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From the window above the shop Emma watched all that went on in the square. She saw the motorists going to work, and the school buses; the scooters and motor-bikes and the few cyclists. She saw retired men escaping from domestic imprisonment and housewives bound for the shops. At night, when the traffic on the main road slackened and she lay in bed reading a romance from the library, she would put down her book and listen; then she would hear an occasional car, the roar of a motor-cycle, the late bus from Muddington, and sometimes, in the distance, the barking of dogs out for a last run. The night sounds excited her, reminding her that there was another world beyond the restrictions of her own.


Norman watched the passers-by too, but it was the women he noticed. Mrs Hallam, smartly dressed, with two miniature dachshunds on long red leads, was always early. Later came Mrs Costello, with her wild white hair, shabby sheepskin coat and fat spaniel, relics all of better days spent in a small manor house amid seven acres. That was before her husband shot himself, leaving her little but debts. By the time young Mrs Armitage appeared with Simon in his pram on her way to Bodger’s Self-Service the morning was nearly over.


Norman Widnes had run the ironmonger’s shop since his father’s sudden death from a heart attack; by then his mother’s illness had begun. At first she helped him, and for a long time she kept the books, but gradually she was able to do less and less, until she took to sitting upstairs by the window watching what went on outside.


That was five years ago, before it all happened. Now there were just the two of them, and it was Emma who sat there, perpetually waiting.


Once again, Jamie Renshaw was late for school because the Alsatian that lived in Foster Avenue was waiting to gobble him up. Though he had turned back and gone all the way round by the square, he still wasn’t safe, for a small white dog stood in the road opposite the ironmonger’s shop. He held his breath as he went past, and it ignored him.


Miss Baxter was cross when she found him sitting at his desk in the classroom after assembly.


‘That’s twice this week you’ve been late, Jamie,’ she said. ‘And it was three times last week.’


‘I’m sorry, Miss Baxter,’ Jamie mumbled, head bent, inspecting the scratches on top of his desk.


It was better to be in trouble at school than eaten alive by a wolf. Sometimes in the afternoons, his mother and baby sister met him, and they would all pass the Alsatian then; his mother always admired it, saying she would like one the same. Jamie lived in dread of this wish’s fulfilment, but luckily his father said such big dogs needed a lot of exercise and it wasn’t fair to keep them in towns.


Across the square in Old Bidbury, facing the shops, Mrs Minter lived in a small Georgian house separated from its neighbours by a footpath which led over fields to the railway. Until recently, she had run an antique business in New Bidbury with a friend, but when the lease of the premises ran out the friend retired with her share of the capital, and now Mrs Minter was seeking a new interest for hers. Meanwhile, unused to having time to spare, she had taken to walking miles in the district, and as she walked she noticed everything. She often saw the Alsatian which alarmed Jamie Renshaw; it usually stood outside the home of its owner, Paula Curtis, a sculptor, and it barked at all who passed.


The house next door to Paula’s was empty and had been up for sale for months; it was built in mock Tudor style, with false beams superimposed, and stood in a glade of straggly cupressus trees from among which protruded the agent’s board. People saw over it and were dashed by the need to replumb and repair; they sighed over the tangled garden and did not come back. It was still for sale, Mrs Minter saw, on Thursday morning. As she went past the Alsatian barked at her, and from somewhere nearby came the sound of a child crying, but Mrs Minter was only dimly aware of it because the dog made much more noise.


‘Jamie Renshaw was late for school again today,’ said Felicity Baxter that afternoon.


It was early closing day, when Norman went off in his van after shutting the shop to see to his business affairs, finishing his round at Felicity’s flat which was on the top floor of an old house in a residential area of the town beyond the railway line.


Today he had arrived before she got home; he had brought some daffodils and arranged them in a jug. She had to admit that he was a very considerate lover, but now she disengaged his hands from round her waist, her mind still at school with the children. It had not always been like this: once she had been impatient and eager; but now she had to unwind first.


Norman, absorbed in his second life when he pretended that he lived with Felicity all the time, was willing to show interest in Jamie.


