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Denis never knocked.


He marched into the house as soon as Yvonne returned from shopping in Leckerton. She was alone. He remembered that the little kid went to a playgroup in the village.


‘Come for me cocoa,’ said Denis, admitting a blast of raw autumnal air as he stumped along the passage and entered the kitchen.


‘You’ve left the back door open,’ said Yvonne. ‘And take your boots off.’


The boy raised his eyes to heaven in wonderment at these remarks, but he slouched away to bang the door and leave his boots on the mat. Returning, he did a little jig with his hands over his ears as if he were wearing a Walkman, and capered round the big scrubbed table in a pair of red socks with a hole in one toe before sitting down.


In silence, Yvonne Davies made him a cup of hot chocolate, which was his preferred mid-morning beverage, and fetched a tin from the larder. She cut a slice of sponge cake filled with home-made raspberry jam and put it on a plate before him.


‘Ta,’ said Denis.


He began to shovel cake into his mouth with one hand, still holding the other over one ear and writhing about as if in response to some ritual beat.


Denis was the jobbing gardener at Ford House. He had applied for the post after seeing it advertised on a card in the village shop, but he did not live in Coxton.


‘I’m staying with me gran in Leckerton,’ he had informed Yvonne, whose first impressions of the applicant were not encouraging. He had dark, almost black eyes, and a round florid face with a sparse crop of acne. His brown hair was shorn at the back and brushed up in short spikes above his low forehead. He said he was doing casual work before going on a Youth Training Scheme, and that he liked working outside.


Only the last of these statements was true.


‘So you wouldn’t be staying long?’ Yvonne asked.


‘No. Sorry,’ said Denis.


That suited her. She didn’t want the expense of retaining someone through the winter when there would be little to do. Denis’s task would be to dig over the vegetable garden, a large neglected area behind a hedge at the side of the house and too much for her to tackle unaided. Yvonne was glad to be living in the country after years in Shepherds Bush, and excited at the prospect of putting things to rights both inside and outside the house, but there was so much to do, and Charles had little time to help. His day was much longer now, with the journey; sometimes she thought he extended it more than he need.


Denis was a stocky, sturdy boy, and digging was straightforward enough. As the only other applicant was a frail-looking man of seventy-three, Yvonne had taken Denis on for the two mornings a week which were all he said he could spare, and today was his third appearance. Yvonne had not been sure he would stay the course, but he was working well, laying the soil in large clods to be broken up by the frost, as she had instructed, and burying all the weeds. If he stayed long enough, she might imprint some manners on the blemished canvas that was his character. The ‘ta’ this morning was an improvement upon his previous silent grabbing of whatever he was offered.


While he was eating his cake, Yvonne unpacked the shopping and put it away, walking to and from the larder which opened off the old scullery. Ford House had been built near a shallow stretch of the river where there had been a ford before the bridge had been built. It dated from the late eighteenth century, but bits had been added and removed at various times until what was left was a somewhat uncoordinated house. It had been on the market some time before Charles and Yvonne bought it after the asking price was reduced, and it needed renovation which they intended to do gradually when they could afford it. As it was only twelve miles from the motorway, they had thought themselves lucky to have their offer accepted. That was before they discovered that there was an open prison only four miles away to the north.


Buying the house had landed them with a large mortgage to be met from only one salary, and Charles was stretched to his financial limits. They had both been married before, and he had another family to support. Yvonne tried not to resent this drain on their income, but it was difficult. She had never received any money either for herself or for her two children from her former husband, who had disappeared and was thought to be living in Australia.


When she met Charles, Yvonne had been working for an interior decorator for whom she made curtains, cushions and bedspreads. The pay was not very good but she could work at home, travelling back and forth as necessary in her old Mini making deliveries and collecting fabrics. She intended to branch out on her own; there must be local scope for such a service. At last she had plenty of space; a room on the top floor of the house warmed only by a portable gas heater because the ancient central heating did not stretch so far, was her new workplace. She had a large trestle table on which to cut out, and there were shelves for her bolts of material. The ironing board could be kept permanently ready for use, and there was room for Robbie to play with his cars on the floor. In any spare time she could find between commissions, she was making cushion covers and bedspreads to form the basis for her own business.


