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Today I shot the girl I love.


They had a name for it round Marsham village. They called it the refugee summer.


Imogen Bayliss broke off clearing the breakfast dishes in the dining room of the Old Marsham Inn and snorted. She glared at the men on table five. Listen to them going on! About foreigners swamping the country, about the country being a soft touch! Oo-ooh, never heard that one before! Honestly, could they be more unoriginal? PC they weren’t. What did they know about anything anyway? The oiks weren’t even local. To Imogen, they were just a trio of tabloid-reading stereotypes: the cocky Cockney, the chirpy Scouser and the … what was the third one meant to be? The non-descript Midlander – yes, that’ll do.


Imogen tossed back her blonde hair. She wasn’t aware of the pair of ice-blue eyes that watched her. If she had been they might have distracted her from her thoughts. Because they were the eyes of a predator.


But Imogen, blissfully unaware of being watched, carried on regardless. She huffed. She shook her head. It had always been hard for her to keep her thoughts to herself. She had been brought up to speak her mind and believe in the importance of her opinions. Her parents were university people. Children of the Sixties, or maybe the early Seventies, they had a long list of causes under their belt. Anti-apartheid, anti-globalisation, CND – they’d supported them all. Imogen had grown up skipping happily in her parents’ footsteps, protesting about the new Marsham bypass (tree-huggers, the local rag called them) or running a jumble sale for Kiddington Women’s Refuge. Little Imogen’s blonde curls had featured in more than one edition of the Marsham Observer as she grew up.


To her parents, Imogen was a bright, precocious, independent girl. Some of her teachers thought differently. Too full of herself, they would say from time to time. A bit of a madam. But here, on this summer’s day, all Imogen knew was that these men were stupid. Refugee summer indeed!


While she was clearing the last of the dishes, she found herself clattering the cutlery with uncharacteristic vigour. She knew by their conversation what they meant, those three men who had just finished their full English breakfasts. It was pretty obvious they would have preferred a no refugee summer.


Imogen forced herself to keep her lips zipped. She was forced to make her protest the only way she could, setting up such a racket with the cutlery and crockery that their voices trailed off. Suddenly those ice-blue predator’s eyes weren’t the only ones looking at her.


‘Somebody got out on the wrong side of the bed this morning,’ said the man nearest her.


Imogen frowned and did her best to ignore him.


‘We haven’t done something to upset you now, have we, gorgeous?’


The speaker, a stocky, suntanned man in T-shirt, shorts and steel toe-capped boots, peered at Imogen’s creased brow. She smelt sweat and stale smoke.


‘Is it something we said?’


Imogen shook her head. She was aware of her new boss, Barry Hewlett, watching her closely. Her flesh crimped.


‘No,’ she murmured.


Getting fired from her job on the very first day would be a bad idea. Mum would be bound to start in on her: You expect everything to drop in your lap. Well, Imogen wasn’t going to sit through that lecture. Grin and bear it, she told herself.


‘Well, thank goodness for that. We can’t have a pretty young thing like you getting herself in a tizzy, can we, boys? What’s your name anyway?’


Imogen told them. She swept the three men with a brief glance. Their fluorescent green jackets with the legend ‘Kiddington B’ hung over the backs of their chairs. Kiddington B was the power station further down the coast. Another of the Bayliss family’s former campaigns, nuclear power. It’ll cost you the Earth. It hadn’t yet, but it was a good line anyway.


They were smiling broadly, clearly enjoying Imogen’s discomfort, except one of them who was making a show of reading his newspaper.


‘Let me introduce you to my colleagues,’ the stocky man said.


Out of the corner of her eye Imogen saw Barry Hewlett’s expression relax.


‘I’m Mickey Wise.’ His accent was estuary English. ‘This is Peter Riley.’


‘All right there, sweet cakes?’ said the shaven-headed thirty-year-old in a strong Liverpool accent.


Imogen listened to the exaggerated twang and wondered about professional Scousers, but she kept her thoughts to herself.


‘And last but not least,’ said Wise, cocking an amused eyebrow, ‘may I introduce The Professor.’


He was still buried in his newspaper. Imogen could now see it was the Times. He roused her curiosity.


‘Meet Gordon Craig. He’s the mastermind of our little operation.’


Craig scowled. He didn’t like having his leg pulled.


‘Gordon doesn’t belong with us horny-handed sons of toil,’ said Wise. ‘He’s what they call …’ – cue posh accent – ‘an intellectual.’


Craig’s frown deepened.