‘I don’t know him,’ he said. ‘At least, not by name – by sight, perhaps.’


‘He lives in Lincoln Close. His father used to bring him to school but he comes on his own now. It’s not far, and he’s old enough, but I wonder—’


She had moved away from him while she talked and was now in her bedroom, her voice coming to him through the open door. He caught glimpses of her as she passed back and forth putting her coat in the cupboard, and sitting on the end of her bed to take off her boots. He half rose, tempted to go in after her, but she reappeared before he could do more than start the action and he sank back. Things could be better if you waited for them, a reflection with which he often consoled himself as he stood in Emma’s room listening to her heavy breathing in the night.


Felicity was still talking about Jamie.


‘There’s a new baby,’ she said. ‘He may be a bit jealous, you know, after being the only one for so long. But she must be a year old by now, if not more.’


‘Perhaps his mother’s just late sending him off,’ Norman suggested. ‘Now that she’s busier.’


‘Trust you to think of the simple solution,’ said Felicity, coming back into the room. ‘You could be right.’


She smiled at him. She was feeling better now; the slight headache she’d had all day had lifted.


Norman forgot about Jamie Renshaw and kissed her. They were almost the same height.


‘You,’ she said, suddenly filled with affection for him.


Norman wrapped his arms round her sturdy body in its Shetland sweater, crushed her to him so that he could feel the softness of her breasts against his chest, and said, ‘Don’t ever leave me, Felicity. I don’t think I could bear it if you did.’


Felicity, responding to him, postponed, not for the first time, the moment when she told him that this was exactly what she intended to do.


Mrs Minter had guessed about Norman and Felicity. She had often seen him walk past her house down the footpath to the fields and the railway line; she walked that way herself when the weather was good. Once she had seen him cross the cutting and enter one of the large old houses that backed on to it. Most of these houses had been turned into flats, and on another occasion she had seen Felicity drive up to the same house in her red Fiat.


He could, of course, be visiting someone else, but Mrs Minter felt sure it was Felicity, whom she had met at an open day at the school. Because of her new-found leisure she had become more involved in local life and had enlarged her acquaintance. Like most people in Old Bidbury, she had been surprised when Norman married Emma almost immediately after his mother’s death. Within a year, Emma had had a stroke which had left her partly paralysed. She spent all day on a sofa propped up so that she could look out of the window. With her good arm she could switch on the electric kettle which was kept on an asbestos pad on the floor beside her, operate the radio and the television, and she even managed a little simple embroidery in very large stitches. She could hobble about with a walking aid, and had an immense appetite for food, so that by now she was gross, eyes sunk in folds of flesh, her once red hair streaked with white. Over four years had passed since this had happened, and two years ago Norman had begun to look just a little less defeated; that was when it had started with Miss Baxter, Mrs Minter thought. But with no hope for the future, wouldn’t the girl tire of it, eventually?
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On Friday morning Norman was stocking the till with the day’s float when there was a squeal of tyres outside.


Through the glass door of the shop he could see a white mongrel terrier standing in the road, and a small boy, looking petrified, on the kerb at the far side. A Ford Cortina had stopped, and as Norman watched the driver got out and began scolding the child.


Norman slid the catch up on the door of the shop and went over.


‘What’s up?’ he said, interrupting the flow of words pouring from the driver.


‘Little wretch stepped off the kerb right in front of me – I had to swerve to avoid a dog – I might have killed him,’ raged the man. ‘Is he your kid?’


‘No. On your way to school, are you?’ Norman asked the boy.


‘Yes,’ said Jamie Renshaw, ashen-faced.


‘Your car’ll block the traffic, left there,’ Norman pointed out to the driver.


Muttering, the man went back to it, and Norman turned to the child.


‘Are you Jamie Renshaw?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ said Jamie, showing no surprise at Norman’s omniscience.


‘This isn’t your best way to school, is it?’


‘No. But I can’t go along Foster Avenue because of the wolf,’ said Jamie.


Norman understood at once.


