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​INTRODUCTION
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From Sophocles to Poe, and through de Maupassant to Lawrence and into the present day, the subject of adultery and wifely deceit is never far from the quills, pens and keyboards of those who have made or now make their way in the world through the written word.

The betrayal of a husband by a wife and the opposite side of that coin – no matter how deep and genuine the love of the betrayer for the betrayed – is represented throughout literature and continues to exert a morbid fascination for the literary imagination and those who read what stems from it. 

That fascination extending even to those whose lives have been untouched by the pain delivered from having a partner and a relationship once regarded as sacrosanct and inviolate revealed as something far less.

James Grosvenor’s “Taking it Public”, is the short but disturbingly satisfying story of a man who acts with speed and resolve when he discovers the wonderful marriage he thought he had is not so wonderful after all.

And goes about its resolution with not a whiff of physical violence.

The keyword, of course, being: “Physical”.

Enjoy!
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CHURCH SQUARE - RYE

My name’s Bernie Sanders.

No. 

Not the progressive Democratic Senator from across the pond Murdoch’s Fox – or “Faux” – News hates so much.

This one a former South London boy just past his mid-forties and currently living out a blissful early retirement on the Sussex coast.

Correction.

Make that, currently living out what ‘was’ a blissful early retirement.

And the reason for that past tense?

Let’s just say it’s not exactly novel; even if the way something that lasted twenty-five-years found itself gutted was something of a variation on an existing theme.

After all, knowing there’s nothing new and everything’s no more than something old filtered through the varied temperaments of different personnel, there surely aren’t that many of us who can say they’ve got to experience their...

Sorry. We’ll get to that soon enough. For now though let me just make the necessary – and I’ll keep it brief – introduction of the dramatis personae populating my tale of personal woe and betrayal.

Incendiary anger goes almost without saying.

You’ve heard my name so let me introduce the cause of my recent anguish and the deliverer of the gut-punch nothing could have convinced me was heading my way.

At least not until it arrived and I was, metaphorically at least, forced to entrust the contents of my stomach to the porcelain belonging to the small-room.

The development responsible for my intestinal disquietude, as I’m sure I’ve dropped clues enough already, the discovery of my wife’s infidelity.

Penny – never “Penelope” – Sanders; formerly: Hillson.

The nature of that infidelity as shocking to me as the infidelity itself.

My wife, let me explain so you understand what a gut-punch the discovery was to me, a woman I’d been smitten with from the first few sentences we’d shared with each other in a Soho bar back at the start of the new Millennium. 

Right off the bat I’d been attracted to her quick intelligence and ready humour – take as read the vivid green eyes below page-boy-cut black hair that were frank with reciprocal interest and sucked me in on first glance. 

Never someone much drawn to the breadsticks of the catwalk; her full and hourglass figure with its seductive curves - even at the age of twenty – bought into what was already a marked preference on my part. 

That preference being for the more full-bodied woman. 

Penny Hillson, as was, ticked all my boxes and, as well as coming across to me as the full package on all-levels, was the same age as myself.

Into the bargain, if you’re the type who needs their T’s crossed, we were sexually compatible as well. Our preferences and tastes so in tune with each other’s as to be pretty much symbiotic. Hence the appearance – and what turned out to be a deceptively joyous and relationship cementing one at that - of our three daughters. Annie the eldest, Sinead after her, and the baby of the three, Carly. Appearing with annual regularity for three years after our wedding in 2001.

By such normal if blissful everyday events, especially if they see themselves repeated over a number of years, are the defences of the sucker lowered.

Life was as hectic as it was enjoyable, and my love for my three darlings was matched only by my feelings for the mother who’d provided me them. 

And done so, I prided myself, without any sign of the deliveries impacting either her figure or the sexual appeal she continued to hold for me and still did right up until I had my eyes opened. 

Likewise, and apart from some post-partum spells I had been warned to expect and did my best to help her through – even as I struggled being on the caustic end of an uncharacteristic and scathing wifely tongue – we were as in-tune emotionally as we had been from our first meeting with each other in that Soho bar.

I truly felt as if I had it all.

Until I didn’t.

At least in regard of the girls’ mother.

Anyhow, it was two years prior to this time, with all the girls off-hand and at various stages of university life, that I decided to take an early retirement from what had been a boring but lucrative twenty-years or so managing Hedge Funds. Taking the plunge to follow my long-held dream of writing fiction. Finally prompted into it by the presence of the now plentiful online self-publishing platforms that had placed the dream within reach of dilettante wannabes like myself – ensuring there would be no confidence-crushing rejections from agents and publishers, large and small, alike.

I found that, by keeping the word count low and dealing with tales of short duration, I could be more prolific and realise more revenue-strands.

The mini-adventures of my UK-based Jack Reacher-ish anti-hero were soon selling well.

At least by Kindle standards. 

