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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Michael pulled off the main road and drove slowly through the imposing, black, wrought-iron gates to the cemetery and crematorium that served the North Staffordshire city of his birth. He had not, however, lived there since leaving for the University of Nottingham. The two places could not have been more different. He returned infrequently to visit his parents and, out of duty, to attend family funerals, of which this was one today.

      The narrow driveway swept through row after row of headstones and flower beds, devoid of blooms or floral tributes on this damp, overcast October morning, to then rise towards the crematorium’s yellow brick buildings set into higher ground. The location chosen by its architects was not random as it stood proudly commanding the burial plots below. Michael entered the parking area and switched off the engine. Groups of mourners from a previous service were chatting before reclaiming their cars and departing: one lot in, one lot out, an efficient conveyor-belt system that required meticulous timing. Glancing at his watch, he had half an hour to wait. He lowered the window, lit a cigarette, and blew the smoke out into the cold afternoon air. Heads from a couple of nearby visitors turned and made admonitory tutting noises in his direction, for him to realise that the happy tune blaring from the car’s music system was extremely inappropriate. He returned their scowls and switched it off.

      ‘Miserable sorts!’ he decided. ‘A smile wouldn’t go amiss.’ But they all shortly drove away, leaving only him and two other vehicles that he presumed were there to attend the same funeral as he – although he didn’t recognise their occupants.

      It wasn’t long past midday but gathering storm clouds darkened the sky, creating a suitably gloomy atmosphere. After another cigarette, it was time to make a move so he got out of his car, locked the doors with a press of the key and walked reluctantly up the path that led to the crematorium. For some minutes he stood alone under the pergola that protected the tall entrance doors from the elements. Low organ playing wafted from inside the chapel.

      ‘Why is it that it’s always Bach’s Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring? Don’t they know anything else? It really bugs me.’

      A sudden icy squall blasted through the waiting area and he pulled up the collar of his overcoat with a brrr as he looked left and right, but still he was on his own.

      ‘I hope I’ve not got the wrong day, coming all this way – I’ll be damned! I’m only doing it for Mother and Father.’

      He had the correct day, confirmed by the arrival of a woman in her sixties who he at once recognised as their long-time neighbour. She approached him and, dewy-eyed, squeezed his arm.

      “Hello, Hazel.”

      “Hello, Michael, I’m sorry for your loss.”

      He merely nodded. ‘My loss?’ he muttered to himself. ‘What an inane thing to say! She’s far from being my loss – even though I suppose everybody comes out with that expression. And what does it really mean? It’s only – here I am, please notice that I’ve taken the trouble to turn up – it makes them feel more at ease, taking the moral high ground.’

      The she in question was Melanie, Michael’s sister and the youngest of his siblings by some ten years. He maintained, privately, that she had happened by chance rather than intention. On the other hand, he understood that, after three boys, his parents desperately yearned for a girl. They got their wish, although she was anything but a blessing.

      His mother had phoned him with the news and she had sounded collected – given the sensitive, caring person that she was – and answered his anticipated questions.

      “How and when?” he asked her with more than a little resignation in his voice.

      “She’d told us she was going on holiday with friends for a fortnight. I didn’t try to dissuade her, Michael, it would be respite for me and, in particular, for your poor father. He’s not in the best of health nowadays and the stress that she⁠—”

      The pause told him, as it always was, that she would never criticize her daughter. He sensed that she was taking some deep breaths before resuming,

      “A neighbour heard her dog barking in the yard, as if it was distressed. She knew that Melanie thought the world of that animal.”

      “Far more than she did of you and Father,” Michael couldn’t resist.

      “Anyway, she suspected that something was wrong, and when she got no answer at the door, she forced the door and found her lying on the floor. There were empty vodka bottles and packets of, what are they, Diazepam. She got them from her doctor, but I know there was a ready supply from the people she mixed with.”

      “Not surprising then – it’s not a good cocktail, tablets and booze.”

      “No,” Mother cut in, “but it is what it is. Nothing more to be done. The police wouldn’t let me in her house until the…the body had been taken away. You see, it was in a bad state after six or seven days.”

      He could hear her gently sobbing, for some time. So, he extracted a few more items from her before ending the call. He was the last person to offer sympathy for his late sister.