‘Mrs Curtis’s Alsatian,’ he said. ‘You’ll be late.’


‘I know, but I have to go the long way round,’ said Jamie.


‘No, you don’t,’ said Norman, making a quick decision. ‘I’ll go with you.’ It wouldn’t take long.


They strode off together, small, slight man and very small boy, back the way Jamie had come along Funnel Lane, into Lincoln Road and round to Foster Avenue.


The Alsatian was there, sniffing round a lamp-post, and he barked at them, but Norman knew it was habit and not hostility. He took Jamie’s hand and they marched past. The dog approached, sniffed at them, then lost interest.


‘He should be kept in,’ said Norman, aware that his companion was trembling. ‘But he won’t hurt you.’


Jamie was not convinced, but a hundred yards on his courage returned.


‘Thanks very much, Mr Widnes,’ he said, and sped off up the road to the school.


Well, one small mystery was now solved, Norman reflected: the reason for Jamie’s unpunctuality had been discovered. He would be able to tell Felicity about it.


‘That mongrel will cause an accident one day,’ Emma said, when he returned. She had seen the incident from the window, and knew that the white dog was let out daily when its owners left for work and abandoned until their return at night.


‘There’s no law about keeping dogs under control, more’s the pity,’ said Norman. ‘That Alsatian should be kept in too.’


‘Rub my back, Norm, before you go down, there’s a love,’ Emma asked him, so he rolled her over, took out the talcum and for nearly five minutes gently massaged the huge rolls of flesh over her spine. She did not get dressed until Mrs Bowling arrived to help her.


When Norman went down to the shop again, his assistant, Madge Pearce, was weighing out nails for the Alsatian’s owner, Mrs Curtis. Madge had replaced a youth who had left the shop because he never stayed anywhere longer than three months. Norman had been doubtful about employing her, for she had only just left school, but he had never had a more willing helper. She was a stout girl with persistent acne, and, plain herself, was not repelled by Emma. If things were quiet in the shop she would go up and chat to her. She had once even washed her hair when Mrs Bowling, who usually did it, was away with flu.


Mrs Curtis’s dogs, outside in the station wagon, were barking in chorus while Madge carefully tipped out nails into the scoop on the scales. She owned four besides the Alsatian.


‘Good morning, Mrs Curtis,’ said Norman.


‘Morning,’ said Paula Curtis. ‘Got to fix a broken fence.’


‘Oh,’ said Norman. ‘Is it a big job?’ Perhaps this explained the Alsatian’s freedom.


‘No – won’t take long,’ said Paula, and went off, a squat figure in grubby corduroy trousers, a duffle jacket and rubber boots. Norman saw her toss the parcel into the back of the wagon among the dogs. A small child with a white face and dark, untidy hair peered out of the side window. She sat on the rear seat, with the Alsatian perched beside her. The other dogs were behind, their heads leaning over her. Norman imagined their breath, strong-smelling, and the long, rasping tongues.


‘I shouldn’t like to be sat there, among them dogs,’ said Madge, expressing just what Norman was thinking.


‘She doesn’t seem to mind,’ he said. ‘The kid, I mean.’


‘Used to it, I suppose,’ Madge remarked. She loved Norman dearly. He never teased her, wouldn’t let her carry the heavier goods although she was just as strong as he was, and was always so polite even when telling her what to do. Madge’s life had been transformed from the day she entered his employment for she knew she was needed. Who wanted to hang about giggling at the bus stop, waiting to be noticed by some spotty boy, when their days were spent with Mr Widnes? Madge occupied her evenings in washing her hair and putting anti-pimple cream on her face, or reading the magazines passed on to her by Emma.


As Norman watched Madge hurry forward to attend to a new customer, he was thinking that the weekend was coming, and with it Emma’s birthday. He would not be able to see Felicity on Saturday night, as he usually did, when Emma thought he was at The Grapes.


Felicity was cutting up fragments of cloth for the children to make into collages. Everyone enjoyed this activity and while the children worked busily at their designs, Felicity was able to let her mind stray from the task in hand.


