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At Mrs Sugar’s


‘Have you heard, my dears? The Hall House is sold at last.’ Mrs Sugar was slicing ham with studied concentration as she made this announcement. The recipient of the meat, a woman with a distant, distracted expression and clothes to match, was more intent on the carving than on the speaker but the other customers crowded into the little shop all responded with satisfying interest.


‘Really, Mrs Sugar?’ exclaimed a woman in jodhpurs and tweed hacking jacket. ‘Do we know who?’


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Daltry, that I have so far not been able to ascertain,’ Mrs Sugar replied with the carefully assumed vowels she saved for her favoured customers. ‘My informant, Miss Briggs at Lashams,’ the local estate agent, ‘seemed to think that the purchaser was a gentleman from London.’


‘Oh Lor! Not another commuter?’ Heather Daltry groaned. ‘The village is becoming nothing more than a dormitory. One can scarcely breathe for exhaust fumes between six thirty and eight, morning and evening.’


Meanwhile the woman at the counter was trying to catch the carver’s attention.


‘That’s more than enough,’ she said in an agitated voice.


‘I’ll just give you this one delicious slice, my dear,’ Mrs Sugar told her, cutting it extra thick. ‘The Brigadier will come back for more tonight, Mrs Jerrold, I’ll be bound. Like Oliver Twist he’ll be. And no wonder! My ham is the talk of the county on account of the secret ingredient I put in the water.’ As she spoke she was now wrapping the meat in greaseproof paper. Then laying the little parcel on the scales she gave them a sharp rap with her clenched fist. ‘Drat these scales! They stick, you know.’


Heather Daltry turned and raised her eyes in a way loaded with meaning. The slender woman in a flowing cloak standing behind her frowned.


‘You should have them checked, Mrs Sugar,’ she announced, making a statement, rather than a suggestion.


‘I’ve had them checked, Mrs Simpson,’ Mrs Sugar replied indignantly. ‘A man from the ministry came himself.’


‘It’s Ms,’ Diana Simpson said, impatiently. ‘I’ve told you that before.’


‘Yes,’ Mrs Sugar agreed, wiping her hands on her overall skirt, ‘I dare say as it is, but not round here, dear. That’s all a bit too newfangled for us locals. We’re simple folk with simple ways. There’s Miss and Mrs and sin in between. And that’s all we know about it.’ Then, without pausing for breath or any rejoinder, she continued: ‘And would that be all, Mrs Jerrold, or can I interest you in a nice tart? There’s my Bramley apple or a sweet plum jam. Made this morning. Fresh and full of goodness.’


‘Oh, no thank you. The Brigadier is a slave to indigestion. Pastry is particularly fatal for him.’


‘But not my pastry,’ Mrs Sugar said in a peeved tone, and producing a stub of pencil from behind her ear she started to add up a column of figures on a pad in front of her.


‘She should get a proper till,’ the woman at the back of the queue observed to no one in particular as she glanced at her watch.


‘You newcomers from town are always in too much of an ’urry,’ the old man in front of her muttered.


‘Really, Tom. We have lived at Pinchings for twelve years, which scarcely makes us newcomers, and I personally have not lived in a town since I was up at Oxford . . . which is more years ago than I care to consider,’ the woman added, pulling at the collar of her gabardine and glaring at the man.


‘Be that as it may, Miss Hopkirk. But I well remember my old dad saying: “Town and country they never should mix. Town’s full of vermin and land’s full of ticks.”’


The other customers looked suitably bemused by this and the woman to whom the remark was addressed shook her head as if in despair.


‘I am Miss Fallon, Tom. How many times must I tell you?’


‘Proves my point,’ the old man muttered. ‘You newcomers all look alike to me.’


Miss Fallon shrugged irritably. ‘It is really quite easy to distinguish us. Miss Hopkirk is the short one. Miss Bridey has the fuller figure. And I am the tall one with glasses.’


Tom, whom it would seem was not to be dignified by any other name, glowered up at her from under furrowed brows. ‘There’s tall and tall,’ he told her in the voice of a seer. ‘I’d have to set you all next each other to know what was and what wasn’t.’ Then turning once more to face the counter, he raised his voice petulantly. ‘Oh, get a move on, Bessie Sugar, you great besom. I could have sired a football team while I’ve been stood here.’


