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The Extraordinary Parish Council Meeting
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The door was open, and the setting sun cast shadows through the rectangular Edwardian windows onto the newly renovated parquet flooring. It was a pleasing view as Margaret entered the hall, but the icy chill cut her to the bone. It was cold outside, colder in. Wall mounted convector heaters had just been installed, hanging from eight positions equally spaced around the perimeter, but they were off. Margaret had asked Butch to open up the village hall half an hour before the council meeting, for that very reason – to turn the fires on. But they were off.

It was a Tuesday evening. Council meetings were usually held every other Thursday evening in the Meeting Room next to the bus shelter on the village green. But this week it had to be Tuesday. Everyone could come, except Eileen. Margaret knew she always played bingo at the Women's Institute in Rosebottom Minor on Tuesdays, and as Eileen was Butch’s partner, apologies had been made to Margaret, the chairperson.

“Butch? Butch!” Margaret called out in the failing light as she searched for the switches. She found them in the obvious place. Four switches: click – click – click – click. The electrical current should have started a random and spasmodic sequence of bringing light, but only if the meter was primed. And it wasn’t. The lights stayed off.

She called again. “Butch!” Despite her growing concern, Margaret retained her usual level of cool while she peered into the shadows to investigate further. She tried to push open the kitchen door. Locked. She moved along to the store cupboard. It had a push-pad handle fitted during the renovations which latched automatically when the door swung closed, and Margaret was puzzled by this unnecessary security feature. She pushed the pad and the door swung open revealing Butch’s squidgy face looming in the shadows, cowered against the water boiler in the darkness, soaking in as much heat as possible through the insulation jacket.

“Oh dear, Margaret. I’ve been here for ages. I got here early, as you said, but I couldn’t find the heating controls. Oh dear. There should be instructions, you know. I haven’t been at the hall for a while, and they’ve done all this work.

“Anyway, when I pushed the door open, I could see the meter box on the wall.” He pointed at a dark grey metal box with a sign: ‘HEATING CONTROL – INSERT POUND COINS’. “I could see the plastic token jammed into the coin slot. Look, it’s blue. Morrisons give them out for their trolleys. Stupid idea. I hate those things. More trouble than they are worth. Anyway, I have a Swiss Army penknife with a small pair of pliers attached, so I was very pleased that I had put that in my pocket this morning. What a relief! I took out the knife and prepared to extract the token. What I didn’t realise is that spring-return hinges had been fitted to the door. It closes itself! Why? How would I know? Suddenly, bang!” He clapped his hands and made Margaret jump. “The sound of that metallic clunk will remain in my memory forever!”

Margaret tried to interject, as the start of the meeting was fast approaching, but Butch ploughed on. “It was so cold, Margaret. As the door slammed shut it was pitch black, so I felt around the walls and found the boiler and used that to maintain some body temperature until you arrived. I don’t think—”

Margaret did manage to interrupt this time, pulling a pound coin from her purse and holding it up. “Let’s try this.” The coin easily pushed the blue plastic token into the tray and the metal coin followed, producing a click that started metering pulses of electrical energy, firing up the fluorescent tubes. She held the door open for Butch’s exit, knowing he had tried so hard. The bright orange bars glowed loud, and the heat instantly warmed the two of them as they started to prepare the tables and chairs for this Extraordinary Meeting of the Rosebottom Parish Council, minus Eileen.

***
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Four long tables with felt feet formed a quadrangle, touching at the corners, leaving an enclosed aperture in the centre. This would enable participants to view all other attendees. Butch looked happy about this, tapping the corner of the final table contentedly when everything was in place. Margaret, however, wasn’t happy about this, for one sound reason – there were eight council members, who would have to sit two on each side, and this arrangement wouldn't allow Margaret, the chairperson, to take a central seating position to maintain visual control. Still, due to Eileen’s absence, Margaret felt all would be fine on this occasion. 

By the time the hall was prepared, a printed sheet of the agenda and another of the minutes from the last meeting lay in front of each chair. Margaret’s place also had a cardboard foolscap folder with the title ‘Lilybottom Borough Council Developments – Parish Council copy’ printed on the flap. Margaret scanned the table one last time, satisfied.

Captain Pat Thompson arrived eight minutes before commencement, as she had at all council meetings so far. Following her retirement from the forces, Pat felt comfortable with that, and had explained ‘it was better to create an orderly format which allowed full concentration on the matters in hand’. Margaret said ‘good evening’ in a polite manner and indicated a place for Pat to sit. Margaret was always a little wary about service personnel and their self-control, and rebuked herself for her doubts, but Pat hadn’t caused any concern, so far.

Pat took her seat and laid out a black pen and a 4H pencil on the right-hand side of the A4 sheets, and her mobile on the left. Margaret smiled to herself, knowing The Captain would use the remaining four minutes playing Pokémon on her phone. She knew nothing about Pokémon but was sure Pat took no prisoners.

Next to arrive was Harry. As he walked through the main doors into the hall, Margaret very nearly lost her usually high level of cool. Harry owned the farm that almost enveloped the village of Rosebottom Major and surrounded Rosebottom Minor. Everybody liked him. While the farm was huge, Harry, owner and manager, tended to get out there and get stuck in. He seemed to enjoy driving his tractors all day, sometimes into the night, never moaning once. All day, every day – except every other Thursday evening. He would finish work a little early, go back to the house for a bath and a shave, and get ready for the Parish Council meeting. Harry must have felt the effort was worth it, as after every meeting there was a visit to The Bottom Arms, and the landlady wouldn't be amused if Harry wasn't clean and freshly shaven.