What a coward she had been, the day before. Once again, when her mind was made up to tell Norman that it must end between them, he had disarmed her. It was unfair of him to make capital of his dependence on her; everyone knew that his domestic life was a strain, tied as he was to an invalid wife much older than himself. People said Emma could not live for long; but how long was long? It might be years. Any permanent future for Felicity with Norman could be only a remote dream, and she was not even sure if it was something she wanted. Meanwhile, her involvement with him was denying her other opportunities – not that there were many in Bidbury. That was, perhaps, why she had slipped into this in the first place. They had met, in the most banal way, when she went into the shop to buy a hand-drill and fitments to put up some shelves. He had told her the best place to buy timber, and after that, whenever she went into the shop, they would discuss what other improvements she planned. Then, one Thursday afternoon when it was raining, he had passed her in his van. She was walking back from school because her car was in dock. Norman had given her a lift; she had asked him in, and so it had begun.


She soon found that the impression of diffidence he gave was misleading; as a lover he was assured and tender. She had invited him into her flat the day their affair began because she was bored and lonely, but she wanted more from life than this limited relationship. Next Thursday she would stick to her resolve and tell him so.


*


‘Perhaps Mrs Curtis will mend her fence over the weekend and keep that dog in,’ said Emma, when Norman told her about Paula Curtis buying the nails.


‘Maybe he’ll be at home for once and do it for her,’ said Norman.


‘I’m sure she’s well able to do it herself,’ said Emma. ‘She’s very capable. She’s got to be. He’s not like you.’


She stretched out a podgy hand to Norman, the fingers like sausages. She wanted him to caress her. Before she could utter the direct invitation, Norman got up and switched on the television.


‘You watch Nationwide while I get supper,’ he said.


He went out of the room, across the landing to the kitchen, and Emma, propped on the large sofa, gazed after him sadly, not deceived.


Automatically, she popped a chocolate cream into her mouth. Dr Barrett scolded her, every time he came, for eating such a lot; she’d dig her grave with her teeth, he said. But what else was there for her to enjoy?


In the kitchen, Norman was filled with shame. A kiss was little enough to give. He would make amends later, he resolved, neatly dicing cold chicken so that Emma could eat it with a fork. He gave great thought to their meals, refusing Emma the steamed puddings and the pastries that she loved. Mrs Bowling, who cleaned the flat and cooked their mid-day meal every day, brought in sweets and biscuits on the sly and hid them among Emma’s possessions. Norman knew it, but he had not the heart to prevent it. He salved his conscience by providing salad and fruit and lean meat, and was, himself, extremely thin.


Sometimes, usually at three in the morning when he could not sleep, Norman would acknowledge that if Emma grew still heavier and threw more strain on her heart, it would all come to an end; if he really wanted to avoid this he would confiscate the hidden titbits and forbid Mrs Bowling to provide more. Perhaps, though, he needed Emma as much as she needed him; at his lowest ebb he would remember how it all began, when his mother was so ill and Emma had suddenly arrived, full of an irresistible warmth. There had been magic then.


It didn’t do to look back too far. Some things were best forgotten: those blue capsules, for instance, emptied into that final drink.


Norman took Emma her tray. Then he bent and kissed her cheek, feeling the soft texture of her skin against his lips.


‘There, dear. Doesn’t that look tasty?’


He laid his own place at the table, where later he would do the books. They kept the television on, so there was no need for conversation.
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Madge loved Saturday. It was the busiest day of the week in the shop and she was on the go the whole time. Mr Widnes could never manage without her, she was happily certain.


This Saturday she had brought Emma an African violet for her birthday. Emma was delighted with it, and it was on the window-sill beside her when Madge went up at half-past ten for tea.


The electric kettle stood on the floor and Emma had switched it on, but her arms were so flabby that pouring the water was difficult for her. Madge made the tea and while it stood she fetched Emma a chocolate biscuit from the tin they secretly kept in Emma’s capacious sewingbag. She was making a tapestry cushion in large, simple stitches; Mrs Bowling, who would be arriving soon, had sent for the wool and canvas from a magazine.