Not enough to completely replace the missing year-on-year income from my Hedge-Fund days, you understand, but, and along with some low-key dabbling in the markets on my part, enough to ensure there was no need to dip into our savings in order to live well. 

Coming up on my forty-sixth year, it really felt as if I were finally living the dream.

Yeah, right!

Anyhow, at the time of upping-sticks, we were both pushing forty-five and were comfortable enough financially to have transplanted the family from Blackheath on the edge of London to a beautiful cottage overlooking the green of Church Square at Rye. 

Smack bang opposite the even more beautiful church of St. Mary the Virgin at the square’s centre. 

If we looked sideways and left from our front windows, we could also see “Lamb House”; the residence once lived in by the great American novelist Henry James, together with the blue-plaque proclaiming the fact for the many interested tourists. The girls were away pursuing their lives and studies at uni – Edinburgh, Warwick, and York respectively, and only rarely made it down to stay with us. Though we both agreed they were pretty good when it came to keeping in touch via all the other means of communication offered by social media and iPhone.

My parents and Penny’s were alive and thriving – mine on Guernsey and Penny’s in their croft in the West Highlands that was their own idea of a retirement idyll - and the whole family along with our respective brothers and sisters kept in touch in the same WhatsApp way.

Life was truly good. 

Better, if I’m honest.

After over twenty years the nest was empty save for the man and wife responsible for providing it; though one of them, it was about to transpire, was far happier with the new status quo than the other.

Worse, as I was about to discover, the unhappier of the two had decided to take steps of her own to remedy that situation.

Steps that did not involve her husband.

By this time, Penny - who had not been totally sold on my early retirement but came to support it - had decided one of us working from the new home was enough and thought the time ripe to put her teaching qualification to good use.

A qualification she’d earned when the girls were old enough to look after themselves and her time was pretty much her own. 

It turned out a timely, nay fateful, decision on more than one level.

Especially as a vacancy had occurred in a state school for girls in nearby Winchelsea that would ensure her daily commute would be no hardship.

Not if the new VW Beetle we’d purchased for her had anything to with it at least.

Her interview couldn’t have gone better. She was delighted to have been taken aboard so readily and speedily and I was totally supportive of her decision to do something for herself. And why wouldn’t I have been, after she’d taken on the responsibility of looking after her girls as well as her husband for so long and, I confess, so well?

Fair to say, you’re about to learn, that I did not remain at the level of total support for long.

The ever-vigilant law of diminishing returns deciding to kick in and apply itself to my married life after a conversation with Kieran, the twenty-five-year-old neighbour and self-described “IT nerd” and loner with whom I’d struck up an unlikely and unexpected friendship.

The same loner I’d paid to set me up with a website and help get my “thrillers” some exposure on the social-media outlets while linking the growing list of titles showcased on them to Amazon and other platforms.

Successfully, I might add. 

The conversation that would take the proverbial wrecking-ball to my marriage and my perception of it coming after Kieran rang and suggested we make one of our customary walks from Church Square to Rye Harbour, to which I’d agreed and offered to buy him a seafood lunch at the pub there.

A seafood lunch I would never get to eat.

And would have been unable to keep down if I had...  
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THE PUB AT RYE HARBOUR

It was a mild October Monday when we began the 40-50 minute walk from Church Square to the harbour and it wasn’t what you’d describe as a talkathon. But then Kieran in high-spirits could never be described as garrulous company and I hadn’t expected any different on this occasion. Which did not prevent me from noting that today he seemed even more taciturn than usual. 

Or to be more precise; though only with the benefit of hindsight: thoughtful and guarded.

He’d lost his parents a year prior to us moving in to Church Square and – both of us lovers of baroque and classical music - we’d struck up a conversation and a friendship after listening to one of the regular piano recitals held in the church, along with various choirs and string-quartets at various times as they took advantage of its wonderful acoustics.

For those interested, the recital comprised a selection of Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies. Played by a young Korean Conservatoire student and regular soloist at the church. A pretty girl I was amused to see the shy and socially timorous Kieran seemed much taken with.

Anyhow, from this shared interest we met up for other recitals and walks down to the harbour once a week or so. Outings where we would share a pint and a spot of lunch. I told Kieran about my former occupation and my current one as a writer and he volunteered that his parents had left him comfortably off. His house, he explained, had been left to him free and clear along with a small trust that allowed him to live well. 

Even without the money from his own one-man-band IT troubleshooting concern.

A troubleshooting concern and its dynamics he did try to explain to me. 

But only once. 

Quite frankly, I’m not what you’d call a technically literate guy and he may as well have been trying to educate me on the subject in an unlikely blending of Aramaic and Sanskrit for all the sense I could make of what he was trying to impart.

During this particular walk, however, there was no language barrier of any kind to be navigated as my seemingly troubled friend barely uttered a sound save for some barely engaged grunts here and there to the few inquiries I tried to make of him.

