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      Ageing bachelors, the Captain and Sixpence, have always been inseparable. Then Babs, the new barmaid, begins work at the Dew Drop Inn.
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      Dream on, little one, and I’ll put another log on the fire. I do so love to watch the orange flames flickering. Nothing is more welcoming than a real fire, so much nicer than those new-fangled electric things. It’s a great pity, but nowadays not many people can be bothered with fireplaces in their homes.

      If you asked me, I would say that the best fireplace in Sixpenny Cross is in the saloon of the Dew Drop Inn. I’ve seen the logs stacked up in the yard, higher than my shoulder. Everybody knows they can pop in and warm themselves by a blazing fire on a frosty winter’s evening. The pub is hundreds of years old, and the fireplace has inglenooks on either side.

      You are much too young to go in a pub, little one, and of course you won’t know what an inglenook is. So I’ll tell you. It’s the space either side of the hearth, roomy enough for bench seats in the Dew Drop. Those seats are always occupied by regular customers. The same old faces, day after day, month after month, year after year.

      Why am I telling you this? Well, I promised to tell you the story of the Captain and Sixpence, and they always sat by the fire playing dominoes, happy in each other’s company. Greater friends I never saw. Nobody in Sixpenny Cross could have guessed what would happen to those two gentlemen. It’s a terrible story and I’m glad you are fast asleep, little one, so you’ll hear none of it.

      Yes, C is for the Captain.

      But wherever the Captain was, Sixpence wasn’t far behind.
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      Richard Edwards, heir to Sixpenny Manor, sat at his father’s bedside.    The old man’s life was ebbing away and there was nothing his only son could do to prevent it.  He cradled his father’s gnarled old hand between his own.

      “The war changed all our lives,” quavered the old man. “Thank God, my boy, it ended without taking you away from us.”

      “Yes, Father. Rest now, and try not to worry about anything.”

      “You know that your mother and I are very proud of you. You came out of the army an officer, a captain. I’m quite sure you would have reached a higher rank had the war continued.”

      “Well, thank goodness it didn’t. Too many lives were lost.”

      Father and son lapsed into silence. The old man closed his eyes while his son watched over him. Then the dying man’s eyes opened again.

      “Look after your mother, Richard, she’s very frail,” he said.

      “Of course I will, Father.”

      “I wish we’d given you brothers and sisters, but it wasn’t to be, I’m afraid. The responsibility now is all on your shoulders.”

      “Don’t worry, Father. Just rest.”

      “Son, find yourself a good woman to marry.”

      Father and son smiled into each other’s eyes.

      “I will, Father, and we’ll fill this house with babies and dogs!”

      “Is that a promise?”

      “It is!”

      His father’s hand twitched once, and the smile still played on his lips as his heart finally stopped and his eyes clouded over.

      The son sat motionless beside the bed, still holding his father’s hand, as the bedside clock ticked the minutes away. Eventually, even his loving clasp couldn’t keep the hand warm. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he bid his father a final farewell.

      His mother, unable to cope with the loss of her cherished husband, soon joined him in Sixpenny Cross churchyard. Husband and wife lay side by side under the sun and stars, while their son was left to continue alone in the manor house.
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      It was 1951, and the Captain was thirty-one years old. A shy man at the best of times, he was discovering that being in sole charge of the manor house was too big a burden to bear.

      His gregarious parents had actively participated in village events but their introverted son had avoided the limelight, preferring his own company to that of the village children. The situation was made worse when he was sent to a private boarding school, alienating him even more from the villagers.

      Now, as the new squire of the manor house, his only visitor was the vicar, Thomas Ridsdale, who, having officiated at the funerals of Richard’s parents, hoped their son would continue where they had left off.

      “Would you care to present the prizes at this year’s village fête, Captain? I’m sure the villagers would appreciate the gesture.”

      “I think not, Vicar,” said the Captain, and the vicar didn’t ask again.

      Richard’s days in the army had taught him how to issue orders but he didn’t understand the basics of running a large house. He was awkward with the servants, and although Mrs Anderson, the housekeeper, did her best, the house did not thrive.

      His father was right. He needed a wife.

      And he wasn’t going to find one in Sixpenny Cross.

      A year had slipped by since his parents had passed away. Apart from the few remaining servants, he’d been rattling around alone in the Manor House and things needed to change. Something had to be done before it was too late. Soon, a plan began to formulate in his head.

