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Monday

It’s late September and, after a largely disappointing few months, Great Britain has been blessed with an Indian Summer. An hour earlier, the pretty town of Shepton Rise had been bathed in warm sunshine. The setting sun highlighted the honeyed tones of the limestone houses and cast long shadows down the high street. Swallows and house martins had swooped and darted in the sky as they hunted down insects. Another month, and they would be making their long journey back to Africa. Now, it’s seven-thirty and getting dark. Countless people look at each other and repeat the same phrase, ‘The nights are drawing in’, as they remember how, at the same time a few weeks back, they would be pruning their roses, enjoying a drink in the garden at the Red Lion, or going for a stroll along the canal towpath.

At the far end of the High Street, only a few minutes walk away from the shops, sits Ginny Fellows’ large, imposing house. The windows and curtains are closed to retain the warmth from a sunny day. It’s too early in the season to light fires or put on the central heating. Ginny has a guest; her close friend, Adam Broome, is here for Monday Movie Night.

‘So what are we watching this evening?’ asked Ginny, setting down a tray with two large glasses of wine and two enormous boxes of popcorn. 

‘Before I answer you, I’m really interested to know what you thought about last week’s movie, “Blow Up”,’ replied Adam.

‘Are you, now? Ever since you started that Open University course in documentary photography, you’ve become a right old bossy boots!’

‘It’s your own time you are wasting,’ said Adam sternly. Ginny burst out laughing.

‘Do you remember how our English teacher, Mr Ashton, used to say that?’

‘I certainly do, and to tell you the truth, I know just how he feels. Come on. I can wait all night.’

‘Well, for a start, you can’t because when it’s my bedtime, I’ll be kicking you out of the door. But anyway, what can I say about the film? It captured the mood of the swinging sixties, but I can’t say I would have wanted to be part of that world. There was an uncomfortable edge to it. One thing I remember was this: you know in that scene when the band was playing?’

‘They were the Yardbirds,’

‘Were they? You certainly know your rock bands. Anyway, despite all the pumping blues music, the audience was motionless and impassive. It wasn’t until that guitarist smashed up his guitar...’

‘That was Jeff Beck,’ interrupted Adam.

‘It wasn’t until then that the crowd went wild, fighting for a bit of broken guitar, and then when the David Hemmings character gets hold of it and goes outside, he throws it away.’

‘Yes, there’s a lot you can read into an Antonioni film,’ replied Adam. ‘That element of mystery and disquiet was partly why many critics have voted it the best film about a photographer.’

‘And the ending! Well, that was just plain weird. I like a story where all the loose ends are tied up. It certainly wasn’t a cosy film! So, will you tell me now? What’s next on your list of films featuring photographers? Another one from the 1960s?’

‘Nope, this time we are going back to the early 50s and to a director who doesn’t leave it up to you to figure out what happens next. It’s a Hitchcock film, starring James Stewart, called ‘Rear Window’. 

‘Hitchcock, eh? So there is murder afoot! I was hoping for a rest from all that!’ protested Ginny.

‘Oh, I don’t think a sleepy little town like Shepton Rise needs to be concerned about murder,’ said Adam, with a twinkle in his eye, ‘So, take a seat, select a cat if you’ve got one, and we’ll begin.’ 

As if on cue, Ginny’s pet, Tuxie, leapt onto her lap. Nearly two hours of uninterrupted stroking lay ahead. She closed her eyes and began to purr, kneading her paws softly and rhythmically into Ginny’s lap as the opening music struck up, the TV screen was filled with a sparkly image of the earth, the Universal Studios logo swung around it, and the opening credits began to roll.

Later, when Adam had returned to his own house on the other side of town, Ginny took a moment to count her blessings. Her life had most decidedly taken a nose dive after her husband, Roger, had died in an accident, prompting her to leave London to look after her ageing parents and relocate her theatrical agency business to her family home. Sadly, after her parents passed away, the downward spiral had continued. Whilst she could carry on with her business, it left her fearing panic attacks whenever she left her home, and gradually, her world drew inwards. However, she had recently renewed her friendship with Adam, and although they were taking their blossoming relationship slowly, she did not take for granted the tremendous support he had been in encouraging her to leave the house. Of course, if murder hadn’t come to town, that may never have happened, but I’m grateful all the same, she thought. I had better jot down a few notes on what I thought about Rear Window because he will only ask me next week. He’ll be setting me homework next! 
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Tuesday

Adam stopped his car outside a large, double-fronted, Georgian house. 

