
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Parallel Lies


[image: ]




By

Georgia Rose



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​


[image: ]




A Word of Warning

This book contains a scene of sexual assault and violence which may be triggering to survivors.

*****

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1st Edition Published by Three Shires Publishing


[image: ]




ISBN: 978-0-9933318-9-3 (paperback)

Parallel Lies copyright © 2017 Georgia Rose

Georgia Rose asserts the right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988. All rights reserved.

No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical or otherwise, without the express written permission of Georgia Rose.

www.georgiarosebooks.com

Edited by Mark Barry

www.greenwizardpublishing.blogspot.co.uk

Proofread by Julia Gibbs

juliaproofreader@gmail.com

Cover design by Simon Emery

siemery2012@gmail.com

All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


This book is dedicated to Poppy.
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There is a space under my desk where you should be, and I miss you.
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‘Everyone sees what you appear to be...
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...few really know what you are’

Machiavelli
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He wants to touch me. I can feel it. It’s written in the way his body leans towards me as he talks. His arms, as though signalling his intentions, stretch across the fake wood veneer that separates us, and when he gets his chance, he takes it. 

The coach pulls into the kerb outside The Snipe and Partridge and there’s a slight bump as it comes to a halt, I hear the airbrakes hiss and get up to leave, slinging my bag over my shoulder as I step out into the aisle. He, being the gentleman he is, indicates for me to go first and as I pass there’s his hand placed gently in the small of my back, pressing the fabric of my shirt against my skin as though guiding me. It’s momentary. I don’t acknowledge it and he has to relinquish his touch as he joins me walking towards the exit in the steady stream of fellow travellers. I glance at the bored looking driver as I pass and mumble my thanks to receive only a grunt in response, then I make my way down the steps. 

It’s late afternoon, the shadows long on the ground but there’s a warmth in the air which is welcome after the overly chilled coach. On reaching the footpath I start to walk away though out of politeness I turn to face him, to say goodbye, while continuing to put distance between us with each backward step. He looks disappointed I’m going, and offers me a drink. I could certainly use one and am tempted but not wishing to prolong this exchange any longer I smile, sweetly, of course, excuse myself with the usual ‘so much to do’ and turn back towards home. 

He is Paul, he lives in the next village to mine and is a complete catch, so I’m told. He’s older, but not too old, good looking in that slightly pudgy over-indulged rich boy way because naturally in order to be a ‘complete catch’ he is, of course, rich, a successful professional at something or other and, he’s single. Everything a girl could wish for, apparently.

Unfortunately, he is also not my type.

Which is a shame because he’s a nice guy, a really nice guy actually, to be honest far too nice. The fact I’ve used such a lame word three times in one sentence tells you all you need to know but the point I want to make here is, that he is far too good for me.

We’ve arrived back from an outing organised by the Women’s Institute to Danewright House which is situated about forty miles away and there’s going to be a quick turnaround before the next scintillating village event, a wine tasting evening. At twenty-four I was the youngest on the trip and as I have my own car and could easily have driven there it begs the question as to why I didn’t.

Simple answer, I like to support village activities.

Honest answer, I prefer the camouflage of a crowd.

A similar question could have been levelled at Paul but his intentions were plain and simple. I’d spotted them a while back and his sudden interest in appearing wherever I happened to be made it bleedin’ obvious, as my mother would have said. I may not have left the failing city centre school I’d occasionally attended with much more than a couple of poor GCSE’s and an ingrained despondency about the future but I knew how to read a man. A gift learned at my mother’s knee. 

As I watch my fellow travellers wander off homeward bound, exhaustion pronounced in every weary step, I doubt many will make the wine tasting later. It had been a long day with plenty of walking, particularly for those who had toured the gardens.

‘I’ll see you at the wine tasting then,’ Paul calls to my back. Bugger, I think, amongst all his chatter he hadn’t mentioned that little nugget on the journey, but true to my character I turn mid stride, again, call back a chirpy ‘okay, see you later’ and then carry on walking away. I’m surprised he hasn’t got around to asking me out yet, he’s not been backward in signalling his interest, leaping into the spare seat opposite me on the coach like an overgrown and enthusiastic puppy, so I guess he’s plucking up the nerve. He seems the sort who would need to, and although I hope he never does summon the courage I am ready to parry if necessary. I’ll do it kindly though because there’s something a little geeky and adorably innocent about him, like only good things have ever happened in his life. One more reason why he doesn’t need me in it.

I see Kourtney leaning up against the outside of the pub. She’s been working there part-time since she turned sixteen but like most of the kids around here is not averse to socialising there as well. A couple of other girls are close by, although unlike her, because she has a whole darker look going on, they’re all lip gloss and lashes, giggling over God knows what and making themselves the centre of attention for a group of boys hanging nearby. As I pass Kourtney glances at me and I’m acknowledged with the barest lift of her chin before she looks away. I’m worried about her, though I don’t fully understand why because I barely know her. But there’s something, a connection possibly, a recognition, where I see part of me, a younger me, in her and I guess that’s where my concern stems from. I suspect she’s already running with the local lads and I want to tell her so much that I know I have no right saying.

I walk off down the lane that runs between the church and the pub. On one side is the stone wall that surrounds the churchyard, on the other a small copse which soon gives way to a thick hedge bordering arable land, the fields now dark brown and newly sown following the harvest. Branches laden with blackberries spray out of the hedgerow like fountains, the fruit in various stages of ripening and I know the foragers of the village will be along to pick what they could soon enough. I’d noticed many plants, wild and cultivated, were weighed down with their fruit this year, rosehips, rowans and others, glossy red berries in abundance throughout the countryside. Joe has told me this is an indication of a harsh winter to come. The plants laying in stocks for the birds and I like the thought that nature works like that. On this beautifully warm evening, however, winter seems a long time away.

The road gradually deteriorates the further I travel along it, the surface breaking up into stone and grit around the potholes that have formed. Up ahead I see several sparrows taking a dust bath in a particularly deep one, then taking flight as I approach.

I always enjoy the walk along here, but appreciate it even more today, relishing the peace and quiet after the constant buzz of conversation on the coach, and the strain of having to behave consistently as the lovely girl and good person I’m expected to be, over such a long period of time. 

Diane’s cottage comes immediately after the churchyard ends and once I’m past that the tarmac peters out completely. My home is another five hundred yards further on down the track, the access to it is unmade but kept in a drivable condition by the farmer who uses it to reach his land that stretches as far as I can see. It is a mystery to me as to why a cottage would have been built this far out but I’m pleased it was, I like the isolation. 

When I’d moved here four years ago, I’d rented the cottage from my neighbour, Diane. It was shabby and rundown, a fact that was reflected in the pittance of rent I paid. I guessed Diane was a little short on the readies to get any work done on it herself so I did what was needed to make it dry and warm, decorated it how I liked, and after a couple of years Diane offered to sell it to me. I had never expected to have that opportunity and because of my rather tricky financial situation we came to a mutually beneficial, but, by its very nature, totally non-binding arrangement. I paid Diane in cash which has left her in a considerably better retirement situation than she was expecting and in exchange Diane has left me the cottage in her will. She has shown this to me, not that I needed to see it. Out of necessity I have had to trust her. 

I’m sure Diane has been discreet about our arrangement though, because villages being what they are, I am in no doubt about the chatter there must have been when someone so young was able to buy in this area. If they’d also been aware I’d done so using folding, the speculation would have ratcheted up tenfold. It has never failed to amaze me that people around here have the innate ability to both bemoan the lack of low-cost housing for their offspring while at the same time rejoice in the inexorable rise in their own house prices without reflecting for one moment on their hypocrisy. Because there is nothing, absolutely nothing, that consumes village life around here quite so much as houses, the availability thereof, the price, the location, location, location, the who’s buying what where and all that. Well, other than the weather, of course, this is the green and pleasant after all.

The farm track continues straight on past the front of my cottage, which is set in the middle of a garden surrounded by stone walls built to keep out the neighbours that occupy the pastureland that runs up to it on the other three sides. Depending on the time of year this field could be home to cattle or sheep, neither of which I’d seen in real life until I came here. Occasionally horses were turned out in this field too, like at the moment, but I’d seen those before, mostly in times of trouble. Police trained and tough, their legs in padded boots, fluorescent rugs stretching across their backs and visors protecting their faces. Those horses had been intimidating, as was their purpose, but these here were peaceful and contented, grazing with a therapeutic calmness I could watch for hours.

The small wooden gate opens with a squeak, and I leave it to swing closed behind me. Hearing the soft metallic rattle of the catch I enjoy the crunch beneath my feet as I walk up the short gravel path to the front door I’ve recently repainted a luxuriously rich red like the crimson-licked sole of a Louboutin. This gives an indication of the colour choices for the rest of the cottage because when I walk into the lounge, and mentally correct that to sitting room, as that’s what people have around here, I’m instantly comforted by the warmth of the colours around me. The cottage is tiny, sitting room and kitchen downstairs, bedroom and bathroom up. Everything I need. 

Flicking on the oven, I take a macaroni cheese ready meal out of the fridge, stick it on a shelf to cook, and, ignoring the bottle that calls to me, even from where it stands hidden in a cupboard, I go upstairs to take a shower. After, I dress in a pair of tailored black trousers, a white cotton shirt and court shoes before freshening my makeup. I can smell dinner cooking, crisply caramelising cheese causing me to salivate as hunger makes my stomach growl in anticipation. 

I carry the deliciously bubbling container of soft pasta and thick sauce through to the sitting room using a tea towel. Putting the television on to watch the news I sit and eat straight from the dish, blowing on each steaming forkful before trusting it to my mouth, manners dictating that this is something that can only be done in the comfort of my own home. With my stomach satisfied, a few minutes later I check my watch and see that it’s already time I was leaving.