Of course, this wasn’t a Thursday – this was a Tuesday, and there were obviously a lot of potatoes to lift. Margaret was aware that the field just the other side of the Rosebottom cricket pitch was full of spuds, and it seemed that Harry simply had to walk the few steps to the hall in his work clothes, unwashed and unshaven. Most people would, of course, realise that a farmer’s muddy wellington boots and a recently refurbished parquet floor don’t make a good mix. Most people would. Harry, the farmer, did not. That is where Margaret very nearly lost her cool, and when a powerful voice is required, as it was then, Margaret had it. “Don’t move,” she bellowed. Within four steps, Harry’s Dunlop's stopped dead in their tracks. “Butch, get the mop from the utility room. Nigel, can you help your father out of his boots? What are you doing, Harry? Were you born in a barn?” Margaret then glanced at Nigel, embarrassed about her unfortunate choice of phrase.

Nigel was Harry’s son. He had just arrived at the hall, unaware he was about to head straight into the middle of this embarrassing incident revolving around his father. He had been coming to meetings since Christmas, following his father's footsteps onto the Parish Council. He always appeared a little nervous. The life-long experienced minds of the village council members, perhaps, unsettled him, but it seemed that he was learning fast.

Harry removed the boot from his left foot whilst clinging onto Nigel’s shoulder. He was as red as his own radishes. He stood down on his sweaty left sock, lifting his other foot in readiness for removal. Nigel then grabbed the grimy boots and stomped out of the hall. The sound of heavy rubber boots landing in Nigel’s pickup truck was heard by all. He walked back into the hall and headed towards the table, shaking his head in dismay, puzzled that chunks of potato field stuck to his father’s boots would cause so much trouble. 

Butch had wiped up the mud, washed the area, sprayed on some polish and buffed it. Margaret wasn’t sure about the polish, but the result was satisfactory. The four orange and white cones placed in a square added that professional touch.

Harry had taken a seat next to The Captain, apologising profusely to all. He explained that this wouldn’t have happened on a Thursday. As Harry settled into his seat, The Captain promptly stood up and marched to the utility cupboard. She returned with an aerosol, patterned in purple and violet flowers. Crawling under the table, she thoroughly sprayed both of Harry’s feet with lavender air freshener, stopping Harry in his tracks yet again. A pause in conversation, then laughter from all. All, but Captain Pat.

As Butch was checking the traffic cone alignment, the two remaining council members entered the Village Hall. Ian Culpepper opened the door for Louise, the Parish Council Secretary, and they took their places at the table. “Good evening, everybody. Apologies for my delay.” A welcoming smile for all – and a smile that Margaret read as exercising a little too much authority for a newcomer.

***
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Ian was a refugee from the financial battlegrounds of London town, who had deserted his post as the Chairman of a group of companies that managed major investments in construction engineering.

He had taken a job straight from school as an assistant to an independent architect working in a studio over a night club in Hoxton. Even though his boss looked nothing like an East-End whizz kid, he was well connected, particularly in financial circles, and Ian’s sharp wit moved him swiftly out of the nightclub, into the City, and up the ladder to wild and wonderful positions across the world.

Hundreds of meetings with thousands of people – important people from everywhere. It was a wealthy life, but a lonely one. Assets and liabilities, literally, on all fronts. But however miserable, however depressed and disconsolate he might have been feeling, he could always summon up an open-minded attitude, an awareness of everyone around him and a gush of ideas for that meeting – whichever meeting he was about to attend. 

It had worked well in many ways, until a physical and mental breakdown due to ‘business stress’ brought down this sturdy executive, and his doctor’s prescription was to leave the City behind him, never looking back. So, that’s what Ian did. He sold the businesses, lock, stock and barrel, and chose a well-earned retreat to the quiet and serene villages close to the town of Lilybottom.

Very few people ‘from the outside’ were even given a Rosebottom Parish Poll Card, so acceptance onto the village council was an honour for Ian, and it was all thanks to Harry Bond, the farmer, for his recommendation. Margaret, the chair of the council, had been less than keen on the idea – a probationary approval was the best she had been willing to give. Regardless, Ian was proud of himself, back on track again. He was also proud that he had clung on to that cheerful face, thick and thin, especially for the Parish Council Meetings in Rosebottom Major.

Ian had spent all day thinking about what would happen at the meeting tonight. Since his arrival in The Bottoms – a local term for the Rosebottom villages – he had been helping local businessmen with planning approval for factory extensions and office expansions. Nothing too big. Just smoothing out the wrinkles, dealing with the Lilybottom Borough Council, and he was making friends there. In fact, his new friends had chosen him to outline plans for the spectacular super-development to the Rosebottom Parish Council. And he knew there were so many beneficial attributes for the village community. The councillors wouldn’t be able to believe their luck.

On his way into the meeting in his mighty Range Rover Velar he noticed Louise hurriedly pushing her two children up to the front door of a Victorian cottage on the outskirts of the village. She was the Council Secretary, so he knew she should be at the meeting tonight. He slowed down and waited as she handed her kids to the babysitter.

“Do you want a lift?” he called, as she came back down the path. It took a moment or two before she recognised Ian’s face, then, showing her relief, she reached up to open the door, accepting his offer. It really was a reach up as she wasn’t particularly tall and a Velar was designed for the Kings of the Castles, setting them high up to look down on everyone around. Lou managed to clamber up onto the electrically heated armchair, which was surrounded by the deep blue LED ‘Comfort’ interior lighting around the dashboard. Ian surmised that Louise had never experienced this level of opulence in any car, and he was happy to share the feeling.