      Half a dozen men and women of about Melanie’s age arrived – her friends, he guessed – and, one after another, shook his hand and blurted out the unavoidable ‘Sorry for your loss.’

      I don’t know why they’re so bloody sad. They contributed to it, supplying, encouraging and partaking, if I’m any judge of character, and he was.

      The wind picked up and steady rainfall bounced noisily off the corrugated plastic roof, like shots from a machine gun. The hearse and following car arrived and the funeral director’s men lowered the coffin ceremoniously onto the bier and wheeled it into the chapel. Mother, Father and his brothers – Peter and Neil, with their wives – got out of two immaculate black Daimlers to be ushered by an official-looking woman in a smart respectfully dark suit, to position themselves in the doorway where Michael joined them. Inside, the woman waited until the coffin had been placed on the platform framed by sinister purple curtains then nodded for them to enter and sit on the front pew with the friends and neighbour, Hazel, taking up the second.

      Michael caught his mother’s eye and gave her what he hoped was an encouraging half-smile that she duly returned; Father bowed his head with palpable anguish. The proceedings began when a youngish man in a clerical shirt and white tab-collar appeared and stood behind the lectern. One of Neil’s Bible group cronies, Michael decided dismissively. Apart from his parents and a limited circle of friends, he had some difficulty relating to many other people he came across.

      “We will begin with the first hymn on your order of service sheets – ‘The Lord’s My Shepherd’.” The organist played the introduction, and the assembled mourners sang with as much enthusiasm as the occasion merited: small voices echoing around the all-but-empty place. The minister then invited them all to be seated.

      “We come together, today, not with sadness but⁠—”

      Quite right! I don’t feel one ounce of sadness or sympathy. She was her own worst enemy. The coroner pronounced ‘death by natural causes, hastened by alcohol and drug overdose’, or something similar. And, oh, we shouldn’t forget that she weighed over eighteen stones, so nothing was in her favour.’ The thoughts swirled around Michael’s head, and he paid little attention to the contrived eulogy that Neil had composed, he wagered, and that was being recited verbatim and heartlessly.

      Michael turned round and, as he expected, the only mourners, apart from his family, were the women he had seen outside and the neighbour, Hazel. Only what I thought – shows how popular she was, he considered. The service passed by in a flash; as far as he was concerned, he was attending only out of deference to his parents. As such, he took no conscious part in the affair. The purple curtains closed eerily in front of the coffin and they filed out of the chapel, mechanically shaking hands with the minister. Why thank somebody for simply doing their job, he reasoned, and he headed straight for his car while the others went to admire the floral tributes – of which there weren’t many.

      Back at the family home, a five-bedroomed Victorian residence, Michael went to the drinks cabinet for his father’s ample store of single malt whiskies and filled a cut-glass tumbler with his tipple of choice, one to which he was unapologetically addicted.

      Turning to Father, who was ensconced in his favourite armchair, puffing on his pipe, he asked “You’ll have one, won’t you? It’s been hard for you, that I know.”

      “Yes, please, I will. And I’m not sure how I feel,” came the soft reply, “but it’s over now. Say what you like, but she was our flesh and blood.”

      “Can’t argue with that, but I’m so relieved for you and Mother. You had to endure so much with her outrageous behaviour – swearing, drinking, fighting, drugs, the police called out, and although I’ve not been around to witness it first-hand, Peter and Neil have kept me informed. No parents should be subjected to the pain she inflicted on you, she—” His polemic was interrupted by Peter who had eavesdropped,

      “Hey, Michael, leave it out. Today’s not the right time or place to stir it all up again!”

      “Stir it up? Well, I think it’s exactly right! Nobody faced up to her and that’s what the problem was.” He noticed Father’s lowered head and averted gaze, so he took a draught of whisky and left the room. His father was a shy man who had, paradoxically, propagated two outspoken, blunt sons and one who was more reserved. His parents, informed by the headmaster of his school who had assessed their boy as university material who could have progressed to become a solicitor or even a doctor – gave him the choice but, instead, he only wanted to join his uncle’s wholesale pottery company. He was the brains behind developing and organising the business and, despite his success, he remained a humble man.