Due to my slovenly eating habits it takes mere seconds to clear up from dinner and after putting on my coat I’m soon walking back up the road. I’ve arranged to call for Diane on the way and as I approach her cottage I can see she’s already closing her front door behind her. She waits for me to catch up and asks how the coach trip was.

“Informative,” I tell her and smile at the eyebrows that raise at this answer. Diane is probably my closest friend in the village. Actually, scratch that, she’s my closest friend anywhere. She has at least forty years on me and would have fitted in well with the age range on the day trip but wild horses wouldn’t have dragged her onto that coach filled as it was with ‘old people’ she’d told me when I’d suggested the idea.

“In what way?” she enquires, and while I’m not about to let on specifically I tell her what I know she will be interested in.

“Paul was on the trip.”

“Really? He must be keen.” I chuckle, and she carries on, as I knew she would. “I don’t understand why you don’t go out with him. It’s not like you’re getting any elsewhere is it?” Unlike any other person I know of her age, or in fact of any age, Diane is very blunt when it comes to sex. She is a highly attractive woman, has never married, telling me she believes it’s an unnatural state particularly for women to live in and instead, I gather from the tales she tells, has lived a colourful life and loved a few good men, as well as many bad ones. She appears, at the moment, to be single but I’m not entirely convinced. We have the perfect neighbourly situation as far as I’m concerned and never intrude on each other’s space, unless invited to.

“He hasn’t actually asked me out, Diane,” I clarify, “but if he does I’ll be saying no.”

“Why would you do that? Might as well get some practice in while you’re waiting for Mr Right,” she grins, then adds mischievously, “it’s not like you’ve got anyone else parking in your drive at night.”

“While I appreciate your concern over my night life, I’m fine, thanks.” I laugh, knowing she sees me as some sort of project having voiced her concerns only too often that I was squandering my youth by spending so much of it alone. 

We reach the church and pub and carry on up the High Street towards the village hall at the other end. Village events tend to be cyclical and four years ago as a newcomer this had been the first one I’d gone to. When I’d moved here I’d anticipated a life lived happily as a hermit but my aim had been to blend in, and not draw attention which isolating myself away would surely have done, so I’d started socialising. Even now I could easily recall how nervous I’d been, terrified I’d slip up and be spotted as the outsider I was. That side of my life has become easier the more practised I’ve become but the knowledge that I don’t belong here has not entirely gone away.

Unfortunately, on that occasion I’d arrived at the same time as one Letitia Pritchard and not knowing any better had had little chance to get away once she’d pounced on me. Rather disconcertingly, as I was an innocent of village life then, she’d already known where I’d moved into and although I’d introduced myself clearly enough she’d bustled me into the hall and announced me to the assembled throng as Maddy, thereby assuming an intimacy we did not have. 

My name is Madeleine, Madeleine Ross. It is a name chosen with thought and because it is classy, and that is what is needed here, so I’d disliked Letitia from that moment on for two reasons. Firstly, for taking the liberty with my name and secondly, because it irritated the hell out of me that I actually liked the shortening, but did not care for the fact she’d been the one to impose it. 

All teeth and tits, my mother would have described her as. As Madeleine I try not to be so vulgar but I see her for the trophy wife she is. Only a couple of years older than me, she’s all rah, rah, rah and about being seen at the right events, wearing the right gear and mingling with the right people. She and her husband Ben Pritchard, some twenty years older, local property developer, estate agent and all round knob, live in the biggest house in the village, a fact which they hate people to forget, and where the lounge is called the drawing room, at least by her, the second wife, who was once his secretary I am reliably informed. I can’t put my finger on precisely what’s wrong with them but something is, it’s like it’s all a front, a fake life played out for appearances’ sake, which I realise is a bit rich coming from me.

As we walk into the hall we find we’re among the last to arrive and are greeted with friendly enthusiasm by those running the evening. Letitia is there and I’m unable to duck out of the effusive welcome that should surely only be reserved for those who actually like each other.

“Wow!” she says, “I didn’t know you were coming,” and while I mumble some banal response Diane adds something about not wanting to miss it for the world. She is so much better at dealing with her than I am, she seems to be able to respond on her level whereas I just want to slap her round the face, but I don’t, because that is not the ladylike thing to do. Fortunately, this time we manage to get away quickly, saved by the entrance of another latecomer behind us.

After saying I’d originally have been happy to have lived in solitude I’ve found I actually like village life and, on the whole, the people who live here. Many who move to this village do so because they can afford to but they have no desire beyond the advantages of the clean air, the decent frontage and, if they’re extra rich, the sweeping gravel drive that country living affords them, to involve themselves any further with village life. I, on the other hand, am happy to immerse myself, finding this a welcome change from the hostile streets I came from. It has given me freedom, moving here, freedom to do what I want, within reason, and I also like to be hidden among many, to be included as one of them rather than being seen as the interloper. You never know when you’re going to need to be among people who’d count you as one of their own. Although I appreciate I’m only accepted up to a point and to the real villagers, the originals as it were, an outsider remains just that until they’ve three generations in the churchyard.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2


[image: ]




Chris catches my attention from across the room and gesticulates for us to come over; he’s got us a table so we make our way through the gathering towards him. Someone behind me is calling for silence and a hush descends as the village hall chairman announces that we’re about to start. We reach our table and Chris greets us with his usual abundance of northern good humour. He’s a great friend and although only in his fifties I had high hopes for him and Diane; she loves a younger man, I know, and even though she tells me there’s no interest between them I don’t get it as they seem perfectly suited to me.

“How did the trip go?” Chris whispers as we get ourselves organised. 

“Very good, certainly worth taking a day off work for,” I say. Chris loves a day out whenever I can manage to drag him away from his desk where he writes dry as dust academic papers on something that he’s told me about before but that I still can’t get my head around. 

We’re going to be trying whites and reds this evening, three of each, only small taster glasses but I know most of this crowd will be rolling out of here later, they can’t help themselves. Once those bottles are opened there’s no stopping them until every drop is gone. The wine merchant who organises this evening knows this well enough and does a roaring trade though he is far too savvy to actually be seen rubbing his hands in glee.

People are taking their seats and I see Kourtney coming out of the kitchen. I watch as she circulates the room delivering platters of cheese and biscuits to each table. These are provided in an attempt to counteract the intake of alcohol and are a most sensible addition to the event decided upon by the wisest members of the village hall committee a few years ago. This was well before my time and apparently followed a particularly raucous evening which culminated in fisticuffs on the village green after an unfortunate flare up between the then rival committees of the Village Hall and the Playing Field. All differences between the two parties are now done, dusted and relegated to the distant past, I’m told, though you can never be too sure with the fickle nature of village politics.

“Is this seat taken?” I glance over to see Paul, his hand on the back of the chair next to Chris. 

Shit. 

“No, go ahead,” I say, staying true to my character and knowing that was the correct thing to do.

He comes closer and moves in for the kiss. It’s what they do here, at least what many do, and I’ve had to learn the custom although it’s always unnerving. Left cheek or right? I think it’s meant to be right but there are a few who throw you a curve ball and go for the left then there’s that embarrassing near miss with the lips. Others have gone fully European and adopted the two kisses approach and as I understand it the Belgians now do three so it’s only a matter of time before that exaggeration arrives over here. Whatever form it takes it’s a hazardous business and I’m relieved to get past the moment and sit back down.

“Fancy seeing you here,” Diane says to Paul, “it is good of you to come and support another village’s events.” She’s acting all innocent but I can see the wicked twinkle in her eyes as she smiles at him. Chris is suppressing a grin too and I glare across at him.

“I enjoy the company of certain parishioners, Diane,” Paul replies.

“Oh, I never knew you cared,” and she laughs a laugh which has a faux flirty tinkle to it and I try not to roll my eyes too obviously as I kick her under the table. She ignores me but before she can say anything further the first wine arrives and I realise I need it more than I thought.

I have little interest in wine but listen politely as each is introduced. I drink the whites, because they are there, the reds because I prefer them, and I nibble at the crackers and cheese. I play verbal ping pong with Paul, who because he’s driving isn’t drinking at all which rather misses the point of the evening, and Diane and Chris assist in keeping the conversation going for which I’m grateful, because after the coach trip I have little left to say to him.

This is a sociable village and as the evening wears on the noise level increases, people mingle, swop tables, chat, laugh and gossip. Over it all though I keep hearing Letitia, that braying laugh of hers that sets my nerves on edge, that high pitched whiny tone to her voice that surely only dogs could hear most of the time, and every sound she makes seems to reverberate louder than anyone else’s in the room. Then there’s her frequent use of the word ‘Wow!’ If ever there was a word overused by her it is that one, and it always comes with an exclamation mark. Almost every sentence she utters begins with it and it is her go to for any emotion that needs to be expressed.

I’m on my way to work. Wow!

My dog’s died. Wow!

It’s going to rain. Wow!

Seriously annoying, and I believe an affectation.

Diane says she behaves like she does because she’s insecure, and lacking in self-esteem, but I just don’t get it. What the hell has she got to feel insecure about? The big house? The rich husband? Which brings me on to him.

Her other half, Ben, is here tonight and playing to the room. If anyone wants to order any of the wines they’ve tasted they can. Most do it discreetly, a quiet word at the end of the evening, a slip of paper handed over. Not him. Oh no. He’s a pretentious tosser, who’s as loud as the peacock blue checked jacket he’s wearing (Savile Row you will be told, even if you didn’t ask) with his designer jeans. There’s a bullish arrogance about him I truly dislike and I suspect he was already pretty drunk when he got here, I’ve noticed he has been early on at other events, and I hear him now, in fact the whole room hears him as he yells out, “Put me down for three cases of the Barolo.”

