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In prison, people don’t talk about their crimes, unless to say they are innocent. Oh, you get to hear why some are inside – drugs, maybe, or debt. And you know about those who’ve made headlines in the papers. When they arrive after sentencing, everyone feels the tension. Lifers are put in the hospital wing at first, in case they top themselves. Some try it; some regret what they’ve done and want to atone. If they don’t, or don’t profess to, they won’t be paroled. Most are released, eventually. After all, they’ve served their time and paid their debt to society. Like me.

Meanwhile, survival is the name of the game: getting through your time as best you can; keeping out of trouble.

Oliver Foxton glanced at his wife, who was looking through some papers, frowning. Recently she had been prescribed spectacles for reading, but rarely wore them. Was it vanity? Didn’t executive women regard them almost as accessories essential to their image? He sighed. She was an executive now, but she seemed no happier than before she embarked on her career.

He felt responsible for her discontent. Ever since they met, his main aim had been to make her happy, but he had not suceeded. He was too old: that was one reason for his failure, but when they first married the age difference had been what had drawn her to him. She had dropped out of university after a damaging love affair about which he never learned the details. He had met her on a skiing holiday; he was staying with a group of friends in a chalet, and she was in another, with her brother and his wife, who had taken her along to cheer her up. Oliver was a competent skier, not fast, but neat. Not very tall, thickset, already secure in his position as a solicitor in Mickleburgh, he was the complete opposite of her discarded lover. That, and the rebound factor, accounted for Sarah’s interest in him; it was easy to understand why he had fallen in love with her. He was ready to settle down, and she came along: young, pretty, bright and, at the time, rather brittle. The brittleness which he had hoped to smooth away had never wholly disappeared.

Like accidents, marriages result because those involved happen to arrive at what might be the wrong place, at the same time.

But it wasn’t wrong for him. He wouldn’t change that part of the story, only his own performance.

Back from the French Alps, he had immediately pursued her, and they were married in the summer. It had been hasty, he acknowledged now, but things had gone well at first; in fact, people thought they had an ideal marriage, and in many ways it was. They had a son and daughter, both now adult – Tim at medical school and Judy at university reading law. Oliver allowed himself to dream that Judy might one day join the practice.

The Foxtons lived in Winbury, a village three miles from Mickleburgh; they gave and attended small dinner parties, and Sarah undertook various voluntary activities, extending their range as the children grew older. For a while she helped a friend run a curtain-making business, soon acquiring expertise. Commissions fell away during the recession, and then the friend moved from the district. Sarah took a business course and now worked for a management consultancy, analysing statistics and advising on the reorganisation of small companies. Oliver wanted her career to succeed; if it did, she might find contentment, but so far this had eluded her.

They’d never had the struggle experienced by many newly married couples; he was already established in his family’s firm, and money, though limited, had not been really short. They’d had holidays abroad, and had recently had a new kitchen fitted when Sarah had complained that theirs was out of date and shabby. If she wanted something for the house, she could have it; Oliver was generous, but she, in turn, was not extravagant. Their partnership excluded conflict, but nothing seemed to cure her perpetual unspecified dissatisfaction.

She was so cold.

That was it: she was distantly affectionate, dutifully so, but she was cold, and it must be his fault.

‘How was your day?’ he had asked her when she arrived home an hour after he had returned from the office. She had been to London.

‘Busy,’ she’d replied.

‘Did the meeting go well?’ He wished she’d tell him about it, describe what it was about, share it with him. Apart from wanting to meet her on her own ground, he would have been interested.

‘I suppose so. We got our message across,’ she said flatly. ‘I have to go up again next week.’

Well, at least she’d told him that. She enjoyed her London trips, which had become more frequent lately. He must not ask her if she had had a pleasant lunch; he’d done this before and had been accused of prying.

He’d cooked the supper, something she rarely let him do. She’d seemed to enjoy the meal and even dropped a kiss on his head as she passed his chair; it was the sort of kiss a father might receive, he thought sadly.

He’d try no more this evening. Oliver rose quietly and left the room, going to his study where he put on a tape of Don Giovanni. Then he went over to the big square work-table he had recently installed near the window; on it stood the subject of his new interest: a Victorian dolls’ house, which he was restoring.

Sarah was not so immersed in her papers that she failed to notice Oliver’s departure. He’d be playing with that dolls’ house again: what a puerile pastime for a grown man, she had thought, when he first brought it home, but now, as it was gradually returned to life, she saw how delicately he worked, how neat his big fingers were, how intriguing the result would be. She would not admit it, however; not to him, and not even to herself. She preferred to nurse her resentment.

