puncturing the silence that seemed to have settled over the trio. To their right, Cassie slid from her chair and set off in the direction of a nearby litter bin, into which she deposited her now-empty orange juice carton. At that same moment, something caught her attention at the foot of an adjacent sycamore tree. Bowing her head, she set off to investigate.

      “Cass, remember what we said – not too close to the river!” Adam called.

      “I know,” she shot back. His eyesight wasn’t that good, but Adam could have sworn she rolled her eyes.

      Keeping one eye trained on Cassie, he waited for Darren’s answer.

      His friend just shook his head.

      “Not yet,” he offered.

      Adam shrugged agreeably.

      “That’s okay. When you’re ready, then.”

      “I saw Hilda yesterday,” Darren said quickly.

      Adam sighed. He knew what was coming next.

      “Mate, she looks frail.”

      “I know,” Adam admitted. Slightly shame-faced, he allowed his gaze to falter, refusing to meet Darren’s eyes as he studied his knees. He’d tried to ignore the problem – or at the very least, he’d put off confronting it for as long as possible – but it was becoming more and more difficult to avoid. He lifted his head to check on Cassie again. “We went round for breakfast last week. She said she’d eaten before we got there, but…”

      Darren cocked his head wistfully. “She’s one of those people, isn’t she? You think they’ll never age.” He paused. “Adam, don’t you think it’s time you had a talk with her… about getting some help around the house?”

      “You know what Hilda’s like. She’ll never agree to any of that!”

      “You never know, mate – seriously. We thought my Nan would kick up a fuss. Turned out she was looking for a reason. Didn’t want to admit defeat on her own. But when Mum sat her down and had ‘the talk’…”

      Darren pursed his lips, then formed an ‘o’ with his mouth, allowing a short, sharp breath to escape. The water was calm; not a ripple in sight. “I don’t know,” he mused to no one in particular. “You think they’re going to go on forever, don’t you? People like Hilda,” he smiled wryly. “Nothing changes. Everything stays the same. Until it doesn’t.”

      Adam registered the cue he’d just been given.

      Now he’s ready to talk.

      “Have you spoken to Lauren?” he asked softly.

      Darren’s shoulders sagged. “I don’t know that you’d call our last conversation ‘talking’. It was more like… screaming. And by the end, we were both crying. I’d never admit that to anyone else, by the way.”

      Adam threw up his hands in a gesture designed to convey that Darren’s secret was safe.

      “It all got a bit… I don’t know what you’d call it. Heated? We both said some things…”

      Darren trailed off, allowing his last, unspoken suggestion to linger in the saturated air.

      “Yeah,” Adam volunteered. He tried to inject a degree of understanding into his voice; some measure of sympathy. He was never going to be able to condone what his friend had done; these days, though, he tried as best he could to avoid donning the judgmental cloak he’d worn for much of his younger years.

      Clarissa is so much better at this, he thought.

      People. Relationships. Love. Longing. Wanting. Needing. Nothing was ever black and white; he’d learned that the hard way. He’d navigated the currents of too many of his own mistakes not to have had the truism engrained upon his conscience.
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