“Oh, Ian, thanks so much for stopping! It’s been a nightmare this afternoon. Bloody nightmare! My daughter threw up her breakfast, right into her breakfast! I bit my tongue eating stale sourdough rye, and Tommy tripped off the kitchen step, gashing his knee – that needed plasters, Germolene and cuddles, with tissues!” Ian didn’t have children. He smiled, then said “Ohh dear”, not sure what else to say, and continued with the excitement of the evening. “We should get there pretty much on time. There are big things happening tonight – very exciting!”

Louise looked puzzled. “Really? Big things? There has never been anything I would describe as big at the Rosebottom Parish Council meetings. What do you mean, big things?” Ian just smiled. “Wait and see.” She grimaced as she opened her cardboard folder, checking she had her notebook and pen. Louise gave the impression of a scattered brain, but when she sat in that chair next to Margaret, she was spot on – all the councillors were aware that a disgruntled cough of dissent would be written clearly in The Minutes, followed by an Agenda Note for the next meeting, entitled ‘contrary communication’.

A few minutes later Ian pulled into the Village Hall car park with only seconds to spare. He gallantly opened the passenger door and helped Louise down from aloft before taking a deep breath, ready for his seminal presentation.

***

[image: ]


There was only one item on the agenda, but Margaret knew there would be lots to say. She also knew she had to maintain her neutrality, and that would be difficult when her views were diametrically opposed to those of the presenter of tonight’s proposal.

Louise read out the minutes from the last meeting, then officially announced Agenda Item number one: “Borough Council Super-Development in Rosebottom Parish – Presentation details for Thursday 26th May 2024”. As Louise settled back into her chair, indicating formalities were complete, Margaret took a breath for her opening sentence. However, Ian had prepared a swift entry to proceedings, raising his hand as he stood.

“Margaret, could I be so bold to suggest that I should be acting chair this evening, because, as you know, I have discussed this development proposal in depth with the Borough Council already?” This conflict with the Parish Council rules was irregular – highly irregular, very much against Margaret’s desire, but Ian had been hounding her all afternoon about Gordon Bloomingdale’s proposal, so he had a point. Whilst a few eyebrows were raised at this insubordination, Margaret considered – give the man a rope...

Ian nodded his gratitude. “As you can see from the agenda today, we are revisiting the substance of the Local Neighbourhood Plan, and the push from the government to continue with the Homes for England Strategy. All previous objections have been forwarded, and dealt with in this new Development Plan ...” There was a pause as Ian's comforting smile scanned the faces around the table, “... and it gives much more to the Rosebottom Parish. And indeed, to Lilybottom and beyond.”

Harry decided to ask a question long before he was officially allowed to interject. “How many houses will be built?” Everyone hovered, waiting for the answer to that question – the question each of them had been waiting to ask.

Margaret was amused that Harry’s poignant question interrupted Ian’s flow.

“Well, the acceptable objections against large development proposals revolve around road access and facilities, which have been previously lacking, but this development provides shops, schools, surgeries and hospitality establishments, together with employment opportunities for local residents, updated access and brand-new transport links, giving all of us—”

Harry repeated. “How many houses will be built?”

Ian tried to explain. “The Bottoms ...” Ian smiled wide, bringing himself into the local picture, “... are linked with Lilybottom, being a subdivision of a larger, all-encompassing country-side network of residential houses across the county. There are only four hundred and forty-six dwellings currently in The Bottoms, giving the villages no more than a whisper to express their views. More houses would give the residents more influence, more clout. A bigger shout. They would get the benefit of all the facilities, and of course, lots of jobs for the youngsters. They would still be small villages, but together with the other seven villages surrounding Lilybottom that would be—”

Harry had had enough, so he led a chorus chant from all the other councillors. “How many houses will be built?!”

Ian looked forlorn, despondent, defeated. His evident belief in the benefits of the proposal was not shared by the other councillors, and Margaret was proud that they were making their feelings known. His face reddened as he took a long breadth ... and found himself forced into stating the all-important total. Everyone’s jaws fell open, aghast.

Butch was the first to break the astonished silence.

“I’m sorry everyone, but I must interrupt. You see, I have just been issued with the new Chappline 3200i remote control hearing aids. They are so small, and I thought they worked really well. Very clear and guaranteed for five years. Strangely, though, there seems to be some interference, Ian, and I didn’t quite catch the figures. You know – the number of new houses they are going to build. It sounded like seven thousand, two hundred and thirty. Ha ha! That's about 25,000 people!” He really was laughing at his own untimely humour. “So, can you say that again, please, just so I know?”

Ian raised his head and projected that very same number, in a clear and concise manner to all. “7,230 houses will be built in this super-scheme, incorporating Lilybottom and the surrounding villages into Rose City, a revolutionary model of a Carbon Neutral, Super-Environmental Habitat for the New World.” Margaret could see Ian had been sucked into the council’s brochure-talk language, losing all grip on the presentation, and he looked as if he was preparing to retreat to the bunkers. Unfortunately, he was too slow. Harry was way ahead of him as he dramatically rose to his feet, knocking his chair over backwards onto the new parquet tiles. Unrepeatable expletives were uttered at volume, then he turned on his cotton-covered heel before striding towards the door. The whirr of the electricity meter was all that could be heard in the silence that followed.

But the silence didn’t last long.

“Margaret ... I mean, Mrs Chairperson, could I just say something, please?” Butch actually waited for an answer, unlike others. And Margaret would have told anyone else to save their thoughts for another time, if at all, but she knew Butch very well, and when something perked up inside his brain, he definitely wouldn’t let it lie. “Yes, Mr Butcher, but keep it brief.”