‘Here we are, then, Ginny. Marcus certainly lives in a nice place.’ He paused as they watched a tall man dressed in a navy blazer and grey trousers leaving through the garden gate. He climbed into a maroon Jaguar and drove away. Adam pulled into the space the Jaguar had vacated. ‘I shan’t leave until I see you go in the door. Are you sure you don’t want me to pick you up later?’

‘No, I’ll be fine,’ replied Ginny, ‘I’ll call a taxi. I never have problems when I know I’m going home. It’s more the other way around - the fear of the unexpected. That’s when I get panic attacks. I’ve no idea how long I will be. The nurse said Marcus often falls asleep, so I may have to wait a while. It’s not fair to keep you hanging around.’ Adam debated whether to give her a peck on the cheek, but he paused a moment too long, and the opportunity was gone. With an intake of breath, Ginny reached for the door handle, flashed him a smile, and then she was out of the car and walking briskly up Marcus White’s garden path. She gave a little wave in Adam’s direction before the door was opened by Jamila, Marcus’ nurse.

‘Mr White is asleep right now, but I’m sure he will be awake soon. If not, I’ll have to rouse him anyway because he will need to take his medication. I’ll show you to his room, and then I will make a pot of tea.’

Ginny was pleased that she had a moment to herself, with just the company of the sleeping patient, because it gave her a chance to recover her composure. She hadn’t expected the memories to come flooding back. Oh, it reminds me of my Dad’s last days at home before it became too much for me and he had to go into the Nursing Home. She looked around to distract herself. She wasn’t in a bedroom, a hospital bed had been placed in a ground floor room overlooking the garden. This would once have been a very elegant drawing room; I can just imagine a dapper young man, dressed in white flannels and a Fairisle jumper, entering through the French windows saying, ‘Anyone for tennis?’ But, before it was a sick room, I can see Marcus was using it as a study. There was a large mahogany desk at one end, flanked by a matching bureau and an antique cast iron safe, on top of which stood a framed picture of a young girl whom Ginny suspected was Marcus White’s daughter. On the walls hung framed copies of the Cranthorpe Gazette’s front pages. Ginny was just about to have a closer inspection when Jamila returned with a cup of tea.

‘I must wake him now,’ she said, ‘It’s time for his medication. He needs his pills four times a day.’

Again, the tableau before Ginny was heart-wrenchingly familiar. On a table to the side of the bed was a plastic container, divided into compartments, each containing an assortment of tablets in different shapes, sizes and colours. Behind it were four large boxes of medicine, and Ginny presumed it would be the job of one of the nurses to apportion the medication for the day, just as she had with her father.

‘Do you work out the tablets,’ asked Ginny.

‘Oh no, there are four of us from the agency. It’s already been done when I start my shift.’

By now, Marcus was awake. It had been a long time since Ginny had last visited, but, even so, she was shocked to see how much he had aged. Dark rings circled his eyes. He had always had a fine head of hair, but it was thinning now.

‘Ginny!’ he cried, ‘How good of you to come.’

‘I’m only too pleased to see you, Marcus,’ she replied, ‘I’ve never forgotten how you used to come and visit Dad. I’ll always be grateful.’

‘A good man, your Dad.’

‘Don’t forget to take your medication, Mr White,’ scolded Jamila. Marcus held out the hand containing his tablets, shook his head and smiled sadly.

‘There was a time when having five a day to keep one healthy was about portions of fruit and veg, but now it means these!’ Marcus popped the pills into his mouth, taking a sip of water after each. He coughed and spluttered after the fifth one but managed to keep it down.

‘I just can’t seem to shake off this flu,’ he complained.

‘Tell me about the framed newspapers,’ said Ginny, trying to shift the conversation away from the old man’s failing health.

‘Ah! I’m very proud of them. The Gazette has been in my family for six generations, since 1825, and the front page over by the window dates from 1838. Do you see? It’s the Coronation edition, and what a fine engraving that is of the young Queen Victoria. We used to employ illustrators in those days, not photographers, of course.’