Denis had finished his cake. Yvonne, as she moved in and out of the kitchen unpacking her shopping, had not noticed his eyes darting about as he wondered what he could pick up which she would not miss. She was too careful; that was the trouble. She never left her purse lying about, nor even the odd coin. He knew where she kept her keys, however; he’d noticed them the first day, hanging openly on the dresser, her car keys and one that opened the front door. They were just asking to be taken.


Denis had not yet decided how best to use them, but he would. You had to take your chance when it came. He’d always done that, ever since he’d seen a pair of brand-new jeans pegged to a clothes line and had liberated them for his own use. He was only twelve at the time. After that he’d done a fair bit of snow-dropping: collecting gear that had been hung out to dry. Some of it he sold to other boys, but most he kept for himself. He liked to look smart, and his mother wasn’t too fussy about seeing that he did; when she put on the old washing machine that leaked on to the kitchen floor, she never took any notice of what was in the load and colours got mixed and ran. Denis’s sister had sometimes seen to things, but she had gone now, shacked up with a guy who worked as a plasterer. He had his own van and went around working for different builders; self-employed, he was, and Denis admired him for that. Sometimes he went round to see them, and it was Alan who had brought him over to Coxton for the ride on the day that he saw the card advertising this job. That had been in the school holidays when working was a way of passing the time. Denis had told Mrs Davies he was seventeen but it wasn’t true. He would be sixteen in November and then he could give up school, where both he and the staff agreed he stood no chance of ever passing an exam. His departure would be a relief on both sides and meanwhile he could simply not turn up sometimes; he’d done it before but not often enough to land himself in serious trouble.


Mrs Davies – for some reason Denis always thought of her in that respectful way – had paid up for new boots for him, for naturally he couldn’t go digging in his trainers. Instead of buying them, he’d liberated a pair of wellingtons from a stall in Leckerton market at no cost at all. He’d tried them on when the place was busy and then, still wearing them, had picked up some shoes as if to inspect them while he waited for an opportunity to walk away with his own trainers tucked up under his bomber jacket. The chance had come while the stallholder was busy with two talkative women. He had been tempted to take the shoes too, but that would have been asking to get caught. He had laid them down and walked away.


It was dead easy.


Denis liked that sort of challenge. Why pay good money for things you could get free?


After his first day, when Denis had worn a pair of Charles’s boots padded out with extra socks, he was not at all sure that he would come again. It wasn’t easy to get over to Coxton without a lift and he was certainly not going to use the bus, although Mrs Davies was going to pay his fare; that was a wicked waste of money. Turning over the heavy soil had been hard work, though there was satisfaction in seeing the area of neatly dug earth slowly increasing. His back had ached a bit, but not a lot. He’d been starving hungry after a very short time, and when she called him to the house for his mid-morning break he had been surprised; he hadn’t expected that. For one of her sort, she wasn’t bad, and she made great cakes. He supposed she used those packets you got at Tesco’s, like his mum had done on good days when he was young. She’d paid him on the nail and advanced him the cash for the boots.


Yvonne had had misgivings about that as she handed the money over, having telephoned a shop in the town to ask about prices. She would be waving it goodbye and the boy would never turn up again. But the next week there he was, and he had given her twenty pence back, saying it was the change.


She had accepted it as a matter of principle, and she had found him an old anorak of Charles’s to wear while at work, so that his own wouldn’t get soiled.


Charles knew nothing about the deal with the boots. He simply paid for Denis’s time and his bus fare.


Denis discovered how near Ford House was to the open prison after his second day’s work. On his way to hitch a lift at the crossroads, he decided to take a look round the village and walked down a road he had not been along before. Soon he came to the church, where he saw a group of men in overalls repairing the stone wall which bordered the graveyard. He recognized them at once for what they were, although there was no sign of a warder in charge.


As he passed, Denis had his make-believe earphones attached to his head, his hands cupped, and he was listening in his mind to Michael Jackson. This distracted him from immediately thinking of speaking to any of them. Later, he realized that they might be interested in the pickings up at the big house, all those bits of fancy china he’d seen through the window, dotted about on cupboards and stuff, and she’d probably got loads of jewellery. A con would know how to get rid of it the best way without getting caught, and there’d be a good cut for whoever had set up the job. Denis did not see as a flaw in this theory the fact that the men had already proved fallible enough to be charged and convicted.