In the train from London, she had run over in her mind the events of the day, the eager anticipation with which she had arrived at her meeting, a seminar with delegates from several consultancies and businesses. Clive Barry, from her own firm, had been there, and during the lunch break she had heard him in discussion with the managing director of a company for which they had aready done some costings. A new post was to be created within their organisation, covering much of the work for which they now employed an outside adviser. She’d apply. It would offer her a daily escape to London, and who could tell what she might yet accomplish, given such a chance? She might even have to spend occasional nights in town. Visions of her own tiny flat swam into her mind.

Of course, she told herself, she was always glad to return to Winbury in the evenings; she loved her pretty, comfortable house, but she would be happier if it were in some agreeable part of London. This was impossible, so working there would be the next best thing. Meanwhile, in a few weeks’ time, she was going to a conference in Kent, and that would mean staying away overnight, the first time since starting work that she had done so.

Challenged, she would have said that she was fond of Oliver; it was simply that he had become dull: old and dull. After all, he was fifty-five. Clive Barry, for instance, was her own age, and many of the people with whom she worked were younger, like Daisy, the secretary she shared with several other senior staff members, who was only twenty.

For the first years of her marriage, Sarah had been too busy to indulge in regrets and had basked in being a youthful, pretty mother. Tim was born eleven months after the wedding, a plump, docile baby. Sarah ran things smoothly and was unaware that other new mothers among her acquaintance found her intolerably smug. Everything went well for her: the babies appeared as if to order, first a boy and then a girl, who both proceeded through infancy and childhood to satisfactory teenage years, causing only minor alarms. Sarah was a good cook and manager, and she always had reliable help, a woman from the village who came daily and did whatever was required, including looking after the children when necessary. Though past sixty now, she still came twice a week, and extra if required. This had made Sarah’s career debut easy. No one suffered at home.

She had been charged with energy while she did her business course, and Oliver, aware that trying to restrain her would only make her more determined to go her own way, encouraged her to spread her wings, all the time fearful that, one day, she might fly right away.

Before he finished work that evening, Oliver, on impulse, had walked up the High Street to the market square, turned left by the church, and entered a narrow street where once there had been a butcher’s; this had been replaced by a dolls’ house shop, selling kits to build them, miniature furniture and artefacts, and books and magazines about their restoration and construction. He was looking for a replica stove to put in the kitchen of the house he was restoring. He spent ten minutes browsing without finding what he sought, but he bought a tiny plate of artificial fruit to set on the dresser. They knew him now, in the shop. The manageress gave him a limpid smile as she attended to an elderly couple who were disagreeing about how best to equip the thatched farmhouse they were building.

They were arguing, not discussing, Oliver decided, hearing bitter tones. The distinction made so much difference. The manageress excused herself from them, took his money, and he left, somewhat depressed. Returning to the office, he saw Miss Ellis’s car parked in the yard behind his Rover. She was back early today. She worked in Fettleton, a market town ten miles away, but he was not sure what she did. She was a remote, withdrawn woman; they exchanged greetings if they met but never more. One of his partners dealt with her lease; there had never been complaints on either side. The new couple in the other flat were not home yet; their windows were dark. Perhaps they should consider fitting time-switches, he reflected, although with direct access only through the courtyard, the flats, which had been converted from the stable block of the house where the offices of Foxton and Smythe were situated, were relatively protected. Miss Ellis had not needed that advice; her lights came on automatically.

Oliver had lived in the area for most of his life, joining his father in the firm as a young man. Bill Smythe had died fifteen years ago, but Oliver had kept the name; the firm had had expanded, acquiring partners specialising in divorce, which formed a large part of their business these days. Litigation, wills and conveyancing still went on; people would always need lawyers. At the moment one of his clients had been accused of fraud and another of embezzlement. Foxton and Smythe did not handle many criminal cases, apart from motoring offences, so these made a change.

We haven’t had a murder yet, Oliver found himself thinking.

He had driven home wondering what sort of mood Sarah would be in after her day in London. Perhaps he should have bought her some flowers instead of pottering about in the dolls’ house shop. But she would only have said, ‘What are these in aid of? It’s not my birthday,’ and assume he wanted sex.

He did, but only if allied to love. Flowers and presents could not win that; it had to come from the heart.

Rosemary Ellis had planned to rent a flat in Fettleton, where she worked, but when she saw that one was available behind the Georgian building which housed the offices of Foxton and Smythe, at the end of Mickleburgh High Street, she was immediately drawn to it, chiefly because of its seclusion. It was near the church, and not far away was a footpath along which one could walk to the river and across the fields. She had new neighbours now, a young couple who had taken the downstairs flat where previously a frail elderly couple had lived. They had moved to a bungalow; she had not fraternised with them.