And so Ginny’s visit continued, with Marcus providing a fascinating commentary on the headline news that adorned his walls. What started by stirring unhappy memories about the death of her own parents ended as an enlightening occasion, and Ginny promised that she would return soon. Strangely, I feel rejuvenated! she thought.

***
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Adam trotted up the steps to the Corn Exchange, or the Corny, as everyone usually referred to it. Once a centre for Victorian trade where merchants and farmers argued and negotiated the price of wheat and barley, it had been a male bastion. Now, it was largely a place of pleasure and entertainment where the citizens of Shepton Rise gathered to stretch and bend in the twice-weekly pilates sessions, click and clack in the knitting club, or shuffle-hop-step in the tap dancing classes that catered for all ages every Saturday.

Ava Nesbitt had invited Adam to come along to a youth group meeting. Ava had been in the same class as Adam’s son Robbie at school and worked in the post office. Robbie had told Ava about his father’s growing interest in photography, and she had greeted this information enthusiastically.

‘Really? Do you think he would come along to the Youth Club? It would be brilliant if he could. I’ve just learned about a national photography competition we could enter.’

‘I’ll ask him,’ replied Robbie, by now aware of the shuffling and sighing from impatient customers behind him in the Post Office queue, ‘I shouldn’t think he will take much persuading.’

Adam bounded into the Corny in a failed attempt to look youthful.

‘It’s fantastic that you could come, Mr Broome,’ cried Ava.

‘It’s a pleasure. Call me Adam.’

‘Gather round, everyone,’ Ava announced. Gradually the noise in the room descended from the level of an ear-splitting jumbo jet to something that in a factory would still demand the wearing of ear protectors. These excitable youths had been together at school just a few hours earlier. You would think they hadn’t seen each other for years, thought Adam. 

‘Shhhh! I don’t know if any of you know Adam Broome?’ asked Ava.

‘I know his son, the copper,’ grumbled a boy nicknamed Snakey, ‘He caught me scrumping apples and twisted my ear!’

‘Anyway, Adam is a photographer,’ continued Ava once the laughter died down.

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that,’ said Adam modestly.

‘Adam has agreed to help with a national photography competition that we are going to enter called My Town. The beauty of it is that you don’t need any special equipment. All the photos have to be taken on a mobile phone. I presume you all have one.’ Adam had already read the brief and had come prepared with a bag containing several old phones, as he was worried not everyone would have one. He needn’t have bothered as everyone in the room now held up a phone, and he could see they were all superior to his clunky old model! ‘And that’s not all,’ Ava waited for the room to quieten down again as everyone began taking selfies. ‘Some of you may have heard of Skye Beattie.’ There was a gasp of acknowledgement amongst the girls. One even put her hand up but then hastily lowered it in embarrassment when she remembered she wasn’t in school. Most, but not all, of the boys were none the wiser. ‘For those that don’t know,’ Ava explained, ‘Skye is a beautiful model who went to school in this area. I was a friend of her older sister, Ocean, and incredibly, Skye has agreed to come back to Shepton Rise for a photo shoot.’ There was a squeal of excitement from the girls.

‘Don’t you know any footballers?’ grumbled Snakey, clearly unimpressed.

***
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‘Hey, guys. I have a favour to ask you,’ said Adam, entering the snug - the little room at the back of the pub. He had come directly from the Youth Club meeting to the Red Lion. On Tuesday evenings, the Dead Actors always met here. It was a name they had coined for themselves because they were all actors who had been killed off in long-running TV shows. The Dead Actors were represented by Ginny and had followed her to live in Shepton Rise, attracted by the pretty surroundings and the leisurely pace of life.

Adam told Steve, Doc, Angie and Julia about the photography project, then added:

‘So, we’ve got our top model, but we need some extra people...’

‘Moi?’ interrupted Steve, pretending to be shocked, ‘An actor of my calibre, reduced to a mere extra! I’ll have you know I was the leading actor in City Beat Blue. I would have thrown you in the slammer for insulting a police officer.’

‘You’re nicked!’ chimed the other three.

‘No, please, I didn’t mean that,’ stammered Adam, ‘It’s just that we need some ordinary people to...’

‘Ordinary!’ exploded Julia, but with a glint in her eye, ‘Who are you calling ordinary? I was quite the sex symbol in Stirling Heights with my black stockings and stiletto heels!’