Dickhead.

Paul asks after my work, about which I’m always deliberately vague, but there’s not much about my job with an insurance company that is likely to prolong this direction of conversation and I find it soon causes a glazing over of the eyes. Most people’s attention span is so poor, and my job so utterly uninspiring, that when we meet a second time they tend to look puzzled as if they should know, but can’t quite remember so end up asking again what it is I do. This suits me and I use it to my advantage as I generally find that not only do people not see what’s right in front of them but no one listens to anything anyone else has to say anyway.

I should add that the one anomaly in all this is Chris. He takes everything in. I never think he does but then months after I mention something in passing he’ll refer to it again, so I have to be wary when he’s close by.

These are good people, I think as I gaze around the room. I regret the fact I lie to them but tell myself I only do it to protect myself. I sometimes think had I been born here with all the advantages that a stable family life bring, I would totally be the lovely likeable person they all think I am. But you can’t choose where you’re born, or what you’re born into and because of this I’m never completely at ease here. This is not familiar territory for me and I know I do not fit in even though it appears as though I do and because of that I can’t ever relax, not fully, for fear of letting something slip. Fortunately, I’m good at putting on a front, at covering my nerves and quashing those anxieties which keep me as tightly coiled as a spring and as I sit here, surrounded by friends, neighbours and other villagers, I wonder, and not for the first time, what they would think if they knew what I really was.

I keep an eye on Kourtney. She’s delivering glasses, bottles and top ups for the platters before clearing the empties and disappearing back out to the kitchen. She’s a hard worker and is kept busy, just like she is when she works at the pub but tonight she’s subdued, I can sense it in her, and towards the end of the evening I’ve had enough to drink and want to find out more. I stand and on the pretext of going to the ladies I pick up a few discarded glasses on the way and head into the kitchen. Kourtney is washing up but looks over when she hears me enter. 

“Thanks,” she mutters, “put ’em over there,” gesticulating with her head to the over-crowded counter to her right.

“You okay?” I ask. She’s a pretty girl. Long dark hair that’s straightened, pulled back and held in place with an elastic band. Eyes made up in that way that makes them look like they’ve seen it all, and I hope they haven’t.

“Yeah, fine.”

“How’s school going?”

“I’ve left.” Which was what I’d feared.

“Oh, right!” I say this as if it’s a positive thing and try to sound more perky about it than I feel. “What are you planning to do now?” 

She shrugs her shoulders. “I dunno.” Which is as I could have guessed but I’m heartened by the fact she doesn’t sound fatalistic but more, searching, like she doesn’t know at the moment but she desperately wants to. This is exactly what I’d expect from her. 

I first met Kourtney when she was twelve years old and she turned up at my cottage with the bread I’d ordered from the shop and forgotten to collect. She comes from Oxland Drive at the far end of the village, a small estate where Kourtney and her family live in one of the few properties still in council ownership. Her mother is an ‘eight by four’ and I suspect number nine is on the way although the latest in the string of feckless men she attracts walked out months ago leaving Kourtney, the oldest of the eight, with a black eye. I’m concerned for her, for her loss of innocence, for her having to grow up so quickly and, for the darkness in her eyes. She’s streetwise, considering she’s a village kid, resourceful and hard working. A trait she has not inherited from her mother, and I have no idea who her father is. There isn’t a business in the village she isn’t involved in. Running errands for the shop, waiting on and clearing tables at the pub, cleaning, helping out at the garage and the flower nursery, picking up a few quid here and there babysitting, dog walking, car cleaning. She’s an impressive young woman but I still worry about her because of the stage she’s at, because of how precarious her life could become with the choices and decisions she will inevitably be making.

I hesitate for a moment then touch her shoulder gently, which stops her as she goes to take the next glass out of the water and she turns her head to look at me. “If I can do anything, Kourtney, help you look for jobs, write a reference, whatever, you only have to ask.” She stares at me for a moment as if deciding something, then she says,

“’Ow did you do it?” 

“How did I do what?” 

“’Ow ’ave you got where you are, owning yer own ’ouse an all when yer so young?” 

Oh, sweetheart, you really don’t want to know. 

I can’t tell her the truth but I do wonder if I can help her out.

“Are you busy tomorrow morning?” She shakes her head. “Then pop round, about ten, and we’ll have a chat.” She visibly brightens, which is great, but right at this moment I haven’t the faintest idea what I’m going to tell her. I know I appear as though I’m all grown up and have totally got my shit together but all I’m really doing is pretending. So I guess, like every other day living here, tomorrow will just be another I’m going to have to act my way through.

As I walk back out to the main hall I see everyone is packing up and Paul is looking for me. He sees me emerge from the kitchen and comes over; he’s eager and adoring and I know it’s time to bring this to an end.

“Can I take you home?” he says.

“Actually, I should walk back with Diane, it’s dark down our road, no streetlamps,” I explain and hate to see his face fall. I watch him as he hesitates then, checking to make sure that no one can overhear us, he leans closer.

“I could take you both.” He really is a nice guy, I think. “But I was hoping to get to speak to you alone.” I hold my hand up to stop him from saying anything further.

“Paul, I really value the time we spend together, it’s meant a lot to me,” and I see in his eyes he knows there’s a ‘but’ coming. “Having recently come out of a serious relationship and being in no position to meet anyone else yet has meant having you as a friend has been wonderful and I really appreciate the fact you’re happy with us being just that.” 

“Oh,” he says, and he looks like I’ve kicked that little puppy spirit in him, but then he nods and, remembering his manners, adds, “I’ve enjoyed spending time with you too.”

“Good. Well we’ll leave it at that then,” and after bringing an abrupt end to the exchange, and hopefully his ambition, I move on. “I think it’s time I should be leaving.” We head back towards where we were sitting and he holds my coat as I slip my arms into it. He’s such a gentleman, which makes the fact I don’t fancy him even more of a shame, I think as we leave with Diane and Chris. 

“Would you still like me to drive you back?” 

“Thanks, Paul, but I’m sure we’ll be fine, it’s only a short walk,” I smile, as he leans in to peck me on the cheek then gets into his car.

“Why did you turn down his offer of a lift?” Diane asks as we set off down the road. It’s colder now and I huddle down into my coat, pulling the collar up around my ears as I tell her of my conversation with Paul.

“I don’t get you. A perfectly nice man is wanting to ask you out and you must be well over that last boyfriend by now. He was from before you even moved here, and that was four years ago. You’re far too young to be permanently single.”

“I have things just as I want them, thanks.”

“What things? You live in isolation, socialise with a load of old biddies stuck out in the middle of nowhere and have a very steady job working for an insurance company, frankly it all sounds a bit dull and I can tell you now you’re wasting your best years.” She’s scolding me and I know she has the best of intentions but it makes me laugh inside. If only she knew. I’d thought about confiding in her before but didn’t think even my lovely liberal friend Diane would approve.

We say goodnight when we reach her cottage and I hurry along to mine, eager to get home and open a decent bottle.

Later, despite the alcohol, I lie beneath my duvet forcing myself to stretch out, willing each part of my body to relax until eventually I sleep. But the tensions of the lie I live haunt my dreams, the ghosts of my past an unwelcome reminder, and when I wake my body is curled up tight, fists jammed up under my chin, my muscles rigid and aching.
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Chapter 3
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Kourtney is on my doorstep promptly at ten. I let her in, pleased she’s turned up, and offer her coffee.

“I love yer ’ouse,” she says gazing around the sitting room as I show her through to the kitchen, “it’s really ’omely.” I realise the warm colours aren’t to everyone’s taste but they make me feel comfortable and safe and it pleases me that Kourtney feels the same.

“Thanks, take a seat,” and I point to one of only two chairs that fit in each side of a tiny wooden table pushed up against the wall of the kitchen. As I make coffee I get straight to the point. “I hope you don’t think I’m interfering but I’m keen on helping you if I can, Kourtney.”

“Thanks, but I ain’t sure what yer can do.”

“Have you applied for any jobs?”

“No. There ain’t nothing ’ere an’ I can’t drive yet, don’ turn seventeen till next week, so I can’t get out of the village for work, and,” she pauses, her eyes downcast, “without a decent job I can’t pay for lessons anyway, or a car.” It is frustrating because she has a good point there, the public transport around here is shocking so unless she can rely on someone else to drive her she is stuck. I knew her mother didn’t drive, not that I thought she’d be up for running Kourtney around even if she could, but all of that meant working out of the village was not an easy option.

“You could always move to where you could get a job.” She shakes her head.

“Nah, can’t leave ’ome at the moment, the kids are too small and mum ain’t always of a mind to look after ’em.” Her mother drinks and I don’t like the fact Kourtney is taking on that responsibility but rather than air my views on this I move on.

“What about other opportunities in the village?” I open a packet of chocolate cookies and tip them out onto a plate which I place on the table telling her to help herself.

“I’m already takin’ all the shifts on offer at the pub, an’ the shop, an’ saying yes to whatever else anyone asks me to do.” I hope that isn’t strictly true and wonder how she will take it if I venture into the more private areas of her life but decide to leave that for the moment.

“Okay, so what do you want to do?” She ponders on this a moment while she chews the mouthful of cookie she’s just taken.

“I wanna work for meself, I like doing things when I wanna do ’em an’ I don’ mind doing the dirty work, cleaning an’ that, I’ve done a bit of it.” Now we’re getting somewhere.

“So why don’t you set yourself up in your own little business doing all those jobs the people around here hate?” She’s quiet as she thinks about this for a moment, and I carry the mugs of coffee to the table and sit down opposite her.

