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Chapter 1
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Sixty nine was no age to die.

Moved to know the full story, Phyllis Nettle gathered the newspaper to her. Shirley Blazer had been found dead. According to the reporter, she shouldn’t have died. Because it was Friday, she should have been next door with her lover, Desmond Horne, as this was one of their regular love-making nights. But on this particular night they’d had a tiff, on account of some suggestion he’d made to spice up their lovemaking. Something he’d come across on the Internet.

Phyllis could only imagine, having never owned a computer.

Desmond was awoken by banging. Not knowing what was happening, he felt around the bed. Then remembered that Shirley had gone home, which was where the banging had seemed to come from. Curious, he got out of bed and looked out the window. Two young men in dark clothing were legging it away from Shirley’s. They leapt into a white transit van and sped off. Desmond found his lover at the bottom of the stairs, her neck at an unnatural angle.

Desmond called the police. On arriving, Desmond told them that he blamed himself for the tragedy. Out came the handcuffs. He hurriedly explained about his and Shirley’s relationship and how she should have been with him. If she had, she would still be alive. Now understanding, they told him not to be so hard on himself. That Shirley’s property had probably been targeted. The burglars would have watched the place, found out her regular movements and expected her not to be there. The surprise must have contributed in some way to her ending up at the foot of her stairs with a broken neck. These criminals were looking at manslaughter charges, possibly murder. No one would know for sure until they were caught.

Phyllis hoped it would be soon, before they took someone else’s life. Life was life, whether thrill-packed or humdrum.

Nothing much happened in Stoke Newington. Phyllis could vouch for that, having lived here for all her sixty eight years. How to fill her days hadn’t crossed her mind until hubby Stan had died, though the slide began after she had retired from the school dinners’ service. She missed them both with a passion. Now she was left scratching around for things to do. Coffee mornings with other people in the same boat weren’t dull but hardly a laugh a minute. The only real high spot was her ongoing competition with Millie Bury over who made the best cakes. And things had to be bad when a night out at the Clinging Vine pub was a highlight. Her local was dead on its feet. At least Kevin and Clara her young neighbours gave her something to cling to, both needing a guiding hand from a more worldly woman. Even so, there had to be more to life than watching it go by or living it through others.

Phyllis checked out of her cottage window. Darkness had descended. Time for guard duty. A tingle opened up inside her as she wrapped herself in a woollen cape and went into the hall for her trusty slip-on trainers. Slipping them on felt like stepping into a dead woman’s shoes. Shirley Blazer had died defending her home, just like Phyllis was about to do. Her tingle blunted. Anyone could be out there, in the dark, up to mischief. But then this was Stoke Newington and not Leicester, where Shirley Blazer had lived and died.

Having secured the door she spun around, her senses sharpening. Someone was out there. She couldn’t see them, couldn’t hear them but still she knew it. A sixth sense honed from tens of years of guarding the cottage grounds against trespassers. Taking up a spot at the edge of the lawn, she drew herself up to her full five and a half feet, folded her arms across her chest and waited.

Nothing seemed out of place. Still, they all gave themselves up in the end—a contented sigh, an excited giggle; they couldn’t help themselves. More light would have helped. The street lighting barely invaded the grounds, and the other four cottages lay in darkness. The other cottagers would get a roasting when she met up with them later in the Vine. The number of times she’d told them to leave a light on when they went out at night. It was daft thinking she could keep their homes safe when she could barely see what she was doing. Not that they listened. Kevin and Clara had the combined attention span of a goldfish, like most youngsters nowadays. Something to do with all the devices they used, frying their brains. But she expected more of Dolly and Richard at their age. All of them would be lost without her to tell them what to do. Even when Stan had been alive, she’d been the one to chase the trespassers off. He’d turn a blind eye, not being one for confrontations. She’d always been the one who wore the pants around these parts.

The property developer who’d come knocking had found that out—Charles C. Castle of Castle Holdings, a big moneybag poured into a shiny suit and with Pound signs for eyes. Attracted by the generous parcel of land in the heart of Stoke Newington. The five red brick and flint cottages, islanded by a high brick wall, had been handed down through families since they were built by rich factory owners more than a hundred years ago to house their workers. They were the last surviving cottages of their kind in the area. Phyllis had lived in one for forty six years. Dolly and Harry had moved in two years after her and Stan. Olive Facks, Richard’s great aunt, had been alive then. Next to her came Sandra and Geoff Doss, Kevin’s mum and dad. Annie and Bill Parkin, Clara’s parents, had occupied the end cottage. She owed it to the memory of their friendship to ensure the cottages survived. A wrecking ball couldn’t be allowed to demolish them. Gone. All the memories, the history. And for what? To shove up blocks of characterless flats that wouldn’t need to be knocked down. They’d fall down of their own accord. Dead from shame. Phyllis had led the resistance, and the other cottagers had followed her lead. Mister Moneybag had been sent packing, though not before trying every trick in the book to divide and conquer the cottagers. First with promises and sweeteners. And later resorting to threats when the cottagers had stuck together. The threats had come to nothing and all had died down. Phyllis sighed. What a comedown. All the hoo-ha had been the most excitement she’d enjoyed in ages.