‘You didn’t look so pretty after they threw you off that building,’ laughed Doc.

‘I’m surprised they didn’t get her to land on Angie. They could have killed two birds with one stone,’ added Steve.

‘Birds!’ exclaimed Angie in a cockney accent, ‘We ain’t in a 1960s situation comedy now. Next fing you’ll be callin’ me a bit of skirt. I ought to give you one.’

‘Don’t mind if I do, gal,’ replied Steve in an accent worthy of Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins.

‘You should be so lucky, I meant bash you on the hooter,’ laughed Angie.

Adam was used to the banter between the actors and often loved to join in, although he wasn’t as quick-witted as them. Eventually, he was able to explain that he wanted them to pose as members of the public to be a foil to Skye Beattie.

‘You see, some of the kids will want to take realistic documentary-type photos, whereas others will want Skye to pose like she is in a fashion shoot.’

‘Listen,’ said Doc earnestly, ‘I know a little about photography. Let me give you some tips. Now, focus on getting to the bar, zoom in on a round of drinks and see what develops. Just don’t be flash with your money!’

‘You took so long to tell us what you wanted that my drink has evaporated, so make it snappy,’ added Steve.

‘Ah, I heard they’re all out of crocodile sandwiches,’ moaned Angie.
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Wednesday

Breakfast was ready. Adam knew he could make a good breakfast. Yesterday, it was scrambled egg on toast, but today, it was a full English - two sausages, crispy bacon, a fried egg, fried tomatoes, mushrooms and black pudding. He put the two plates down on the kitchen table and sat down opposite his son, Robbie.

‘That looks smashing; you’re pulling out all the stops this morning, Dad.’

‘You need all your strength, son. Pounding the beat and chasing after criminals.’

‘Now I’m a Detective Constable, I don’t pound the beat anymore. I get to ride in a car, even if I do have to share it with that bonzo, Cosgrave. How did your meeting at the youth club go, Dad? Did you meet Ava? She’s nice, isn’t she?’

‘I thought you were sweet on Laura?’

‘I didn’t mean it like that. Anyway, she’s married. And before you ask, Laura and I are fine. Just taking things slowly - rather like you and Ginny’ Adam coughed with embarrassment and then patted his chest as if he had choked on a mushroom.

‘Ahem! Food gone down the wrong way. Actually, it went well, and I’m looking forward to it. Although, I have been upstaged. I’m not the star guest. Ava has invited Skye Beattie, the model, to take part.’

‘I’ve met her.’

‘You!’ exclaimed Adam, genuinely choking on a mushroom, ‘You don’t exactly swan around in the world of high fashion.’

‘I said I’ve met her. I don’t know her. It was years ago when I was a new recruit. Cosgrave and I got sent over to the newspaper offices because they’d reported a break-in. Skye was doing a work placement there. There was a right old mess in the newsroom. I remember the photographer was really annoyed because thieves had stolen all his negatives and his new digital camera. The computers had been trashed. Senseless! We never did catch the vandals that did it. But yes, Skye was there. I’m not surprised she became a model; she was very pretty. I think she left for London soon afterwards.’

***
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Adam took a deep breath and stepped through the entrance door of the Cranthorpe Gazette. He was nervous because he was out of his comfort zone and was worried that he was trying to run before he could walk. Still, nothing ventured, nothing gained! He attracted the attention of a woman working at a desk behind the reception window.

`Hello, my name’s Adam Broome, I rang yesterday.’

‘I remember. I’m awfully sorry, but Mr Steele has had to pop out. He shouldn’t be long. You could wait here if you like.’ She indicated two chairs in the hallway. Between them was a small table on which was the latest edition of the newspaper, and facing them, a large TV screen tuned to the BBC rolling news channel was showing the weather forecast. ‘Or, perhaps you would prefer to wait in the newsroom?’

‘Oh, the newsroom, please.’

The woman introduced herself as Lauren and showed Adam into a large open-plan office. Only two people were working in here, both studying computer screens. Many of the desks in the room were piled with newspapers and general clutter.

‘It’s funny, but I imagined it would be busier,’ observed Adam.

‘Every desk would have a reporter sitting at it, once upon a time,’ commented Lauren wryly, ‘But times are tough for local newspapers now and as staff have retired or moved on to other jobs they haven’t been replaced. Take a seat.’