      “Mrs Anderson, I wonder if you’d mind joining me in the library in an hour. I have something rather important I wish to discuss with you,” he announced one day.

      “Of course, Captain.”

      Mrs Anderson had worked in the manor house for decades, and had known Richard since the day of his birth. Then she had addressed him as Master Richard but now, with the death of his father and as a mark of respect, addressed him as Captain.

      She too had mourned the passing of the old squire, whom she had loved dearly, and now she stood in front of her employer in the library, anxious to hear what he had to say.

      “Do sit down, Mrs Anderson, this won’t take long.”

      “Thank you, Captain.” Mrs Anderson perched herself on the edge of a chair and smoothed her apron.

      “How is your boy, Mrs Anderson?”

      The Andersons’ son was actually a couple of years older than the Captain.

      “We don’t hear from Peter very often, sir, thank you for asking, but he’s fine. When the war ended, he took a long time to find a job but he’s working up north now.”

      “Not married?”

      “No, sir. Not yet...”

      The fact that the Captain, too,  had not married, hung uncomfortably in the air between them.

      She paused, waiting for him to continue. The Captain took a breath and resumed.

      “Mrs Anderson, I’ve come to a decision. I’ve decided to live in London. I’m going to move into the family apartment in Kensington and shut this house down for the time being.”

      Mrs Anderson gasped, a hand flying up to cover her mouth.

      “Please don’t worry, Mrs Anderson! Let me explain. When I go, I’d very much like you and Mr Anderson to carry on living in the estate cottage. Of course I won’t need a housekeeper any longer, but I wondered if instead, you would take on the role of caretaker? The grounds will still need looking after, so I’ll still require your husband’s gardening skills. His job would hardly change.”

      Mrs Anderson’s eyes had grown large as she absorbed this information.

      “I… I…”

      “Of course you and Mr Anderson must have some time to think about it,” the Captain hurried on, “but I would be most grateful if you would accept.”
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      “London?” asked Anderson, shock on his face.

      “Yes! If you ask me, I reckon he’s going to look for a wife. He’s not going to find one round here, is he?”

      “And we can just carry on livin’ here?”

      “Yes. He said we could stay in this cottage for as long as we want.  I’m to keep an eye on the house, and you’re to look after the grounds and gardens like you’ve always done. And if the work ever gets too much for us, he’ll hire some help, and if something needs fixing or mending, he’ll hire somebody from the village to do that.”

      “Well! That sounds very decent!”

      “Yes, it certainly does!”

      “And how’s he goin’ to look after himself in London?”

      “He’ll go to that Gentlemen’s Club to eat, the one his father was a member of.”

      “No, I meant financially. Will he look for work in the city?”

      “No! I know for a fact he’ll never need to work, his parents left him very secure. Mark my words, he won’t stay in London long. Some lady will snap him up and they’ll be back down here, ready to open up the house and start a family.”

      “You could be right. It’ll be good to hear a bit of life in the old manor house again. I bet he’ll be back in no time.”
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      But time marched relentlessly on.

      If the Andersons thought the Captain would easily find a wife in London, they were mistaken. And if the Captain imagined he would slip effortlessly into London life, he was wrong.

      The greyness of London depressed him. An all-pervading fog seemed to permanently cloak the streets, and he missed the clear air of Sixpenny Cross. He experienced the ‘pea-souper’ fogs he’d heard so much about and didn’t enjoy them at all. Then, although the people of London were accustomed to thick fogs, worse was to come.

      History was made in the December of 1952, following a spate of cold weather when folk burned more coal than usual to keep themselves warm. On a windless day, the pollution, combined with vehicle exhaust fumes, smoke from homes and industrial chimneys, was so bad, it blanketed the city.

      The effects of the sulphur dioxide laden fog were deadly. At least 4,000 people died from respiratory problems, and 100,000 more were made ill. Traffic ground to a standstill because there was no visibility, and the Captain had to walk to his Club with outstretched hands, unable to see anything beyond a few feet ahead. The Great Smog of London lasted for five days. Then the weather changed and breezes arrived which swept the pollution away.

      The Captain was lucky and soon shook off the cough he had acquired but the event only made him more determined to quickly find a wife and return home. He found himself staring at all females that crossed his path, wondering if any might suit his needs.

      As an only child at home, then educated in a boys’ private boarding school, and finally joining the army, the Captain had had very little contact with the fairer sex. Ladies attended his parents’ parties, but if any attempted to engage him in conversation, he was struck dumb with fright. He could converse well enough with male acquaintances in the Club, but as soon as they introduced him to their sisters, he became awkward and tongue-tied.