The four men busy in the chuchyard repairing the wall had seen Denis go by. They noticed everyone who passed. Interested parishioners, including those who never went to church, came to see what they were doing, and the parochial church council was so pleased with their efforts that it was contemplating asking for prison labour to repair the roof.


The men rode to work on bicycles.


Mrs Bannerman, who lived at Ivy Lodge, had asked for a prisoner to help her plant a hedge. Some villagers had reservations about the presence of these men among them, but she had none. Help was difficult to find in Coxton, and by employing a convict she might, in some small way, make up a little for the past.


Denis had been back in the garden for only half an hour after finishing his cake and hot chocolate before it began to rain.


As soon as what had started as a fine drizzle turned into a downpour, Yvonne called him into the house.


‘You can’t go on in this, Denis,’ she said. ‘You may as well give up for today. I’ll take you down to the bus stop on the way to pick Robin up from the playgroup.’


Denis had never been to a playgroup. When his mother was at work he was left with a child minder, and he had soon learned to fend for himself. The child minder was an unofficial one who crammed ten small children into her small terraced house, where survival was for the fittest. Once, Denis had been shut in a cupboard for hitting another boy over the head with a wooden engine. There were good moments, though, when the child minder had made them all sit down and watch television and had given them buns and milk. His mother worked at a factory in Leckerton packing small plastic objects into boxes. She spent much of what she earned on drink. Denis’s father was a warehouseman. He liked drink too. It made him free with his fists and he had knocked them all about, Denis and his sister Tracy, and their mother, but the rows between husband and wife ended in noisy reconciliations when the children were locked out of the house if they had not already chosen to leave until things quietened down.


Sometimes their mother took men upstairs who were not their father. Tracy and Denis were always locked out then.


The grandmother Denis had mentioned to Yvonne did not exist any more. Years ago the children had spent their school holidays with their grandparents near Ramsgate but that had ended when their grandmother died and their grandfather was now in a home.


Denis got into Yvonne’s old blue Mini and watched how she started it up. If ever he was in any sort of motor vehicle, he always studied how it operated. He reckoned he could drive Alan’s van as easy as wink and begged to be allowed to try, but Alan always refused.


‘What, have you out on the road when you’ve not got a licence? Suppose you crashed? Think again, Den,’ Alan had said.


‘Where’s the playgroup?’ Denis asked.


‘At the vicarage,’ Yvonne told him. It was run by Amy Parker, the vicar’s wife, who was a former teacher; two other mothers took turns to help her.


They drove through the village and as Yvonne slowed down to drop Denis at the bus shelter, they saw a man on a bicycle emerge from a gateway further along the road.


‘That’s one of them cons,’ said Denis.


‘Yes,’ said Yvonne.


‘They’re working up at the church. I’ve seen them.’


‘So I believe,’ said Yvonne, who had heard talk in the shop.


‘Must be a cushy number,’ said Denis. ‘Better than being in the nick.’


‘I’m sure you’re right,’ said Yvonne drily. ‘And it’s supposed to prepare them for rejoining society.’


Denis always wanted to mimic her when she talked in that lah-di-dah way, but he knew better than to try when she was within earshot. To help himself resist the urge, he cupped his hands over his ears and writhed in his seat.


‘We’ve arrived, Denis,’ Yvonne pointed out, and added, ‘I’m surprised you haven’t got a Walkman; you’re always pretending to be listening to one.’


‘I did have,’ said Denis. ‘It got nicked.’ His mother had popped it to buy drink. ‘I’m getting another.’


‘Well, watch out when you’re wearing it,’ Yvonne warned. ‘They’re dangerous things in traffic. You can’t hear anyone coming up behind you.’


And you couldn’t hear rows, either, or people cursing you, or not very plainly.


‘Yeah, I know,’ said Denis.


He got out of the car, banging the door, and watched her disappear round a bend in the road. He would not admit, even to himself, that he enjoyed the time spent at Ford House. For one thing, no one got at you, and she was all right, handing out food. The silence in the garden had got him down at first and it was a relief when he heard a car or lorry pass in the road, but once you started to listen there were other sounds – birds twittering and dogs barking.