Imogen felt sorry for him. He wore glasses and his hair was thinning in that patchy, unkempt way that seemed to make fun of its owner. There was a whiff of disappointed hopes about him. He must be the continual butt of their jokes – two’s company, three’s a crowd, she thought. But at least he deflected their attention from her.


She really needed this job, as much for the independence it would afford her as for the money. Her parents were lovely and all, but sometimes they stuck to her like clingfilm.


‘So what brings a girl like you to a place like this?’ Riley asked.


‘Summer job,’ Imogen answered. ‘I’ve just finished my GCSEs.’


‘I see,’ said Wise, once again assuming the posh accent. ‘So what does that make you, fifteen?’


‘Sixteen.’


‘Sweet sixteen, eh? What about that, boys? Hanother hintellectual in the making. How many subjects did you do?’


‘Ten.’


‘Ten GCSEs!’


Imogen managed a half-smile. To her astonishment, Wise seemed genuinely impressed.


‘So how do you think you did?’ he asked, his mocking temporarily suspended.


‘I don’t know. OK, I think.’


‘OK?’ said Wise. ‘I bet you sailed through them. Clever and beautiful.’


This time Imogen could only manage a quarter-smile. He’d resumed his teasing and she didn’t like it, just as she didn’t like the smell of perspiration and smoke.


‘Leave the girl alone,’ said Craig. ‘It’s time we went anyway.’


‘Your word is our command, Professor,’ said Wise, snapping to attention.


He squeezed Imogen’s shoulder as he went past. She felt the weight of his hand, his thick calloused fingers. Sweat from his palm blotted her sleeve. Something about him made her very uncomfortable.


‘You have to watch the Professor,’ Wise said with a wink. ‘Hidden depths, my darling. Hidden depths.’


Imogen was more worried about Wise’s visible shallows.


‘I’ll remember that,’ she said.


They headed for the door and Imogen breathed a sigh of relief.


‘Creeps!’ she muttered.


The ice-blue eyes fixed her the way a headlight catches a rabbit in its beam.


Finally aware that somebody was watching her, Imogen felt a heat rash spread over the back of her neck. She turned, glimpsing a figure. Oh no, not Mr Hewlett! If he had overheard …


But it wasn’t Barry Hewlett. It was somebody she hadn’t seen before. She only glimpsed him for a moment but he reminded her of …


Oh, this was crazy!


… a ghost.


I watched her from the window. That’s when I shot her.


*


Imogen stared at the empty doorway.


Was I dreaming? she wondered.


Those men had good and spooked her, especially the one called Mickey Wise. She’d never met anybody quite like him before: boorish, opinionated and … rancid. But it wasn’t just a matter of being thrown by Wise. She was sure – well, pretty sure – that somebody else had been watching her from a distance. Sure too that the stranger had a ghostlike quality.


Shoving the puzzling thought to the back of her mind, Imogen stacked the breakfast things on her tray and made her way to the kitchen. She met Barry Hewlett coming the other way. She noticed that his shirt had come out of his trousers – something to do with his middle-aged spread. His developing paunch bulged over a tightly-fastened belt.


‘Did you have a nice little chat with The Boys?’ he asked.


‘The Boys?’ Imogen repeated. ‘Oh, you mean the ones on table five.’


‘Got to keep them sweet, Imogen,’ said Hewlett. ‘The Boys are our best guests. They’re on a long-term contract at Kiddington B. They’ll be staying with us five days a week for the next six months. Without their custom …’ His face slackened. ‘… I dread to think what would happen to the business.’


Wonderful, thought Imogen. Don’t tell me I’ve got to be nice to that bunch of losers every day until I go back to school. For the sake of the business. Never had Sixth Form seemed more inviting.


‘They seem to have taken quite a shine to you,’ Hewlett said. ‘That’s good. You’ll probably earn yourself a few tips.’


Imogen forced a smile.


‘Anyway,’ said Hewlett, tucking his shirt-tail back in his pants and tugging self-consciously at the waistband, ‘I’ve got to get on. It’s time for Trixie’s walk.’


‘Trixie?’


Hewlett indicated a white poodle waiting patiently in the corner. Rheumy eyes looked briefly at Imogen, then – adoringly – at Hewlett.


‘You know where the dishwasher is, don’t you?’


Imogen nodded and Hewlett turned to go, Trixie clattering eagerly after him.


‘Oh, Mr Hewlett.’


He gave an impatient sigh.


‘Yes?’


‘I thought I saw somebody.’ She laughed self-consciously. ‘I know this sounds stupid, but I thought it was a ghost.’