From across the yard, if she were at home when he was there, she could see into Oliver Foxton’s office. She liked watching him at his desk, shirt-sleeved in summer except when clients came in. They and his secretary would sometimes mar her view on the rare occasions when she had the chance to watch him from her hall window. It was enough; she did not ask for more, although if they met in the yard, where their cars were parked, that was a bonus.

She knew where he lived. She’d driven past his house, The Barn House, Winbury, a long low building made of the local stone, set back from the road at the end of a short drive. Beside it was a barn from which it must derive its name. She’d seen his wife – a pretty, smart woman, always in a hurry when occasionally she called at the office, but then Rosemary herself was rarely in the flat in working hours.

The new couple in the flat below, Ginny and Bob, had invited her to their house-warming party soon after they moved in. She was surprised and touched, though at first she was inclined to refuse, but she accepted, to be neighbourly; however, she would keep her distance. She bought them a plant in a pot, which they accepted with apparent pleasure.

The party was noisy; many of the guests were staff members from Mickleburgh Comprehensive, where Ginny and Bob taught, and some were the parents of pupils. Rosemary was handed a glass of white wine and introduced to someone called Guy, who asked her what she did, and without waiting for an answer, told her all about himself. He was an accountant, recently divorced, with two children at the school. Rosemary listened to his monologue, letting it wash over her. Of course he was not interested in her, but nor was she in him. She could not move away for she was hemmed into a corner and the room was crowded. At last Bob, circulating with the wine, rescued her.

‘Sorry you got stuck,’ he beamed at her. ‘Guy’s a bit of a pain when he starts talking about his obsessions. Have you met Kate?’ and he left her with a thin young woman in black leggings and a short black skirt who turned out to be the head of drama at the school. Rosemary had no interest in the theatre; their conversation stumbled along as they failed to find common ground, and eventually, when Kate drifted away, Rosemary returned to her own flat without saying goodbye, her departure unnoticed. She heard the noise of the party throbbing on below until nearly midnight. Then there were farewells, the sound of car doors being slammed, and, at last, blessed silence.

The next day, a note thanking her for the plant and apologising for the noise, adding that that they did not often have late parties, was pushed through her door. She had not invited Bob and Ginny back.

Kate, however, she met again, a few weeks later, one Saturday. She was in the town bookshop collecting a book she had ordered when she saw the other woman in conversation with a boy who must be, Rosemary supposed, one of her pupils.

‘Hallo,’ she said. ‘We met at Bob and Ginny’s party. You’re their new neighbour, aren’t you? This is Jamie, my son.’

Jamie mumbled some sort of greeting.

‘I’ll be off, then,’ he said, and slouched away, large and uncoordinated, in a big fleece jacket and grubby trainers. His feet were enormous.

‘He’s tall,’ Rosemary managed. Kate did not look old enough to have a son older than a toddler.

‘Yes, isn’t he?’ Kate looked proud. ‘He’s brilliant at music,’ she said. ‘He plays the cello.’

‘Oh,’ said Rosemary, at a loss for the right response. She was not musical. ‘How nice.’

‘Well, I mustn’t hold you up,’ said Kate, turning towards the door.

‘Goodbye,’ said Rosemary, glad to be released. On her own ground, she was fluent, but in a social context she was inept. Intimacy alarmed her and she avoided it.
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The scene is as familiar to me now as it was when it happened. Shots of it were shown to the jury: the long winding path through the forest where she walked her dogs, the beeches in their summer leaf spreading out among the scrub, and, further on, glades of larches with their spiky foliage. There were places where the cover was dense, and patches where coppicing would clear out saplings.

I’d picked the spot, and waited for her, trusting that no one else would walk that way that day. I’d followed her before, looking for a likely place where I could lurk, observing her, planning it. We’d even walked there together, more than once, for we were friends. That was mentioned at the trial, blackening my character. If the dogs turned on me, I’d have to kill them, too, but they knew me. They would not recognise me as an enemy.

I was often at their house. I’d made love there, in her bed, while she was visiting her parents. Of course he felt he must be loyal to her, must stay with her, because there were the children. Choosing between us was too difficult for him, but whenever he told me that we must part, that I must stay away from him, all I had to do was press myself against him – I was tall, unlike her; we were physically matched – start kissing him, and he would respond. With her gone, the way for us was clear. That was how I saw it then. It seemed so simple. And it wasn’t as if the children did not know me. I had often babysat for them.

No one would suspect me. I’d have an alibi and I’d express horror when I heard that she’d been the random victim of a prowler in the forest. It was unwise to walk alone down those dark rides and bridleways; anyone could be hidden there, among the trees, vandals on motorbikes at the very least.

