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Chapter 1: Welcome to Middleclere




Middleclere village was exactly the sort of place people imagined when they closed their eyes and thought of “the country.” In the summer of 1965, Middleclere looked largely the same as it did in 1865. It was a jewel set in the heart of southern England. It was a confection of thatched roofs, pastel-painted shutters, and stone cottages winding in a gentle, improbable loop around the green. Early sunlight, not yet blunted by clouds, slanted across the cricket pitch where the grass had been rolled to a light shade of compacted brown earth by the groundsman’s care. From the bakery, three doors down from the post office, came a smell of flour and yeast and raspberry jam that slipped beneath the doors of every house and tempted even the strictest dieters. 

Children’s shrieks echoed punctuated by the thud of a cricket ball against bat. The groundsman ignored them as long as they didn’t venture on to the sacred cricket square. Mrs Dalloway, who ran the newsagents, had stepped outside with her mop in hand, pretending to swab the stoop but mostly watching the world go by. The church bells began their eight-o’clock peal, sharp and insistent, a summons to anyone with a mind for the day’s business. Over the rooftops, the St. Michael’s church spire pointed neatly to the blue, as if the vicar had personally arranged the weather.

Villagers appeared in ones and twos, some in wellingtons and some in gardening shoes, all sharing the same brisk nods and easy greetings as they passed. “Morning, Edna,” called Dave Trewitt, the postman, who’d never once used the name Mrs Dalloway. She raised her mop in salute.

On the cricket square, two old men in cable-knit cricket sweaters joined the groundsman in inspecting the wicket, conferring with the seriousness of nuclear scientists. The younger, or less ancient, of the two pointed out a suspicious bit of turf. “That’s where you caught me out last August, you sly bugger,” he said, grinning.

“It’ll catch you again, mark my words,” replied the other, a triumphant smudge of pipe smoke trailing from his lips. The groundsman ignored such heresy. He knew his wicket was blameless. 

The green was not large, but every inch of it was claimed: by the children and their makeshift wickets, by the dog-walkers, by the teenagers perched on the steps of the war memorial who pretended not to care what the others thought.

From the northern edge of the green, the Black Dog presided over all. It was a squat, handsome building of local stone, its windows latticed and always clean enough to see the pints glinting on the tables inside. The sign—a noble black dog, weathered to a mere suggestion of former ferocity—hung from its post and creaked softly in the breeze. Cascades of petunias and lobelia burst from the window boxes, framing the doorway in a mad, generous spill of colour.

At this hour, the pub was not yet open, but the presence of the place was unmistakable. It was the sort of pub that pretended not to know it was the centre of village life, while somehow knowing everything worth knowing before anyone else did.

A faded white van lurched to a stop in front of the Black Dog and a man with a face like a deflated football heaved out a crate of bottles. The back door swung open, and a glimpse of the publican’s Border Collie flashed through—eyes bright, ears pricked, coat as glossy as liquorice.

A hush fell over the green as a flock of pigeons took wing from the belfry, then immediately resumed its usual bustle. Someone slammed a car door, and a trio of old ladies tottered along the path toward the bakery, arms linked, already mid-gossip.

On the church steps, the vicar stood for a moment surveying his congregation—not the Sunday one, but the real one, made up of villagers, dogs, and the occasional lost tourist. He nodded to the Black Dog and to the woman who was, by general agreement, far more formidable than any vicar. Even the children had learned to avoid her bad side, which was all sides, according to her detractors, but only if you counted “intolerance of stupidity” as a character flaw.

The smell of fresh bread now blended with the faint, briny scent of hops, a sign the Black Dog’s door would open later in the morning. A blackbird sang above the cricket pavilion, and for a moment the whole village seemed suspended in a secret, shared contentment.

Somewhere, a clock struck eight-thirty. The day in Middleclere had begun, exactly as it always did, and, if you asked anyone, exactly as it should.








  
  
Chapter 2: A Day in the Life




Inside the Black Dog, the smell of yeast and yesterday’s ale clung to the flagstone floor, but Annie Geraghty had long since ceased to notice it. She had been up since six, hands red from scrubbing the mahogany bar top with lemon and salt. Now, as the morning sun worked its way through the leaded windows, Annie surveyed her small kingdom with a satisfaction she would have denied if asked. 

Lassie, her Border Collie, tracked every movement with laser precision from her designated station beneath the settle. Annie could feel the dog’s eyes on her, the silent assessment of a working dog bred for purpose. Lassie would remain there, unmoving, until the doorbell rang or someone dropped a crust.

“Could do with a hand, here,” Annie said, not loudly, but the words carried. She was balancing a crate of tonic water on one hip, left side anchored against the edge of the bar. Her right arm bore the brunt, the knuckles whitening as she braced and slid the crate onto the shelf. She always favoured her left, though she never explained why, and no one dared ask twice.