It was Hewlett’s turn to laugh.


‘Oh, there’s a ghost at Old Marsham all right,’ he said. ‘That’ll be my step-son. Anthony, where are you?’


There was a noise from the hallway.


‘Come on out, Anthony. She won’t bite.’


Hewlett turned to Imogen.


‘He’s a bit shy.’


Raising his voice again, he called down the corridor.


‘Stop skulking out there and come and meet the new member of staff.’


Imogen turned to see the newcomer. He looked about fourteen, a couple of years younger than she was. He was quite tall and slim, but that wasn’t what drew her attention. Anthony had snow-white hair and a complexion that was more drained of colour than simply pale. He wore glasses and behind the lenses his blue eyes flickered from side to side.


‘Albinism,’ said Hewlett, by way of explanation. ‘It means—’


‘Yes,’ Imogen said, ‘I’ve heard of Albinism. Lack of pigment in the skin, isn’t it?’


‘What about my eyes?’ Anthony said, speaking for the first time. ‘I bet you don’t know the name for that.’


The words came out as a challenge. Imogen shook her head.


‘The quiver,’ Anthony told her, ‘is called nystagmus.’


He seemed glad to get the explanations out of the way, as if he had been wondering how to break the ice.


‘Nice to meet you,’ said Imogen.


She reached out her hand. He stared at it for a moment or two before taking it.


Whatever the opposite is of a hearty squeeze, this was it. It was like shaking hands with … a ghost. His touch glided over her palm then drifted away again.


Anthony gave a brief nod of the head.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You too.’


‘Well, well,’ said Hewlett, entertained by the encounter. ‘I do think he’s taken with you, Imogen. First The Boys, now Anthony. All those conquests in one day. I’ll have to keep my eye on you, Imogen. I think you’re a bit of a heart-breaker on the quiet.’


Imogen glanced away. Creep! She didn’t like Hewlett. She didn’t like his flabbiness and she didn’t like his lame sense of humour. At the mention of the word heart-breaker she couldn’t stop the colour flying to her cheeks. Anthony too averted his eyes. This time there was no colour.


I didn’t kill her. You don’t kill the one you love. That would be cruel. Self-defeating too. No, I just shot her – a way of making her mine.


Imogen was putting the last of the dishes away in the cupboard when Victoria Hewlett appeared. She had interviewed Imogen for the job. She was the opposite of her husband: warm, friendly, most of all transparently genuine. She was also the opposite of her son in a way. She was dark-haired and brown-eyed. Her complexion was almost Mediterranean.


‘How was your first day?’ she asked.


‘Fine,’ said Imogen. But she couldn’t hide the bad taste her encounter with The Boys had left.


‘Sure?’


‘Well, The Boys did tease me a bit.’


‘The Boys?’ said Mrs Hewlett. ‘You must have been listening to Barry.’


Imogen nodded. ‘We did have a chat. He wants me to be nice to them.’


‘I wouldn’t be too nice,’ Mrs Hewlett advised. ‘Middle-aged men away from home and all that. Anyway, you seem to have done a good job.’ She smiled. ‘I knew you would.’


Imogen returned the smile. ‘Thanks.’


‘Oh, before you go, I know who you haven’t met – my son.’


‘Anthony,’ said Imogen. ‘Your husband introduced us.’


Mrs Hewlett looked surprised, but she recovered herself.


‘Well, that’s about it. You get off home, Imogen. You know when you’re due back here?’


‘Yes,’ said Imogen. ‘Half-past four. To help get the evening meals ready.’


‘Good girl.’


Imogen took off her apron and walked down the corridor to the back door. As she stepped out into the July heat, she became aware of a presence – white, almost colourless.


Anthony.


I enjoyed shooting her. Does that shock you? Or maybe you’ve rumbled me. Sussed my little joke, have you? Aren’t you the sharp one! That’s right, I shot her through a photo lens. When my dad, my natural father the scumbag, walked out on Mum and me, you know what he left me? A black eye and a second-hand camera. The black eye was on purpose. The Pentax was an oversight.


*


Anthony watched Imogen turn right on to Old Lane and walk towards Mill Street. He already knew where she lived – that four-bedroomed detached on the Kiddington Road. He’d looked up the address the day she came for interview. He’d sneaked her letter of application out of Barry’s file.


Anthony wondered why she needed a job in this dump. Her family couldn’t be short of a bob or two, living over on that side of the village. OK, so they’d probably bought the house when property prices were cheaper, but there was never a time when anything on the Kiddington Road went for a song. No, Imogen must want the job for reasons of her own.