‘Not with my help!’ Heather Daltry whispered, making Diana Simpson look away, for fear of betraying her feminist principles.


Meanwhile Mrs Sugar had completed her sum and now slipped the paper across the counter for the Brigadier’s wife to check.


‘If you give me a ten-pound note, dear, I’ll put the change towards the Christmas club for you.’


‘Oh, no. I don’t think so,’ Rosemary Jerrold said, staring short-sightedly at the sum and then rooting in her purse for the correct money. ‘The Brigadier would find that most odd when doing the accounts.’


‘Odd, dear?’


‘He would think March a little early in the year to be saving for Christmas.’


‘Soonest started, soonest mended,’ Mrs Sugar opined, as if her words had some dark meaning beyond the understanding of mere mortals.


‘Yes,’ Mrs Jerrold said doubtfully. ‘I dare say you’re right. But is there any guarantee that we will be here next Christmas? And what will become of the money if we are not?’ As she spoke she was putting her purchases into her basket. Then nodding and smiling she edged her way past the queue, murmuring, ‘Thank you so much. Excuse me. Goodbye. Thank you. I’m so sorry. Thank you.’ Until, reaching the door, she called out one last ‘Goodbye!’ as she escaped with relief to the street.


It was a raw day with a keen little wind blowing in from the coast that felt as if it had started its journey somewhere just north of the Russian steppes. Mrs Jerrold pulled her coat closer round her and turned down the hill towards the green.


The village of Bellingford had begun as a cluster of cottages where three lanes met and had prospered and grown from the latter days of the first Elizabeth until some time during the reign of the third George, when the gentry had abandoned it for the comforts of the expanding town of Fairlow, five miles away. The dwellings round the green were for the most part thatched, half-timbered cottages, with a few more imposing houses built in a mellow red brick. A scattering of later Victorian and Edwardian villas had been introduced when a new rich sought once more the fresher air and quieter ways of country life.


Out of sight of the green a small council estate had been added during the sixties, and later still a garage and filling station had arrived. The property boom of the eighties had also paid a visit, and at the other end of the village, beyond the shop, on land that had once been a gentle meadow with a view for miles across open farmland, there was now a group of doubtful mock-timbered residences, with bright-red roofs and leaded windows. At the entrance to this suburban ghetto stood a seemingly permanent billboard which read: ‘Tudor Drive – Executive homes for the discerning buyer’. To which an unknown graffiti artist had later added in red paint, the letters now fading with time: ‘Ban cruel sports’ – as though the writer was acquainted with some special nefarious pastime indulged in by the executive residents.


The village also boasted a part-Norman church – St Michael and all the Angels; a pub – the Hart at Rest; a village hall – with a stage for dramatics and enough space for flower shows, art exhibitions and occasional village meetings; Sugar’s General Store – ‘cooked ham to a secret recipe always in stock’; and an antiques shop – which was invariably closed.


Undoubtedly the finest building in Bellingford was the Hall House. This small Queen Anne gem stood to one side of the green with a narrow garden in front just wide enough to permit a semicircle of drive from the pair of imposing gates that pierced its iron railings bordering the road. This drive swept up to a hooded portico and then continued round the side of the house to end with a flourish in a yard surrounded by stables and outhouses.


Behind the property a broad terrace gave access by a flight of shallow steps to several acres of cultivated grounds and woodland. These woods eventually petered out at a perimeter fence beyond which farmland rolled, dotted with trees and the occasional dilapidated barn. Nearer to the house the grounds were laid out with lawns and borders, a walled vegetable garden and many fine specimen trees, including willow and magnolia and dipping cedars where rooks nested in the spring. There was also the added delight of a splashing stream that cut through the woods, skirted the lawns and wound through a shrubby wilderness before disappearing from sight into a tunnel. It then briefly emerged in the next-door garden, where it formed a small and dreary pond before passing on to dissect the village green and ford a narrow lane – the eponymous Belling Ford.