Beyond the garden wall a white transit van was parked up. Funny that. None of the near neighbours were new, and none had changed jobs recently. The road hadn’t been dug up, so it couldn’t be one of the annoying utility companies. Hard to tell, with no identifying writing on the side that she could see. Shirley Blazer’s intruders had made their escape in a white transit van. It was worth keeping an eye on. The other cottagers thought Phyllis took guarding five little cottages too seriously. They said that here wasn’t Newham or Southwark. But you never could be too careful. Always there was some toerag waiting in the shadows to get their sticky mitts on what didn’t belong to them. Usually men and usually young. You never heard of older lady burglars breaking in and assaulting young men or older lady terrorists with big knives running amok and slashing young bar goers.

Farther along blazed the lights of Church Street. The hubbub of the bars and cafés wafted down on the warm air. The balmy spring weather had called the party people out and got their sap rising. The number of trespassers always pushed up in the warm months.

Leaves rustling.

Coming from the bank of rhododendron bushes that filled the right side of the entrance. In full bloom, the white flowers hovered like pale faces on red necks. Decades ago, they’d been separate shrubs. Now, twined together, secret pockets had opened up inside. Perfect hidey holes. A mecca for courting couples with nowhere else to go. Or those with small bladders and nowhere to go. The council had closed down nearly all the public toilets. Phyllis had written to the council leader to complain. Dolly said it wouldn’t do any good, so she hadn’t wasted a stamp and had hand-posted the letter. Dolly was right—he hadn’t even bothered to reply. Politicians. The word left a dirty taste in Phyllis’s mouth. None of them could be relied upon. They all served themselves, sniffing out only the causes that served their own interests. Moving on to plan B, she’d told Richard to cut the bushes back. If he’d followed her instructions, the teenage sexpots and the outdoor pee merchants would have had to find somewhere else to do the deed. But he couldn’t make a move without scouring the Daily Telegraph from front to back and back to front. Frightened of missing something to quote chapter and verse in the pub. He drove them all to alcohol!

Giggling.

She knew it. She crept over the lawn and peeled back a branch.

‘What’s that?’ A girl’s voice. Familiar.

‘Nothing. Don’t stop.’ An urgent whisper. Pleading. Male.

Phyllis thrust her power torch into the bushy darkness and switched on. Lit up two startled youngsters.

‘Knock it off.’ The lad’s voice.

Phyllis averted her eyes. ‘You knock it off and pull ‘em up, Mister Show-It-All.’

‘Come on, Rod, let’s go.’ The girl’s voice.

‘Britney Pears, I might have known. This is the third time in as many weeks. And never with the same lad twice. Think on that, Rod Kruis.’

The pair tutted. After they’d put away their charms, Phyllis escorted them from the grounds. ‘And don’t come back, I know your mothers.’

Duty done, she smiled. Already she could taste that drink she’d earned.

A twig snapped.

Phyllis’s smile slipped. More of the blighters! This time in the rhododendrons on the opposite side. The cottages had to be listed on a local sex map. That was the only explanation for all the human traffic these grounds attracted.

She switched her power torch back on and headed for the thicket, skirting around the outer edge. Hands gripped her from behind, swinging her hips to where more hands felt for her, spinning her round and round. In the light of the torch she caught flashes of men in dark hoods. Young men. All at once the hands disappeared. Out of control she hurtled into the bushes, thrusting out her hands to ward off the sharp stalks. Her head connected with something unforgiving. Before the lights went out, Phyllis’s last thoughts were of Shirley. If sixty nine was no age to die, then sixty eight had to be bloody worse!

*

[image: ]


Dolly Makepeace kept one eye on the Vine door, expecting Phyllis to walk in any minute. She wouldn’t come until she’d done her guard duty, making sure the cottages were safe and any trespassers chased off. As the elder in their group, she put the rest of them to shame. Not that Phyllis looked her age. Her strong presence made people think she was taller and younger than she really was. Having kept her figure helped. She hadn’t put on an ounce in all the years Dolly had known her.

Dolly shifted in her chair and felt it groan. She would have to get around to losing a few pounds before it was too late. Now that she was on her own, it was important she remained independent. She could only do that if she stayed healthy. Obesity and diabetes were diseases she didn’t need. Rampant in today’s society, they must have something to do with the food people ate nowadays. Probably at fault were the added additives and chemicals used to make up for the lack of taste. Whatever the cause, exercise would do the trick. Perhaps she should join Phyllis on guard duty ... Except, the garden was dark at night. Anyone could be roaming about, up to no good. Not just people, either. Animals. Foxes and vermin ventured out at night. No, she’d have to find some other safer form of exercise.