Anthony craned to see her as she reached the corner. She intrigued him.


At the junction with Marsham Lane Imogen waited for a car to pass. It would be Anthony’s last glimpse of her until late that afternoon. He savoured it. His pupils seemed to jump more than usual. His blue, restless eyes lit with a strange flame. He liked to look at her. If only she were closer! She was wearing a sleeveless white top and a tan skirt. Her suntanned legs were bare. No tights. Her skin shone.


Anthony followed her movements as she jogged across Marsham Lane, then slowed and carried on towards the High Street. She walked with an easy rhythm, hair swaying down her slender back. How he would love to touch that hair – that rich, honey-blonde hair! Anthony watched her as far as he could down Old Lane and into Mill Street.


When she had gone he slowly, regretfully, closed the door.


Here she is – Imogen, my Imogen. It’s a good shot, if I say so myself. I took it with the long lens, through the open window to the breakfast room. See the way her hair falls? See the way the girl-freckles nestle in the neckline of her top? You can understand why I fell in love with her the way I did.


This is the one good thing about Mum marrying that fat fool Barry – I get this great en suite dark room. Too big to be a cupboard, too small to be a separate room, I can’t imagine what it was used for in the old days. Maybe this is where they locked up the mad relatives, the oddballs, people like me. The main thing is, it’s here. This is where I develop my pictures after I’ve shot them. Every cloud has a silver lining, you see. My stinking father walks out, he leaves the Pentax. Lousy, porky Barry shacks up with my mum, I get my own dark room.


Silver linings.


Then Barry decides to take on somebody casual over the summer months. Incredible, isn’t it? Barry, with his fat-guy pants and his pathetic permed dog, he actually did something right. He found Imogen.


The best silver lining of the lot.


Because she’s the one I love, and I get to shoot her.







MARSHAM OBSERVER
Thursday, July 18



NO PLACE FOR
ASYLUM SEEKERS


Villagers whose land borders a foot-and-mouth burial pit say their village is being used as a dumping ground.


John and Muriel Thompson’s back garden is just 200m away from the burial pit on Crofton Road, and now the area could become home to hundreds of asylum seekers.


The couple are furious at plans to build a detention centre on their doorstep.


‘First it’s animal carcases,’ said Mrs Thompson, ‘now it’s asylum seekers. It’s the wrong place for these people. There’s no bus service, no train service, and nothing for them to do. There’s 100,000 dead bodies out the back. We don’t need a few hundred live ones.’


As many as 600 people could be housed at the site.


‘We’re not anti-refugee,’ Mr Green said, ‘but why here?’


Mr Green was of the opinion that Marsham would be spoiled by the influx.


‘They’re going to ruin an area of natural beauty,’ said the 55-year-old.


Councillor Bob Thetford said, ‘The Government says it wants to disperse refugees across the country. It is a mistaken policy. This is too big a burden for a small rural community. We won’t take this lying down.’
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I spy with my little eye, something beginning with I.


Imogen saw the second-floor curtains twitch from halfway along Old Lane. She knew who it was – Anthony. The Hewletts’ accommodation was on the top floor of Old Marsham Inn. Glimpsing the ghost-face at the window, she gave a cheery wave. He didn’t return the greeting.


‘You’re early,’ said Barry Hewlett, meeting her in the dining-room doorway.


‘Only ten minutes,’ said Imogen, glancing at her watch.


‘Don’t apologise,’ he told her. ‘It’s good to see.’


Hewlett turned and crossed the dining room. Imogen watched him putting the evening menus into small plastic holders. He reminded her of Basil Fawlty, only shorter and fatter and a dog-lover. The poodle guy. What a saddo!


‘Imogen,’ he called, ‘would you mind putting out the cutlery?’


She got to the arch separating the kitchen from the dining room.


‘And don’t forget to wrap it in napkins.’


‘Napkins?’ Imogen said.


‘Napkins.’


Imogen pulled a handful of red napkins from the drawer and headed for the tables.


‘Apron,’ Hewlett said. ‘Always wear the appropriate clothing.’


Imogen nodded, made herself appropriate, and returned.


‘There,’ said Hewlett. ‘That’s better. Got to keep the customer satisfied.’


Imogen pulled a face then watched him waddle back into the kitchen followed by Trixie, wondering how exactly a handful of red napkins and a stupid white apron kept the customer satisfied. Still, she thought, ours is not to reason why, ours is just to do and fry. The final rhyme popped into her mind as she heard the gammon steaks sizzling in the pan.