“Of course, of course.” He turned towards Ian. “Well, I was watching something on the telly the other night, and it may be appropriate to mention at this juncture.” He cleared his throat, then waffled on about a lively political media programme. “Anyway, this guy explained very clearly about New Towns. Y’know, Harlow and Milton Keynes, places like that. It is perfect to establish new roads and—”

“Yes, Butch, we know about New Towns,” Ian huffingly replied, “but the start-up costs are phenomenal, and neither the government, nor the developers will stump up the dosh—”

“Yes, well that’s what everyone thinks, but this guy was explaining—”

Well, it didn’t matter who was explaining what, because the angry departee interrupted proceedings yet again. The front doors were flung open by the still-fuming Harry, as he stormed back to the table. He recovered his chair and sat down, moaning that he didn’t know where his muddied wellies were. “You can’t drive a tractor in your socks, can you?” he mumbled.

Louise held back her snigger as Margaret took this moment to thank Butch, and Ian, for their contributions. “That was a short description covering some long numbers, but we all now have a grasp of the presentation we will be seeing on Thursday night at the Lilybottom Town Hall. Despite my own concerns, there are obviously some positive elements that will help to balance some of the negative impact of this development. This is only the start of a long consultation at grass-roots level, so our voices will be heard.” She was even convincing herself.

Having marginally recovered, Ian reached into his briefcase and took out eight spiral-bound reports with acetate covers, handing them out to each counsellor, giving two copies to Butch, one being for Eileen. “The host at the presentation will be Mr Gordon Bloomingdale, together with Jenny, the Carbon-Neutral Administrator for the Rose City development. She will outline the many advantages of this—”

“Yes, yes, we know,” Harry again, “... the many advantages of this carbon-neutral, super-environmental habitat that will apparently compensate for the building of 7,230 houses, engulfing our historic county town of Lilybottom. Hoorah!”

Again, Margaret tried to take control. “Order! Order!” This unintentionally broke the growing hostility somewhat as sniggers went round the table. Margaret gave a puzzled look at the councillors, missing her erroneous reference to political humour. “We must not make this personal, as we stand for the residents of Rosebottom Major and Minor. This information will be relayed to them for their consideration, but not until we have the whole story. Read the details in the report, and we’ll meet outside the Town Hall on Thursday. Any more questions? No. Good.” She collected her papers and walked to the door. “Butch, will you wait until everyone has left, then turn off the heaters and lights, lock up and return the keys. Thank you.” Nothing much was said after that. No conversation. No chat. And, unfortunately, no trip to the pub.
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Moving the Goalposts
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The next morning Margaret woke early. It was too early to rise, but too late to drift away again. Last night’s events resurfaced in her mind as the birds harmonised while the sun rose. She feigned disgust at the obtrusion by the dawn chorus, then chortled at her own absurdity. Margaret found it difficult to express humour in her position of authority. Maintaining a protocol of seniority is impossible if you laugh along with every jolly comment when you’re busy at work.

And work, for Margaret, was teaching. Headteacher, retired. Old-school. No child sniggered more than once behind her back – the first time was enough. A glare from the inscrutable Miss Stock spelled doomsday, but it only ever earned respect, and that was all she wanted.

She decided to get up and finish marking the fourth-year maths homework, ready to return this afternoon. Just a little bit of help she insisted on, regardless of well-meaning comments from the current staff. Margaret wasn’t paid for helping out, being retired, but she looked forward to her bouquet of flowers at the harvest festival every year.

After lunch she bundled the exercise books together into a brown paper parcel, tied with string for easy access, and walked to the Rosebottom Village School Reception. It was only eighteen yards, as she still lived in the tied cottage that was semi-attached to the East Wing of the school. She knew exactly how many steps she took on that little journey she had completed thousands of times. Life was good to her in this little country village. She hoped the latest Village Development Plan wouldn't whisk away this chocolate-box English schoolhouse to be replaced with a concrete and glass monstrosity. Please, she thought, don’t do that.

As she returned to the house, still harbouring worrying thoughts about the imminent construction, she could hear her phone ringing. She quickened her step. Her front door, never locked, swung open and she was able to reach the telephone which sat on the tiny hall table of her Victorian cottage, just in time.

“Rosebottom Major 264. How can I help?”

It was Louise. Margaret held reservations about Louise – always anxious and hesitant, no time to deal with things, no matter what they were. “Hello, Margaret. Um, I got a call from Jenny, you know, the Carbon-Neutral Administrator for the Rose City Development. I am the Parish Council Secretary, so I think I am the correct person to be contacted, and the best choice for Jenny, in the circumstances—”

“Hello, Louise. How are you feeling? OK?” A blanket of calm thrown down by Margaret.

“Oh, yes. Um, I’m fine, thank you. Yes, um, good morning, Margaret.” A moment was given for Louise to gather her thoughts. “OK, it’s about the meeting with the Borough Council. Apparently, there was a double-booking at the Town Hall – a double-booking! The Lilybottom Meat Traders’ Secondary Shareholders Event, with a total potential interest of only twelve people! I couldn’t believe it! I said it must be easier to re-site only twelve people.

“But she said she was only passing on the message – what does she know? Not a lot, I reckon.” She took a breath, so Margaret took her turn.

“So, what’s happening? Are they postponing?”

“She said she will email a map of the TravelEasy Inn on the B14(A) Junction 25, a brand-new hotel finished last week. Apparently, the public areas are excellent. Then she just said ‘See you there at seven-thirty pm on Friday. Bye.’”

“What? That’s terrible! Friday? What about the publicity?”