Mrs Jerrold’s way home passed in front of the Hall House. Cockpits, the house she had occupied with her husband the Brigadier since he had retired from the regiment fifteen years before, lay just beyond it, where the land began to rise towards the church. (It was here that the stream surfaced before crossing the green.) Indeed the gardens of Cockpits shared a communal brick wall with the grounds of the Hall. Thus the Jerrolds would be the immediate neighbours of the newcomers at the Hall – although neighbourliness was sadly not a human attribute which the Brigadier had been blessed with at birth. Nor was it one that he had encouraged his good wife to nurture since she had joined him in the state of matrimony – if not of love – forty years before.


So it happened that on this raw March day it was the Brigadier’s wife who became the first person in the village to see one of the future occupants of that lovely house. She was passing the gates when what appeared to be a slim youth in jeans and a leather jerkin came out of the front door and ran down the steps to the BMW parked on the drive. As he did so he looked over his shoulder and shouted:


‘Rich! We’re going to live here, you know! It’s meant to be a home. Not a set for the end of Act Two, for fuck’s sake!’


Then, as he opened the boot of the car and produced a bulging briefcase, he caught sight of the elderly woman in her beige coat staring at him through the railings, her mouth slightly open with surprise and an expression of dismay.


‘Oops!’ he exclaimed. ‘Pardonez-moi!’ and dropping her a deep curtsy he slammed the boot and retreated once more into the seclusion of the house.


‘Oh dear!’ Mrs Jerrold gasped. Then she frowned and shook her head. ‘Oh dear me,’ she whispered. ‘The Brigadier won’t like this one little bit.’
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‘Fresh Woods . . .’


Two men observed this scene on the drive from one of the front windows on the ground floor of the Hall House. The first was aged above sixty and was probably closer to seventy – though he never spoke of the matter even to himself. He was tall, slim and distinguished. The only obvious concession to vanity was his silver hair, which was carefully combed across a balding patch on the crown. His rather conservative dress – a dark overcoat covering a pinstripe suit – gave him the appearance of an MP or a Harley Street doctor.


His companion in contrast looked younger than his years. He was in fact in his mid forties but could have passed, lit from below and with a smudge on the lens, for early thirties. His was an infinitely more glamorous wardrobe – casual but expensive. The thick multicoloured sweater had been designed in Italy, the pale cream T-shirt in France, the well-cut jeans and high boots in America – and if there were any doubts about the authenticity of these garments, each had a label to prove it. His dark hair was cut fashionably short and his face, with a surprisingly tanned complexion for so early in an English spring, was unmarked apart from smile lines round the mouth and the hint of a frown.


The older man was holding a clipboard on which he had been entering notes before the distraction outside had brought them both to the window. ‘Oh dear!’ he winced, as the curtsy was dropped and the beige woman’s reaction was witnessed. ‘That sort of behaviour isn’t going to endear you to the natives.’


‘Oh, please! Bless!’ his companion groaned.


‘The child must be told.’


‘Yes. But not by you, Laurence. So just keep out of it, will you?’


‘I shan’t say a word!’


The front door slammed again and a voice was heard calling: ‘Rich?’


‘We’re in here.’


The boy entered, carrying the briefcase.


‘The first native has been sighted. I think she heard me say “fuck” but they probably don’t speak the language. So what’s been decided?’


‘This will be my study,’ Rich replied.


‘Study? And what are you going to study in your study?’


‘All right then – office.’


‘You mean you’re going to bring work home? I thought you said that the weekends would be for us.’


‘Perhaps Richard means a place for him to escape to.’


‘From whom?’


‘Life! We all need somewhere that we can call our own. You after all are having the entire attic.’


‘As a studio and workroom, Laurence. I will be running a business here. Rich is going to be in London all week.’


‘What else are we going to use this room for?’ Rich asked, irritably. ‘We’ve so many fucking rooms we’ll get lost if we don’t at least give them a name.’


‘You don’t like it here,’ Bless sighed, making a statement.


‘I love it. But there are nine bedrooms!’


‘So?’


‘What are we going to do with nine bedrooms?’


‘Make them into five and four bathrooms. I thought we’d covered that. You should have looked at the place properly before you bought.’


‘I don’t have the time, Bless. I am in the middle of two productions . . .’


‘Oh, God! Here comes ulcer number three.’


‘I’m serious . . .’