Monosyllabic responses continuing until we were seated at a bench outside a thankfully quiet William the Conqueror pub on the harbour itself. Sipping at our brews by the banks of the River Rother as it made the journey of a few hundred yards to the English Channel. A fruited cider for him and a bottle of Becks for me.

Although it’s certainly fair to say that the question he became talkative enough to ask eventually did win my instant attention.

As well as my initial laughter.

Not that my amusement would last long after he finally got what was bothering him out in the open:

“Bernie,” he began, unable to meet my eyes and suddenly finding the surface of our table as riveting as the IT problems he loved solving, “are...? Are...?” 

Then, as if he were a World-War-1 infantryman taking his courage in both hands to launch himself into No-Man’s Land and the certain and utterly needless death awaiting him: 

“Are you and Penny swingers?”

It took a second or two to sink in.

“Where the hell did that come from?” I asked him when I stopped spluttering in mid-swallow and followed it up with a laugh. “Why would you be asking me something like that?”

“I... I just wanted to be sure,” he said, if anything looking more troubled than he had during our walk.

“Why?” I asked, arms going wide with amused incredulity as no answer suggested itself to me.

In truth, I had absolutely no idea where he was going with this.

The obvious suspicion that might have been the very first thing to enter a less smitten and trusting husband’s head being nowhere close to my radar at this point in time.

It was only after a few fortifying sips of Cider that he managed to once again take his courage in both hands and reply:

“I didn’t think you were, Bernie. But... But I knew I was going to have to ask,” he told me, his nervousness becoming even more pronounced it seemed as I again pressed him to explain the reason behind his personal and, to me at the time, nonsensical question.

A rather large gulp of his passion-fruit Kopparberg later and my nervy friend was again ready to try:

“Because, Bernie” he began, about as relaxed and insouciant as Foghorn Leghorn upon stumbling into a Colonel Sanders hosted barbecue after a cancelled catering-delivery, “I... I need... I need to...”

Knowing any further hurrying of him would make his discomfort worse, I waited. 

“I need to show you something.”

Kieran is a really bright and intuitive guy but, though not a bad-looking lad, terribly shy in equal measure. And especially with the opposite sex. Making me certain whatever advice he wanted from me had nothing to do with the work he did for my website and social-media presence. 

Knowing also as I did that he knew full well I could be of no help whatsoever when it came to his own work.

Which left me suspecting girl trouble.

Despite the fact I’d yet to have ever seen him with one.

Unless a pretty young Korean pianist reciting Liszt at a distance of thirty feet counted.

Turned out I was right; though I could be forgiven for not knowing Kieran wasn’t the one with the problem.

I watched as he fiddled with his iPhone, mindful of the fact there was no point pressing him until he was ready to speak - and not to know that when he did I would soon be wishing he hadn’t.

“You...? You know how I like to take really long walks when I’m blocked and have a problem I’m struggling to get my head around?” he began hesitantly as I nodded, noting he was still unable to make eye-contact with me.

His reticence leading me to think that whoever this girl was – if it was a girl, the thought also struck me - he certainly had a really heavy case of infatuation going on in respect of his new “Innamorata”.

Of whichever sex. 

“Well,” he went on,” eyes still averted, “last Friday I was really struggling to come up with a solution for a Multi-Factor-Authentication problem that needed...”

He caught my look and decided with the wisdom won by experience to skip this part of his unnecessary and, given my non-existent technical nous, wasted preamble.

“Yeah, sorry... Well, by mid-afternoon I was making no headway with it and felt totally blocked. So I did what I usually do when that happens and decided to see if stretching my legs and taking in some sea-air might supply a bit of distance. 

“You know?” he prompted me. “Give me a fresh perspective.”

“Go on,” I nodded, finding myself a bit impatient with his windiness if I’m honest.

Eventually, he did just that, though if his expression spoke truthfully as he toyed with his cider glass he looked to be experiencing at least one of Dante’s levels of hell.

Girding his loins finally, he choked out whatever it – or she – was that had him so nervy and sheepish:

“It was a blowy and overcast afternoon,” he began solemnly, as if he were narrating the opening of a Poe inspired homage - and in a way I’d later describe to myself as apt, given the horror the rest of the text was about to inflict upon me. 

“Not cold, but a little windy just the same,” he went on, as if the meteorological conditions were crucial to his story. “But that was just what I wanted. The beach at Winchelsea didn’t have a soul on it and there was nothing to interrupt me as I ran the MFA problem through my head.”

“Yes?” I urged once more when he paused and after I’d wrapped my head around the acronym, curiosity joining my impatience to hear what he’d seen that had him so agitated.

“Turned out though,” he went on in a voice I struggled to hear, so low was it, “that there was another soul on the beach. 

“Two souls, actually,” he corrected himself, looking like an undernourished Atlas who’d just had another world dumped on his already overburdened shoulders. “I was walking on the path above the beach with the car-park to my right when I heard a cry from below.”
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