‘Norman will catch us one day,’ said Emma, crumbs sticking to her chin.


Madge ate a biscuit too, just as guiltily, for she knew it was bad for her spots.


‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘He wouldn’t be really cross.’


‘Don’t you believe it,’ said Emma. ‘You don’t know him like I do.’


For her lunch Madge brought sandwiches and ate them in the store-room while the shop was closed, or on fine days in the small garden where Norman grew vegetables. Up in the flat Norman, Emma and Mrs Bowling would consume mince, liver, steamed fish, or other such non-fattening fare. Mrs Bowling came every day except Sunday and stayed until three. On Thursdays, early closing day, she stayed until ten-thirty so that Norman could have the proper break which Emma insisted he needed. Mrs Bowling and Emma spent these evenings playing cards.


Before he met Felicity, Norman went to the cinema on Thursdays; now he still pretended that he did so, reading up about what films were showing in New Bidbury and in Muddington in the local paper. At first, lying about them to Emma was difficult, but now it was quite easy and in any case she never showed much curiosity.


Norman and Madge, between them, kept the shop clean. Madge lived across the railway and came to work on the bus. Her father was an electrical fitter who travelled about mending and servicing washing machines and vacuum cleaners, her mother worked in the dry-cleaner’s in New Bidbury, and her brother Reg at a local factory. Madge, the butt of teasing at home from Reg and from both boys and girls at school, loved the privacy of her lunch hour at work. She never thought about anything particular then unless it was the next task she would perform in the service of Mr Widnes, but she was aware, though she could not have defined it, of her own utter contentment.


This Saturday she missed her usual bus and so walked home down the path past Mrs Minter’s and over the railway. Her mother had said she should not go that way after dark, but Reg had mocked and said that no one was going to bother to do old Madge; whoever would want to?


‘That’s enough,’ their father had frowned. He was ashamed of his daughter’s plainness, but he felt an irritated affection for her.


‘Ah – there you are, Madge,’ said her mother that evening. ‘You’re late, dear.’


Madge explained that she’d helped Mr Widnes cash up and empty the till. There was ever such a lot of money in it.


‘What does he do with it over the weekend?’ asked Reg, who was cleaning his boots before going out for the evening.


‘That’s his business,’ said Madge. Why should she tell Reg about the safe in the wardrobe upstairs?


‘Stuffs it under his old woman, maybe,’ said Reg. ‘It’d be safe enough there. Whoever’d move her?’


Madge bristled angrily.


‘Mrs Widnes is ever so nice, poor thing,’ she snapped.


‘It’s very sad, as we know,’ said the mother in a soothing voice. She hated their squabbles. ‘Now come on, you two. Sit down. Tea’s ready.’


‘Where’s Dad?’ asked Madge.


‘Out,’ said their mother flatly. ‘We won’t be waiting.’


She knew that he’d found a new woman; there were too many temptations in his kind of job.


‘How’d he come to marry her? That Widnes?’ Reg was asking between mouthfuls of sausage and chips. ‘Old enough to be his mum, isn’t she?’


‘No.’ Mrs Pearce could remember seeing Emma in the shop in those early days. ‘Much older than him, yes, but not that old. She was a good-looking woman.’


Emma had been stout then, but handsome; she’d had thick red hair, bright eyes, and a way with her that made you like her at once. Harry, Mrs Pearce’s husband, had admired her a lot. It seemed that she and Norman’s parents had met years before, on holiday, the story went. Emma, passing through Bidbury, had seen the name Widnes over the ship and called on impulse. When she saw how ill Norman’s mother was, she’d moved in and taken the household in charge. She’d been recently widowed herself, it was said, so it answered a problem for her too.


Almost immediately, things changed. Norman stopped looking like a wraith himself; his mother grew more cheerful and was certainly more comfortable, until, after nearly a year, she died.


There had scarcely been time to wonder what Emma would do now before the wedding was a fact.