She hadn’t heard a thing, had suspected nothing until, in my strong boots, I came right up behind her and plunged the knife into her back. Then she had turned startled eyes towards me, and, in the instant, as I’d hoped, she recognised me, perhaps guessed the reason for the deed, uttered a faint gurgle, and collapsed. On the ground, she writhed, and so, to make quite sure, I withdrew the knife and stabbed her again, several times, until she lay still, blood pumping out. I hadn’t expected that, imagining one thrust would be enough, but then a frenzy overtook me, lest she should survive. One of the dogs, Hector, uttered a bark and stared at me in puzzlement, and I got him, too, in case he started howling before I could escape. The terrier had run off and disappeared, and it was his barking outside their house, disturbing neighbours, that caused alarm, so that she was found within hours. I’d hoped she’d lie undiscovered for a long time. After all, the house was empty – he was at work, not due back until the evening, and the children were at their school, where I was working at the time, which was how I had met the family and obtained my babysitting post.

I’d expected the children to go home, find their mother missing and be alarmed. Then a search would begin.

I’d planned to drag her off the track, into the long grass and scrub, to keep her hidden for as long as possible, but when I realised that I would be covered in her blood if I carried out this scheme, I changed my mind. I stepped carefully away from her, and walked back the way I had come, not wanting to create a trail leading from the main track.

I met no one.

Then I went to see my mother. I knew she would be out that day, doing voluntary work she regularly undertook. I told her I’d arrived an hour before in fact I got there. She believed me. Why not?

Later, in court, her evidence helped to convict me.

I dropped the knife in a ditch on the way home, but the police found it. There were no prints on it. I’d worn gloves. They discovered who had bought it; the shopkeeper had thought it an unusual purchase for a young woman, though I had said it was for my father, a keen fisherman. Surely there were women anglers, too? The conversation had caused him to remember me: unfortunate.

In the end, I confessed, because she was pregnant. He’d cheated on me. I admitted manslaughter due to diminished responsibility, but my plea was not accepted. I received a life sentence, but at last I was released.

The boy with the knife in his bag walked down the road to school. Now he could prove he was a hard man. If anyone threatened him, he could win in a struggle. They’d back off as soon as they saw his weapon. If he wanted another boy’s trainers, or his dinner money, he could get them, and no one would dare tell.

A knife meant power. You didn’t have to use it, but knowing you had it gave you control.

The first tenant of the upper flat behind Foxton and Smythe’s office had been Prudence Wilmot. When she was unable to decide where to live after the sale of her house in Wiltshire, the estate agent who had acted for her mentioned it as a possible temporary measure; its lease was handled by another branch of his firm. Prudence, whose husband had recently died, found the prospect of living in a small country town appealing; she could try it, and if she liked it, would look for a house nearby. This she had done, and now she lived in the High Street, near the market square, in a small terraced house.

Her husband had been in the diplomatic service and they had spent many years abroad in different postings; then, when they were enjoying their retirement, living in what had been her parents’ house, the collapse of Lloyd’s had brought financial catastrophe. Prudence’s husband had had a stroke and died. Prudence, however, owned the house, and thus was saved from penury. While she was living in the flat she had time on her hands, and wrote an historical novel set in Athens, where she and her husband had spent some years. After several rejections, she found an agent and then a publisher; a second novel had followed, and a third; she was now writing one set in Florence. The income brought in by her books, though not large, was a welcome supplement to her budget, and she enjoyed the research. She worked on an old typewriter at a desk overlooking her small garden, easily distracted when unusual birds arrived on her lawn, and often going to check on her plants’ growth. She lived there contentedly, without an intimate circle of friends because writing took up most of her time. Oliver Foxton had grown fond of her while she was living in the flat, and his firm had done the legal work involved in the purchase of her new house. When she moved from the flat, she had shown him the old, grimy and damaged dolls’ house she had kept back when much of her furniture was sold; it had been in her family since her own childhood.

‘It’s silly to hang on to it,’ she had said. ‘Look at the state it’s in. It’s only fit for a jumble sale.’

‘It’s not,’ said Oliver. ‘It could be restored. It could be quite valuable, it’s so old. Let me renovate it for you.’

‘But I can’t ask you to do that,’ she’d exclaimed.

‘You’re not. I’m asking you,’ he said. ‘Indulge me.’

You can invent your life – your history. Who is to know if what you tell them is the truth? You’re stating your version of the past, and it may be false, as in my case.

I have a new name, a whole new identity, and though it was all in the papers, sensationally described, it was nearly thirty years ago. I have been living as another person for a long time, moving around, it is true, but now settled here indefinitely.