She just waved at me.


At me!


Until this moment she was an image, a doll on a pedestal. She’s the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen. There was no chance with Imogen, not for somebody like me.


It isn’t just the way I look either – the eye-flicker, the whiteness of me. No, it isn’t that that sets me apart. There are plenty of kids who handle it just fine. It isn’t a physical thing at all. With me, the freak is inside. Maybe my lousy dad put it there. Maybe it was there all the time. All I know is, all my life girls have been a race apart. I just can’t think what to say to them. I get tongue-tied. That’s the whole point about me. I don’t get to know people.


I shoot them.


It was the moment Imogen had been dreading. Oh puke! The Boys had just come in together. But there was no sign of The Professor. What was his name again? Yes, Craig. Sad, balding, nerdy Gordon Craig was nowhere to be seen.


‘Where’s Mr Craig?’ Imogen asked, making an effort.


‘Doing his Times crossword, I shouldn’t wonder,’ Wise told her. ‘He’ll be down. Likes his afters, does The Professor. Partial to a bit of cheesecake.’


They had changed out of their workclothes. They were dressed in jeans and T-shirts. Riley’s bore the slogan Drink Till You Drop, signalling his intentions for the rest of the evening.


‘Can I take your order?’ Imogen asked.


‘We’ll wait for The Professor,’ Wise said.


‘You can bring us two lagers though,’ said Riley, ‘and a shandy for the Prof.’


‘Well said, Scouse,’ Wise commented approvingly.


Imogen glanced at Hewlett. She wasn’t sure how she stood about going into the bar. She was, after all, only just turned sixteen.


‘That’s all right, Imogen,’ said Hewlett, appearing from nowhere. ‘I’ll sort out the drinks. You see to The Boys.’


‘Much appreciated,’ said Wise. ‘I like being seen to by a pretty girl.’


Imogen blushed.


‘Eh, slow down there, Mickey,’ said Riley, grinning broadly. ‘She’s only sixteen, isn’t that right, Im?’


She wanted to take the lagers when they came and pour them over the men’s heads.


My name isn’t Im, you moron, it’s Imogen.


In the event, a new arrival saved her the time and effort.


‘Stop teasing the girl,’ said Craig, taking his place at the table. ‘You especially, Mickey. You should know better. You’ve got a daughter her age.’


For the first time somebody had stopped Wise in his tracks. The smile crumpled from his face.


‘I was only joking, Gordon.’


That Craig had brought his workmates to heel was obvious. Suddenly he was Craig rather than The Professor.


‘So are you ready to order?’ Imogen asked, recovering her composure.


‘Ready as we’ll ever be,’ chirped Riley. ‘I could eat a scabby horse between two bread vans.’


Wise grinned. ‘And leave the saddles on.’


Imogen gave Wise her forced smile. Finally they were ready to order.


This is the gallery.


I’ve got them all here: Mum, Barry, The Boys, the other staff and most of the villagers. And now Imogen. Sweet Imogen. I look at my photographs blu-tacked to the wall and I feel good. I can’t say I usually like the real thing, flesh-and-blood 3-D people. They’re cruel, they hurt you just for fun, and they’re pushy. They fill the space around me, shrinking me, fading me out until I’m almost invisible.


But when I shoot them, I’m the one who fills the space and they’re the ones who shrink.


Then there’s you, my lovely Imogen, the one exception. You’re dream and reality in one. I know you’ll never hurt me. You’re my new start.


The Boys were ready to order dessert.


‘What’ll it be, Professor?’ Wise asked.


‘Got to be cheesecake,’ said Riley.


He caught Imogen’s eye.


‘Gordon does like his cheesecake.’


Imogen had the distinct feeling that tiny insects were running over her skin. Craig ignored them. He was staring at a book, though Imogen knew he wasn’t reading. The book was a protection, something on which to fix his gaze so he could blot out their inane chatter.


‘What are you reading, Mr Craig?’ she asked.


Craig showed her the cover. It was To Kill A Mockingbird.


‘It’s a wonderful book,’ she said.


His face flooded with pleasure.


‘You’ve read it?’


Imogen met his surprised look.


‘Mum says I’m like Scout Finch. I was born reading.’


Craig glanced at his workmates.


‘That’s not a bad thing,’ he said.


‘I think The Professor’s telling us off,’ said Wise. ‘No time for the common herd, have you, Gordon?’


‘I’ve no time for ignorance,’ said Craig tetchily.
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