On Saturday evenings Emma encouraged Norman to go round to The Grapes. Nowadays, though, he spent only a short time at the pub and then went to Felicity’s flat. However, because this Saturday was Emma’s birthday, he had to stay at home. Jack Phelps, who ran the local garage, was coming with his wife to spend the evening.


Felicity went to the cinema with Elsie Dawes, another teacher, and afterwards, in a pub, they discussed their plans for Easter. While they were talking some youths came into the bar, swaggered up to the counter and noisily ordered their drinks.


‘They’ve seen too many television commercials about the manliness of drinking beer,’ said Felicity sourly.


‘Hope they don’t make a scene,’ said Elsie, who was comfortable where she was and wanted another rum and coke before she went home.


The youths were full of physical energy; even their hair, long and carefully styled, seemed to crackle with vitality. They postured and preened themselves like young cockerels.


‘Easy enough to break a window,’ one said, and Felicity, startled, began to listen to them.


‘Someone’d see. There’s always folks about. Besides, it wouldn’t be kept in the till,’ she heard.


One of the boys noticed her looking their way and nudged the speaker.


‘Bit old for us, them birds,’ he said. ‘Been plucked already.’


Amid titters the youths began to discuss where they would go in search of more promising talent.


‘Silly kids,’ said Elsie, but she spoke tolerantly.


Felicity found them frightening. They were not necessarily lawless, merely misdirected – the sort of young men who could prove heroic in an emergency, such as war. It sounded, now, as if they might be contemplating some sort of break-in. She wondered if the police ought to be warned. She was still wondering when Reg Pearce and his friends left the pub.


*


‘They’re taking Emma out,’ said Mrs Minter.


It was Sunday, and she was standing by the window pouring out sherry for Mrs Costello, who had come to lunch after going to church. Mrs Minter never went to church but Mrs Costello always did, partly from habit and partly because it helped to pass the time. She vaguely hoped, also, that in some afterlife there would be a chance for her to ask Charles why he had not told her about his financial troubles instead of killing himself and leaving her to face them eventually, but alone. Though it had happened ten years ago, she was still haunted by the memory of finding him in the field below the house, the gun he used for shooting rabbits by his side.


‘Emma Widnes? Going out?’ Mrs Costello said.


‘Yes. I thought they’d given up taking her,’ said Mrs Minter.


Mrs Costello joined her at the window. Across the square a large old Rover was drawn up outside the ironmonger’s, and Emma, supported on one side by Norman and by an older, burlier man on the other, was tottering through the wide entrance of the shop.


‘However did they get her down the stairs?’ wondered Mrs Minter.


‘That’s Jack Phelps, from the garage,’ said Mrs Costello. ‘They must be going for a drive.’


‘Well, Norman is marvellous,’ said Mrs Minter. ‘He seems to be devoted to her.’ Though what about his trips across the fields to see the schoolmistress? She gave Mrs Costello her sherry. ‘Here you are, Jane. I’ll just have a look at the joint.’


They were having half a shoulder of lamb. She knew that Mrs Costello did not bother to cook properly for herself, and unless invited out was likely to start drinking and forget about food. In an exasperated way she was fond of the older woman, and felt obliged to keep an eye on her.


Mrs Costello and her spaniel lived in a small, old house wedged between Bodger’s Self-Service and the greengrocer, two doors away from Widnes’ Stores. Her garden was longer than Norman’s and ran right down to Lincoln Road at the end, where there was a way out through a wicket gate. In summer she had the finest show of flowers in the district, the one factor she had brought to Bidbury from her former life. She worked in the garden constantly while Pedro rootled about beside her. Mostly, she and Pedro were companionably silent, but sometimes she would talk to him, and he only yapped in protest when he was left alone.


Now she stood at her friend’s window and shamelessly watched while the great bulk of Emma Widnes was levered into the car. Norman got in beside her, and Jack Phelps, wiping a hand across his heated brow, clambered behind the steering wheel. As they drove off, Mrs Costello saw a white, moon-like face peering out of the side window.

OEBPS/images/icon-1.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.png
sphere





OEBPS/images/f0003-01.png





