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      Heartburn

      
      Everybody remarked on how calm I was on Bonfire Night. ‘Considering her husband’s just ran off with another woman, she’s very
         calm,’ I overheard Joan Winstanley from the newsagent’s say as I persuaded people to buy the bonfire toffee. But it seemed
         to me that Derek’s departure was no reason to miss the annual cricket-club fireworks party. Besides, I’ve been in charge of
         the toffee-selling now for more years than I care to remember, and I’d be reluctant to hand it over to someone else.
      

      
      So I put a brave face on it and turned up as usual at Mrs Fletcher’s at half past five to pick up the toffee, neatly bagged
         up in quarter-pound lots. I don’t know how she does it, given that the pieces are all such irregular shapes and sizes, but
         the bags all contain the correct weight. I know, because the second year I was in charge of the toffee, I surreptitiously
         took the bags home and weighed them. I wasn’t prepared to be responsible for selling short weight.
      

      
      Of course, the jungle drums had been beating. Oswaldtwistle is a small town, after all. Strange to think that’s what drew
         Derek and me here all those years ago, willing refugees from the inner-city problems of Manchester. Anyway, Mrs Fletcher greeted
         me with, ‘I hear he’s gone off.’
      

      
      Shamefaced, I nodded. ‘He did finish building the bonfire before he left,’ I added timidly. 

      
      ‘She’s always been no better than she should be, that Janice Duckworth. Of course, your Derek’s not the first she’s led astray.
         Though she’s never actually gone off with any of them before. That does surprise me. Always liked having her cake and eating
         it, has Janice.’
      

      
      I tried to ignore Mrs Fletcher’s remarks, but they burned inside me like the scarlet and yellow flames of the makeshift bonfire
         I’d already passed on the churned-up mud of the rec at the end of her street. I grabbed the toffee ungraciously, and got out
         as soon as I could.
      

      
      I drove through the narrow terraced streets rather too fast, something I’m not particularly given to. All around me, the crump
         and flash of fireworks gave a shocking life to the evening. Rocket trails showered their sparks across the sky like a sudden
         rash of comets, all predicting the end of the world. Except that the end of my world had come the night before. 
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