      Mother had, unbeknown to Father, confided her daughter’s antics to Michael, blow-by-blow, in their Sunday evening phone calls. She had felt sadly isolated. Peter and Neil were too close to it all to be objective and she would avoid increasing her husband’s shame by sharing with him some of Melanie’s hurtful, self-centred and even dangerous, inebriated escapades – alcohol and substances mixed together turned her from a superficially charming young woman into a loathsome narcissist. Brawling in the town, while under the influence; being charged with affray by the police; spending nights in the cells and numerous appearances before the magistrate was routine. Father was regularly called out at midnight to rescue her – he never refused her – and it became a damage limitation exercise to minimise the vicarious, public shame brought upon the family’s proud name. Screaming in their avenue and banging on the door to be let in at three in the morning was commonplace, and all observed by their neighbours. Moonlighting for several cleaning businesses of dubious reputation, she soon fell out, one after the other, with her bosses and when they were part of the close-knit travelling community, that was not recommended. Trouble followed trouble. She was a nightmare.

      In the kitchen, his mother was removing foil covers from platters of sandwiches, cakes and quiches she had prepared that morning. Michael smiled and gave her a tender hug. Neither said a word. He then braved the evening chill and stepped out into the garden to have a cigarette. Inhaling deeply, he hoped that Melanie’s demise hadn’t come too late for his parents to at last know peace in their lives.
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      Some years earlier, Michael had studied French language and literature at the University of Nottingham, obtaining a 2:2 degree followed by a PGCE course to qualify as a teacher. At university, he enjoyed all the normal student activities: study; sport; womanising; and, inevitably, drinking. At times, the latter was at the top of his list. One summer’s Saturday night, he had gone into town with two friends, Scott and Charlie. They moved from pub to pub, and their enjoyment increased exponentially with the number of pints that they consumed. They would take the early bus in and the last one back to their hall of residence and, in this respect, the night in question was no different from any other. They drank their first beer in a little old pub in the Market Place. At the second, they brought their drinks outside and sat at a table watching the girls go by and letting out typical lads’ wolf whistles. The girls gave as good as they got – political correctness was not yet rearing its head, so it was acceptable banter for the time.

      Moving on, they chose a pub that had a television fixed on the wall: an FA Cup semi-final tie between the city’s major team – Nottingham Forest – and Spurs. Judging by the screams of pleasure and derision from those drinkers able to see the set, and their local accents and red and white scarves, the majority were Forest supporters. Michael and his friends stood at the bar, pints in hand, minding their own business, when the Reds scored. It took some while for the raucous applause to subside.

      “Dead lucky! It wasn’t a penalty! That number nine dived and the ref fell for it – what a cheat!” Michael voiced his considered opinion but one which was overheard by a man near to them.

      He was shorter but way wider in girth than him, and he chirped up, “What did you say, mate?”

      “First, I’m not your mate, and I said that Forest are lucky and cheats!” Michael answered contemptuously, leaning towards him and repeating, “Cheats!”

      “We’re not! You can take that back or⁠—”

      “Or what? You’re a loser supporting that lot. Now, Stoke City are a real team. Didn’t we thrash Forest 5-0 before Christmas?” He laughed and turned his back on the stranger to resume drinking with his friends, occasionally looking up at the screen, but not realising that he had offended the youth in the red and white scarf.

      The pub fell silent when Spurs – against the run of play – equalised.

      “Brilliant goal!” Michael exclaimed and Scott sensed trouble.

      “Hey, Michael” And Scott took his arm and moved him away from the Forest fan who glared at them, his face turning to the colour of his scarf. Then, the Forest fan pressed his ample body into Michael, about to head-butt him. Fortunately, Michael leaned back to avoid contact and, in an instant, extreme rage overwhelmed him, quite clouding his judgment. He locked onto the man’s arm with a vice-like grip, and ordered, “Outside! Now!”

      On the pavement, Michael’s victim began to blubber, but to no avail, a beating was coming.

      “You bloody well deserve this!” And Michael punched him twice in the face then hard into his stomach. Although the man fell to the ground and couldn’t defend himself, Michael started to kick him in the ribs, once, twice, three times, until Charlie intervened and tugged him away.

      “That’s enough,” he urged, “you’ll kill him, just stop!”

      “Okay, but he had it coming. Nobody’s going to threaten me and, next time, he’d better bring some of his mates too.”