“Jenny was about to hang up, but I leapt in quick, asking about posters and invites and radio and newspapers. She knew I wasn’t happy, so she unloaded her own hassles and problems onto me.” Louise mimicked the young voice of Jenny. “‘I’m going to a Renewable Energy Seminar tomorrow in Hull, leaving at five-thirty in the morning – five-thirty in the morning! Thank God I don’t wear make-up! Anyway, if you call the local paper, The Lilybottom Chronicle, as soon as possible tomorrow and talk to the Editor, Ms. Delaney-Mainwaring, she has all the details and can print an amendment. She’ll pass on the info to Local Radio One Percent, which will pick up all interested parties, I’m sure. Must go. Bye!’ Click. That was it. I’m not convinced, but she seemed confident about all these things. And she does work for the Lilybottom Borough Council – they know what they're doing.” A pause. “Don’t they?”

After the call, Margaret was a little concerned that such a huge project was being given very little preparation or importance in the wider community of Lilybottom. The Homes for England Strategy was a national government campaign, but nobody seemed to have heard of it. After the Parish Council meeting the previous evening, she had called Ian and asked some questions.

“So, how did your association with Gordon Bloomingdale come about?”

“Well, I was just laying out my planning application for an extension to the warehouse at Bottom Waterworks Limited, and he was almost finished in another meeting. His assistant, Mr Bowler, said Gordon’s office would be empty until Mr. Bloomingdale returned, but that would be fine, I could go in and prepare my paperwork. There was a large work surface for laying out plans for planning perusal, and they were covered with drawings of Rose City, together with models of buildings, Ordnance Survey maps and lists of suppliers and contractors. How could I not look?! When Gordon returned, looking a little shocked as I was perusing his plans, he realised that I could be very helpful to move this fantastic opportunity onwards. I have the professional qualifications – I am ‘the right man’!” He sniggered. “Well, Margaret, I’ll see you at the meeting. Ciao!”

Margaret tutted. She wondered whether he was indeed ‘the right man’, or whether Gordon was simply grabbing a little security from a Parish Councillor. And she questioned why Gordon was rushing these procedures – these valid opportunities to raise objections. Margaret concluded that Gordon was hiding something, and that it wouldn’t be for the benefit of The Bottoms.

And, as is so often the case, this retired headmistress had knowledge of Mr. Bloomingdale before he came to Lilybottom Borough Council, but she would keep that under her hat at the moment. Indeed, the thoughts from her sleepless night still pressed on Margaret’s mind. She looked back over her history in The Bottoms – her family tree grew from the very roots of the village, but she kept the turbulent details to herself. However, she was a little concerned that once the builders’ solicitors and surveyors started dragging through her family’s blemished history in due diligence, the tittle tattle could turn traitor, with a finger pointing at Margaret. She was blameless, but her faultless character could be smitten.

Of course, Margaret had true respect in The Bottoms, and everyone admired her worthy efforts on the Parish Council. She filled her time making sure everyone was happy, nothing was a worry, with life treating all very well. Talking to people, chatting over the garden gate. Everyone liked her, and that suited Margaret. Oh, people might say she was the self-appointed governor, but that’s what everyone wanted – nothing to think about but enjoying life. If any of the villagers had a decision to make – talk to Margaret. She would know. She knew what people wanted before they knew themselves. One big happy family at The Bottoms.

***
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New Year’s Eve, 1899:

Traditional party at the Masonic Temple in Lilybottom.

‘Traditional’ meant ‘tedious’ in Maurice Stephenson’s mind. He liked an occasional drink, and he liked to watch people dance, but making resolutions with alcoholic promises didn’t excite Maurice at all. He was a mason, an actual mason, but had moved from this laudable craft to a more lucrative form of business in this county – yarn trading. His high-quality, ethically sourced product reaped high rewards. After five years, he was at the top of the wool trade in the Lilybottom area, and the Lilybottom area was the best in the country.

Maurice lived in a beautiful house full of grand and tasteful architecture, immaculately maintained by his well-trained staff who serviced the many rooms that entertained his visiting family and friends. It was located only one hundred yards from the deep-water harbour, close to his office on the wharf, but now that his business was well established, he never frequented the loud and grimy shipyard. He didn’t need to – he paid good men well to earn his riches for him. Indeed, as the waterfront expanded, the area became industrialised and heavily overpopulated, by virtue of businessmen just like Maurice. He felt oppressed and distraught, and made the decision to move out – take a larger plot, a grander estate. He searched everywhere, spoke to agents and took every opportunity to find the perfect site. The other side of town, the posh side of town, was a no-go for the modern entrepreneur, and there was no reason for any noble-born resident to vacate those magnificent properties. Most of his peers and associates followed Maurice’s view, and were in the same boat, sliding down the metaphorical slipway, heading for murky depths.

So, at this New Year’s Eve traditional party of 1899 he made a resolution to sort it all out. He decided to build and fill five grand houses in a tiny village just a few miles from the town of Lilybottom for himself, his family, and four more lucky buyers. He stood up and clattered cutlery against his wine goblet. “Come on! Who will fill these houses?! Put your money where your mouths are. Put your hands out and shake! Change your lives for the better!”

And they did. All houses taken, with a waiting list. He started on the first of January, producing drawings and buying plots along London Road, between The Bottom Arms and St Peter’s Church. Over the next few years, all his clients declared themselves happy with their beautiful houses, blending gently into the community, taking on the quiet life of the English country village. Blissful.

Maurice’s Beautiful Building Company was successful, sourcing plots in surrounding areas, enhancing the lives of good-natured people and making a comfortable living for the Stephensons. He built a village school, opened a Post Office and supported new shop owners to create a thriving village centre. Maurice was always hesitant to claim his due respect, but there was nought but fond regard for Maurice Stephenson, uncertified Lord of The Bottoms.

