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Vince leaned his head against the red, cast-iron phone box and let out a sob. He went over the words he'd just heard, each one numbing his soul just as the wind and rain numbed his face.

A fat raindrop hit his cheek and rolled down his nose. He wiped it off with his cold finger and another replaced it immediately. When he let out a deep sigh, the cloud of air expelled from his lungs condensed on the thin pane of glass.

With a huff, Vince slipped under the shelter and went to the cold wooden seat, shrinking back against it as the rain mercilessly pounded the roof above him. He remembered sharing their first kiss under a bus shelter just like this, but on a warm summer evening under a pink sky, not a dark, cold, and wet November evening. It was so long ago now and felt emotionally distant despite being a little over three years ago. But much like that day, even this year’s summer seemed like a distant memory while he stood there waiting for a bus on a cold night with an empty heart.

Vince was so focused on his daydream that it took a moment for him to register the light of a large car – possibly a Bentley or a Jaguar – pulled over in the layby. He couldn’t hear the engine over the wind and rain, and he could just about make out a person’s head in the driver’s seat dimly lit by the interior light. There seemed to be no passenger in the front and the rear seats were too dark to tell. The lone head bobbed briefly before the driver side window rolled slowly down, and through the rain a hand beckoned him forward. Vince approached the car on the passenger side and kept a safe distance as he bent down to see inside. Now Vince could see that the car was a Bentley.

The driver was an older man, still with almost a full head of hair, though very thin and very white. His smile was tinged with concern.

‘I say, would you like a lift somewhere? This weather is not going to get better before tomorrow morning!’ the driver said.

‘Thank you,’ Vince croaked and looked up the road. ‘I’m waiting for the bus. I believe it’s due any moment.’

The old man frowned. ‘There is no bus due until tomorrow morning. I’m afraid you missed the last one for today.’

‘Oh. The timetable said the next one’s due at half five and they go on until eight?’ Under the dim light, his watch face showed it was just quarter past five.

‘That’s Monday to Friday, yes. But isn’t it Saturday? The last one was due at a few minutes past four pm, that’s if it actually turned up. We can’t always rely on such things around here, come good weather or bad. And the floods in Exeter.’

‘Oh.’ Vince looked down.

‘Where are you trying to get to, my good fellow?’

‘Exeter. It's where my mum lives.’

The driver winced and rubbed his chin. ‘I’m afraid the River Exe has burst its banks in several places downriver. You may struggle to get into the city. Do you have anywhere else I could take you? A friend locally, perhaps?’

‘No, only Mum. I’m not from around here. Mum’s the closest and I live in Taunton with m­—. I live in Taunton.’

‘If you may permit me to suggest it. I own a small, and I daresay rather old-fashioned hotel in Execombe just a short distance from here. We might be able to put you up for the night, but I will need to check with my receptionist.’

‘That sounds wonderful! But what about your upholstery?’

The man leaned over and swung the passenger door open. ‘The leather will recover from the wet much faster than you will from pneumonia.’

‘Thank you so very much.’

Vince’s entry into the car was fast and a little clumsy, driven partly by the awe of being a passenger in such a prestigious car – something he’d never experienced before and would likely never experience again in his life – and partly by his haste to get out of the cold and wet. He placed his holdall clumsily at his feet and pushed it down. A few flecks of water splashed Vince’s coat and trousers.

The old man rubbed his chin and then pointed to the phone box. ‘Is that working?’

‘Yes. I used it.’ Vince stared at the phone box and another sad wave passed over him. He closed his eyes and forced the thought from his mind.

‘One moment. I will call the hotel to double check.’ The man stepped out of the car and hurried to the phone box. He was gone several minutes and when he returned, it was with a satisfied smile. ‘You are in luck!’ The engine hummed into life and the driver pulled away smoothly.

Vince relaxed into the seat. ‘Most kind. I will pay the cleaning and repair bill for the water damage.’

The driver waved and shook his head. ‘No need! What sort of a person would I be to have left you there for fear of the leather getting slightly wet and crinkled?’ He turned and smiled. ‘I must say I hope our little hotel is to your liking. I’m sure it will be as I am told that many visitors never want to leave!’

‘That sounds wonderful! I’m Vince by the way.’

The driver nodded. ‘Michael. I must confess I’m intrigued to know what brought you to a deserted bus stop in such frightful weather on a Saturday evening? Aren’t you youngsters usually at the dance hall. Oh, I’m sorry, that sounds rather old fashioned. At the discotheque, drinking lager tops or babycham?’