      Discretion now being the best strategy, the three students made to leave the scene with the Forest supporter lying in a bloodied heap, but Michael stopped, turned round and gazed at him dispassionately.

      Do I pity him? he murmured. Not at all. I’m a free individual and, as such, I’m responsible for my actions – as is everyone else – and I accept that responsibility. He put me in a place where it would have been absurd not to have made my decision to teach him a lesson. I wonder, though, whether I’ve created my own particular set of rules that have given me too much choice because, too often, my dilemma is painful.

      My deliberation was rudely interrupted, “Michael!” Scott hissed. “Are you mad? Come on, quick! The sooner we get away from here, the better!”

      Michael followed Scott’s instruction but thinking, “He’s not had to make sense of my situation, has he?”

      Six weeks later – the Magistrates Court

      The police prosecuted Michael who, properly and punctually, attended the scheduled hearing in the modern, characterless courtroom. The duty magistrate, a short, podgy balding man in his sixties, peered at the defendant over half-moon glasses. He began his summary of the case.

      “Please, stand. Having reviewed the CCTV evidence from inside and outside the pub, and having considered written statements from the victim, the publican and yourself, I am satisfied that you have committed the transgression of unlawful wounding, contrary to Section 20, Offences against the Person Act, 1861. You had no good reason to escort the man out of the pub and to then inflict a violent, unprovoked and uncontrolled attack that was halted only when your friends dragged you away. Without their intervention, we would be looking at an even more serious charge. You inflicted three broken ribs; deep lacerations to the lips and forehead; a fractured eye socket that required surgical repair; and, finally, potential psychological issues for an already vulnerable young adult – the extent of which may take years to fully manifest. You have entered a plea of not guilty. Do you have any further statement for the bench to consider before I pronounce sentence?”

      Michael took a deep breath, then, “Sir, I was insulted and obliged to deal with the person you refer to as the victim.”

      The magistrate raised his eyebrows, sensing the start of an inappropriate, disrespectful tirade from the offender that was likely only to result in a severe judgment – this magistrate was not one to provoke.

      Michael continued, “The beating I meted out was well merited.”

      “Is that so?” And the justice turned the pages of a file before declaring, “The severity of this attack dictates that the custody threshold has been crossed and the bench imposes a sentence suspended for twelve months. You will pay a compensatory fine of £750 to the victim and a Community Order of six months under the Unpaid Work Requirement is made. I must remind you that a breach of the suspended sentence will mean activation of all or some of the custodial part of the sentence. You may leave.”

      Michael borrowed the money from his father to pay the fine and performed a number of civic tasks: litter picking, cleaning the station toilets, and scraping chewing gum deposited on the city pavements. Never again would he commit a physical assault on either a man or a woman.
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      Michael started his career teaching French, and with a regular salary, bought his first property – a one-bedroom cottage in a pretty, dormitory village to the east of Nottingham. This was followed shortly by a new car – a yellow Citroën 2CV that reflected his love of all things French. He had girlfriends but without any commitment since he still had wild oats to sow. However, his life was about to change and he insisted on narrating the story himself – a story that he would often describe as bizarre, for want of a better word.
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        * * *

      

      My colleague at school, Sean, soon became a close friend. We played five-a-side football in the sports hall after classes and we shared a liking for darts. He supported Manchester United, although I forgave him and, considering my team was the lowly Notts County, I couldn’t really ridicule him. He had an accommodating wife such that, one half-term holiday, she raised no objections when he informed her that he would like to join me on a long boys’ weekend in Amsterdam. In any case, she had a three-year-old daughter to care for at home. We wanted to do the famous tour of the Heineken brewery; then the Rijksmuseum; and the Red-Light district and Van Gogh gallery – in no particular order of preference.

      We travelled on a minimal budget, hitchhiking down to Harwich for the night ferry to the Hook of Holland and, finally, hitchhiking again to the capital. We easily found a cheap hotel and thoroughly enjoyed our cultural break. But I was in no way prepared for the strange event that befell us on the return ferry crossing in the middle of the North Sea, and even though it happened a long time ago, I remember it vividly, as if it were yesterday.