Maurice had two children, a son and a daughter, and he hoped his business would thrive onwards into the next generation. His son, Thomas, was a quiet man. Studious. Intelligent. He studied to be a teacher and took his place in Rosebottom Major Primary School, a worthy calling with his father’s reticent approval. His daughter Emily, however, was not so quiet. And she didn’t study. She liked to have fun, and she had lots of fun with one of the builders, Mr Johnny Whimper. Mr Whimper was always looking out for any opportunity and found it in Emily. He proposed, and then married into the Stephenson family, quickly pushing his feet under the table, kicking Maurice’s legs from under him, and bullying his way to the top – the very top – of The Beautiful Building Company.

Johnny’s new policy was to upscale production, cramming little square boxes onto tiny plots, and borrowing money to do it. He recruited cheap, unskilled labour and headed for a launch date of April 1st. A brand-new homeowner handed over his fool’s gold to Mr Whimper, moving in with his family as the April showers fell, then watched as the flood washed away his recently purchased foundations. They fled the house as it collapsed into a pile of bricks, and the remaining houses sank soon after.

Maurice’s trusted friends and associates, who had funded Johnny’s new venture, gave no favours to Maurice. They pulled the plug, grabbing what little money there was left in The Beautiful Building Company, leaving it empty, and he bowed out in disgrace. Before long, with nothing to live for, Maurice returned to the soil, tucked away in a damp, sodden plot, six feet down in a graveyard corner, stricken by shame, and all down to Johnny Whimper.

The Bottoms fell into a chapter of decay, and Maurice’s reputable company name lay with him, next to the Church of St Peter. The regional council responded to Johnny Whimper’s calamitous setbacks by strengthening the local Building Regulations, regularly checking foundation depths and fulfilling other Health and Safety requirements. Material costs increased significantly along with the rest of the world, and global issues restricted labour implementation.

In fact, global issues caused many local problems over the next thirty years. Young men were recruited for foreign travel, and the fairer sex turned their hands to survival. Class numbers at the school reduced to near-zero, and eventually headteacher Thomas Stephenson was called up, laying down his life for King and Country, leaving his wife, Elizabeth, and their daughter holding the educational fort.

While the fortunes of the villages declined, the school also continued its descent. However, Elizabeth stepped up to the chase, teaching herself to teach her pupils – namely her only child, Mary, and the other remaining pupil, Kenneth Stock. It sounds like a pitiful existence, as one might imagine, but they learnt a lot and became close. During the post-war years Elizabeth rebuilt the education facility at the school, and when Mary and Kenneth passed their examinations, they secured employment as English and Mathematics teachers, respectively. The school register in September 1948 listed five pupils; a new generation thrusting out from Rosebottom Major. Mary and Kenneth chose to formalise their relationship at the Registry Office, so a new start in The Bottoms was created.

And that’s where Margaret, born September 30th, 1950, to Mary Stock, entered the story.

As The Bottoms pulled themselves out of the pit of decline, a newcomer moved into Rosebottom Major. He could see potential in this previously successful village and wanted to breathe in new life, re-creating the thriving village of old. He was a farmer by trade, so invested in his new farm and put the profits back into other shops and businesses, sparking up this sad old village population into vibrancy.

The new headteacher, Mr Kenneth Stock, had resurrected the Parish Council and decided it would be a good move to meet this forward-thinking entrepreneur, and so he did. A long and fruitful partnership was secured with the farmer, Mr Harold Bond, working together for the good of The Bottoms.

Of course, over a hundred years on, the Rose City proposal may stir up Johnny Whimper’s shameful story, and Margaret Stock’s link in his ancestry. Little of this story was spoken in the Stock household, and never beyond, but Margaret always had that doubt – a very slim doubt – about its concealment. Indeed, Mr Bond, Senior may have shared the story with Mr Bond, Junior, the loud and ever-present councillor who questioned the 7,230 houses about to land on The Bottoms.

And that is what kept Margaret Stock awake on the night of The Extraordinary Village Council Meeting.

***
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Friday morning started a busy day for Margaret. There were things to prepare for the big presentation in the evening, but first there was a little private tutoring to be done. No, not tutoring – more like guidance. The other day, while Margaret was at the pub, Katie caught her eye. Katie Lister, daughter of the landlord, was the successful candidate at the Rosebottom Village School for her first teaching job, but she quietly admitted to Margaret she was unprepared, looking pleadingly at the friendly retired head-teacher for some help. And that was what she was doing this morning – giving some help.

A knock at the door at eight twenty-five was a surprise. Margaret had told Katie to come round to the back door around mid-morning, when things around the school had quietened down. She tutted her way to the front door and opened it wide, about to lightly reprimand her tutee. However, the assumption was shattered as two children and their frantic mother stood before her.

“Oh, Margaret, I thought I would call in on the way to school and ... Tommy, stop doing that to your sister. Um, yes, um, I spoke to the editor of the paper yesterday ... please don’t scrape your shoes along the curb ... NO, I said don’t scrape your shoes. For goodness' sake ...” Louise was doing what she did every morning with her kids on the way to school – going mad. Margaret calmly held her hands up. “Calm down, Louise. Why don’t you drop your children at the nursery and call in on your way back?”

“Yes, good idea – I’ll do that.” With a resolute look, she grabbed her children’s hands and marched off.

Margaret watched Louise’s family bumble their way towards the school, then walked back into her cottage. Louise was an intelligent lady and worked hard on the council board, but Margaret felt she hadn’t really got a grip, at least, not yet. She must encourage Louise to work on her organisational skills.