Of course, she hadn’t put on that much weight. The groaning chair was more down to its poor health and advanced age. The whole pub was going to rack and ruin, peeling paintwork, mottled mirrors, rickety furniture. No wonder few new faces appeared these days. Dolly counted twelve customers. Shady Sam, the owner, made thirteen—unlucky for the Vine. He’d done nothing to make the pub more attractive for customers old and new. If it wasn’t for the cheap beer, the guarantee to have their usual table any day of the week and the lack of yobs, the cottagers would drink elsewhere.

Dolly checked the door again. Where had Phyllis got to? Her presence would round the number up to fourteen and give the ailing pub a much needed shot of good luck. It wasn’t like her to be late. Dolly pushed from her mind the dark thought that something bad had happened to Phyllis. It couldn’t have; Phyllis was unbreakable. But if she didn’t arrive soon, the men would have to go look for her. Make sure she was still in one piece.

*
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Phyllis opened her eyes to a spinning world. Pale, ghostly faces on bloody necks were dancing in the air all around her. Taking deep breaths, she told herself it was no different from having had one too many in the Vine. And when she could get to her feet and walk, she’d be heading to the pub for one more. She fixed her eyes on a white dew drop above her. Funny that. The dew drops should have been and gone by this time of the season. Minute by minute the giddiness settled and her senses returned. ‘Dirty buggers!’ She’d been fixing on a used condom.

On hands and knees she scrambled from under the loaded condom. After hacking her way out of the bushes with her bare hands, she checked the street for the white van. Gone. She’d been right to view it with suspicion. What she didn’t know was who those men were. Thugs sent by the developer to frighten her into selling up? Common criminals up to no good? Or just a couple of good-time gays? Hard to tell whether the condom belonged to those men or not. One thing she did know. Despite having had a good few stand-up rows with trespassers in the past, matters had never turned physical. Until tonight. Those men could have left her for dead, like Shirley Blazer.

In her bathroom she switched on the light above the mirror. Her hair looked in shock. While calming it, she felt the bump on the side of her head. Sticky. Her fingers came away stained red. She used a cold flannel to wipe the blood away, rinsed it out and then eased the burning to her face. Red scratch marks. She couldn’t hide them, even by touching up her makeup. At least her cape covered the worst of the scratches on her arms. The other cottagers were bound to make a fuss. Best if she avoided mentioning blacking out. They’d only have her carted off to hospital, and she felt fine now. A quick drink at the Vine, a good night’s sleep and she’d be as right as rain. What they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

What a night! At one time a man would never have dreamt of lifting a hand to a woman, never mind laddering her tights. The rotten blighters! Just one more way the world was turning and not in a good way.

It was a good job she was a Nettle: A hardy bunch, who didn’t wilt at the first sign of hardship and who stood tall and braved it out. As the last of the Nettles, she’d kept the family name. In truth, part of the reason was that she hadn’t particularly liked Stan’s surname. Phyllis Battle made her sound hard. Stan hadn’t been enthralled with her decision, but she’d talked him around and he’d seen sense in the end. These trespassers didn’t know who they were dealing with. No one was having free run of these cottage grounds. Not while Phyllis drew breath.

*
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​

Dolly took a sip of bitter and tuned in to Richard for a moment. Something about something not being cricket. The pub door creaked open. Phyllis, at last. ‘What on earth has happened to you?’ Her face looked like she’d been in a cat fight.

Phyllis took possession of the space reserved for her between Dolly and Richard, raised a half of bitter to her lips and downed most of it in one go. After coming up for air, she drained every last drop. She put down the glass and pinpointed Richard with her eyes. ‘Those rhododendrons need a seeing to. Every Tom, Dick and Britney is getting a seeing to in them. I caught Miss Pears again tonight, this time with Rod Kruis. No sense of decency that girl—yellow bra and red knickers, I ask you! He was worse—sheer black briefs. Everything laid out like a butcher’s window. A widow’s eyes should be sheltered from such—’

‘I’ll do it,’ Kevin said. ‘Take over the patrol.’

‘Settle down, Mister Pants-On-Fire. It was a couple of your lot did this to my face and arms.’

‘Charity workers?’

‘Gays! I surprised two of them in the bushes after seeing off Britney and Rod.’

‘Gays attacked you?’

Phyllis took up her second half of bitter while shaking her head. ‘No, but they led me a merry dance. Spinning me around until I couldn’t stand up and went toppling into the bushes, where they’d left their calling card—a full condom hanging over my head.’

‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this,’ Clara said.

‘So did I. I had visions of it—’

‘You shouldn’t be going out patrolling alone ...’

Richard and Kevin slumped down in their seats.

‘... And remember what the police told you? That it was a waste of time starting up a neighbourhood watch scheme for just the five cottages—’

Phyllis banged her glass on the table, beer sloshing over the side. ‘Well, where are they when all and sundry are using our garden as a latrine and knocking shop?’

‘It’s dangerous. Next time it might be muggers or burglars.’

‘Pity you didn’t warn me before my new pair of tights got buggered. I’d have gone in riot gear.’