The front door thudded, then swung open with the determined vigour of someone unaccustomed to subtlety. Betty Smith stormed in, wrapped in a faux-fur jacket and a cloud of talcum powder, her blonde hair wound into a bun that looked on the verge of spontaneous unravelling.

“Mornin’, Annie! Mornin’, Lass!” Betty cooed, aiming a wink at the dog before shedding her jacket and tossing it onto the hook by the dartboard. The hook missed, and the jacket puddled to the floor.

“Pick that up, will you, Bet?” said Annie, not unkindly.

Betty swooped down and retrieved the garment, then began the complex operation of tying her apron over a chest that seemed determined to liberate itself at the first opportunity. “You seen the weather forecast? It’s a proper scorcher. Old Tom’s already set up in the garden, claims he’s withering. Honestly, that man’s liver must be pure asbestos.”

“Less about Tom, more about the barrel delivery,” Annie said, moving past Betty to check the taps.

“It’s here! Bert signed for it. He’s round the back, moving the empties.”

Bert, the pot man, was small enough to vanish behind a door or stack of chairs and frequently did. If he’d spoken to Annie so far this morning, she’d missed it. But she heard now the soft click and hush of beer lines being bled, Bert’s hands moving with a precision honed by decades of cellar work and not much else.

“Morning, Bert,” called Annie. There was a grunt, then Bert’s face appeared in the hatch, pale as the head on a pint of mild.

“Mornin’. Lines are right, Annie. Bit of a kick to the Pedigree, but it’ll settle.”

“Good lad. Need you in the snug when you’re done, mind.” Bert vanished again, mission acknowledged.

Betty, having completed her daily battle with the apron, bustled behind the bar and began assembling the tray of condiments, each bottle of brown sauce and vinegar lined up with military precision. “You know there’s talk about Mrs Beckett, don’t you?” she whispered, just loud enough for the dog to hear.

“Never a day without,” Annie said, and reached for the duster.

“Saw her coming out of the vicarage at half-seven, if you please. That’s three days on the trot. My mother says—”

“She was probably after the charity box. Mrs Beckett loves a cause.” Annie’s reply was even, but her eyes were on the windows, scanning the green as if searching for trouble. Lassie’s ears twitched.

Betty shrugged, disappointed not to be shocked, and switched to inventory. “We’re nearly out of the good crisps. You want me to nip round to Evans’s?”

“In a bit. Need to get the books squared first.”

It went on like this: Betty narrating every gesture, Bert reappearing and disappearing with crates and glasses, Annie orchestrating the whole enterprise with the grace of someone who had once managed much more dangerous operations and now found comfort in the clink and sweep of the typical English country pub. She checked the day’s till, measured out the change for floats, and ticked off the small jobs on a folded sheet of ruled paper. Every so often, she’d pause and knead her left wrist, as if the bones inside it needed reminding of their obligations.

At one point, the phone rang. Betty lunged for it, nearly knocking over the water pitcher.

“Black Dog—oh, hello, love. No, Annie’s here, just a sec.” She cupped the receiver and called, “It’s the sales rep from last week. Wants a word with you.”

Annie took the call, eyes narrowing. “Yeah, Geraghty here. No, nothing’s changed since Thursday. I told you then, this isn’t the sort of pub that needs a juke box. Now, please don’t bother me again.” 

She replaced the phone, then caught Betty’s gaze. “Sales reps. All the same.”

Betty smiled, a half-smirk. “I could do with a meal. We get staff breakfast today?”

“You know you do. Go and see Pam in the kitchen,” Annie said.

Betty nodded. “In ten. There’s work to finish. Besides Pam’s nattering to her hubby.”

“You’d better go now then. Charlie Snodgrass will eat all the sausages if you don’t hurry. Soon, he won’t be able to get his police uniform to fit him,” Annie said. 


      [image: ]The morning slipped by, all coffee and lists and the occasional bark of laughter from the back room. When the clock over the bar struck eleven, Annie lined up the first three pint glasses for the inevitable arrival of Old Tom, the morning’s only certainty. She polished the taps until she could see the ghost of her own face in the chrome, then flicked a glance at Lassie. The dog’s tail wagged once, a metronome tick of approval. 

“Looks sharp,” said Bert, re-emerging with an armful of pint glasses. “Never seen it so clean, Annie.”

She nodded, smiling. “That’s the idea. Let’s keep it that way.”

Betty, who had been wiping down menus and humming “Roll Out the Barrel” under her breath, stopped and looked at Annie, mischief in her eyes. “You ever think about having a pint yourself? You always look like you could use one.”

Annie’s smile sharpened. “Someone’s got to keep you lot in order. I’ll stick to tea.”