In fact, there was a lot of work to do in The Bottoms over the coming days. The land-grabbers were making ready to move in, assuming resistance would be no more than minimal. There was never any fuss in The Bottoms – they asked for very little and looked after themselves, minding their own. Now, they were the victims. These happy little villages hounded by the wolves outside – the money-makers who felt they could move in and change their lives, offer some titbits and cream off their lovely English countryside. Margaret stamped her foot and rose to her full height, hostile and offensive. She felt as if she was being mugged. Some big, viscous thug was bashing her over the head and running off with her handbag. “NO!” she shouted, “They are not going to do it!” Tonight was a chance to move in on the offensive and stand against the opposition’s declaration of war, pull the crowd of local people together, raise their objections, and stamp out the oppressors’ ambush. “We will retain the integrity of the Rosebottom villages and keep them just the way they are! Grrrr!”

Lou had returned and was looking through the window with a look of puzzlement over the retired headteacher’s frightening exclamation. Margaret opened the door to let her in.

“Sorry, Louise, I was carried away in the moment. Come inside.” Margaret really had to contain her emotions, never appearing to fall in the face of the challenge that awaited. “I have things to do this morning, so just tell me what happened.”

“Well ...” Louise settled in to give Margaret all the details. “... I found the number of The Lilybottom Chronicle and dialled. A recorded message that lasted forty-two seconds, then a list of options – four, then five, then four again – and was told ‘Due to our telephone reply-desk being extremely busy and severe staff sickness shortages, we trust you can hold until a member from our newsroom can assist you with your news report. You are number ... twelve ... in the queue. Thank you.’ Then an electro-pop cover version of ‘I Want to Disco, Disco’ played at an ear-splitting volume, three times over ...” she explained in horror, “... for thirteen minutes!” Margaret allowed Louise to dramatise what everybody knows as common practice. “Eventually a click, then a receptionist, I presume. ‘Hello, good afternoon. Lilybottom Chronicle newsroom. How can I help?’” Louise was mimicking a receptionist. She had asked to speak to the Editor and was transferred to Ms. Delaney-Mainwaring, explaining the conversation with Jenny the night before. “I had spent over a quarter of an hour on this call, so I came straight to the point, explaining we had been let down by the council and the meeting was of the greatest importance to the public in this area. What can you do about it? I think she was taken aback by my brusque manner.”

Margaret was impressed with the word ‘brusque’. “So, what did she say?”

“She said, at this late stage her options were limited, but – and I quote – ‘we do serve the people of Lilybottom and support our council as best we can, so you don’t have to worry about a thing. Leave it to me.’ I felt she understood our grievances, and I think she will sort it all out. I did ask if she was going to come to the presentation, explaining it was a huge project that will affect the whole town. She said ‘Good God, no thank you very much! But you have a nice time.’ Then she hung up!”

Margaret was now understanding more about the people they were dealing with. “So, let’s hope she has sorted it out. Thank goodness ...”

“Well,” Louise interrupted. “I’ve been listening to Local Radio One Percent whenever I can, and there has been no mention of the Lilybottom Council bombshell, or the change of venue—”

“What? Nothing? That’s outrageous! Let's hope the Chronicle delivers.”

Louise bent down and pulled something from her shopping bag. “This is the local edition of the Chronicle.” She laid it onto the table and turned the pages. “Nothing, I’m afraid.” Past the local news. “Nothing.” Past the Lilybottom Recipes and the horoscopes, and onto the sport on the back page.

Margaret couldn’t keep it in any longer. “Don’t tell me ... Nothing! I don’t believe it!”

Louise sounded concerned about Margaret’s declining sense of reason but gently continued. “The newspaper has links to the national online network called ‘Wired Out’ and I looked on the site this morning ...”

Margaret’s steaming countenance laid bare her realisation. She didn’t even look up as Louise decided to grab her bag and leave. Margaret stared down at the pinewood kitchen table they had been sitting at, her mind far away and a grizzly grimace on her face. Everything was going wrong, very wrong. The Bottoms were the foundation of Margaret Stock’s life, and she didn’t deserve this treatment. No-one will ever deserve this treatment.

***
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As the Parish Council members waited in the minibus for Louise to arrive, Butch filled in the logbook for their trip. “It was nice of Rob to lend us the minibus tonight. God knows how he can afford to run it.”

Rob had bought it as a pub-taxi to pick up his regulars, with one person driving, teetotal for the evening. But it didn’t work for long. Despite all attempts, the driver would always find a way to sup some ale and be legless by closing time, leaving Rob to drive everyone home. Best laid plans ...

“Margaret,” said Butch, “I think this is all a bit risky, really. Robert only pays for a single-driver insurance policy, so I have to call myself Robert Lister, just in case. I could lose my licence!”

Eileen was in the front passenger seat with the A-Z Road Atlas across her knees. “What licence?” She poked Butch in the ribs. “You never took the test!” Laughter all round. Even Margaret allowed herself a snigger. “Oh yeah!” said Butch, through a massive grin and blushing cheeks.

Louise arrived and banged on the door. “What are you laughing at?”

Ian helped her climb in, assuring her. “Don’t worry, it wasn’t about you.”

Margaret counted heads. “OK, we’re off. Butch, have you got the address?”

Eileen spoke up. “Don’t worry, I have checked our A-Z Road Atlas, so I know where we’re going. It is 2007-2008, so the building actually isn’t there, but I know roughly where it is.”

Louise sat down next to Margaret. “I spoke to Jenny today, and she has a photocopy of the same road atlas that Eileen has! I don’t know – where does our Council Tax go? Anyway, she emailed a scan with new roads hand-drawn in with a pencil.”

They set off. The old and tired diesel engine was very noisy, making Harry shout down from the back of the bus when they slowed to a halt. “What’s happening now? We’ve driven for three minutes, and we’re in a bloody traffic jam!” Harry didn’t meet much traffic on the cornfield.