Clara sat back, folding her arms.

‘She’s got a point,’ Dolly said. ‘You should let one of the men take over.’

Phyllis snorted. ‘Richard would die of embarrassment, and they’d mistake Kevin for a welcome mat.’

Dolly smiled to herself. Despite deep down knowing the risks she ran, Phyllis wouldn’t be swayed. It was the way she was made. She had a strong sense of right and wrong and fairness. And that was that. She was a marvel, the way she defended the cottages against all-comers. Every night she got out there, patrolling the bushes and dark corners without sparing a thought for herself and her own safety. The red might have leeched from her hair, but it still fired up her body. Even so, she should be more careful. Youngsters nowadays, fuelled up on drink and drugs, thought nothing about attacking innocent people, even women. And they all carried knives. That stubborn streak might lead Phyllis into trouble one day.

*
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After coming home from the pub, Dolly was changing into her nightie when banging on her door nearly caused her to jump back out of it. Phyllis, announcing that she couldn’t stay in her cottage. It had been invaded.

In bed beside her, Phyllis was now on the phone to Kevin. ‘It’s just ringing and ringing. That boy must have England’s clearest conscience, because he sleeps like the dead.’

Dolly plumped up her pillow. ‘What does that say about mine? It takes me an age to get off to sleep.’

‘It’s that rubbish you read. Puts fanciful ideas into your head.’

‘Give me a bit of romance any day. I don’t know how you sleep at all, reading those crime and spy capers. As if there isn’t enough violence in the real world.’

‘About time,’ Phyllis said into the phone. She looked at Dolly. ‘He wants to know what time it is. Time you got yourself across to Dolly’s. It’s an emergency, so quick smart. Let yourself in, the door’s open.’

Heavy footsteps pounded along the path. Seconds later, Kevin appeared in curled up striped pyjamas, black trainers and with his hair flattened on one side. ‘What’s happened? Have those gay thugs come back?’

Phyllis shivered, pulling the duvet up to her chin. ‘Just as I was getting into bed, I spotted a minnie. Sat watching me on the rug as bold as brass. You’ll have to shoot over to mine and get rid of it.’

‘A what?’

‘She means a mouse,’ Dolly said.

Kevin grinned. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me. You patrol the gardens like Darth Vader and now you’re telling me you’re frightened of a little mouse?’

Phyllis bolted up. ‘Never mind Garth Vader, whoever he is, and get yourself next door before it hides. They’re crafty like that. Then it’ll wait until I go back, jump out and give me a heart attack.’

‘They’ll be going on University Challenge next,’ Kevin muttered as he disappeared out the door.

‘Less of the comments, Mister Sarky-Pants,’ Phyllis shouted after him.

Ten minutes later, he reappeared. Phyllis sat up in the bed. ‘Is it gone?’

Kevin nodded.

‘What did you do with it?’

‘It was only a brown field mouse. The poor little thing sat quivering in my hand, frightened to death. I let it go in the garden.’

Phyllis looked at Dolly, who shook her head. ‘Are you deranged? Why didn’t you kill it? Now it’ll think it’s got an open invitation to visit whenever it likes—’

‘It’s a mouse.’

‘And where there’s one, there’ll be others. They all have a mother and father, sisters and brothers. They’ll be packing their bags as we speak, readying themselves to move in. It’ll be me who has to move out. And once they’ve opened the door, their big cousins will move in. Rats!’

Dolly shuddered. ‘Never say that word. You’ll curse us all with bad luck. Call them stars. It’s sort of their name backwards.’

‘You’ll have to get yourself round to mine tomorrow,’ Phyllis told Kevin. ‘Find out how minnie got in and plug the hole before the stars come out. Good night and sleep tight.’

Phyllis turned onto her side and closed her eyes. Dolly let Kevin out. He was a good lad. All the cottagers were good sorts. Each of them looked out for the other—Phyllis made sure they did. When Dolly returned to the bedroom, Phyllis was snoring lightly. Dolly got into bed, careful not to wake her. After her earlier escapade, Phyllis needed a good night’s sleep. Strange how she’d turned up here tonight. Never before had she mentioned a fear of mice. She must have taken a knock on the head. Dolly switched off the light, thinking, whatever would they do without her ...
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Chapter 2
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The following morning, at eleven o’clock on the dot, Phyllis and Dolly burst into the Here For The Elderly charity shop. Kevin was at the till, serving a young woman inspecting a bright yellow dress. Phyllis nodded to him on her way to the back room, where Clara stood waiting for the kettle to boil. Phyllis held up a cake tin as she squeezed past an assortment of donated furniture to reach the dining table they always used. ‘A Victoria sponge with buttercream and jam filling today.’ The cake was fresh baked by her that morning.

Clara took over a teapot for Phyllis and Dolly, then two mugs of coffee for her and Kevin. Phyllis fetched the milk from the fridge they hoped no one would buy.

Kevin came into the back, shaking his head. ‘The dress was a gift item, brand new and only twenty pounds, and she still tried to haggle me down.’