They’d got no dogs at the house. You’d think they would, with all that space, and it would be nice for the kids. Anyone planning a heist would be glad to know about that.


Whistling, Denis stood inside the bus shelter waiting for someone to come along and give him a lift.


He’d get another Walkman that afternoon. He’d find one somewhere, just waiting to be tucked up inside his jacket.
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Returning from the playgroup with Robin, Yvonne slowed as she passed the gates through which the man on the cycle had ridden. As she had thought, it was Ivy Lodge. That was where the old lady in the tweed hat lived. Yvonne had seen her walking around the district. She went for miles, always alone. Yvonne had met her in the shop and noticed her awkward, gruff manner. She did not know her name, but then she scarcely knew anyone yet, not even the other mothers at the playgroup. They all seemed very friendly amongst themselves, but she was always in too much of a hurry to stop and chat. When she got home, if it was not household tasks that must be done, there was her sewing.


She did not like the thought of those convicts roaming, apparently freely, round the village. It was no wonder Ford House had hung fire on the market so long. People wouldn’t want such neighbours, any more than Charles did. He had wanted to withdraw from the purchase when they learned about the prison.


‘They’ll be escaping. We’ll have murderers and rapists at large,’ he said. ‘And there will be times when I’ll be late home from work, or even away. It won’t be safe for you or the children.’


‘Men like that aren’t kept in open prisons,’ said Yvonne, with the confidence of ignorance. ‘They’re all con men and embezzlers. Not violent men. And they don’t escape much. It stands to reason, after all. These places wouldn’t exist if they did.’


She knew Charles was in many ways reluctant to move to the country, and not just because of the added financial burden of buying Ford House. They would be living much further from his daughters, and visits would not be so easy. Yvonne, however, had never been happy living in town, and now that there was their own small son, Robin, to consider, Charles had conceded that a freer way of life might be possible if they moved.


They soon discovered that some of the prisoners at Lockley had, indeed, committed major crimes, but were considered to have atoned for them and to be no danger to the public. Yvonne had never seen them cycling to or from the prison, which they did unattended. The lone man on his cycle today was the first she had observed actually in the street, where he might encounter Philip and Emily if they went into the village on their own. They had not done so yet; she took them to school every morning and collected them again each afternoon, but she had thought that before long they might at least come back by themselves.


She would never let them do that while the prisoners were working in the village.


That evening she told Charles about the one she had seen. When he came home, Robin and Emily were in bed and Philip was in his pyjamas in his room, learning the words he was supposed to be able to spell the next day. It had been a pleasant surprise to Yvonne to discover that spelling was considered important by the Coxton primary school headmaster, who set high standards for his pupils and achieved excellent results.


Charles had looked in on Robin, who lay on his back, petal mouth slightly open, breathing softly, a small Paddington Bear tucked in beside him. Emily was awake, listening to a story on the tape recorder beside her. Charles pretended not to notice, because it was against the rules; he knew that it meant Yvonne hadn’t had time to read to her this evening. He tiptoed away, unseen. Philip began to tell him eagerly about the day at school and showed Charles a drawing he had done in class, but while he was doing this Charles’s attention began to wander in the direction of a new line in tooling machinery which his firm was about to produce.


‘Off to bed now,’ he said, before Philip had finished his story.


Philip did not protest. Charles wasn’t his real father, so he couldn’t be expected to show the same interest in him as in Robin, for instance. He was pretty good on the whole, however, and had brought them from the small house where they had lived all their lives to this enormous place, where you could do almost anything from climbing trees to riding your bike round and round at top speed and pretending to be in a Ferrari. In Philip’s mind there lurked a fantasy figure of a big, tall man in Australia. He rode a chestnut horse with a flowing mane and wore a leather hat while he rounded up thousands of sheep which he proceeded to shear faster than anyone else in the outback. This man, his real father, would have liked to be with him and Emily, of course, but fate had decided that he must live at the far side of the world instead. Philip knew that in some way he had been mean, leaving them with no money and making Mum very sad, but it must all have been due to something he couldn’t help. He wasn’t really bad, and one day he would ask them out for a very long visit. Meanwhile, Charles was all right. Things were easier for Mum and they weren’t so poor, though Charles was always saying they had no money. It couldn’t be true, because they were living in a huge house and Charles drove a BMW. They were lucky. Even Rosalind and Celia, Charles’s daughters, who had come to stay in the summer, were quite nice, for girls. Before that, they had only ever come for a day as there was so so little room in the old house. Emily, though only seven, liked playing with Celia, who was eleven, and who was always nice to Robin, though both she and Rosalind, who was nearly fourteen, were often rather snappy with Mum. Once, Philip, who would soon be ten, had seen his mother walking off down the garden, very fast, her arms folded across her chest and her head down, and he knew that she was crying. He had gone after her and she’d pretended that she was going to look for late raspberries, a silly excuse because they’d been over even before the move and the canes were in an awful tangle needing sorting out. They had done that, he and Mum and Robin, cleared out the canes, cutting down the old ones and tying in the ones Mum thought would bear fruit next year, that very day while the three girls played some silly game.