Margaret piped up. “It takes twenty minutes to get to the main road, even though it’s only half a mile away. It’s used as a rat-run, saving time at the Wide-Bottom Junction, but that makes the queue even bigger here!”

“I have looked into this,” said Ian. “The junction was built forty-two years ago when there were 110,000 people living in Lilybottom – an effective and efficient link road. Now there are over 300,000 people living in Lilybottom, so it’s overused and worn out. Thankfully, the new Neighbourhood Plan gives upgraded access across all regional roads—”

“Yeah, yeah, to bring in all the beautiful urban householders from everywhere else into our lovely new Rose City. Fantastic!” Obviously, Harry, again.

“Please, Harry, enough!” came the chorus.

Louise was still catching up with Margaret. “I called the receptionist at the TravelEasy Inn, and she said it was well signposted. Mind you, it was difficult to understand her as the bubble-gum she was chewing kept smacking against the roof of her mouth as she spoke. That is not five-star standard!” Margaret and Lou shared their disdain with a glance of disgust.

They joined the B14(A) at Junction 25, but it was taking too long for Butch. “I think I can get across onto that link road and squeeze through ...” He almost managed it, apart from knocking over the temporary traffic lights as he sped off down the pot-holed farm track. Everyone looked out of the back window at the traffic lights pointing skyward, flashing red, green, red every two seconds, and the horns blared from the drivers trapped in the tailback. Margaret felt her council members were more like the Bash Street Kids, rather than highly respected representatives of the British population.

Moments later, they merged back onto the slipway, wriggling between orange and white cones, and over a pile of ballast. “Look, over there!” shouted Eileen. She had spotted a cardboard sign pinned to a shovel stuck in a pile of sand. ‘TravelEasy Inn – Vacancies’. But as they approached, they could see scaffolding poles still in place supporting piles of bricks and roof tiles. “This is not new,” mumbled Louise, “it’s pre-new!”

They dropped down a ramp from tarmac to mud and drove carefully between raised kerbs and high drain covers, eventually arriving at the hotel’s reception. There was another cardboard sign leaning against a high curb, scrawled with a jumbo-marker – ‘Council Meeting Parking’ – so they parked between the black Bentley Continental limo, registration number BL00 MIN, and the brand-new Toyota Super Hilux pick-up. The side of the truck displayed ‘DeMaine Property Developments Ltd’.

Louise said to Margaret, “DeMaine Property? Do you recognise that name?” Margaret shook her head as Louise searched her memory.

Eileen accepted a helping hand from Captain Pat as she exited the bus. A few weeks ago, Margaret had suggested to Butch he should buy a mobility scooter for his wife, as her knees sometimes failed to support her ever-increasing bulk as she moved on in years. Butch said she would just laugh out loud, saying they were for disabled people. Margaret had smiled, disheartened.

The councillors were gathering in reception, but the girl was talking to a friend on the phone, gum-smacking at regular intervals, completely ignoring them. There wasn’t a ‘Welcome’ board, or signs with arrows, so Margaret headed to the only door that wasn’t temporarily boarded up due to the incomplete building works. The smell of coffee wafted out as she opened the door. Three people then launched towards her with huge smiles – a scary welcome.

“Hello! Welcome to the Rose City Outline Planning Public Presentation. My name is Gordon, and this is Jenny, our Carbon-Neutral Administrator for this development, and this is my assistant, Bowler.” Gordon leaned forward and cast a theatrical aside. “We haven't worked out a job description for him yet, let alone a title!” Lots of guffawing from Gordon, a smile from Jenny and an embarrassed blush from Bowler. Gordon reached out his hand to Margaret. “How are you, Margaret? We’ve met before, many times.”

Rubbish thought Margaret – public people talk such a load of claptrap. They’d never met, but they had come very close ...

A few years ago, Margaret went to a teachers’ convention in Halifax, followed by a dinner-stroke-piss-up at the hotel afterwards. There were only a few people Margaret knew, being in Halifax, but she spotted Gordon Bloomingdale across the room, a council member from Lilybottom, and felt it would be good to introduce herself. Networking, that’s what people said.

Gordon was leading a lively discussion in a small gathering, so she hovered in the vicinity, waiting for her moment. However, she realised all the guests were calling him Martin? She moved away and sat down, wondering at the likeness.

The table she had landed on was covered in empty wine bottles, and the imbibers were sprawled on, or around, the chairs.

“Ere, you? Whas’ye name? Looks like ...” (belch) “... yer know ol’ Smarty, eh?” This came from a lady in her fifties, fag in mouth, almost holding a glass of Chablis while her hairpiece was lying in her rum baba. Margaret nodded, and whilst she would rather be on any other table than this one, she might just find out a little bit more about Gordon’s lookalike.

Which she did.

Martin was a twin, and his brother was Gordon, as Mrs Baba explained. They were famous in Halifax many years ago. Gordon was a clever boy, always working hard at school, very intelligent, never putting a foot wrong. Martin had the other foot, and it leapt across the tracks on several occasions. In fact, many occasions. He called himself Smarty and was well known by the police. They always knew when he had been up to no good, but he always had an alibi – an alibi called Gordon. As soon as questions were asked, Martin would say ‘it must be Gordon’. Of course, the police knew it wouldn't be Gordon but had no evidence to put Smarty inside. Gordon wasn’t happy about it, but Martin was his brother – he couldn’t rat on Martin.

In actual fact, it wasn’t a rat, but a spritely Jack Russell that brought Smarty down, biting him in the nether regions during a break-in at the Radio Rentals store, rendering him incapacitated. The police put him away for eight years on seventy-two previous convictions.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
A Rumpus at
The Bottoms

S

o=

ST sSTs<

KW Williamson |






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