      Sean and I sat at a table in the bar drinking beer and playing our favourite game, three-card brag, for small change that we saved in a little yellow bag with a drawstring – ‘for security reasons’, Sean joked. We had bought tuna salad baguettes from the cafeteria, biting into them in between hands. For a night crossing, there were quite a few passengers, although, in the bar, I didn’t pay heed to anyone until Sean interrupted our game.

      “Hey, Mickey, see that woman over there, the tall blonde? She’s not taken her eyes off us.”

      I followed his gaze and, sure enough, a complete stranger stared steadily at us, smiling. I instinctively returned her smile, but we were both amazed when she picked up her bag and came over to our table.

      “Hello, I’m Emma. Do you mind if I join you?”

      “N-no, please do,” Sean invited her, turning to me as if asking my agreement. I merely nodded. Quick on the uptake, he asked her what she would like to drink.

      “A beer, and thank you.” She sat down and offered me a cigarette that I accepted.

      At this moment, I was ironically surprised by her audacity – we were in the seventies and female emancipation was not entrenched into society, as it is today. It quite attracted me to her. But did I find her attractive? In a way, I did. She was not far off as tall as me, very slim, with straight – rather lank – yellowish hair. However, I wasn’t drawn to her smile that revealed flawless teeth but rather too many for her mouth. Captivated or not, it didn’t matter a jot – she was probably lonely and flirty and I could cope with that. Sean returned carrying a tray with three pints of lager.

      “I assume you don’t mind a pint, being one of the lads?”

      “Not at all,” came the toothy reply and a pleasant conversation ensued. On asking her why she came to be on the ferry, a natural enough question, she explained with no hint of shyness. “I met my husband-to-be when I was staying with a girlfriend of long-standing in New Zealand – Wellington, to be precise. Three months later we were married, but it soon fell apart when I discovered that he was already wed! He went back to his parents’ home in Amsterdam – he’s Dutch – and I to my folks in Harlow where I’m doing a temporary job in a small café. Not, of course, a career I intend to pursue. I’m madly interested in law.”

      We hung on her every word, enthralled by her story that was, to say the least, becoming convoluted and, certainly, unusual.

      She continued, “This week, I visited him in Holland, hoping for a reconciliation but he wouldn’t entertain the idea. I’ll initiate divorce proceedings at once, if it’s the case that I did legally marry him…being a bigamist, though that’s only a legal nicety. He’s shown his true colours.”

      Maybe, but it seems as if you ran headfirst into a whirlwind romance, it struck me, from Harlow to New Zealand to Amsterdam, and all stations in between! You’ve probably got what you deserve. Crazy behaviour – and after just three months!

      She carried on, keen, to enjoy our courtesy towards her. “So, that’s where I’m heading, Harlow, in the good county of Essex.”

      “That’s some tale,” Sean stated politely.

      “I suppose it is, but I’ve always been impulsive. Anyway, tell me about yourselves.” And Sean began to explain our situations. “I live…”

      “I see,” she spoke in a measured tone. “Amsterdam is, as you say, a wonderful city. But, let me get it clear: You, Sean, are a married man with a young daughter, and you, Michael, are footloose and fancy-free?”

      “Y-yes,” we blurted in unison.

      “Mmm,” she murmured. Then, dropping the subject, she took a long draught of her lager and asked, “May I join your game?” She did, indeed, and she shared our tuna salad baguettes, and she won money from us.

      As we approached Harwich, we packed away the cards, pulled on our coats, and stood up to tell Emma that it had been good to make her acquaintance and that we wished her well. She gave a faint smile but said nothing and, lowering her eyes, followed us to join the queue of passengers waiting to disembark. On the quayside, we went through Customs and moved in the direction of the station sign. Looking over my shoulder, I shouldn’t have been surprised to see Emma close behind us, nor when she boarded the same London train as we did. She chose a seat a couple of rows away, so I put her out of my head.

      At London Liverpool Street we took the tube for St Pancras and still she trailed behind us. Like a little lost lamb, crossed my mind. With an hour to wait for our train, Sean and I went into a Costa Coffee and were about to order when a voice interrupted, “Let me get these.” Of course, it was Emma.

      We sipped our drinks, quietly, the three of us feeling rather awkward, when it dawned on me: she could have taken a train direct to Harlow, a mere forty minutes away, and she’s here waiting to go north – in the opposite direction! She didn’t disappoint my hunch.