‘I know. So am I.’ Bless dropped the briefcase on the floor and walked across to the fireplace with his hands in his pockets. He stared at the floor, sighed and then said all on one breath: ‘I knew it. It’s all a ghastly mistake. We shouldn’t have bought this place. It’s my fault. I got carried away.’


Rich took one look at his crestfallen face, then crossed and put an arm round him.


‘You love it?’


Bless nodded, then looked at him with his head on one side. ‘Actually it’s you that I love,’ he said. ‘This is more somewhere to live . . . To live with you.’


‘I’ll go upstairs and do some measuring,’ Laurence said, walking towards the door with exaggerated stealth.


‘It’s all right, Laurence. You’re quite safe. I’m not going to rip his clothes off.’


Laurence stared coldly at the boy.


‘And this room . . .?’ he asked in a haughty, obviously disapproving tone.


Bless grinned and kissed Rich on the cheek. ‘This is his study!’


‘Yes, oh lord and master,’ Laurence said sourly, and he made a note on his clipboard before going out of the room.


‘Oh shit! Is he going to disapprove of me for ever?’


‘He takes his time getting to know people,’ Rich said, holding him from behind and snuggling into his body.


‘But – he doesn’t have to, does he? Get to know me, I mean.’


‘Laurence is my oldest friend, Bless.’


‘Yes, yes! You told me! But you have a live-in lover now.’


‘Let’s go and look at the drawing room again.’ Taking his hand, Rich pulled him out of the room and across the hall towards the back of the house.


‘I am, aren’t I?’ the boy said, following him.


‘What?’


‘Your lover now.’ He said the words with exaggerated deliberation.


‘What do you think?’


‘I think you’re quite difficult to get to know yourself,’ Bless replied gravely. Then he grinned. ‘But I’m prepared to give it my best shot.’


They looked at each other from across the room. Then Rich smiled. ‘He’s actually a very good architect. We’re lucky to have him.’


‘Don’t – please!’ Bless exclaimed.


‘What?’


‘Treat me like a retarded child. Laurence is not here because he’s a good architect. We don’t even need an architect. I could do a plan of what’s required on the back of an envelope while cooking a risotto. He’s only here because you don’t want to hurt his feelings . . .’


‘Keep your voice down.’


‘And the reason his feelings could be hurt is he thinks he owns you.’


‘Bless – shut up!’


‘Where are you going to be living Monday through Thursday?’


This was now turning into an ancient argument.


‘At my flat,’ Rich replied. ‘My flat, Bless. Mine.’


‘Your flat that I have never once set foot in in the whole one year, two months and seventeen days that we have . . . what is the politically correct description for what we’ve been doing?’


‘Fucking,’ Rich replied crossly.


‘Oh, really? And I actually thought we meant more than that.’


‘Oh! For shit’s sake!’


‘Well – why did we never fuck, Rich dear – as you so sweetly call it – in your luxury penthouse apartment? Will you tell me that.’


‘Because it is also Laurence’s home. And we have always had an agreement . . .’


‘Not to drag home your little bits of stuff. I know, I know.’


There was an awkward silence. Upstairs they could hear Laurence pacing out measurements and moving from room to room. Rich took a deep breath, maybe to steady himself or more likely to control his temper. Bless walked away, ashamed of his behaviour and annoyed with himself for allowing Laurence’s presence to affect him so.


‘Sorry,’ he said at last, staring out of one of the long windows at the terrace and the gardens beyond.


‘I am buying a house for you,’ Rich exclaimed, his voice a mixture of irritation and pleading.


‘I thought it was for us.’


‘Bless!’ his friend pleaded. ‘You know what I mean.’


‘Yes.’ Bless nodded. ‘It’s just . . . Why do I feel like a kept woman?’


‘Because that’s what you are!’ Rich said, crossing and giving him a hug. Then he groaned. ‘What’ll we do with all that land?’ he said, looking out at the rolling acres.


‘Do we need to do anything?’


‘Yes!’


‘What?’


‘I don’t know. All those things Percy Thrower used to tell us on Blue Peter. Digging and pruning and . . . I don’t know, that’s what I’m saying. I’ve never dug a trench in my life.’