‘I hope you held firm,’ Phyllis said.

Kevin took a sip of coffee, looking sheepish.

‘How much?’

‘Eighteen pounds. She looked like she needed a favour.’

‘You’ll go out of business at this rate, then what will you do?’

‘Charity shops are the only ones keeping the high street open.’

Clara tapped his head. ‘Touch wood.’

‘Ouch, stop that.’

‘Wimp.’

Phyllis cut the cake and handed pieces around. Both Kevin and Clara needed an eye keeping on them since they didn’t have anybody else, their parents dead. They both had a tendency to drift. Although running the charity shop was worthwhile, it didn’t seem to satisfy them. Both wanted more from life without having a clear idea of what they wanted. And neither one had a partner. Both she and Dolly had been married at their age. They would have been made for eachother if Kevin hadn’t come out as gay, less the style. He needed a haircut and to stop being a walking advert for the charity shop. She needed to become a feminist with a little eff and stop frightening men off. Feminists never did have a good look, their clothes too butch or too alternative for most men. Today she’d ruined the look of a lovely white frilly blouse and red tartan skirt with black fishnet tights and clunking black lace up boots—a punk Helena Bonham-Carter. Phyllis would be satisfied when they were both settled into jobs they loved and had significant others that loved them: Mission accomplished. At least they had time on their side.

Noise of a commotion from the front room sent Clara in to investigate. A man’s rich cultivated voice thanking Clara for her help piqued Phyllis’s interest. She popped her head around the wall to check him out. A handsome young man—the spit of one of the Durrell boys, Josh O’Connor—struggling to carry in a couple of bin bags stuffed to bursting. Late twenties and no ring on his finger. When the two had finished unloading his car, Phyllis rushed out to thank him and gently guided him with a firm hand to a seat at their table. Dolly supplied him with a coffee and a wedge of cake. Looking a little red in the face at the attention, he accepted them with impeccable manners.

Phyllis wanted to know all about Josh and waited for Clara to do the honours. When she didn’t, she showed her how it was done. Within a matter of minutes they knew Josh’s real name, how old he was, where he lived, why he was at the charity shop, what he did for a living ... and, most important of all, that he was actually unattached. Phyllis sat back, allowing herself a contented smile. Which slipped as questions formed in her mind. Why was Adam still single at twenty nine with his movie star good looks? Why had he quit his job as an investment banker? Why was he selling his flat in Canary Wharf and moving back to the family home? After all, his mum had just died, which was why he was having a clear out and had donated the belongings to the charity shop. He was a catch, no question. But what was the catch? Up close he was a dream—jet black hair, dark brown velvet eyes and a Hollywood smile. If that wasn’t enough, he was also a hyphen man—Adam Langton-Green. Whatever the catch, he was worth a shot.

‘Just split from a wife or girlfriend have you, Adam?’ Phyllis said.

‘Hmm, no, neither one,’ Adam said, glancing at Kevin and blushing ever so slightly.

Phyllis noticed Clara nudging Kevin. He didn’t pick up on her cue, but Phyllis did. Adam was gay. That didn’t bother her one bit. When she was young, she had a friend, Billy May. They were really close, playing games and getting up to mischief together. She couldn’t picture his cheery face without tears threatening to spill. A couple of years after homosexuality had been decriminalised, he announced to his family that he was gay. They showed him the door. Word went around the neighbourhood. Friends he had all his life shunned him. He fled. Phyllis never even got the chance to say goodbye. Less than a year later, word came back that he was gone. Beaten to death in Pimlico. The culprits were never found. When Kevin came out, she loved him even more and promised herself that she would always have his back. Times were better for gays now, but even so, some narrow-minded bigots still held on to prejudice. They’d just better not do it within her hearing, or they’d know about it. Kevin deserved love like everybody else. And it looked like he was more up Adam’s street.

Phyllis heard Adam saying he needed help to bring a stack of heavy furniture into the shop. ‘Kevin will help you. He can bring the works van to yours. When?’

‘Tomorrow?’

‘It’s a date.’

Kevin choked on his coffee.

Adam stood up and said he had to get going, things to do. He shook everybody’s hand and thanked them for their hospitality. ‘Until tomorrow,’ he said to Kevin, who just nodded.

When the door closed, Phyllis rounded on Kevin, giving him hell for sitting there mute like one of the display dummies.

‘You don’t even know for sure that he’s gay.’

‘Now Mister Mute finds his voice. How will you ever know if you don’t open your mouth to ask?’

Clara pushed back Kevin’s hair from his face. He pushed her hand away, shaking his head. The women looked at each other, then sat forward, crossing their arms and nodding towards Kevin. He needed a makeover.

At five o’clock, Phyllis and Dolly stood guard outside the charity shop. Minutes later, the door opened and Kevin came out. They grabbed an arm each and held him while Clara locked up. Together they frogmarched Kevin along the high street to the old barber shop.

‘Where’s Bertie?’ Phyllis said.