After my release, I went to live in Wales and found employment as a post office clerk. Those connected with what they called my rehabilitation arranged this, and I stayed for eight years, doing charitable work in my spare time. I led – and lead – a blameless life and am of benefit to the community, not a danger. I have paid my debt to society.

There are others still inside who should be freed. Why not, when they have served long sentences? Some, like me, committed their crimes when very young, and as the result of passion; after years of incarceration they are new people, wholly altered. Confining them is most unjust.

My days are spent aiding others. I work conscientiously, discharging all my duties, more than fulfilling my obligations. I never talk about my crime, and rarely think of it.

It’s better so.

Oliver had decided to furnish the dolls’ house in the same style as when Prudence had played with it. Some dolls remained inside it: a father and mother, two girls and a boy, and several items of furniture which he cleaned up and mended. The house, Prudence said, was a replica of her childhood home. In those days her father owned a carpet factory and was prosperous. He had had the dolls’ house built by a craftsman he knew and equipped it to mirror their surroundings, even to supplying their correct family, with her, her much younger sister and her older brother, who had been killed in the Second World War.

After his difficult evening with Sarah, Oliver spent nearly an hour working on the dolls’ house. At the end of that time he had decided that he must devise a way to give her a treat – dinner somewhere, or a theatre. They could invite friends along, if she would be bored with only him.

He had not heard her go to bed. She was asleep, or seemed to be, when he went up.

It wasn’t difficult to become a counsellor. All I did was advertise in the paper and put a brass plate on my gate, then wait. I’d done it elsewhere, before I rented a consulting room in Fettleton. I’d joined an association which required no qualifications, simply some statements as to education and intent; I was entitled, then, to proclaim myself a member.

I had the money to do it; having served my sentence, I’d built up funds in my various posts. I’d driven taxis, and worked in hotels, always keeping remote from other people. I never sought affection; it brought problems. Then my parents died – first my mother, of an illness, then my father. According to the lawyer who eventually traced me, people said he perished of a broken heart, because of what I’d done. How sentimental. I’d kept away from them after my release. Ever loyal, they had visited me in prison, but with little to say, though assuring me that they would always support me; after a while their visits grew fewer and fewer, and when I took on a new identity, we severed ties. It was not discussed; it just happened. However, they left me adequate funds to enable me to escape from office drudgery. Conscience money, I decided.

Enough counselling went on in prison for me to pick up much of the jargon, and I learned in the raw from those around me. I read various books to reinforce what I already knew; then I was ready. It’s easy to advise my clients; much of the art of counselling is simply listening, which isn’t difficult though it can be excessively dull. Then I suggest ways in which they can confront their problems; common sense is often all that is necessary.

I don’t like to think about the reasoning that motivated me all those years ago. What I did was wrong; I’ve admitted it often enough, and I had to show remorse in order to obtain parole. There was grief at the time, mostly his, and that of the children left without their mother – a role I had expected to assume. Mine was the sorrow of betrayal. There was the unborn infant, too; the papers made a meal of that.

He abandoned me, saying that he had never loved me. He took the two children overseas and, after a while, married someone else. Like me, he started again. Now it’s as if he’d died, as though it had never happened. In fact he did die, not long ago. It was reported in the papers, with a reference to the case. I suppose these things never cease to haunt. He had manipulated me because he wanted me, perhaps as a boost to his ego, as I was so young, or perhaps he was simply a lecherous man who needed more than one woman.

Now I manipulate others, sometimes gaining considerable control. In addition to my straightforward consultations and on the strength of my professional reputation, I write an advice column in a trade magazine. I get satisfaction from what I do. I am an influence for good, and the past is expunged.
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How was she to occupy Saturday?

Sarah, waking, saw that Oliver was already up. He’d be out gardening, she thought, or maybe working on that silly house. She supposed it was a good thing to have a hobby. People said so, and if you had one, you met others who shared your interest, possibly even life partners. There were amateur dramatics, for instance, and badminton or tennis. Sarah was not attracted to any of these activities; as a girl, she had not been good at games; nor was she musical, but she had been willing to fall in with the plans of others, one who was led, rather than a trail blazer. She embarked on an affair during her first year at university partly because the idea of romance was already in her mind, and she thought it was essential to acquire a boyfriend. When she was singled out by a young man who had a beaten-up old MG, and who was a rugger enthusiast, she was ecstatic. An emotional path had been mapped out for her, and with dedication she learned the rules of rugby, standing on the touchline, shivering in spite of her thick coat and woolly hat, cheering Harry on. She endured long draughty drives in his car, and his clumsy sexual fumblings, and, regarding her cooperation as compulsory, hoped that these would become more tolerable in time.