Vince grinned. ‘Thank you. I’m actually thirty-two. Too old to be mixing with 18–21-year-olds at the disco.’ He sighed. ‘I was helping with setting up James Great Hall. They’re having a bit of a do next week. Seems like a birthday party.’

The driver smiled. ‘Maybe I should introduce myself fully. My name is Michael Robert James, and I am grateful for your efforts getting my hall ready for next week’s reception.’

Vince’s jaw dropped. ‘Oh wow. Am I supposed to call you my Lord or, Baron or...? Sorry I don’t know your title.’

Michael laughed. ‘Unless this is a formal function, you yourself are royalty and my car is the House of Lords, just call me Michael. Or if you’d prefer the formality – and I most certainly don’t – then Mister James will suffice.’

‘Right. Michael it is. Thank you for the lift. I’d shake your hand but these roads look pretty narrow, and winding and slippery and I’m sure we’d both rather you kept both hands on the wheel.’

‘Wise!’ Michael said. ‘Felicity, that’s the hotel’s reception manager, informed me that the luxury suite is available.’

‘That’s very kind but I couldn’t take your luxury apartment. I’d be happy to take a standard room.’

Michael nodded. ‘And we would be happy to accommodate, except all the rooms are taken by people stranded by the road closures. Except for room nine which has some sort of plumbing issue which won’t be fixed until Monday at the earliest. The suite is unlikely to get booked at this late hour anyway. It’s the least I could do with all the efforts of today, making my hall look so splendid. Besides, it is quite some time since anyone wanted the suite out of tourist season. That was dear Mrs Fanshawe, she’s quite the character, and her young daughter. So, dear fellow, it’s the luxury suite or the cycle shed.’

‘Then I will gladly accept the suite.’

‘Forgive me,’ Michael cleared his throat. ‘But I couldn’t help but notice the sadness in your eyes at the bus stop. It seemed to be a sadness unrelated to the weather?’

‘You have good eyes. Yes. I was contemplating something that had just happened to me.’ Vince turned to get a proper look at Michael. His face was the sort that instantly made people see him as kind and approachable. He looked far less like a lord than Vince expected and far more like a youth worker or teacher, everyone’s honorary uncle. Vince shook the thought from his mind.

Michael nodded. ‘I see in your face that is none of my business.’

‘Uh. No. No, it’s fine.’ He cleared his throat. ‘My girlfriend broke up with me over the phone just a few minutes before you pulled up.’

‘Oh. I am sorry to hear that. It’s never a pleasant experience. Was this decision mutual? I would suppose not. And again, feel free to tell me to desist from my probing.’

‘It was for the best,’ Vince said flatly.

‘She did not have the courage to do so in person? I suppose I do not understand modern courtship etiquette.’

‘I'd have preferred in person, but circumstances are... complicated. I don’t blame her for doing it over the phone in this case.’ Vince shrugged.

‘There are no children involved?’

Vince’s nose twitched. ‘No. No. I’ve never wanted them, and she had no strong feelings either way so it was an easy decision for us both. We were best friends who fell in love. And now.’ He shrugged. ‘I’ll be seeing 1979 in as a single man when we’d had so many plans for the next few weeks – together. I’ll probably be spending it with friends, but still.’

‘I understand and you have my sympathy.’

‘Thank you. And if it’s all the same, I think I’d rather leave it there.’

Moments later they passed a dirty white sign reading EXECOMBE – HISTORIC MARKET TOWN.

‘Looked like a lovely place on my way through earlier.’

‘Oh it’s rather delightful at all times of the year even though weather as dreadful as this can challenge that assertion.’

Vince chuckled.

They passed a warm and inviting looking pub, a central covered porch area with towers on both ends created a perfect symmetry. Vince caught a brief flash of people eating and drinking. Tasteful Christmas decorations and lights lined every window. For a moment, Vince thought that was the hotel and was briefly confused when they drove right past it.

‘That’s the Coachman’s Inn,’ Michael said unprompted. ‘It's not as old as our hotel, but it’s still one of the oldest buildings in Execombe.’

‘Interesting!’ Vince said, ‘Maybe I’ll have a little tour before I leave tomorrow.’

‘They always decorate early for Christmas. We’ve not yet put ours up as we believe that it should be December before we even consider it.’

They passed a small open square in the centre of which was a Christmas tree lit up in warm golden light. Next to it was a stylised pair of reindeer pulling a sleigh along with some presents.
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