‘You make it sound like the Somme.’


‘It might just as well be. It has to be controlled – nature. You have to show it who’s boss. Otherwise it . . . takes over.


He shuddered and walked away, but Bless stared at the view with renewed interest. ‘It actually looks surprisingly neat – considering the place has been empty. Maybe it does itself?’


‘You mean it’s all astroturf and polystyrene trees? Sorry! That there is the real thing – not panto time at the Grand, Wolverhampton.’ And then he couldn’t resist adding, ‘Any more than my study is a set for the end of Act Two.’


‘Touché.’


‘Which play, by the way?’


‘The Murder of Roger Ackroyd!’ Bless said with a shudder. Then he shrugged. ‘It was Laurence, he was winding me up.’


‘You shouldn’t let him. Oh – and . . . the curtsy . . .’


Bless groaned. ‘Mistake?’


Rich nodded. ‘Big!’ He grinned. ‘You have to be butch in the country.’


‘Oh, dearie, dearie me! That means both of us, heart. You don’t actually look a son of the soil yourself.’


‘I don’t? Why?’


‘The Missoni and Saint Laurent? They’ll have to go. Plus fours and a Barbour, I think, don’t you?’


‘Mmmh!’ Rich purred. ‘I might quite like that.’ And crossing to him he put his hands on Bless’s waist.


‘Richard, behave yourself! Laurence is upstairs. What were we talking about?’


‘The garden.’


‘Oh, yes!’ Bless said, turning once more to look out of the window. ‘Seriously, it does seem surprisingly neat.’


‘Only because the family kept on a gardener while they haggled over the will. The agent persuaded them that the grounds were a big selling point.’


‘Mmmh.’ Bless nodded, now deep in thought.


‘Do you actually know anything about gardens?’


‘God, yes! Flowers grow in them. The smell of new-mown grass . . . and wheelbarrows and watering cans and . . . Roses. And . . . well, I’m not good on names – but I expect I can learn. Then there’s . . . weeding and . . . You have to do a lot of planting as well. You put the dirty end in the soil. I know loads about gardens.’


‘We’d better keep on the gardener.’


‘Only until I have mastered the art,’ Bless said, moving away, still staring thoughtfully out at the grey and dismal day. ‘If I am coming to live here, then that means really live. I don’t intend to behave like a refugee. I shall become part of the community.’


‘How?’


‘I don’t know.’ Bless shrugged. ‘How does one . . . integrate? Is that the right word?’


‘Sounds good to me!’ Rich said with a grin.


‘You wait. I’ll show you. I’m going to get to know the entire village. I shall organise things and we’ll give garden parties and . . . What does one do in the country?’


‘Country pleasures.’


‘Don’t be crude, Rich. We are the lords of the manor now. We must act accordingly.’


‘Won’t there be any country pleasures?’ Rich sounded disappointed.


‘Of course there will. Are you mad? We’ll probably do it out in the street where we can be sure of frightening the horses. I may be going to integrate – but I’m certainly not giving up being me.’


‘Thank God for that,’ Rich sighed.


‘God, honey, has very little to do with it!’ Bless reassured him, with a Mae West bump and a hand on his zip. And the Hall House, Bellingford, would have been christened there and then in the drawing room if Laurence hadn’t come in brandishing a tape measure and a look of reproof.


‘I’m cold,’ he said. ‘Let’s get back to London and civilisation.’
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‘. . . And Pastures Green’


Maggie Heston poured wine into two glasses as Bless came into the room, towelling his hair. ‘Drink,’ she said.


‘Yes, ma’am!’ He bowed obediently. Then, shivering, he crouched down in front of the gas fire and held his hands towards it, burning his bare knees where they protruded from his dressing gown.


‘Are you naked under there?’ Maggie asked, opening a bag of Kettle Chips and taking a handful into her mouth.


‘Keep your distance, Heston. One false move and I’ll have you for sexual harassment.’


‘You’re kidding. If I set my mind to it you wouldn’t stand a chance.’ She chopped the air with the side of her hand. ‘Kerpow! And you’re flat on your back, pleading for mercy.’ Then she sighed and took another scoop of crisps. ‘Don’t worry – you’re quite safe. I’ve given up sex. It does my head in.’