Adam looked around the room. One of the two reporters was staring intently at his computer, his eyes only inches from the screen, seemingly oblivious to Adam’s arrival. The other, who looked older, was leaning back on his chair and staring into space. Adam immediately noticed the camera sitting on his desk.

‘Is that the new Nikon Z9?’ This woke the man from his daydream, and he patted his camera, smiled to himself and nodded.

‘Sure is. This bad boy has a weather-sealed, magnesium alloy body; I could be in a blizzard or a dust storm, wouldn’t touch it!’

Dust storm! We are in Cranthorpe, for heaven’s sake, not the Sahara Desert! ‘Very useful,’ agreed Adam.

‘Oh yeah, it shoots 20 frames per second, so you can bet your bottom dollar that I won’t be missing any fast action scenes.’

Hmm. Thought Adam. Like the Under-Twelves' Sunday football matches. ‘Impressive!’ he said aloud.

‘The vari-angle touchscreen has 2.1-million dots!’

‘More than enough for anyone. Wow!’

‘And there are eight stops of IBIS, that’s In-Body Image Stabilization, so even in low light with a telephoto lens, I tell you, absolutely zero camera shake. They ain’t cheap, but sometimes, if you want results, you’ve simply got to splash the cash!’ 

I bet you didn’t have to put your hand in your own pocket - the Gazette will have bought it. ‘I suppose it has Bluetooth connectivity?’

‘Of course it does; what do you take me for? An amateur? Anyway, what do you do?’

‘I suppose I’m an amateur photographer,’ replied Adam sheepishly.

‘Hah!’ scoffed the photographer. ‘Anyway, I’ve got work to do,’ The man scoffed and turned back to his computer, although Adam noticed that his hands didn’t go anywhere near the keyboard. Adam thought he could detect a slight head shake from the other man working in the room, indicating exasperation with his pompous colleague.

‘Sorry, I’m late,’ boomed a voice. ‘I’m Bradley Steele. I was visiting our proprietor, who is rather poorly, and got held up in traffic on the way back from Shepton Rise.’ Adam got up to shake the man’s hand.

‘The roadworks make everyone late,’ he sympathised. ‘I got stuck in traffic coming the other way.’

‘We could fill our newspaper with the complaints that we get about it from the general public. Anyway, come on through to my office,’ said Bradley, leading the way, ‘I see you’ve been getting to know Jason. I would be surprised if you got a peep out of Dillon! Would you like a cup of tea? I’m parched.’

‘Yes please, I’d love one.’

‘Hold fire, I’ll go and ask Lauren to make us some.’

It dawned on Adam that he had seen Bradley somewhere before. It was when I took Ginny to see Marcus White. He was just leaving. But of course, Ginny told me Marcus owned a newspaper! That’ll be why Bradley was visiting. Adam looked around the editor’s office. The headquarters of the Gazette were once in an old Victorian building close to the centre of town. That site was now a car park, and the Gazette had moved to a modern industrial estate. However, Marcus had managed to create a feeling of heritage in the way that he had decorated his office, from the red and cream Turkish rug to the brass light fittings and the mahogany furniture. Photographs of previous proprietors and editors were displayed on the walls. Adam was struck by a framed photo of a younger Bradley Steele in an army officer’s uniform.

‘Despite being in a modern building, this room just oozes history,’ said Adam when Bradley returned.

‘Oh, yes, we have a long tradition. There are a few older newspapers, like the Stamford Mercury, for instance, but not many publications from the olden days are still in existence.’

‘So, you were in the army, then?’ said Adam, indicating Bradley’s photograph and aware that he was stating the obvious.

‘Yes, as a young man. I was injured in combat and invalided out. I went to University and ended up here.’

‘It must have been quite a change from soldiering to working on a newspaper,’ commented Adam.

‘Yes, it was, although there is some overlap. You need to be quick-thinking and react to a turn of events in both professions. When I came out of the army I missed the camaraderie, so when I went to University, I threw myself into the sporting life. Whilst others from my course were spending all their free time in the Student Union bar, I was sculling up and down the river or training on the rugby field.’ He paused when Lauren arrived with two mugs of tea. ‘So, what can I do for you, Adam?’ 
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