“I don’ know anyfing about runnin’ a business.” I understand she’s wary of what must seem like a big jump and want to reassure her.

“You do exactly what you’re doing now, but more of it, offering other services, cleaning, ironing for example but you keep records and organise yourself in a more business-like manner. I’m sure Chris would help you get set up and he’s bound to let you use his office to make up some flyers to deliver around the village. I’ll have a word with him.” I can feel her enthusiasm build as she ponders on what I’d said.

“Would yer? That’d be great.” But then her shoulders slump, mirroring her spirits which becomes apparent when she speaks again. “Some people round ’ere think I’m dead common tho’, I don’t talk posh like you and they won’t take me serious.” 

She is lazy with her speech. There’s no reason for her to talk like she does, adults around here don’t, mostly, but the youngsters seem to feel the need to dumb down, which is a shame.

“The easy answer is for you to not concern yourself with people who think like that. There will be plenty of others only too happy to take you on.” I pause, then decide it’s time for me to share, at least a bit. “But just so you know, I didn’t always speak like this, Kourtney, I learnt how to, to fit in.”

“Where’d you come from then? I always fought you was local.” Her brow creases a little with her question and she lifts her mug, wrapping two hands around it before blowing on the contents.

“North London, only when I lived there I called it Norf Landon,” and as I lapse easily back to my roots she gasps then giggles, which sounds good.

“Really?” I nod, grinning at her. “I’d never ’av guessed! So ’ow ’d’yer learn?”

“Mostly through old films. My mother watched them all the time and growing up I used to mimic how they spoke. Then when I moved here I kept quiet and listened until I felt confident I could join in without people spotting me for the fraud I was. Don’t drop the t’s or miss out the h’s is a good starting place.”

“Okay, so ’ow,” and immediately aware she stops herself, “I mean; how did ye...you manage to get yer own place?” She speaks deliberately and with too much emphasis on each word but she’s a smart cookie and I know if she sets her mind to it she’ll soon pick it up. It shouldn’t matter but it does and she would have a hard time changing some people’s perception of her anyway, purely based on her family.

“I saved the money I earned.” That was the truth but one that I knew wouldn’t wash with someone as sharp as Kourtney. Too few years earning too little money, she could do the maths. I see her disbelief as her eyebrows lift so I tell her the lie. “Okay, so I was left a bit of money so I could put down a decent deposit and make the mortgage affordable.” 

“Oh, s’ no magic answer then.”

“I’m afraid not, work hard and save your money is the best I have to offer. I was just fortunate. But I will give you a start and to begin with I’d like to be your first official client, if you’ll come and do the cleaning here.”

“Really! Thanks,” she says as her face brightens, “it won’t take long ’cause it’s so neat and tidy.” I look around trying to view my home through her eyes and I imagine against hers, with all those people squashed into it, it does look pretty organised. I have warm colours throughout, shades of ochre from golden yellows to deep oranges along with rich warming reds and there’s not a thing out of place, not that there are many things anyway. I have no plants or pets, nothing that will make a mess or die if I never come back. This is important to me; I don’t need the responsibility. I don’t have dust-collecting clutter, ornaments or any other crap adorning surfaces and I know where everything is. The house is small, tidy and an easy clean.

“I should think a couple of hours a week would be enough, don’t you?” 

She nods, telling me she can fit me in first thing on a Tuesday and we agree for her to start the following week. What she says next though makes me realise I was right, she is bright.

“You said ‘to begin with’?” She looks at me enquiringly.

“I did indeed, Kourtney. Not much gets past you. The second thing that I want to do is to fund you learning to drive.” Her mouth drops open.

“Blimey, thanks, I didn’t ’spect tha’.” This will mean digging into my now meagre savings but I think she’s worth it; however I need her to realise what this is.

“I’m seeing this as an investment in you, Kourtney, it’s a loan, and I want you to take it seriously. I will pay for your lessons so that you can save up for a car instead and that way you will get on the road quicker, be able to get more clients by working further afield and be in a position to pay me back earlier.” 

“Yeah, absolutely, and with interest.” I nod. I have no intention of charging her interest but she doesn’t need to know that, yet. I feel good doing this. I won’t deny the fact that I see a lot of me in her but she is a much better version and wish I’d had someone to help me out when I was her age; how differently things might have turned out.

We talk for a few more minutes about her business ideas and I promise to contact her once I’ve spoken to Chris. There’s a fair bounce in her step when she leaves my place and I smile as I watch her walk off. Once she’s gone I change into dark jeans, black trainers and a long-sleeved charcoal top ready for my afternoon out.
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Chapter 4
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I drive to Oakton, a large village cum small town a few miles away. I’m not sure at what point one becomes the other but Oakton has a high street with a few shops, a couple of pubs and one bank in it. Pricey enough to be filled mostly with the elderly, it apparently has a thriving social life built around carpet bowls, lunch clubs and dog walking. 

The latest business to open, a vibrant café going under the rather twee name DelishaBuds, serves wraps, paninis and cupcakes, of course, as well as thirty-two different types of coffee. Its main clientele are those lovely mummies that take their kids to and from the nearby private school and have nothing better to do with their time than to meet, gossip and practise their one-upmanship. 

Today, however, I imagine there are some sore heads among those yummy mummies as it was the school ball last night. One of those black tie and posh frock, ‘carriages-at-one’ types of do.

I leave my car at the end of the road by the church and walk down the cobbled street that runs behind it. Cutting through a narrow pathway between small windowed cottages that prop each other up and have leaned towards those opposite since the Tudor era, I see no one else but, in a place like this, I’m aware that doesn’t mean no one sees me. The passageway opens onto an avenue. This is the posh end of town; trees line each side of the road, planted like a row of sentries standing midway across a wide verge. The houses are large, set back and hidden behind evergreen hedges.

My stomach is churning with nerves, which is only to be expected but they are heightened because I don’t like doing this so close to home. However, in these days of doing as I’m told sometimes it’s unavoidable. 

I take a narrow public footpath that’s squeezed between the boundaries of two of the houses. Once it reaches the end of the sizeable gardens it branches out to the left and right and becomes a wider track that travels through the outskirts of some woods. I turn right. It’s early afternoon and with everyone still focused on lunch no one is out taking the dog for a walk, yet. 

No properties overlook this path and I walk for a few hundred metres until I’m where I want to be then, with practised nonchalance, I check that no one’s around and take a step to the right, off the path and into the trees that gather either side of this track, disappearing completely from the view of anyone who should now venture this way. I walk with care through the undergrowth, pleased to see there’s no evidence of my passing this way before, and after only a hundred metres or so I’m at the property I need. I close in on where the back fence should be, the owners insisting on relying on the line of the woods for their boundary instead. I’m sympathetic and totally understand their preference, of course it’s attractive for them to look out on. A large expanse of well-maintained garden edged with nature, what’s not to like, but then in their privileged world they have not considered people like me. It’s ridiculously easy for me to navigate my way to the corner of their plot, though I stay well back in the trees and I’m careful not to cause any movement that might attract attention. When I get to the vantage point I want I hunker down, my back up against a tree for support. I know I could be here for some time so I get comfortable and watch. 

I check on the neighbouring properties, as I’ve done before, but there have been no changes, no unexpected cutting back of trees or other foliage that would open up the visibility of this garden. From my planning I know there is no CCTV although there is an alarm. 

The house I’m viewing is Georgian. On its other side the white glossed windows are stylishly symmetrical around the dark green front door, and at the rear a garden room opens onto the well-tended plot. Today the old fashioned double doors leading out from this room are pinned back giving access to a paved area on which lies a dog that’s flat out and absorbing the sun on this fine late September day. It’s an old King Charles spaniel and, being on the heavy side of its optimum weight, doesn’t pose too much of a challenge. I’m aware he’s a bit blind and a little deaf but he’s still more than capable of sounding the alarm if needs be. I know that, and I wait.

Shortly after I get into position a boy bounds out through the double doors onto what the people here no doubt describe as a terrace. The dog stirs, lifting his head to check on what has disturbed his slumber then satisfied no action needs to be taken he drops his head back to the ground. The boy, who is eight, is trailed by his sister, six, and he bends to pick up a long stick which he thrusts into the air as he runs across to the elaborate treehouse, with attached climbing frame, that’s built between two trees in the opposite corner of the garden to me. He calls to his sister who breaks into a run to join him and I watch them as they play make-believe. I have no experience of what life with a sibling is like but they get on well and I can’t help but envy their carefree childhood, one which I’m keen to keep that way.

Time passes and while the kids are active and noisy, calling to each other and occasionally shrieking as they climb and jump, I’ve become so still and silent, so much part of the environment that nature has come to life around me. There are bugs scurrying around in the natural detritus of the woodland which I try to ignore but then a squirrel runs down the tree next to me and sits on the ground close by. It’s inquisitive, raising its nose towards me, interested, but then, not seeing a threat, it moves off slowly remaining constantly alert, its tail twitching behind. While I’m aware of this activity I keep my eye on the garden, not wanting to become distracted. Although it’s been dry for a while I can feel the residual damp from the woodland floor seeping up into my jeans. I know I’m stiffening up but not wanting to alarm any creatures nearby and draw attention by frightening them into flight, I tense and relax the muscles through my legs and shoulders and hope I can get moving soon. 

I surreptitiously check my watch and know it won’t be long, if I’ve done my homework properly. Right on cue a woman appears at the garden room doors and the dog rolls up from his former prone position then heaves himself to his feet, before giving a whole body shake. I silently thank the woman. I always appreciate someone who leads a disciplined and orderly life, it makes mine so much easier. 