In the summer, when Harry took off for a backpacking holiday with a girl called Amanda, she was mortified. It seemed that everyone but Sarah knew of their romance; however, Harry had decided not to have it out with her but to slide away.

‘What a heel,’ said another girl, attempting consolation, but Sarah was too far gone to benefit from her words. ‘You’ll soon find someone else,’ the girl encouraged. But Sarah did not want anyone else; she wanted Harry, the rugby hero, whom her parents had met when they came to see her one weekend. She was too keen too soon, thought her friend. But Harry had given Sarah status; his defection was, to her, a major humiliation.

Then she met Oliver, who offered her an escape which salvaged her pride.

Being in love with him, as she eventually decided she was – he was certainly in love with her – was much less upsetting than being in love with Harry. For one thing, she didn’t have to watch rugger, or cricket, which in the summer had taken over as Harry’s main interest. Nor did she have to drink too much, which she’d done to keep up with Harry and to help with sex. Oliver did not expect her to go to bed with him until after they were married; before then, he kissed her rather nicely and sometimes caressed her intimately, but he never attempted more. Once, when she had had a few drinks at a dance – dances didn’t seem to exist now – and she had twined herself around him as Harry had liked her to do, he unwound her and said that it was time to say good night.

Sex with Oliver had not been a gymnastic contest, nor a power struggle. Slowly it became rewarding, and was so still, though now it had become a habit. She was bored with him. Perhaps, as time passed, everyone grew bored with their husband or wife. Verbal communication between them seemed to be dwindling away; Oliver would tinker with his dolls’ house, or deal with the papers for the various charities with which he was concerned, and she would watch television and then go to bed. Lately, it hadn’t mattered. She had her own papers to work on now. She’d found a new role, and she was meeting different sorts of people all the time, clients and colleagues.

Oliver was in the kitchen when she went downstairs. He had made coffee, and, after pouring her some, he suggested they might have dinner that night at a riverside restaurant they liked. Sarah was pleased, and she agreed to his proposal that they should invite the Stewarts to join them. The two couples had been friends for years; their children were much of an age. The parents met less often now that their families had dispersed; it would be a chance to pick up the threads. Daniel Stewart had been made redundant five years ago, and after being rejected by numerous firms to whom he applied for a job, had opened a second-hand furniture business in a former corn merchant’s just off Mickleburgh High Street. Sarah called it a junk shop; very little of what he sold could be termed antique. He cleaned, repaired, stripped and polished, and sometimes painted, the things he bought up cheaply, often at sales. Midge, his wife, had started picture-framing in part of the premises and Oliver suspected that hers was the more profitable operation. The Stewarts, however, remained cheerful if impecunious; they were delighted at the prospect of dining out, and conversation was lively during the meal, with Sarah deploring the hours worked by young doctors – Tim was worn out, she said, and they seldom saw him. Midge enquired about Oliver’s dolls’ house, which had fascinated her when she saw it. Sarah thought this a pointless topic and began discussing a local road-widening scheme which was attracting protest.

The Foxtons had picked up the Stewarts from Deerton, the small village a few miles away where they lived in a slightly crumbling house built thirty or so years before in what had been the orchard of the rectory. After dinner, they drove them back, and Daniel invited them in for coffee. Sarah accepted, and Oliver assented; a delayed return home would postpone a post mortem on the evening, with accompanying criticism.

Midge led the way indoors, flipping on lights as she went. There was an air of shabby scruffiness about the interior; surfaces were dusty, and there was a pile of letters, some unopened, on the table. Bills, Oliver guessed. They went through to the sitting room at the rear of the house, where in daylight there was a view across the garden which was mostly apple trees, rough grass, and, in spring, hundreds of daffodils. Now, faded apricot velvet curtains were drawn across the windows. The room was chilly.

‘Sorry,’ apologised Midge. ‘We didn’t light the fire before we went out. We were at the shop till late.’ The shop was open on Saturdays, and she had had several pictures to frame, promised for the afternoon.

Daniel offered brandy, and had one himself, but Oliver, who was driving, had had a glass of wine with dinner and would not risk going over the limit.

‘Just coffee, please,’ he said. ‘Shall I make it?’ He knew where most things were in this shabby, comfortable house.

‘Would you? You are a dear,’ said Midge. ‘I’ll light the fire. You’ll have a brandy, won’t you, Sarah?’

Sarah, suppressing a shiver, said she would.

Midge was on hands and knees busy with twigs and firelighters. The grate, which was not the open-hearth kind, as in the Foxtons’ house, where ash intentionally accumulated, hadn’t even been cleaned, Sarah noticed. Midge was such a sloven. It was surprising that Daniel didn’t appear to mind. Oliver shouldn’t be drinking coffee so late, she thought; it would keep him awake. Except that nothing seemed to do that.