He supposed Rosalind and Celia found him and Emily a pain. Why should they like them? They must mind that Charles preferred Mum to their mother.


That evening, when Charles and Yvonne were having dinner, Robin began to cry.


‘I’ll go,’ said Charles.


He had been good at soothing Rosalind and Celia when they were small, reading to them and sitting with them until whatever trouble had woken them had been forgotten, and he had often been the one to get up in the night when Robin was teething. Since then, the little boy had been a good sleeper until the move. Now he had nightmares several times a week and though she ridiculed herself for thinking it, Yvonne had begun to wonder if the house could be haunted. Charles was certain, though, that it was simply the change of surroundings. He did not believe in ghosts. He was always patient with Robin, overjoyed and proud to have a son.


After he had gone upstairs, Yvonne sat for a while amid the remains of their dinner while Charles’s blackcurrant sorbet slowly dissolved on his abandoned plate. A new resolution at Ford House had been to present a delicious meal every evening, with the dining room table properly laid and the children all quietly stowed away in their beds, but she had discovered years ago that being a wife was more difficult than being a mistress. Before the move, she had attributed their worst problems to the cramped conditions in which they were living. Charles had come to live with her and the children after calling Olivia’s bluff in one of the hysterical scenes she was always contriving during their marriage. She frequently said that she wanted to resume her career as an actress and that he got in her way. During this uneasy period he had met Yvonne and their affair began. Finally he decided that he had had enough; if Olivia did not need him, Yvonne certainly did, and he moved out.


Olivia had never done more than tiny parts in a few television series and one or two commercials. Now she performed strongly as the wronged wife, accusing Charles of being unfaithful throughout their marriage. This was untrue; Yvonne was Charles’s first adventure of that sort. Ironically enough, he met her at a theatrical party; she had made the curtains for the new house into which the host had just moved. After Charles left home, a struggling actor ten years younger than Olivia had moved into the house in Gerrards Cross, but that had lasted little more than a year. Then Olivia had met Hugh, who owned three jewellery shops and was nearly old enough to be her father. Hugh was still married, and it took time for the legal niceties to be arranged, but at last, earlier this year, he and Olivia had married and Charles was freed from the financial burden of supporting her as well as the girls.


Now he had a son, who would draw them all together, but that did not compensate for the partial loss of his daughters, whom Charles saw only once a month. Before, they had come for the day on alternate Sundays. Now, they spent every fourth weekend at Ford House, where each had her own room for which Yvonne had made pretty curtains and bedspreads before she did any others, so that everything was ready when they stayed for a fortnight in August while Olivia and Hugh were touring in France.


After Charles had settled Robin, he went into the small room that had become his study. That meant he had brought work home and did not want to be disturbed.


Well, Yvonne could work, too. There was plenty to do in her attic room.


She went up there as soon as she had cleared away the dishes. Before the move Charles had always helped wash up and then they had spent the evening together. Here, there was a dishwasher.


Charles’s mother had died a year ago, and his father had sold the family house. He had given Charles and Yvonne the surplus furniture and was now living in a bungalow near Sidmouth. He had not yet seen Ford House. After Yvonne’s father had died, when she was still at school, her mother had opened a guest house in the Lake District. Before Charles had moved in with them, Yvonne and the children had gone there for frequent visits during off-season times, but this had lapsed. Yvonne’s mother thought she was making a mistake in throwing her lot in with Charles, and did not disguise her reservations about the marriage.