She calls to the children as she leans down to clip a lead onto the dog’s collar. She’s elegant. Slim in her casual, but too perfectly fitted not to be expensive, linen dress, she has toned tanned limbs made that way by hours in the gym and an August spent in Provence. To top it off her sleek bob is discreetly streaked and styled to perfection by appointments every six weeks at a hundred quid a time. I note she’s wearing pumps, not walking shoes, and this bothers me.

She and the children walk round the side of the house and off down the drive right past the two cars parked there. I’d spotted these already but they didn’t tell me much as even if he is away on business he’s often picked up by a driver so his car remains. However, the fact that she didn’t lock up tells me all I need to know.

They leave at three o’clock.

Moments after they exit via the front gate he walks out of the house and into the garden. I’ll be honest, this does put a dent in my plans and I consider aborting my mission. He settles into one of the two sun loungers that are between me and the house and opens up the paper he’s carrying. I decide to give it a few minutes, to see if I get an opportunity, so I watch, then smile when shortly after starting to read, his head nods. I give him five minutes, I can’t risk any longer, but by this time he’s given up on the paper which is now lying on the grass, and his head is back against the cushioned covering of his dozing spot, his eyes closed. I wait until his mouth drops open a little and I rise to my feet.

Sticking to the trees I continue around the perimeter of the garden until I’m at the point where it is the shortest distance between the boundary and the house. He is facing away from me and this is the best chance I have. Checking my surroundings one last time I feel my heartbeat rising as, like the squirrel earlier, I’m alert for any danger. I break cover, moving swiftly on silent feet to the house. I keep my eye on him the whole time but he is sound asleep and I’m past, into the garden room and out of sight before I exhale my held breath. I take a moment as from here on in I’m in unknown territory but I’m also well aware I have no time to waste.

A passage leads directly out the back of the garden room and I can see at the far end of it is the front door. Between the two is a large hall off which there are several doors but out of which rises the staircase. I head for this and, being careful to touch nothing, I leap up it two steps at a time. At the top I pause and look around. The wide landing spreads out in front of me as well as doubling back around the top of the stairs, and conscious of time pressure I make an educated guess based on where I’d like my bedroom to be, should this be my house. 

I choose the last door on the left, which is standing half open and bingo, I choose right. It’s a large room dominated by a big double bed prettied up with covers and cushions, a look that I find only those with plenty of time on their hands and considerably more style than me manage to achieve. I take in the overall impression but focusing immediately on what I’m here for, cross to the dressing table, antique, stylish, the polished patina of the gleaming wood dark with warm golden streaks running through it. The top is covered in an array of pots, tubs and tubes containing a multitude of concoctions, creams and moisturisers for treating every inch of pampered skin. Perfumes, expensive, classic scents of the sophisticated are gathered together. Guerlain’s L’Heure Bleue, Maroussia, Georgio Armani, Paco Rabanne, Ralph Lauren, Joy by Jean Patou and Chanel No. 5, all Monroe wore to bed. There’s makeup galore, palettes of subtle hues, nude lipsticks, bronzers to enhance those cheekbones, all quality, all class, it’s no wonder she looks so good, I think to myself. 

But there, right there in the middle of everything is what I’ve come for. I’m disappointed because I’d thought some effort might have been made, that it could at least have been put out of sight in a drawer. But no. It’s the only thing out of place, the only thing that doesn’t fit here, that doesn’t belong, and I pick up my prize and drop it into the breast pocket of my shirt. I’m conscious that the time I have available to me is ticking away and I cross to the window which looks out onto the rear garden. The paper still lies on the grass but the sun lounger is no longer occupied. 

Uh oh.

I freeze, tense and vigilant, straining for any sound, but I hear nothing.

I tiptoe to the door, thankful that like everything else here the floors are quality, and solid, there are no creaking floorboards to contend with, and I peer out onto the landing. My heart is racing, adrenaline fuelled and pumping hard, the beat sounding in my ears. I’m on full alert.

I check my watch. It’s 3:18 and I know I’m short on time. The wife wearing pumps means a short walk today, for whatever reason. It means twenty minutes, perhaps thirty, but no longer. I’d hoped for the usual afternoon hour but I’d taken the chance even though I’d seen the pumps, and now time is running out. 

I creep to the top of the stairs and carefully peer over the banister; it’s original oak, the spindles ornately carved but I don’t touch. Still no one, although I hear his voice. His conversation. He’s on the phone and he’s telling someone they shouldn’t call him here. This is his home, his family, his wife, anyone could have answered, and he’s told her not to call. He’s annoyed, I can tell, yet he’s trying to pacify and he’s promising he’ll get away, he’ll see her soon. He promises, promises, promises and I can tell by his tone she’s calming down at the other end and I think, you utter bastard. You risk blowing this quality life, this quality family apart by your selfish actions. By not being able to keep your dick in your trousers you risk losing all of this, but while I’m thinking it I also realise he’s in the garden room and between me and my planned escape route.

Shit.

I know there’s a side door leading out via the kitchen but that is also accessed through the garden room so there’s only one alternative. The front door. 

It’s 3:23 and I’m already on borrowed time. I know from my previous reconnaissance that no other house has a direct view onto the front door of this one but I also know that at any moment the wife and children could turn into the drive and see me coming out of it. And that’s going to take some explaining. 

But there is no other option, I’m going to have to go for it.

Stealthy and silent, I hurry down the stairs and cross the hall. I’ve already checked back down the passageway that I can’t see him. He’s still on the phone, coaxing, flirting and making me nauseous.

One quick glance again and there’s still no sign of him, I peer through the peephole in the door and say a silent thank-you for the beauty of the symmetricity of the Georgian design which means I can see straight down the drive. I pull my sleeve down over my hand and turn the key, delighting in the well-oiled bolt that draws back quietly. My covered hand is on the aged brass door knob and I’m about to turn it when I take a final glance out and there in the drive is the wife, the panting dog and the children, running ahead. 

I pause, frozen and then look behind me. He has heard his children coming and is trying to end the call. His kisses sicken me. But I’m in a dilemma as I can no longer see her out of the peephole, and I try and gauge how long it will take for her to disappear out of view of the front door and around the side of the house. I give it as long as I dare, as I hear the children squealing towards their father who I can see now standing in the doorway to the garden. His back is to me and he’s calling to them asking if they had a good walk and I hate his two-faced deceit.

It’s now or never. Before the children reach him and have every chance of seeing me I turn the doorknob, pull open the door to the bare minimum needed and slip out through the gap. I glance around, pull the door closed, being careful not to let it bang and run to the corner. I’m on gravel and the crunch beneath my feet sounds to my ears like a thousand crisp packets being stamped on with every step. But when I peep around the corner I see no one, and taking my chance I run flat out for the woods, disappearing into the cover they provide and getting as far back from the house as I can. My breathing is heavy, caused not by the exertion but by the fear of being caught and I’m annoyed I’ve not controlled that better. This is not meant to be amateur hour, I tell myself, and it’s something to work on.

I stop for a moment and glance back through the trees and across the garden. I see him greet his wife, a peck on the cheek as she reaches him, his hand lingering in the small of her back as they turn and watch their children who are racing over to the climbing frame again. Three of them playing at happy families while the other merely pretends. 

I retrace my steps back out of the woods, checking no one is on the main track before I emerge onto it and return to my car.

I resist the urge and wait until I’m home to examine the treasure in my pocket. I’ve been conscious of it though, from the moment I dropped it in there I’ve felt it, the weight, hanging next to my breast. But I’m patient and once I’m back in my cottage I withdraw the necklace and spread it out across my palm. There’s quality in every stone, every cut, every style is shown here, a host of diamonds, sparkling and twinkling like bright beams of sunlight glinting off the sea, encircle sapphires as darkly blue as a perfect summer night. I carry the necklace up to my bedroom and from my bedside cabinet I take a small, black cloth bag which I drop it into before tightening up the neck with the drawstring. I go to the cupboard that’s built into the oddly shaped corner of the room and which serves as my wardrobe, and remove a floorboard from the base by first pressing it down and then sliding it left until the end is released and I drop the bag into the recess below.

My work is done for the day and, fancying a little company, I call a friend.

“Pub?” I say, when he answers.

“Pub.” His response before he ends the call.

After the shortest possible English conversation, I slip on a jacket, leather, black, and well used, slide some cash into my pocket and leave.
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As I pass Diane’s place I see Joe working in the garden. He stands up straight when I greet him, pushing himself up using the handle of the fork he’s been working into the ground. He makes me smile as he comes from an age when a tie was always worn. Today his is rich hazelnut in colour and unobtrusive against his cream and brown checked shirt. His sleeves are rolled up. As usual he is wearing a waistcoat and I know his tweed jacket, its pockets stuffed with a pouch of tobacco and a pipe waiting for a break to be relit and enjoyed, will be hanging over the handle of whatever implement he was using when he discarded it. He’s a peaceful man, ageless, gentle and warm. I see him most days, often working in Diane’s garden which he tends along with others, including my own, and I can’t imagine him ever not being there.

“You alright, Joe?” I enquire over the garden wall.

“Aye, Miss. And you?”

“Fine, thanks. Diane around?”

“Gone out to get in a bit of shopping for supper.”

“Oh, okay. Well I’m off to meet Chris for a drink if you or Diane want to join us?”

“Thank you, I’ll maybe see you a bit later, and I’ll tell Diane.” I knew there was no chance of him joining us, there never was, but I always asked. I guessed it was unlikely Diane would make it either, being reluctant to come back out again once she’d got home. I also suspected she would be cooking supper for Joe as well as herself. She had never said as much, but I had an inkling that their relationship stretched further than Joe just being her gardener. He lives at the other end of the village and I’ve wondered for a while if they had something going on. I’d seen them once, a moment and nothing more. Poring over a seed catalogue together, her hand had rested gently on his arm and there was something so intimate in the gesture the thought had been planted in my mind.