      “I’ve bought a ticket for Nottingham,’ she announced, waving it under our noses.

      “Nottingham,” I mumbled, “but you’re living in Harlow, aren’t you?”

      “That’s correct, but I don’t have to be back at work until Tuesday, so that gives me the weekend to see your fair city. You can put me up for two nights, can’t you, Michael?”

      I should have refused because it was a matter so driven by her that it didn’t feel right – I couldn’t put my finger on it, not yet, anyway. A few short hours later, we were in bed together and Sean had rejoined his family.

      From that weekend on, Michael was uncomfortable with his life; not confident in his decisions; not happy in his thoughts, and it came down to her.

      We spent two days alternating between the village pub and my bedroom, and I don’t deny that I enjoyed it, but with an undefinable reservation. Come Monday morning, I drove her to  the station where we kissed at the ticket barrier and I said something fatuous like Take care. We must do this again. To my bewilderment, two Tuesdays later, she phoned me how I was. She thought that she might come up to see me at the weekend.

      “I suppose so,” I replied in a voice that most girls would have interpreted as a no.

      “Great! I’ll take a taxi from the station. Bye.” And she ended the call.

      I’d decided that the relationship – if it could be described as such – had to be cooled down. I was, in any case, in an adulterous liaison with a teacher from my school staff. She would often come to my cottage after classes before going home to her husband – It simply suited us like that: no commitment and her marriage had all but ended so she saw herself as a free agent. That Friday was routine in this respect, and after five-side football, it suited me. A matter of an hour after she’d left me, the doorbell rang and there stood Emma, weekend bag in hand. I wasn’t expecting her until the next day. I paused, then forced a smile.

      “Emma…come in, I thought you were coming⁠—”

      “Is it a problem?” She brushed past me and sat on the settee, gazing at me, steely-eyed.

      “No…not at all,” I lied and was aware that I didn’t sound particularly convincing. I broke the ice by asking,

      “Do you want a coffee?”

      “That would be nice. The train was packed and I didn’t fancy fighting my way to the buffet car.”

      I went into the kitchen and called out, “Put some music on – anything you like.” She chose Bach’s Orchestral Suite No 3 in D.

      “Decent choice.” I congratulated her, then returned with two mugs. “There we go.”

      “Thanks” But the interchanges were forced and monosyllabic. I sensed that she suspected something – the atmosphere was heavy.

      “Want one?” She held out a packet of cigarettes and I took one, lit hers, then mine, inhaling deeply then sinking back into the leather settee.

      “Have you had a good week?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Not bad.” She spoke brusquely. ‘And you?” This conversation was going nowhere until, after several minutes, she spoke, “Nice smell.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The perfume in this room, it’s Rive Gauche by Yves St Laurent, and it’s my favourite fragrance. Who’s been here today, or is it yours?”

      It was no use denying my illicit affair, and she erupted, slapping me across my face and lashing out wildly with her fists. Suddenly, she stopped and reached for my address book on the coffee table. She flipped through the pages, one by one, and quickly found what she wanted: no address or surname, so it was obvious. What on earth am I allowing? It’s my private property…she has no right to⁠—

      “Is this her – Julia?” She spat out the name.

      “Y-yes,” I answered sheepishly, although why should I be sheepish? I can do what I want to, with or without her permission, can’t I?

      “Is she a regular woman?”

      “Depends what you mean by regular. She’s just an acquaintance, a friend.” I fully expected her to pick up her bag and leave. After all, it must have somehow been an affront to her dignity and, if I were her, I think I’d get out, especially if I could smell her scent! But, no, instead she became calm and took my hand and said softly,

      “In that case, you can stop seeing her, okay?”

      I agreed, inexplicably, and a few weeks later she moved in with me – to test the water, she said.

      You see, she should have realised that it wasn’t what I wanted, even if I didn’t say as much. I initially thought that she was intelligent – which she was! In retrospect, we were both foolish, but hindsight is a wonderful thing. Perhaps she had ulterior motives for me, for Nottingham?

      The next part of this episode is even more bizarre – please excuse me if I labour that word, but it’s suitable. I now struggle to analyse why a succession of circumstances that are so commonplace and mundane to so many people and so remarkable in their frequency, so routine as rarely to be questioned – are not simply mysterious but frightening. I suppose that there is a certain uncanny strangeness in the ordinary.