‘I’ll look after Yvonne and the children,’ Charles had told her. ‘Things will be much easier for all of them now.’


Yvonne’s mother thought that it would be her daughter looking after Charles. She was pleased, however, about the move to the country, and it was she who had given them the dishwasher as a house-warming present.


While Charles studied sales figures and graphs, Yvonne sat in her attic workroom with the door ajar in case a child cried out. She started drawing together pinch pleats on some gold brocade curtains promised for the following week.


Denis was still in the bus shelter when the prisoners who had been working in the churchyard, also defeated by the weather, started back to Lockley. He had waited, thumb extended when any vehicle approached, for some time. Then he had felt hungry and had gone across to the shop for some crisps and a tin of Coke. While he was in the shop the bus went past, not that he’d intended to take it, but he might have this once, since people were so mean, driving by without even pausing. He returned to the shelter, where he threw down the empty crisp packet and the tin when he had finished their contents.


Four men on cycles rode up, propped their machines against the wall of the shelter, stepped inside and lit up cigarettes. It was raining hard now and they were in no hurry to get back to the prison.


‘Hullo, kid,’ said one. ‘Like a smoke?’


‘I don’t mind,’ said Denis. ‘Ta.’


He didn’t like smoking much, but this was not the time to say so. The man rolled him a cigarette, sealing it neatly, then handed it over. Denis puffed inexpertly at the result, affecting an air of nonchalance. Then one of the men asked him to go across to the shop, which had a licence, and buy them some beer.


‘You got enough cash for that?’ he asked, grinning. He knew they got very little in prison.


They had, but shopping by proxy was wiser than spending it themselves since they had been given it by a well-meaning parishioner who had not realized that they were allowed to handle very little cash.


Denis took the money and scampered off down the road again, one hand over an ear. Soon he returned with four small cans. One of the men offered him a swig, which, although he wanted to be friendly, he refused. He never drank. He had seen the effect of alcohol on his parents and was afraid of it.


He told them about Ford House, and what he had seen there, and about the keys that hung on the dresser, and one of them told him how he could make an impression on soap. They could easily cut a key in the prison workshop and it would be simple to enter the house.


‘You don’t want to bother with that, Len,’ said another man, frowning. ‘Don’t give the kid ideas.’


But the man called Len, who was due out in two weeks’ time, thought it sounded an excellent way to get back into business.


‘I’ll need a bit of this and that,’ he said. ‘You’re on, kid. I’ll cut you in.’


Denis was to hide his piece of soap under a loose stone in the wall just along the road from the bus shelter; Len chose a place in the exterior wall of a cottage whose owners both went out to work every day, as the prisoners already knew. A mark scratched on the side of the shelter would be a sign that the job was done.


Denis was delighted with this encounter. He stood looking after the men as they cycled away and almost missed signalling an approaching car. Its driver took pity on him and gave him a lift all the way back to Leckerton.


It was too wet to go looking for a Walkman but, as usual when his mother was out, the house was locked. He had no key, nor was one hidden so that he could get in when the place was empty. His mother thought he was at school, but that made no difference. She might not be home for hours. He could not remember when she had been waiting there, with his tea. He’d been locked out for years.


He had had enough of it. He walked down an alley that separated the rows of terraced houses and along the narrow path that divided it from another row at the back. Some of these places had been smartened up and turned into chic homes for first buyers, but Denis’s parents’ house remained dark and shabby, with grubby net curtains across the ground-floor windows.


Denis took off a trainer, put his hand inside it and used it to break the glass of the back door, which he then unlocked. He went inside and used up all the hot water in a steaming bath.


He thought about leaving home. It wasn’t a new idea, but where would he go? He didn’t fancy sleeping rough in the park, or putting himself where the police might pick him up and take him into care. He’d have to wait a while, maybe until that man Len had done the job at Ford House. He’d have money, then.


He’d stick it out till that happened, even if his father beat him up for breaking the door down.


And his father did.
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Jim Sawyer liked working for Mrs Bannerman. After planting the hedge he suggested re-laying the uneven flagstones on her patio.


‘It’s a terrace,’ she told him sternly. ‘Strictly speaking, a patio is a courtyard. It comes from the Spanish.’


‘Oh.’ It made no difference to Jim. He’d call it the terrace if that was what she wanted.