I’d never ask though. Joe is incredibly reserved, his life totally private and I knew if there was anything going on he’d want it to be kept away from the prying eyes of the village. I also knew that Diane would honour whatever he wanted.

After leaving Joe to get back to forking over a flowerbed I carry on up the lane and am soon at the bar of The Birds, as it’s known locally.

Josh, behind the bar, is pulling a pint for another punter but says to me, “He’s beaten you to it.” I smile my thanks at him, turn on my heel and walk off around the fireplace that takes centre stage, and I can see Chris just easing himself into one of the four divided off booths that run along the back wall. He shakes his hand, ridding himself of the drips of beer that have overflowed from the pint he has just set down, then as he looks up he sees me slide into the seat opposite. 

“Good evening, Madeleine,” I love his formality and the fact he always uses my full name.

“Good evening, Chris.” He does not like me to reciprocate.

“I got you a G&T,” he states, nodding at the other glass on the table. He’s taken a gamble on that, as he does most times we meet, randomly surprising me with different drinks. It was as good as anything else but he was yet to guess what my real drink of choice would be. 

“Excellent, thanks,” and I raise my glass to clink against his as we say cheers. 

“So what have you been doing today?” I ask, “I wasn’t sure you’d be up for another outing after last night.”

“Been doing a spot of writing actually, but glad to get away from it for a bit. Especially as I need to eat.”

“Oh good, I’ll join you.” I didn’t know if we were going to, we don’t always, but I’m famished and although it’s early I know if we give it another half an hour the place will be heaving with those wanting their once-a-week-night-out-bar-snacks and we will be right down the pecking order.

“Do you know what you want? Or shall I get us a menu?” I say and laugh as he rolls his eyes at me.

“You know what I’m going to order so you might as well just go and put it in. Though you might want to take a look at the menu,” and he grins.

I return to the bar, wait a moment for Josh to become free then say, “We’ll have the usual please.”

He shakes his head, a look of despair on his face as he mutters, “You two are like an old married couple,” then he turns round to the till to place the order. As I walk back to Chris I ponder on Josh’s comment. I imagine to onlookers our friendship may seem a little incongruous. I’m in my mid-twenties and Chris is probably around his mid-fifties, I don’t know for sure. That difference in ages might spark some gossip of the ‘young enough to be your daughter’ type in some quarters and it might well do behind our backs but I couldn’t care what people think and I know it would bother Chris even less. In fact, I know even the thought of such a whisper going about would miss him entirely, for he lives much of his life totally unaware of what is going on around him. 

After learning a humiliating lesson soon after arriving here I’d recognised the boundaries put in place as our friendship developed and I was happy with those. It’s not that I don’t find him attractive, because I do, it’s more like he’s off limits, as if going there would spoil what we have and I suspect Chris feels the same way. There has never been the slightest indication from either of us that one is attracted to the other, we purely enjoy each other’s company. I can be relaxed with him because there’s no flirtation, no suggestion, and I know there’s not going to be a ‘is this leading somewhere’ moment because I trust him and that puts me at ease. 

I know he writes and he tells me it’s non-fiction academic stuff but I do wonder sometimes if he’s telling the truth. He’s so often lost in his thoughts and when we’re together he can appear far away, and I imagine he’s deep in another world that he has created in his mind and I’ll sit and be quite content just to be in his presence. We have no problem with that, the silence, and the times that it sits between us are comfortable.

I look at him now and it appears as if at my call he simply got up from his desk and came here. His glasses have been pushed up towards the top of his head but not quite as far as his slightly receding hairline and he’s in need of a trip to the barbers, which I know will be low on his list of priorities. He’s wearing a faded, once-black tee-shirt and, leaning on his elbows, his hands meet at the apex, his chin resting on them as he watches me. And this is what he does, he watches me, or rather studies me because he is the one person I know who is not taken in by my act and who knows there’s more. But I reveal nothing and to give him his due he doesn’t pry.

He looks tired, pronounced crow’s feet spread from the corners of his eyes and he’s pale, too many hours at his computer is the usual cause. I know once he gets into his work he can pull an all-nighter and not realise he’s missed a sleep until the next day though he says it takes its toll on him nowadays.

“I need to talk to you actually, about Kourtney,” I say and I run over the discussion I’d had with her. I know Chris used to own and run a bookshop in a small town nearby but jacked it in a few years ago due to increased pressure from the mighty online competitors and the terrible imposition of having to be open and manning the place between certain hours. It inconvenienced his writing life so much that on some days he simply wouldn’t bother.

I’ve been to his house. A small higgledy-piggledy thatched cottage at the smart end of the village and it was packed with books. Every nook, every cranny jammed with them. Each wall lined with bookshelves crammed two deep, wedged in above and filling every space. It was like he’d closed the shop and brought the entire contents home. He’d told me once I wasn’t far wrong with that assumption.

But the point is that he has run a business and would know enough to get Kourtney started. He is also always willing to help, which is the most important bit.

The subject of our discussion appears bearing our order which she delivers to our table.

“Good evenin’,” she says, with a smile, as she lowers the plates. She produces cutlery and napkins from her apron pocket and quickly sets the table, then hurries off before we have time to say anything beyond our muttered thanks. But she’s back a moment later with mustard for him and ketchup for me, and places a dish of battered onion rings between us.

“We were just talking about you,” Chris says, wanting to catch her before she rushes off again.

“Oh.” She instantly looks uncomfortable and glances at me. I try to appear reassuring, however that is meant to look.

“I’m more than happy to give you some help in getting yourself set up, Kourtney. Are you free to come round for a chat Monday morning?”

“Yes, of course, thank you. What time?”

“Would ten suit? I might have a lie in,” and he smiles at her, I know he hates an early start, he’s happy to work until three in the morning but rarely sees a dawn.

“Yeah, awesome, thanks,” she says with a beaming smile across her face now, “enjoy yer meal,” and she’s gone. 

We turn our attention to our food; without discussion I move my mushrooms to Chris’s plate and he reciprocates with his tomatoes then we eat. It’s steak, it’s always steak, rump, medium rare, juicy and tender, a slab of garlic butter on top of mine melting and running all over. Delicious, though there is none on Chris’s, he won’t touch the garlic. Chips, crisp shelled and filled with the softest potato are piled up, and we share the onion rings. 

Midway through we finish our drinks and I pop to the bar and get some more, adding them to our tab. We chat as we eat, covering more of Kourtney’s start up plans. Chris finishes first, places his knife and fork on the plate then pushes it a little away from him as he sits back and wipes his mouth with his napkin. Screwing that into a ball, he discards it onto his plate and reaches for his pint. Before he can say anything, I get in first.

“What have you been up to then?” Nothing much changes in our lives but we do like a catch up.

“I’ve been writing quite a bit actually, keeping myself busy.” He’s been living in the beautiful south for years but his northern brogue is undiminished.

“Still non-fiction?” I ask, and I catch a slightly sheepish look along with his smile.

“Yes,” he pauses as if deciding whether to continue or not, then he does, “I’m trying a little something else though.” I knew it! I raise my eyebrows at him in question as I pop my last forkful into my mouth. We’ve been socialising for probably three years now, firstly meeting at village gatherings, then chatting over a drink in The Birds until we eventually moved on to our current arrangement in which we meet up usually for dinner, sometimes just a drink, perhaps once a week, occasionally more often. We talk about many things, village life, current affairs, his writing. We listen, we support but we don’t probe. However, I’ve always felt he was holding something back that he wasn’t ready to share yet. But it now appears he is.

“Wonderful! Tell me more.” I sit back; my stomach is full which always makes me content, and I drain the last of my drink. “Hold that thought, I’ll get us another round in.” The place is filling up and there’s more competition for Josh’s attention, so I place the glasses on the bar and he nods so I know he’s seen them then I head for the ladies. The entrance to these is situated down a passageway that ends in a door which is a back route into the kitchen and as I enter this passage I see Kourtney. She has her back up against the wall, is holding her tray flat against her stomach with one hand while the other is pushing back against the chest of a guy standing directly in front of her and far too close for comfort. He’s taller than she is, his hands pressed up against the wall to each side of her shoulders effectively pinning her in place. His attitude is threatening and she doesn’t appear to be enjoying the attention. Neither has noticed me. 

I don’t like the way he looks at her.

Lecherous eyes that creep me out.

I feel a familiar shiver of fear from long ago slide down my spine and I shudder.

She lifts her chin defiantly and says, “Back off.” I see him grin, but not make any effort to move, and as he leans in closer her jaw clenches.

“What’s going on?” I say, as I approach. Kourtney turns her head towards me and there’s a flicker of relief mixed with the anger on her face.

He pushes himself off the wall, takes a step backwards and says, “Nothing.”

“Really? It didn’t look like nothing to me. It looked like you were intimidating my friend here.” I glance at Kourtney, “You alright?” She nods. “Do you know this guy?” She nods again.

“We were at school together.” She sounds strong and I suspect given another few seconds he would have found himself on the floor clutching those parts he appears to do his thinking with in his hands.

“Yeah, we’re friends,” he interjects, making it sound like that means he can do what he likes.

“Sure you are, and do you want him in your face like that, Kourtney?” 

“No.” I look back at him.

“She says no, so move along and don’t hassle her again.” I sound tougher than I feel and do well to keep my voice steady. He holds my gaze and for a moment I think he’s going to make some trouble but then I see it, the moment he backs down, his stance softening almost imperceptibly and he turns back to Kourtney as he says,

“I’ll be seeing you around,” and he walks away, his shoulder barging into mine as he passes me.

“Thanks,” she says when he’s gone, her voice quiet.