‘How many coffees?’ asked Oliver, putting his head round the door.

‘I’ll come and help,’ said Midge. ‘The fire’s going now and Dan will keep an eye on it. Won’t you?’ she added.

‘Of course,’ he said, smiling at her, sorry the Foxtons had decided to come in, but after all, they had paid for the dinner, refusing his attempts to split the bill.

In the kitchen, Midge and Oliver soon brewed the coffee in the cafetie`re which Midge said Mark and Jonathan, her sons, one an engineer in Scotland, the other at university, had given her for her birthday. They found cups and saucers, Midge scuffling past the mugs she and Daniel always used. You didn’t serve coffee to Sarah in a mug, not unless it was elevenses in the kitchen.

‘Sorry about the mess,’ said Midge.

‘I see no mess,’ said Oliver, although by comparison with Sarah’s, the kitchen was untidy, with crockery on the drainer and a tin of biscuits on the table.

‘I’m a bit of a muddler,’ said Midge.

‘I don’t think you are,’ said Oliver, pouring boiling water into the pot. He gave it a stir. ‘I always do that,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure if you’re meant to. Stir it, I mean.’

‘So do I,’ said Midge. She smiled at him, then gave him a quick peck on the cheek. ‘You’re a saint,’ she said.

Oliver looked startled, but he beamed at her.

‘You’re a corker,’ he said.

‘What a strange expression. I hope it’s a compliment,’ Midge replied.

‘Oh yes,’ said Oliver. ‘It’s meant to be.’

When they returned to the others, Midge bustled about, wondering aloud how long to wait before plunging the filter down on the coffee. Sarah was sipping her brandy. Her hair, which she had grown recently, and wore loose tonight, fell on to the shoulders of her scarlet coat.

She looked very beautiful, thought both the men.

And I’m the one who goes home with her, Oliver reflected. He had never stopped marvelling about this, blaming himself for any disappointments.

They had already brought each other up to date on their children’s progress, and talk died away as they finished their drinks. Driving home, Sarah commented on Orchard House.

‘What a mess the place is,’ she said. ‘Midge is a real slut.’

Oliver had feared this sort of conversation might develop.

‘She works hard, and she hasn’t got anyone to help in the house,’ he said.

‘She could find someone. She used to have a cleaner.’

‘I don’t suppose they can afford it,’ said Oliver. ‘Times aren’t easy and they’ve still got Jonathan to subsidise.’

‘Oh,’ said Sarah. ‘Are they really so hard up?’

‘I think so,’ said Oliver. He knew that Daniel owed money.

Sarah was silent. She was lucky to be able to afford to dress well and have more or less whatever she wanted. She did not say this aloud; nor, as they prepared for bed, did she mention any pleasure she might have derived from the evening.

‘That sauce on the duck was far too sweet,’ she said, as she turned off her bedside light.

Oliver, still cheered by his moment with Midge in the kitchen, had planned to slip his arm round Sarah tonight, testing her mood. This remark instantly cooled his ardour.

‘I thought it was delicious,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry it didn’t please you.’ By his standards, this was a waspish remark. He leaned over to deliver a good-night kiss on whatever surface of Sarah he could easily locate. It proved to be her hair, and she did not feel it.

She wouldn’t have minded an approach tonight, she thought, rolling over, her back to him. Of course, he never sensed how she felt. Unable to count her blessings, Sarah slept, while a few miles away their dinner guests lay linked together, mutually comforted, like nesting spoons.
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Jamie Preston was spending Saturday night at his friend Barry Noakes’s house in Deerton. Barry lived in Orchard Close, a group of seven modern houses in a cul de sac opposite the Stewarts. His parents had gone to a wedding in Sheffield and would not be back until late, so Jamie was keeping Barry company. Two of their friends, Peter Grant, who also lived in the close, and Greg Morris, whose shortest route home was through the Noakeses’ garden, over the fence and across a field, had come to spend the evening. No girls were present; that was a restriction imposed by Barry’s parents; there was to be no opportunity for licentious conduct. Barry and his friends, however, were content; they talked about girls and scuffled with them when they got the chance, but none was yet ready for a no-holds-barred session. They had hired three videos and settled down to enjoy pizzas cooked in the microwave and cans of Coca-Cola.

They were sprawled in the living room, watching a horror film which they were too young to rent legally, when the doorbell rang.

Barry opened the door, and saw four boys from the year above them at their school. They crowded into the doorway and before he could prevent them, they had pushed him out of the way and burst into the house, surging on into the room where the others sat in front of the television, empty Coca-Cola cans stacked neatly on the hearth at the side of the electric fire, their pizza plates piled on a coffee table.