‘People are careless about words,’ she added.


‘Sorry,’ said Jim.


He got on with Mrs Bannerman. She didn’t talk a lot, but she told you plainly what she wanted and she took him into the house to sit down in a comfortable chair while he drank his coffee.


‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ she said, her craggy face softening into what was almost a smile as he lowered himself into a deep armchair covered in flowered linen.


‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘I’d almost forgotten.’


‘How much longer have you to do?’ she asked.


‘Eight months,’ said Jim. ‘If I get full remission.’


‘Well, you’ll have some home leave, won’t you?’ she asked.


He shrugged and his face closed up.


‘You will, surely?’ she said.


‘Maybe,’ said Jim.


She knew he had been convicted of embezzling funds at the building society where he had worked for nearly ten years.


‘Where else have you been?’ she asked him, and he told her about the other prisons where he had served the first part of his sentence.


‘This place is like heaven after them,’ he said.


‘I’m sure it is,’ she agreed. ‘But the worst place of all must be Holloway.’


As she said this, she seemed to shiver. She couldn’t have been inside herself, could she? Jim looked at her with renewed interest. She was about sixty, maybe more, and thin, with neatly styled grey hair and a very pale face. She always wore a tweed hat in the garden, but it wasn’t an old, shapeless thing; it was made of checked fabric and looked expensive.


She might have done some shoplifting and been sent down for a bit. It wasn’t the sort of thing you could ask about, however.


‘They fill the women up with drugs when they should be in hospital, not in prison,’ she was saying.


‘That’s true of some of the men, too,’ he said. ‘I mean, that they shouldn’t be locked up. Not me,’ he added. ‘I deserve what I got. But there are blokes inside who don’t really know the time of the day.’


‘Why did you do it?’ Audrey asked.


‘I wanted nice things for my wife and daughter,’ said Jim simply. ‘More than I could afford.’


Audrey nodded.


‘And my wife got into debt. She had a credit card, you see, and it was too easy for her to overspend.’


‘Yes.’ Audrey, too, had a credit card and constantly received mail shots suggesting she apply for large loans which would be instantly granted. ‘How’s your wife managing now?’ she asked.


‘She doesn’t visit any more, or write,’ said Jim, staring at his hands.


She’s found someone else, thought Audrey. It was a familiar story.


Audrey had seen the young woman from Ford House driving through the village in her battered blue Mini and with her little boy in the shop, where one day Audrey had nodded and said ‘Good morning’. Then the child had helped himself to a packet of sweets and had to be reproved, so no further conversation resulted.


It was difficult to meet new people. Audrey went to church, not from conviction but because it was part of the pattern and had always been expected of her; she had made some acquaintances in Coxton as a consequence and had even been invited out to coffee and to drinks. Each time she had dutifully asked her hosts back, but that was where it had stopped. Audrey had never been good at making conversation, and no mutual interests were discovered.


She decided to call on Mrs Davies one morning, when presumably, with the children at school, she would not be too busy.


Audrey drove up to Ford House a week after Denis’s meeting with the prisoners, and he was the first person she saw as she negotiated the potholes in the drive. He was ambling across the lawn towards the house, his hands in his pockets, occasionally executing a small skip as he progressed.


Audrey parked outside the front door and got out of her Fiat.


‘Good morning,’ she called to the approaching youth, who did not answer. His gaze was rapt and far away, and she realized then that he had a headset clamped to his bristly skull. ‘Is Mrs Davies in?’ she asked loudly, in a curt tone.


The boy had seen the car and his attention was diverted from his tape. Taking his time, he freed one ear and said, ‘Uh?’


‘Is Mrs Davies in?’ repeated Audrey. Who could he be? Certainly not one of the family.


‘Yeah,’ said Denis.


‘I’ll ring, then,’ said Audrey, and stepped forward to the front door. She paused for a moment, staring at it. It was made of solid oak, and she touched it gently, then turned to the bell pull, which she tugged. There was a jangle from within the house.


‘She won’t hear you,’ Denis said. ‘She’ll be up in the attic at her sewing.’


‘Oh.’ Audrey wavered. What sewing?


‘She’ll be down. Comes to get me cocoa,’ said Denis. ‘Doesn’t use this door a lot.’
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