“It looked like you were dealing with it anyway. How long has he been hassling you?”

“A while, he’s a coupla years older, an’ it started at school. Usually he can’t get ’ere but tonight a friend brought a car load over.” I’d noticed the group of lads at the end of the bar earlier. “I’d better get back to work,” she says, and she walks off towards the door at the end of the corridor.

“Kourtney,” I say as she turns back to me, “don’t let any bloke put pressure on you, will you? Not for anything.”

“I won’t, I don’t have time for it, or them, I’ve got a business to grow,” and she grins at me. As I’ve said, in some ways she reminds me of me as I once was, but she is so much more than I ever hoped to be already. She has her priorities straight and already knows what she wants out of life; I didn’t, and it took me so much longer to learn. I watch as she goes back to the kitchen.

I pop into the ladies and when I come out, go to retrieve the drinks. I see the lads standing together at the end of the bar and I get the evils from the aggressor but ignore him and instead reach for the glasses Josh has left for me.

“I thought you’d got lost,” he jokes as he takes a break between customers.

“I got a bit distracted.” I glance back over to the end of the bar. “Could you do me a favour?”

“Of course.”

“Could you make sure someone walks Kourtney home tonight?” He follows my gaze to the group of young men and frowns.

“Absolutely. I’ll do it myself. Is there a problem?”

“Hmm, one of those guys,” and I indicate with a subtle tilt of my head, “is giving her a hard time.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure she gets home safely.” He’s solid, is Josh, just turned twenty and been working here for a couple of years already.

“Thanks,” I say, and I return to Chris. “Sorry about the delay.” I give him the highlights and then ask him to tell me more of his writing efforts.

“Oh, it’s nothing much, I’ve just been trying my hand at a bit of fiction.”

“Really?” I love reading, and although I grew up in a flat devoid of books, I’d devoured much of the school library, sneaking the books into my bedroom to avoid the scornful comments on what was considered to be a waste of time. 

The film’s always better, innit.

I’d heard this time and time again, but it hadn’t put me off, not then and not now, I always had a book on the go. They had provided the education my school hadn’t. This is something Chris and I discuss at length as he encourages me to try more literary works than the thrillers I romp through. Although actually he is just delighted I read at all, many youngsters don’t anymore, he tells me. I can’t imagine not doing so, not having that escapism in my life would be intolerable.

“Is it fantasy?” I tease, knowing his dislike for the genre, “are you aiming to be the next Martin or Tolkein?” He fixes me with his infinitely patient stare.

“It is not fantasy. It’s contemporary fiction.” I think for a moment that I’ve put him off from telling me more so I’m surprised when he continues. “You will relate to it actually because it’s a story about a young woman.”

“Oh yeah? I’m listening.”

“Well, she has a mysterious background and moves to a village where everyone thinks she is one thing but in fact she is something very different.” He watches me over the top of his glass as he takes a long draught and I can see the twinkle in his eyes.

“Oh, so what is she then?” I’m cool and am not about to satisfy him by rising to the bait I feel he is scattering before me by showing I may recognise the subject of his tale. How vain would that be? But I am inquisitive and I want to hear the plot he’s come up with. What he thinks he knows.

“I’m still working that out, but I can tell you what she’s like.” He’s being mischievous which makes me want to know more.

“Go on then.” I’m all ears.

“She’s bright, pretty and independent.”

“Well of course she is, she is your heroine after all and they are never thick, ugly and a bit clingy, are they?” I interject, teasing, a little, and he acknowledges the jibe with the merest tilt of his head, then he continues.

“She’s popular, mixes well and is a good friend.” I nod, as if this is nothing I wouldn’t expect. He pauses for a moment in thought, before adding, “But, she’s a loner and behind the façade she shows to the world she is lacking in confidence and has self-esteem issues caused, I wouldn’t wonder, by her mysterious past.” All at once I find it hard to swallow and he pauses and raises a finger as if he’s only just thought of something: “and, she is nowhere near as strong as she’d have people believe.” Clearly ridiculous. How can you have a heroine that’s not strong?

“Wow, she sounds complex.”

“She is.” And there’s a silence which is nowhere near as easy as those which usually come between us, and clearing my throat I need to move this on.

“So what’s going to happen in the story?”

“I haven’t got that far yet, I’ve still to come up with a likely scenario.”

“Yeah?” I say, all nonchalant, “perhaps I can come up with some suggestions for you?” I take the slight nod of his head that accompanies his smile as encouragement and continue, counting off the ideas on my fingers as I rattle through them. “She could be an international spy, a drug smuggler, a jewel thief, or,” and I’m warming to my subject now, “she could be in a witness protection programme or a mole planted by the government to keep tabs on a terrorist cell that’s sprung up under the guise of the Village Hall Committee. The possibilities are endless.” I grin at him.

“All a little far-fetched, don’t you think?” His comment is delivered as dry as the dust in the Sahara, and we both laugh. “That’s what comes of reading all those trashy thrillers, Madeleine, your imagination’s running amok.” He checks his watch. “Come on, let’s settle up, I’m knackered and need an early night.” The bar is busy now and as we look around we can see that most of the tables are filled and Kourtney is run off her feet. I check in with her as she rushes past when we’re on our way out but she’s too busy to be anything other than fine, and as we pay the bill Josh confirms he’s still alright to get her home safely. Chris and I leave together a short while later but once outside we say our goodnights and head in opposite directions.
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Chapter 6
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The following morning, I have to go and get some shopping in as there are spaces in my cupboards that are making me anxious. So once I’ve had breakfast I reverse my car out from where I left it on the earth and grass approach to the old wooden garage that it rarely sees the inside of, and head towards the village. Diane is weeding in her front garden and flags me down.

“You okay?” I shout across to her as I wind down the passenger side window.

“Oh yes, fine, I wondered if you’d like to come for lunch. It’ll only be soup.”

“I’d love to, I’m just going shopping, do you need anything?”

“No, thanks. I’ll see you later.” I nod and pull away, raising the window as I do. As I arrive at the top of the road with the pub on one side and the church on the other, I see a few parishioners making their way up the pathway towards their weekly worship. I’ve never been to a regular service there, just one wedding and a few funerals, the population here being mostly what it is.

When I first moved in the village was consumed by grief. A little girl had died and her death and funeral overshadowed everything. I didn’t go. I didn’t know anyone then and I never got to know that family. Sadly, the tragedy destroyed them. The father left only a few months later and although I occasionally saw the mother out and about, first alone, then with a small dog and we did that automatic greeting thing, the one which separates out the townies from the villagers, when we crossed paths, I never got to know her. She moved away only a few months ago actually and I’d heard on the Crowbridge grapevine that she’d got a new job, miles away.

The village shop is closed on a Sunday so I drive to Oakton, which is the nearest place that has a supermarket, albeit a small one, and I find the carpark almost empty. It doesn’t take me long to fill a basket with what I need to replenish my shelves and I buy a couple of cakes to take to Diane’s.

I’m soon back home and much more at ease once the shopping is away and I know I have all I need, and more besides. I wonder if I’ll ever get more relaxed about this aspect of my life. The village shop benefits greatly from my inability to barely let a day pass without buying something to add to my cupboards, fridge or freezer and although I know I could probably feed a family of four for a fortnight on my stocks it makes me feel better knowing I could withstand a siege, and never be hungry.

I walk up to Diane’s later and rather than knock on the front door I wander round to the back, admiring her pretty garden as I do so. It’s larger than mine and packed full of variety plus there’s a vegetable garden and a huge number of herbs and other plants that are unknown to me but which Diane uses in the concoctions she makes up. 

Locally, Diane is suspected of being a witch, gossip she is well aware of and I believe relishes as she loves nothing more than creating a bit of mystery. Her surname is Sampson and I’ve heard her discuss her ancestry as she’s supposedly traced her family tree right back and found she was the direct descendant of one Agnes Sampson, a midwife and healer in the sixteenth century who was persecuted and tortured for being a witch. When I’d asked Diane if this was true she’d given me a wicked grin and suggested the coincidence was far too great for it not to be.

She makes up herbal remedies, whether asked to or not, for those who are ill, and ignores the disbelieving, and sometimes scornful, looks she gets when she delivers them because she knows that, more often than not, the recipient will be back for more. I find her fascinating and her home a place of peace and tranquillity. She’s also very good at sensing people’s auras and she tells me mine disturbs her because the calmness and strength I portray on the outside masks the fear and anxiety I’m filled with. She has a certain acceptance about this, so doesn’t question me further and I don’t reveal a thing but she loves nothing more than getting something soothing into me. From the tea she plies me with whenever I’m invited round, and that she sends me home with, to the food she gives me – I don’t know what she puts in it, and I don’t want to know, but it always has a calming effect on me.

“Hello,” I call as I reach the half open back door.

“Come on in,” I hear coming back at me and I push the door wider and enter a place that resembles The Burrow, home of the Weasleys. Admittedly there’s no actual, obvious, magic going on but that doesn’t matter, it’s the atmosphere, the ambience. There’s a large range with pots and pans piled up all over it and a huge black kettle coming to a boil. Bunches of plants hang drying from the ceiling and Diane is standing at the worn and well-scrubbed pine table using a pestle to mash stuff together in a huge grey stone mortar. The smell is divine. Woody, spicy scents mingle with citrus and flowers, all natural and raw, every element, fresh and dried, combining in a heady mix, and I take a deep breath as I put the cakes I bought onto the table.

“Can I do anything to help?” I ask, knowing what the answer is likely to be.