‘Retired to Margate. I’m Sheldon.’

Phyllis looked him up and down. ‘He’ll have to do, we’re desperate.’ She lodged Kevin in the black barber’s chair. Dolly and Clara kept an eye on him while Phyllis had a word with Sheldon. ‘You can get any airy notions out of your head. Give him a nice sensible cut that won’t make his sainted mother spin in her grave. Chop chop, we’ve got a long night ahead of us.’

Kevin shrank down in the chair, as though his head were on a chopping block. Sheldon pulled him upright and whispered in his ear.

Phyllis clapped her hands. ‘No whispering.’

Sheldon looked over. ‘I need to know if he’s willing. It’s against the law to cut the hair of anyone who isn’t. I could get done for assault.’

‘He’s very willing, aren’t you?’

Kevin nodded.

Phyllis told Sheldon to get on with it. With Kevin’s hair washed and combed down, they lost sight of his face. He looked like a mop head. Sheldon began to cut. Snip by snip, Kevin’s features reappeared—chin, mouth, nose, ears, eyes. Sheldon then took a hairdryer and blew his hair dry. He scooped some gunk out of a tub and rubbed it in his hands before stroking it on Kevin’s hair. With a hairdryer in one hand and a brush in the other, he swept the hair this way and that to reveal Kevin’s new style. He looked ever so handsome—a junior version of the vicar of Grantchester, James Norton. Impressed, Phyllis gave Sheldon an extra pound of Kevin’s money as a tip.

At Kevin’s cottage, Phyllis threw open his wardrobe. She counted two pairs of jeans, four t-shirts, a denim shirt, two sweat shirts and a wool jumper in addition to what he was stood up in. All well worn. A few items of sports gear lay festering at the bottom that she didn’t touch. Rifling through his drawers, she found a white cotton shirt, three coloured t-shirts and two pairs of jeans, all new and still in their packaging. ‘Why are you walking around like a scruff when you have all new tucked away?’

Kevin shrugged.

‘People only wear twenty percent of what’s in their wardrobe,’ Clara said. ‘Read it in a magazine.’

Phyllis threw the new clothes onto the bed. ‘Thank you, dedicated follower of Richard Facks. You’ll be reading the Telegraph next.’

Deemed unfit even for the charity shop, Dolly dumped his old clothes into a bin bag while Phyllis and Clara played about with the new ones. They laid out an outfit for him to wear on his date, then left him to try it on. When he emerged from the bedroom, he looked irresistible. Adam wouldn’t recognise him!
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Chapter 3
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Phyllis linked arms with Dolly and guided them along the high street in a straight line, forcing other pavement users to swarm around them. The narrow pavements of Stoke Newington hadn’t been built for so many feet. Goodness knows where they’d all marched in from. It didn’t matter the colour of the people, whether they wore western dress, eastern robes or furry hats, or whether they spoke English or a foreign tongue, they all had one thing in common—racing. ‘Don’t know where they’re all racing to on a Saturday morning.’

Dolly tutted. ‘We must have missed the invite.’

Phyllis warned Dolly with a nod towards a group of youngsters in bright red t-shirts dead ahead—chuggers. They swerved towards the kerb, intending to give them a wide berth. Too late. A young man had locked onto them, his smile stretching across the pavement. He wouldn’t be sidestepped. Phyllis looked him up and down. ‘What are you collecting for today?’

‘I’m Callum. Allow me to take a moment out of your day to talk to you about Aid For The Aged.’

Phyllis held out a hand to him, palm up. ‘Let’s have it.’

Callum stared at it. ‘What?’

‘The aid. We’re aged, and we have a bit of shopping to do. A spot of lunch would be nice. Thirty pounds should cover it.’

‘What?’ Callum said again, his smile narrowing.

Phyllis guided Dolly to slip by him and continue on their way.

Dolly laughed. ‘The pup looked like you landed him a kick.’

Phyllis snorted. ‘Some of them don’t have the sense they were born with. Fancy, collecting for old people and then targeting us to rob of our paltry pensions.’

‘We should take it as a compliment that he picked us out. Shows that we don’t look our age.’

‘They’re still a nuisance, always wanting money for something ... If it isn’t kids in Africa, it’s donkeys in Wales.’

‘They are worthy causes, you have to admit.’

‘Of course they are. But how deep do they think our pockets are? We don’t have money on elastic bands. It doesn’t keep coming back.’

They came to a discount store. Phyllis led the way in. ‘Talking of nuisances, let’s slip in here for a few bits.’

Inside, they sought out everything needed to manage pests in the warm weather months—insect repellant, ant powder, fly spray, weed killer. And deodorant. When they went to pay, they found the regular tills unmanned.

An old black man was having a shouting fit at being forced through the self-service tills and getting no assistance. He towered over the young Asian assistant, who was doing her best to ignore him. From what he was saying, they had history. ‘I’m going to speak to the manager. I want you out of here, you’re no help. I don’t know what’s wrong with the younger generation these days.’