      Before I knew it, we’d bought a bigger house in Derbyshire and were married soon after. On our wedding day, I drove us to the registry office in my yellow 2CV where our respective families and friends were waiting. In the car, she looked so comical with her flowing dress pulled up on her lap and neither of us smiling. Part of me prayed that the Citroën wouldn’t start – a common occurrence – but it did, first time of asking. And I know that I muttered, but loud enough for her to hear, “I don’t want to go through with this.”

      She replied, forcibly, “Yes, you do,” and yes, I did.

      I accept that the first couple of years of marriage were enjoyable enough. We established a circle of friends, based mainly on the pub, and entertained them to dinner, which they reciprocated. We renovated the Edwardian house and were able to retain most of its original features. At a relatively young age, I obtained a Head of Modern Languages post in a large comprehensive; Emma started a course at the prestigious University of Nottingham Law School for which I provided the wherewithal – fees, textbooks, transport and so on. To her credit, she graduated with a 2:1 degree and found articles with a decent city firm of solicitors. So, the future should have been rosy, until one auspicious evening, when she landed some pivotal news on me.

      It became normal for me to walk down to the pub after school, only some ten minutes away, where she would join me – the bus stop she used was right opposite. We drank good, strong beer and mingled with the early doors crowd, chatting and joking: it was, for us, the ideal way to relax after the working day – even if a few pints rendered us susceptible to arguments. Nobody paid heed when she took my arm and led us to a quiet corner of the room.

      “What’s this about?” I asked her. It was probably nothing, but I was met with an unmistakably sheepish expression.

      “I’ve got something to tell you.” And her bottom lip trembled. “I’m pregnant.”

      “Say that again,” I ordered through clenched teeth so as to not attract embarrassing attention from our friends.

      “I said I’m pregnant.”

      “You can’t be! You’re taking the pill, aren’t you?”

      “Of course, but these things happen.”

      “Happen? Outside, now!”

      We emptied our glasses, placed them on the bar counter, said our goodbyes and left smiling but unceremoniously. Outside, I began my interrogation, quite justified in my antagonism.

      “You have to be kidding me – or, you must have stopped with the pill.”

      “N-no, I⁠—”

      “I – nothing! I’ve just earned my promotion; you’re practically a qualified solicitor and we’ve finished the house: we’ll be well off. Now you’re going to ruin everything. We’ve never even mentioned children, not once, have we? What sort of stress is that going to bring for me?”

      “But, I thought⁠—”

      “And you thought wrong. Come on, let’s go home.”

      Emma told me that she hadn’t told anyone else and, when asked, she estimated she was about two months gone. She’d read that she might be feeling overwhelmed, excited, worried or happy. I didn’t comment, even though one might have attributed those emotions to her, and, over the ensuing weeks, the issue wasn’t discussed. My calmness was reptilian – the quiet of a crocodile lurking in the shallows. We lived an uneasy calm. One day, unexpectantly, she received a letter and an audio cassette. Now, I will narrate the end of this chapter in factual terms because that’s how I now view it – and always will.

      “Good news?” I asked her casually. It was evidently bad news, as she began to weep – an emotion I’d not seen in her, and one that left me leaning with an elbow on the mantlepiece – a strict observer.

      “It’s from a dear flatmate, Joy, from my time in New Zealand. She’s now moved back to Sydney in Australia to be with her folks.” Does she think I don’t know where Sydney is? She underestimates me. “I knew she was poorly but this is out of the blue; she’s been given two months at best to live with a rapidly progressing leukaemia.” She put the cassette into the stereo system and Joy had recorded a personal message to Emma. It expressed rather rambling reminisces about their time together in Wellington. It was, in fact, a farewell letter. The tape ended and Emma wiped the tears from her eyes before stating,

      “Michael, I have to see her, one last time.”

      “I agree, if that’s what you want.” Two weeks of freedom! I pondered. Emma booked a return flight from Heathrow for a fortnight’s stay.