“No, no, no, just take a seat.” And the minute I do Cat leaps onto my lap and I push him off. It is common belief that he is Diane’s familiar, and I’m not a fan. He is stereotypically black and Diane is adamant that he is not hers hence the fact that he doesn’t have a name, other than Cat. He simply arrived one day, she once told me, and as far as Diane is concerned he is a free spirit, able to come and go as he wishes. He disappears for long periods of time which doesn’t worry Diane a jot as she believes that he is off helping people who need him. I’m not convinced and think he is merely tomcatting around but not wishing to ruin Diane’s vision of him as a cat in shining armour I keep quiet on the subject.

Diane finishes mashing whatever it is she’s working on and turns her attention to a vat of simmering liquid on the range. I peer into the mortar to see an uninspiring brown sludge at the base and briefly wonder what it might be used for. My thoughts are interrupted by a bowl of golden broth being placed in front of me, a hunk of homemade bread at its side. There is no ceremony here, no side plates needed and I break off a piece of the bread and dunk it into the soup. It is flavoursome, and hearty and I make soft noises of appreciation.

“What flavour is it?” I ask, my palate not sophisticated enough to dissect the ingredients that make up the deliciousness.

Diane shrugs, “Butternut, herbs, a bit of this and that.” She’s as dismissive as always and I realise I’d be disappointed if she were anything else. I know, from experience, she’d never be able to whip out a recipe for anything she produces. “Did you have a good time with Chris last night?”

“Yeah, he was in great form. Looked a bit tired though. He’s been writing. Putting in long hours, I think.”

“Oh? Usual stuff or something new?” And I hesitate, something holding me back from wanting to share the news of his latest project. I didn’t want her discussing it with Chris, or more specifically, I didn’t want him telling her the details about his main character, just in case she recognised anything about her. Again it’s presumptuous of me as well as ridiculous because it is hardly likely to remain a secret, especially if he publishes it but whereas I know Chris sees the lie, if Diane does she just accepts it, and I prefer that. I briefly wonder if I should stop seeing him, if only to stop him seeing me but I swiftly realise I don’t want to. I enjoy his company and I believe whatever he thinks he knows, he cares for me enough to be discreet about it.

“Just the usual, I think.” I’ve finished my bread and start spooning the remaining soup into my mouth, my taste buds revelling in the creamy richness.

“Well that’s enough to make anyone tired,” and I nod in agreement. “You have steak?”

“Yes.” She grins, like she knows it all. I finish my soup and as I push the bowl away Cat jumps back on to my lap. I push him off. “He only wants to help you,” Diane explains.

“Help me with what?” She raises one arched eyebrow at me as if she knows better and I wonder if she is as unquestioning about me as I thought. Mine goes otherwise unanswered and I yawn, unexpectedly sleepy.

“Sorry,” I apologise and not for the first time I look at the bowl I’ve just cleared and wonder if she’s drugged me but as we ate the same thing I suspect not. I clear the table of our bowls and take them over to the sink that’s piled high with the aftermath of her morning’s work.

“Just leave them on the side, I’ll deal with them later,” Diane says, “You look like you could do with a nap.”

“I could, do you mind if I eat and run?” 

“Of course not! Though leave me one of those cakes, will you? I’ve got to get on as I’ve plenty to do yet but I’ll have it later. You get off, you’ve got work tomorrow so need to be well rested.” I loved the way she mothered me and thought it sad she hadn’t had any children. Never the right time, she’d told me. I imagined she’d be the sort of mother who would have had mugs of hot chocolate and biscuits, straight from the oven, ready and waiting when school had finished.

I say my goodbyes, go home and head straight to bed.

I wake a couple of hours later and after a good stretch and yawn I get up. I have some work to do, and going to the cupboard I release the floorboard again and remove a folder from the space below, pushing the jewellery bag to one side in the process.

Once in the kitchen I place the folder on the table, and taking a tumbler from one cupboard and a bottle of Jack from another I pour a couple of fingers into the glass, taking a swig before sitting down to the task in hand. I take a sheaf of papers from the file and spread them out in front of me. I look through the notes I’ve made and update or add extra from the information I gathered from the coach trip on Friday. I run through the day. Everywhere I went, everything I saw. I’m methodical, my attention poring over every minute detail with nothing spared because I know the risks involved.

During this process I’ve refilled my glass twice and now finally satisfied I’ve captured everything, I drain the tumbler and place it in the sink. I put away all my papers and take the folder upstairs to hide it back in its safe place.

It’s still only mid evening so I switch on the television and scroll through the channels. I see Gone with the Wind is showing; it’s a good way through it but I click on it anyway to see where it’s up to. Rhett is kissing Scarlett and telling her she should be kissed, and often, and by someone who knows how. I know this inside out and could recite it word for word, should I ever need to, so I change the channel.
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Chapter 7
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The next morning the start of the normal working week for most has arrived, and I set off fully made up and in my office wear, as I’m expected to do by anyone local who might see me. I leave the village and after a short while like many others I get on the dual-carriageway that leads in the direction of the city. Unlike many others though, I do not exit once the signs start directing traffic to the city centre but drive straight on, the traffic thinning and progress speeding up as I do. People, by which I mean the villagers, are constantly surprised when I tell them that I work in Hartleigh, a small market town some twenty-five miles from Crowbridge. They can’t understand the concept of driving straight past a city where jobs in insurance must surely be easy to come by and travelling so much further to a market town no one ever goes to.

But that is exactly the point.

No one from where I live ever goes there because they get to the superior facilities in the city first and don’t see the need to travel any further. This is how I like it and this is how I planned things because the life I live in Crowbridge is very different from the one I lead in Hartleigh. And it is there that I can be the real me. 

As I do every work day morning, I stop outside the newsagents on the way into town and push the door open to a place time has forgotten. The fetid smell I walk into is a reminder of a life left behind but one immediately recreated in my mind. Mid-afternoon, and my arrival home from school greeted with no comforting hot chocolate or warm from the oven biscuits. The cheap curtains made of coarse fabric that hung in a haphazard fashion would be drawn against the bright sunlight but too thin to effectively block out the rays, the dirty burnt orange material would glow with the ferocity of summer happening in the outside world. Bright shards would pierce the room, finding their way through the smallest gap to show dust motes swirling in a fog of smoke. An old black and white would be on the telly and my entrance customarily ignored by the occupant of the settee as the clipped English of Celia Johnson would tell me Brief Encounter was the choice of the day. Word perfect on the script, I’d pass straight through feeling relieved if there was no one else there, less so if she had company. I’d go to my room where I’d stuff a towel under the door in an attempt to keep the smoke, and others, out, then I’d open the window to let the fresh air in.

I tell myself I only keep coming in here because it’s convenient but I wonder if like picking a scab I didn’t somehow like revisiting the pain.

It is a source of constant fascination to me that this shop continues to open every day as its owner, Sid, appears to care nothing for it, and even less for its customers, if there are any besides me, as I am yet to meet someone else in here. Dingy doesn’t begin to describe the décor that I doubt has been refreshed since it first opened, which if the sign over the door is correct, was 1947. My best guess is that the paintwork was probably originally green but it is difficult to tell as every surface is a mucky yellow, sticky with a noxious layer of nicotine. The smoking ban has been in place for several years but it has had little impact here and I make sure I touch nothing as I make my way to the shabby counter covered in piles of papers. To my right is the confectionery grandstand which I can’t imagine anyone ever buying anything from, its contents well past their best before dates. Some possibly there from before the time those dates even came into existence. Marathons, Opal Fruits and Spangles still appear in the line-up.

Trip-hazard lino makes an attempt to cover the floor. The gaps between the worn and broken patches show dirty concrete and you’d be hard pushed to describe the original colour of the inadequate flooring.

The shop signage, which looks to be the wooden original, cracked paint flaking and peeling in places reads, without further embellishment, ‘Newsagents’. Sid doesn’t go in for the twee names or corporate branding like others are starting to in the town and as a consequence I guess its days are numbered. I’d noticed the piles of papers getting smaller since the supermarket had opened its doors on the old cattle market site, not that Sid ever mentions it. He is a man of few words.

“Shop!” I’d yelled as I’d entered, the bell still jangling above my head and I’d left the door to close behind me, knowing from previous experience not to push it to as it was as unpleasant to touch as anything else in here and, unless you were able to wash your hands immediately afterwards, best avoided. I now look to the doorway in the corner behind the counter. Hanging from the doorframe is one of those curtains meant to keep flies out. I’ve seen more modern variations, beaded wood or metal links, even pvc strips. This one is of narrow strips of coloured plastic. Not all the strips are still present and of those that are, not all are whole. I hear a familiar hacking cough from the other side then what’s left parts as Sid shuffles into view. He’s got a fag on, which is standard, an untipped hard-core Senior Service if I’m not mistaken. In his wake strips of the curtain are left stuck together by the same noxious glue that coats the rest of the shop. 

Shabby beige trousers made for a much larger man sag below a faded checked shirt and a baggy, worn cardigan that clings to meagre rounded shoulders. His scalp shows through the thinning strands of greasy, grey hair that reaches his collar.

“Good morning, Sidney, and how are you today?” My usual greeting that I know will only be replied to by a grunt, if that. He reaches the till and I push forward the two national papers I want and hand him a crisp fiver. “Just these two please.” I am as determined as ever not to go through the whole exchange without some social interaction and it is just as well that I’m persistent and endowed with unending quantities of patience because to date I have been unsuccessful. This is our daily routine though and I am convinced that one day I will get him to join in. He looks at me, the whites of his rheumy eyes yellow, bloodshot and watery, as if having to get me change is an imposition. The till isn’t in use as an actual till anymore but works as more of a drawer arrangement. I suspect this is because it has never been decimalised but he opens it and gnarled fingers, yellowed from a lifetime of tobacco use and tipped with blackened overgrown nails, scratch around for the coins I need. 
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