At precisely eleven, Annie unlocked the front door. Lassie rose to attention, ears cocked, ready to greet the day’s first challenger. The Black Dog was open for business.

The pub filled at noon the way a tide creeps over sand: steady, inevitable, swallowing everything in its path. Old Tom was, as predicted, the first through the door, already glistening from his brief exile in the sun. He shuffled to the bar with the slow, magisterial certainty of someone who’d never once been hurried, and set both elbows on the varnished oak.

“Pint of the usual, Annie, if you please,” he said, voice like gravel rolled in honey.

Annie pulled the tap, glass canted just-so and slid the pint in front of him with a flourish. “Bit early for the crossword, Tom,” she said.

He shrugged. “Gives me a head start. Them other jokers cheat, anyway.”

The lunchtime regulars arrived in clumps and knots: a pair of builders, flecked with lime and sawdust, in for lager and sausage rolls; the Ladies’ Gardening Committee, each of them in a floral scarf and equipped with a tiny arsenal of notebooks and highlighters; the usual collection of retired people, nursing halves of bitter and leaning in to every word as if the fate of the world depended on the latest exchange.

Annie moved among them like a conjurer, remembering everyone’s usuals before they had a chance to ask, topping up glasses, doling out pickled eggs and pork pies with the barest nod. Even the newcomers, transient hikers with rucksacks and wet noses, were greeted and served with brisk efficiency.

Bert moved from table to table, silent and steady, clearing the debris, wiping the occasional sticky ring from the wood. He worked in a kind of meditative trance, tuned to the rhythm of the room, vanishing into the kitchen and emerging again like a man in his own private weather.

Betty, for her part, had mastered the art of working the room without ever leaving the safe orbit of the bar. She dispensed comments and compliments with equal measure: “That’s a nice top, Mrs Evans,” or “Someone’s had a haircut, haven’t they, Deirdre?” She even remembered to fill the water dish for the spaniel sprawled at her feet.

Pam Snodgrass, the cook, was left to her own devices in the kitchen which she regarded as her domain. 

At half past twelve, the door opened and the postman, Dave Trewett arrived, shoulders hunched, He wore a neat blue shirt and the creases in his trousers were sharp as a razor, but there was a hollowness in the set of his mouth.

Annie noticed. She always noticed. She finished drawing a pint of bitter, wiped her hands, and made her way over.

“Afternoon, Dave. On your own today?”

He blinked, as if waking up. “Oh, aye. Mrs Trewitt’s at the health centre. Blood pressure, or something.” He glanced at the empty stool beside him, then shrugged.

“Don’t let her catch you drinking at lunch,” said Annie, setting his pint down. “She’ll have you on the tea and sympathy.”

He smiled weakly. “I’d prefer a bit of both, to tell you the truth.”

Annie leaned in, keeping her voice low. “You all right?”

Dave hesitated, then nodded, and looked down at his glass. “It’s just—” he said, then stopped. “I’m fine, Annie. Just tired.”

She gave a small, understanding nod, then turned her attention to a minor commotion at the dartboard, where two pensioners were engaged in a debate over whether double-six counted if the marker wasn’t fully inside the wire. She adjudicated, poured two halves of shandy, and returned in time to find Dave still staring into his pint.

“Listen, if you need anything—” she started.

But he shook his head. “You’ve done enough for me already, Annie. We all know it.”

She said nothing, but reached over and patted his hand, quick as a spark. “Pie and mash, on the house. Tell Mrs Trewitt  you had a salad, if she asks.”

He managed a proper smile, and as she walked away, Annie caught Betty’s eye. The younger woman raised an eyebrow in question, and Annie shook her head.

“Postie’s under the weather,” said Annie, voice low.

“Heard about his wife?” asked Betty, lowering her own voice.

Annie nodded. “I’ll check in on them both later.”

They worked through the rush, the air thick with laughter and the scent of gravy, the walls ringing with the sound of lives lived together and apart. There were moments of calm—when the whole pub seemed to hold its breath between courses, or when Lassie, bored by the lack of action, padded over to nudge Annie’s hand for a treat.

After the first flush of lunch, a few tables lingered, finishing puddings and nursing fresh pints. At one, three men argued amiably over the origins of a football club chant. At another, a pair of young mothers traded stories of colic and schoolyard politics.

A sudden burst of laughter erupted from the corner table, where the gardeners were plotting some kind of midnight raid on the neighbouring village allotments. Their ringleader, Mrs Carter, wiped a tear from her eye and called out to Annie. “You ever go back to Liverpool, Annie?”

The question hung in the air. Annie, at the bar, paused with a tea towel in one hand and a glass in the other. The laughter ebbed as the room tuned to her reply.

“Not in a long while,” she said. “Lost the taste for city living.”

“Couldn’t stand the accent,” offered Old Tom.