The intruding boys had already been drinking. One of them, Wayne, had bought a six-pack of beer.

Their escapade had started as a dare, after they met at Trevor’s house. He had been boasting that he could drive and would take them for a spin in his mother’s car, which he could borrow without her ever knowing. She and his father had gone for their usual Saturday night out. They went clubbing and were always late home. The car would be back in its place when they returned. The whole evening stretched ahead of the bored boys, and here was a challenge. The four of them had piled into the Lada and their first stop was to buy another six-pack. Then they drove through the town and into the country, the passengers all drinking while Trevor displayed his skills.

Seeing Deerton indicated on a signpost, one of the others, who knew that Barry Noakes lived there and had heard his plans for the evening being discussed at school, told Trevor to turn off.

‘There’s a few having a party there,’ he said. ‘Let’s join in.’

The others were pleased with this suggestion; it was much too early to go home. They urged Trevor on, though they were vague about finding the close and Trevor overshot the turning, stopping beyond it. They piled out of the car, giggling. There was a short argument about which was the right house; Peter Grant lived here too, and there were seven houses.

‘We’ll try them all till we find them,’ said Paul.

This seemed a good idea. They started at the first house, on the corner, and Barry answered the bell.

Led by Wayne, the four boys pushed past him. Wayne had a can of beer in his hand and he pulled it open, putting it to his mouth, staring at what the others were watching.

At first it was all right. The intruders stood for a few minutes, gaping at the television. Then Kevin spoke.

‘What a load of shit,’ he said, and began picking up cushions and throwing them at the screen.

‘Wouldn’t mind some food,’ said Wayne. He looked at the soiled plates. ‘Got any more of that? Had a takeaway, did you?’

‘Sorry, no,’ said Barry nervously. ‘My mum left pizzas for us.’

‘Your mum left pizzas, did she?’ Wayne mimicked Barry’s half-broken voice. ‘Well, let’s see what else she’s left,’ and, followed by Paul, he went through to the kitchen, where they opened the fridge. Paul took out a bottle of milk and drank some, then, looking at Wayne to make sure his action was observed, poured the rest on the floor and dropped the bottle, which rolled over under the table. Hearing their excited cries, Kevin and Trevor followed them into the kitchen and began emptying the fridge, throwing margarine on to the floor and standing on the packet. They found Lily Noakes’s store cupboard and began spilling rice and flour around them.

‘Hey, stop it,’ Barry, following them, protested, trying to bar the way to other cupboards while Peter dragged at the invaders’ jackets to pull them back. Wayne turned on the taps at the sink and began splashing water about, and then Kevin and Paul broke away, going upstairs, their feet covered in the sticky mess from the kitchen floor.

Jamie ran after them, shouting at them to stop, but they took no notice, pulling the beds apart, flinging duvets and pillows around. Then Paul leaped up on to Barry’s parents’ large bed, undid his zip, and urinated in a wide arc over the duvet.

Jamie was still yelling at them to stop, tugging at any part of their clothing he could reach, but, intent on their wanton destruction, Paul and Kevin ignored him, pausing only long enough for Kevin to hit out at him, sending him off balance, but he recovered and caught Paul round the legs as he zipped up his fly, bringing him down on the bed so that his face made contact with the sodden duvet. At this, Kevin rounded on Jamie, who presented a vulnerable target as he bent over, grasping Paul. Kevin pulled his hair and dragged him to the ground, where he kicked his head. Somehow Jamie managed to wriggle free, and, realising he could not defeat the two boys, he ran downstairs, but Paul and Kevin, their blood up now, went after him. As he fled, sounds of battle came from the living room. Jamie dragged open the front door and ran into the road, shouting for help.

He did not turn into the close but dashed across the road to a house whose porch light was on, Daniel and Midge having failed to turn it out after Oliver and Sarah left. Jamie ran up the path to the front door and rang the bell, then thumped the tarnished brass knocker, yelling as loudly as he could.

To him, it seemed like hours before Daniel Stewart opened the door and saw a blood-stained, frightened youth who gasped something incoherent about boys trashing a house in the close.

‘Calm down. Tell me what’s going on,’ said Daniel, and the boy said a gang had gatecrashed Barry’s house.

‘They’re wrecking it,’ he said. ‘They’re fighting.’

‘I’ll come. Just a tick while I put on some clothes,’ said Daniel, who had dragged on a towelling robe before answering the door. He raced upstairs, where he put on tracksuit trousers and top while Midge, woken too, sat up in bed asking what was going on.

‘There’s a fight in the close. Ring the police,’ called Daniel. ‘There’s a young lad with a bloody nose outside.’
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