Phyllis went over to him. Lots of older people she knew felt exactly the same way about technology. It had taken an age for her and Dolly to learn how to use such tills, afraid of making a mistake and looking stupid, of pressing something they shouldn’t and sirens going off, not knowing which slot was for in and which for out. It was difficult to know where to look when every shop installed a different model. They weren’t interested in making it easy for people. But you could only avoid the inevitable for so long. The manned tills opened less and less, not until the queues reached over halfway down the aisles. Another birthday could go by, waiting. An older person didn’t have that many to waste. The man’s basket contained only a few bits—milk, bread, a tin of sardines, a packet of Rich Tea biscuits. She slid the items over the reader, and Dolly packed them into his shopping bag.

‘I’m old and don’t want to learn anything new,’ he said, accepting his shopping. ‘I’m on my way out.’

Phyllis and Dolly strolled along Church Street, doing a bit of window shopping before drifting into Clissold Park. A smattering of people had seats at the outdoor tables of the café, reading a newspaper or book. Richard sometimes did but not today.

‘I heard on the radio that more people are reading books again this year,’ Dolly said.

Phyllis shot her a look. ‘What else would they be reading?’

‘You must have seen those computer books. Loads of people have their heads stuck in them. Look, that man over there has one. Him, holding that square bit of plastic.’

‘Oh, those. They don’t look right to me. They’re not like a proper book with pages and a nice picture on the cover. If I handed over good money and got given one of those, I’d feel shortchanged. But everywhere you look they’re replacing something with technology—books, tills, jobs. Next they’ll be replacing us with technology.’

Dolly laughed. ‘Phyllis and Dolly robots. I wonder what they’d have us doing?’

‘Skivvying. What else?’

‘Might be modelling. They have models of all shapes and sizes these days, not just younger ones either. I can just see us—’

‘That romance nonsense you read has addled your brain.’

‘You’re just a dyed-in-the-wool cynic.’

‘I’m a realist.’

‘Cynic.’

‘Realist.’

‘You have to have the last word, don’t you?’

‘Realist.’

‘See what I mean!’

‘Realist.’

‘Oh, I give up.’

‘Realist.’

They made their way down the incline to a bench nestling between the two lakes. Phyllis took a Murray mint from the bag Dolly offered. The sun on her face, the muted calls of the swans and ducks swimming around in circles, and the hum of kids playing in the far off playground lulled Phyllis into drifting off. She hadn’t been sleeping well. Too much on her mind, wondering if Kevin had landed Adam, wondering who the men in the garden had been, what they’d been up to ... And bothered by a touch of headache, ever since they’d knocked her out. As she was slipping under, Dolly nudged her. She opened her eyes. ‘What’s going on?’

‘That’s what I was going to ask you.’ Dolly pointed over to the far side of the lake at an elderly woman struggling with several bags of shopping. Her handbag had slipped behind her back. ‘Isn’t that Cora Litt?’

Behind her hovered a lad in a black tracksuit. He looked young, though it was hard to tell with his hood up. He made his way to Cora, said something and then started helping her with the bags. At the same time, he was helping himself. He had his thieving mitt in Cora’s handbag, using his body to shield himself, so that she couldn’t see what he was up to. He had her purse in his grasp.

Phyllis and Dolly flew up, yelling, ‘Hey, thief! Stop!’

The mugger looked over in their direction. The purse slipped out of his fingers. He snatched the handbag and tried to pull it from Cora. Her bags of shopping fell to the ground, the contents spilling out. Tomatoes and plums rolled towards the water and attracted the attention of the birds. Phyllis grabbed her bag and dashed towards the scuffle. The mugger pulled and pulled but couldn’t free the handbag fastened around Cora’s neck. She fell to her knees, pleading with him to stop.

The path filled with birds, squawking and fighting over the spilled fruit. Phyllis rushed along, flapping them out of her way. Still, the mugger couldn’t loosen the handbag. He dragged Cora along the path, her knees scraping the cracked tarmac. She was howling with pain.

Phyllis reached the pair. Out of her handbag, she pulled a canister. Holding it up, she sprayed it into the eyes of the mugger. He screamed, clawing at his eyes with his hands. Phyllis pushed him away from Cora, then knelt on the ground. She gathered Cora into her arms, rocking her and telling her it would be all right. The mugger staggered off towards the street. A middle aged man arrived from the opposite side of the lake and gave chase. Out of shape and wheezing, he couldn’t catch him. The mugger got away.

The man came back and helped Phyllis get Cora up off the ground and onto a bench. She was crying and shaking, her eyes wild with fright. Her tights were shredded and red with blood. The man took out his phone and called the police. Dolly shooed off the birds, then gathered up Cora’s spilt shopping.

Ten minutes later, a police car pulled up at the roadside. A police man and woman got out and made their way into the park, the woman taking over comforting Cora from Phyllis. The policeman introduced himself as P.C. Loveall and asked Phyllis what had happened. She brought him up to speed on Joe Mugger, as she’d named the thief. P.C. Loveall got on his radio and called in a description—white male, late teens, around five-ten, thin face, line of dark hair on top lip, black tracksuit, heading in the direction of Finsbury Park.