“Cheek,” said Annie, but she was smiling, her own Liverpool vowels softened by years away.

“Bet you were a right one back then,” said Mrs Carter.

Annie just shrugged and returned to her polishing, but the question had unsettled her. For a moment, she could smell the thick, dark river of the Mersey, feel the push and shudder of city crowds. She remembered the sound of shattering glass, the blur of a face in the alleyway, the sharp, unkind pain that had sent her reeling and, eventually, here.

A glass slipped in her hand. Just for a second. She caught it before it could fall, but the shock radiated up her arm, a dull echo of the old wound.

Betty noticed, of course. She always noticed.

“You all right, Annie?” she called, a little too loud.

“Fine,” said Annie, and set the glass down. “Just need to fetch more stock from upstairs.”

She disappeared behind the bar and up the narrow, twisting staircase that led to her flat above. Lassie, ever faithful, padded after her, nails tapping on the treads.

Annie’s living quarters were simple: a battered armchair, a fold-out table, a few shelves lined with dog-eared paperbacks and a scatter of ancient photographs in tarnished frames. On one wall, a neat row of files and notebooks—remnants of her old life, kept as if she might someday need them again.

She sat on the edge of her bed and let Lassie rest her head on Annie’s knee. For a minute, they just sat together, silent, and the low hum of the pub below was the only reminder of the world outside.

Annie flexed her left wrist, feeling the twinge, then stood and took a slow breath. “Back to work,” she told the dog.

By the time she returned to the bar, the mood had righted itself. Bert was stacking glasses, Betty was regaling the gardeners with some fresh gossip, and the postman was halfway through his pie, his troubles eased for the moment by food and fellowship.

Annie picked up the glass she’d dropped earlier, held it to the light, and smiled. Perfectly intact. Some things, she thought, were tougher than they looked.

The last of the regulars drifted out as dusk gathered at the windows. The Black Dog’s interior glowed with a gentle, buttery light, the sort that made every wooden surface seem burnished and every brass rail gleam. The day’s hullabaloo had drained away, leaving the pub in a contented hush, punctuated only by the soft clink of glass and the faint tick of the grandfather clock.

Bert was mopping the flagstones, his progress measured and slow. He moved with the unhurried assurance of someone who intended to do the job right, even if it took until sunrise. He nodded at Annie as he passed, and she nodded back, both content in the silence.

At the end of the bar, Annie counted the day’s takings, stacking coins with the speed and precision of a casino croupier. It was one of her favourite moments—the arithmetic of a good day, the feel of cold metal in her palm, placing notes of the same denomination in bundles, the way the pub seemed to settle around her like an old cardigan. 

Betty had already left, but not before breezing through the bar in a fresh burst of floral perfume, calling out, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, Annie!” and snorting at her own joke. Annie had snorted too, then watched Betty clatter down the lane in her high-heeled boots, chattering to the moon.

Now it was just Annie, Bert, and Lassie. The dog circled the hearth, then flopped with a theatrical sigh in her usual spot. Bert finished up, set the mop in the bucket, and tipped his cap.

“Night, Annie,” he said.

“Night, Bert. Don’t forget your keys this time.”

He grinned, revealing a missing incisor. “Not a chance. Wife would murder me.”

With that, he slipped out the back door, and the faint sound of his bicycle faded into the evening.

Annie checked the locks; a ritual she performed with the same thoroughness she’d once used to clear crime scenes. She double-checked the windows, made sure the cellar hatch was secure, and, satisfied, reached for the whisky bottle under the bar. She poured herself a nip—two fingers, not an inch more—and let it rest on the polished wood.

Outside, the village green was shrouded in twilight, the church spire a silhouette against the indigo sky. Annie stood at the window, glass in hand, and watched as a fox ambled across the grass, unhurried and unafraid.

She thought, not for the first time, about Liverpool—the city’s wild energy, the way it pressed in on you from all sides. She remembered the clang of sirens, the taste of adrenaline, the split-second decisions that determined whether you saw another day. She remembered the face of the boy in the alley, the sharp, white-hot pain, the way the world had tilted sideways and refused to right itself.

The insurance money had bought her this pub, this life. Sometimes she wondered if it was a trade-up. Other times, like tonight, she knew it was.

She flexed her left wrist, felt the dull, old ache, and raised her glass to the village green.

“To quiet days,” she murmured. “And quiet nights.”

Lassie, sensing the shift in mood, hopped up and nudged Annie’s hand, tail thumping softly against the settle.

“Come on, then,” said Annie. “Bedtime for us.”

She took one last look at the green, then flicked off the lights, leaving the pub dark and safe. Up the stairs she went, Lassie padding faithfully at her heels, the two of them moving in tandem like they always had.

The Black Dog settled into the night, and for the first time all day, everything was truly quiet.
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