      And so the years passed.

      He had left the manor house entirely in the charge of Mr and Mrs Anderson, and now they were too old to do much more than potter around. When they retired to a tiny bungalow in Worthing, he paid a  company to board up the manor, make it secure, and to check it regularly.

      One day, he promised himself, he would go back to Sixpenny Cross. But the promise he had made to his father still ate at his soul.

      It was 1964, and the Captain would soon be forty-five years old. The war had ended almost twenty years before and England was a very different place. The nation had gasped at the audacity of the Great Train Robbery, Beatlemania had swept across the country and mods and rockers were clashing at seaside resorts.

      And still the Captain had not found a wife, although not for the want of trying. He’d never felt that deep emotion the Beatles sang about, the love that he knew had existed between his parents.

      But he’d never stopped looking, and maybe, just maybe, he’d finally found the perfect woman in Margaret. He patted his pocket.

      In his Kensington apartment, the Captain peered into the mirror, staring at his own face, trying to see it through Margaret’s eyes. He wasn’t a bad looking chap, he decided. Yes, his hair was beginning to silver at the temples, but nobody could call him unattractive. He turned away and pushed the curtain aside to peer out of the window onto the street below. His apartment was on the third floor, and if he craned his neck, he could see the street stretch away on either side.

      Although residential, this was a busy road, vehicles travelling faster than they should. Two businessmen wearing long coats and bowler hats walked together. Each carried a rolled up newspaper and an umbrella. A beggar sat on the pavement, leaning against the railings. He lifted his hand hopefully, palm upwards, as the men approached, but he might as well have been invisible. The men hardly slowed their pace as they skirted round him.

      A street cleaner trundled his cart up the road, and this time the beggar didn’t even lift his head.

      A black taxi cab rounded the corner, and the Captain’s heart gave a little lurch.

      Margaret!

      The Captain bounded down the communal stairs and walked out into the street just as the cab driver drew up. The rear window was wound down, framing Margaret’s pretty face.

      “Richard!”

      “Hello, Margaret, shall I hold the driver, or pay him off?”

      “Oh, pay him, I think.”

      Margaret watched as the Captain paid her fare, then opened her door. She stepped out onto the pavement, and straightened. The taxi drew away to join the stream of traffic, leaving them alone.

      “Margaret, you look wonderful, as usual.”

      “Thank you, Richard.”

      If her voice sounded a little flat, and her eyes avoided his, he didn’t notice.

      He kissed her proffered cheek, enjoying the scent of jasmine that always accompanied her.

      “I thought I’d take you to a new restaurant for lunch. Are you hungry?”

      “That sounds super, Richard, but do you think we could just go for a stroll?”

      “Of course, shall we head towards the Gardens? We can always hail a cab to the restaurant from there.”

      “Good idea.”

      It wasn’t far to the park and they walked together, side by side. Margaret was unusually quiet and the Captain couldn’t think of a word to say. The little square ring box was burning a hole in his pocket as he silently rehearsed his script.

      I’ll ask her at the park, he thought, when it feels right. Or perhaps I should wait until we get to the restaurant? I’ll make sure we have the best table. Should I kneel? No! Perhaps I’ll wait until we are quite alone, somewhere else, another day…

      The Captain used the busy road as an excuse to hold her arm as he found a safe gap between the passing traffic. He guided her across, but when they reached the other side, Margaret pulled away from his grasp.

      Ah, she’s such an independent soul, he thought to himself. Father would approve of that.

      “It’s a pity we didn’t bring bread for the swans,” said Margaret, breaking into the Captain’s thoughts. “Shall we sit here at this bench, for a while?”

      “Of course.”

      They sat side by side, facing the water, watching the swans dip their long necks into the water. Their view was interrupted for a moment by a mother pushing a high baby carriage in front of them. The infant seated in the pram regarded the pair on the bench without expression.

      Shall I ask her now? he thought, and his hand started snaking towards his pocket. Is now the right time?

      “Richard, I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” said Margaret.

      “Oh, Margaret, I’ve been meaning to talk to you, too!”

      He reached for her hand, and she allowed him to hold it. The Captain took this as a good sign and his heart swelled.

      “Oh dear, I’m afraid you may not like what I am about to say,” said Margaret, looking into his face properly for the first time that day.
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