The policewoman took Cora to the police car, sat her in the back and wrapped a blanket around her. P.C. Loveall asked Phyllis to accompany them to the police station. Dolly and the man hadn’t seen the mugger up close and were let go.

At the station the policewoman took Cora into a medical room, to be examined by a doctor. P.C. Loveall seated Phyllis in an interview room while he fetched her a cup of tea. He told her she deserved it after what she’d done and that she might even be in line for a police bravery award. This was Phyllis’s first time inside a police station, and her excitement had bubbled up all during the journey here. Only to fizzle out—at the mother of all let downs. She’d been beside herself at the thought of having to run the gauntlet past barred cells, crammed with hardened criminals, making a grab for her. Men with shaved heads and tattoos and hairy knuckles. They’d shout out something suggestive and smutty, and she’d snuff them out with a knockdown one-liner that she would pluck out of thin air. Killer wit. The scene, playing in her mind, something akin to how the female cops she’d watched down the years handled themselves ... Chris Cagney, Jane Tennison, Rachel Bailey, Catherine Cawood ... Except, the reality didn’t match her daydream. The station was nothing more than a clean and orderly office block.

P.C. Loveall came in and handed her the cuppa. He was nice. Spoke to her in a gentle way about giving a statement. Said he hoped that the mugging ordeal hadn’t taxed her too much. That they could stop for a breather at any time if she felt overwhelmed. She was desperate to feel overwhelmed. Where were the Life On Mars boys or the Sweeney boys when she needed them? Gene Hunt or Jack Regan would have picked her up, turned her over and shaken her until every last detail of what she’d seen had been rattled out of her. Anything to have got a lead on Joe Mugger. That was the way to get things done. Poor, by-the-book, P.C. Loveall didn’t have a clue. What sort of a name was Loveall for a copper, anyway? Where had all the real policemen gone? Replaced by technology and robots, no doubt.

But just how good could robots be at solving crimes, really? That’s what Phyllis wanted to know. P.C. Loveall said there was a mugging somewhere in Britain every three minutes. Only at her pressing did he confess that only one in twenty muggers were found and prosecuted. Question answered. They were bloody hopeless. Britain was a muggers’ paradise—they had nothing to fear and could knock off old dears, like Cora Litt, every day of the week. It wasn’t right that the police investigated when a footballer got called a bad name and didn’t look into burglaries and street muggings; they had their priorities set all wrong. It was one rule for those with money and another for those without. Phyllis told this to P.C. Loveall, who got all defensive, saying that they were doing the best they could with their stretched resources. It all came down to money in the end. Only those that shouted loudest were heard and attended to. To Phyllis’s mind, older people didn’t shout loud enough.

When Cora had been patched up by the police doctor and had given her statement, she and Phyllis were given a ride back in the police car to Cora’s house. Phyllis enjoyed it but was disappointed not to see anyone she knew, to wave to and set their minds to wondering what mischief she’d been up to. During the journey, she didn’t mention to Cora that her mugger was unlikely to be caught. Cora was shaken enough. She didn’t need sleepless nights, scared of running into him again. The vicious mongrel.

After the policeman had left, Phyllis sat Cora down with a cup of sugared tea and then went to put away her shopping. Some of the tins were dented but still usable. A car backfiring in the street made Cora cry out. Joe Mugger had a lot to answer for, turning a poor old lady into a nervous wreck for the few pounds she might have had in her purse.

Before leaving, Phyllis checked that all the windows and doors in the house were locked and then went to talk to Cora’s next door neighbour. Terry Watt had worked with Stan at the Electricity Board. He shook his head in disgust on hearing of Cora’s ordeal and agreed to sit with her for a while, putting Phyllis’s mind at rest. She only wished there was more she could do to help.
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Chapter 4
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Phyllis sat down at their usual table with Dolly and Clara while Kevin went to the bar. After all the excitement of yesterday, it was back to reality today. The Vine was dead. Only the usual old timers were here and two more customers. The couple had made the mistake of ordering Sunday lunch. Their expressions said it all—they weren’t enjoying it one bit. Shady Sam’s wife, Sylvia, did the cooking. Her heart wasn’t in it. The gravy looked to have more substance than the cauliflower. With most of their lunch still untouched, the couple got up and left. They wouldn’t be back. Shady Sam and Sylvia had created a vicious circle—dwindling customers meant no money for investment, and no investment meant no new customers were attracted to the pub. It needed taking over by new owners with fresh ideas, so long as it didn’t involve attracting the wrong types with karaoke or pool tables. Something had to change, or the old pub was doomed. Unthinkable. It had been a constant feature of her life with Stan, the place where they’d met up with friends, had celebrations ... anniversaries, birthdays. And his wake, after the funeral. Drinking somewhere else wouldn’t be the same.
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