      Irony upon irony, we went to a barbecue before she left and – among many others – we chatted quite innocently with a guy over here on business, named Horace. I don’t know why, but I always smile at anyone with such a comical name. Emma’s visit to Sydney casually arose and, quite improbably, Horace said,

      “That’s a coincidence because I live on the outskirts and I’m returning there the day after tomorrow. Look me up if you need a guide.” He passed her his business card and we moved on to socialise with other people: just a Sunday afternoon barbecue at which we met a couple from Sheffield; a woman from Derby; a man from Leicester; and also local folk – some we knew, some we didn’t: a random range of participants in the event including, of course, Horace.

      In that moment, I was acutely aware that, in the absence of a higher being, it would fall upon Emma to determine her and my future. Surely, she felt this responsibility? Or would the sheer normality of the occasion cloud her judgment? The setting was dull and unremarkable in every way, but it provided the context for her specific reaction to things that happen – as she had described her uncanny liaison with Horace when she visited her ill friend in Australia. My gaze bore into her bad faith, searching for a meaning, but I found no answer. We left the barbecue and I resented the pain she would cause me. It was her right to go ahead in her elected direction, but, would she be eventually happy? There and then, it was hard to say, but I took a perverse pleasure in anticipating that her esteemed parents would shun her from their lives for years to come, horrified by the impulsive, absurd behaviour that they had witnessed previously in their wayward daughter.

      As soon as I picked Emma up from the airport, I sensed something was wrong. She was uncommonly taciturn with only sporadic, minimal conversation. She avoided eye contact. I did my best to find out about her trip, to no avail, so why was she so reluctant to tell me very much? The journey home was silent apart from music on the radio.

      While she was away, I’d got back from school one day to find the back door swinging on its hinges with its lock and the surrounding wood smashed. Inside the house, drawers were opened and contents strewn about. It was the same in every room – upstairs and down – but I couldn’t see that anything had been taken, apart from sixty pounds that had been left on the table. Clearly, the burglars had been disturbed and ran. I reported it to the police who dusted for fingerprints, then gave me the customary crime number to quote to my insurance company. As an offence, it didn’t feature highly on their list – burglaries like this are seldom solved. Nonetheless, it was an unsettling feeling knowing that strangers had entered your sanctuary. Naturally, I recounted all of this to her but, as soon as I’d said, “We’ve been burgled,” she could only say, “Oh, have we?” This wasn’t right.

      We arrived home and I cracked open a litre bottle of Johnny Walker Black Label whisky that she’d bought for me in the duty-free shop. I filled two tumblers and persevered with my attempt to ask about Australia.

      “How’s Joy?”

      “Not good, but I’m relieved that I’ve spent some final time with her. It’s incredibly hard having to say goodbye…I mean a real goodbye.”

      “Yes, I guess it must be.” I felt compelled to ask her if she’d contacted Horace. She answered in the affirmative’

      “Yes, and he took me out to dinner.”

      “Is he married?”

      “His wife died some time ago.”

      My gaze fell on her almost ashen face and, after a few disrespectful gulps of the Black Label, I presented her with the decisive question – I don’t know why, and I realised the answer before she had said a word.

      “Did you sleep with him?” A silence pervaded the air. I repeated, “I said, did you sleep with him?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry, it just happened⁠—”

      “Horace!” My voice erupted first into a belly laugh followed by an outburst of deep contempt. “Horace, a complete stranger and old enough to be your father!” Having seen red, I hurled my glass into the cast iron fireplace to shatter into a hundred pieces, and, in an instant, I was still and calm. I paused for what seemed a lifetime, then instructed her,

      “Enough. I’m going for a drive and when I return, in two hours, you’ll have packed your bags and left this house. Understand?”

      From that moment – I neither knew nor cared where she stayed in the meantime – she made arrangements to fly out to Australia and Horace, and, as far as I know, that’s where she remains. Our son was born there but we’ve never made contact. I signed documents for Horace to be named as the Adoptive Father, as Emma requested. I shun the boy from my memory and her more so. I do not expect you to understand my acquiescence for her but, I trust that you will feel my resentment for what she did. It didn’t give me pleasure to find out that Horace died only a few years after they got together, but is it justice – was it inevitable? I feel that the dies were cast the moment she chose to visit her friend, to go out to dinner with him, to sleep with him and, finally, to scuttle back to me and, I presume, to carry on as normal living her lies until I discovered her infidelity, as I surely would. Nobody forced her to follow that path, it was her free decision.
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