‘That’s because you fall for nerds and psychopaths.’


She nodded emphatically. ‘True! Whereas you . . .?’


‘Whatever you may think of Rich, he’s not a nerd.’


‘And as for being a psychopath – you have to know someone for ages before you find out the real person.’


‘I have known him for ages.’


‘A year!’


‘And a bit.’


‘Oh, a lifetime!’


‘Listen! The longest I spent with a lover prior to this was eighteen days.’ He shuddered. ‘And that was horrendous.’


‘He was a psychopath.’


‘You could say!’


Maggie crunched energetically. ‘I’m telling you. I was the one who had to pick up your poor wounded body, remember.’


‘Well – what are friends for?’ He shook his head, letting his long straight hair fan out behind him.


Maggie looked at him over the rim of her glass and decided to say nothing more on the subject of Richard Charteris – for the time being at least. Then putting the glass down she ran her hands through her own thin, short hair, as if checking to see that it was still on her head. ‘It isn’t fair.’


‘Now what?’ Bless asked, stretching.


‘Your hair.’


‘The one thing it is is fair.’


‘No! I mean it isn’t fair that you’ve a luxuriant thatch of honey blond while my hair is mousy – and goddamn thin . . .’


‘This is not honey – it’s a natural auburn. Which is bad news, actually. I read somewhere that the lighter the follicles the shorter their life. I’ll be lucky if I’m not bald by the time I’m thirty.’ He winced, realising he’d strayed on to dangerous ground. Maggie’s hair was not her best feature. It was thin and nondescript and she, quite rightly in his opinion, had a terrible complex about it. He therefore quickly and deftly changed the subject. ‘Shit!’ he groaned. ‘I will one day be thirty!’


‘Excuse me! Not for another three years,’ Maggie exclaimed, brushing aside his unreasonable angst. ‘Go on then,’ she continued, slipping off her shoes, ‘tell me about the day.’


‘What about it?’


‘How did it go?’


There was a pause as Bless hitched himself up, leaning on one elbow, and stared into the fire.


‘Laurence came with us.’


While Maggie digested this piece of information she leaned forward and took another handful of crisps. Then when it became clear that he wasn’t going to add anything to this apparently loaded statement, she threw the packet across to him.


‘Do you know how many calories there are . . .?’


‘Oh, please! You need your strength. You’re a growing boy.’


‘That’s the problem,’ he said, filling his mouth and crunching.


Maggie stared at him, then she shrugged. She was now considering the ‘What the hell? I’m his best friend. What are best friends for’ scenario, and said: ‘Why are you doing this, Bless?’


‘Sorry. Am I hogging the fire?’


‘No! I mean – why are you leaving London? Why are you going to bury yourself in the middle of the country? Why?’


‘Love.’


‘Shit!’ Then she shrugged and nodded. ‘I know you love him. But wouldn’t it be wiser, safer even, to start off somewhere semi-rural, like Barnes or – oh God, I don’t know – Hampstead is disgustingly bosky.’


‘Hampstead? Are you crazy?’


‘I agree it isn’t exactly the heartbeat of the metropolis but people do live there, you know.’


‘That is precisely the point. Rich’s flat is in Hampstead. Laurence is in Hampstead.’


‘Then tell him to give bloody Laurence the flat. He can afford it, can’t he? He’s Rich by name, Rich by nature.’


‘He says if we were living somewhere down the road . . . Laurence would feel rejected.’


‘But he is rejected.’ A new and awful thought. ‘He is, isn’t he? I mean, they’re not still screwing?’


‘I don’t think they ever screwed. Anyway, not for years.’


‘Says who?’


‘Please! You’ve never even seen Laurence. I promise you they’re not sleeping together. No one could be screwing Laurence. They could never get close enough. He wears gloves when he shakes hands.’


Maggie shrugged. ‘An extreme form of safe sex?’ Getting no response, she reached across and grabbed the bag of crisps off the floor. Then hooking a leg over the arm of the sofa she swung her foot backwards and forwards and munched moodily.


‘You’ll get fat . . .’


‘Don’t you dare say that. Not now . . .’


‘Why? What’s so special about now?’


‘I am in a state of shock.’


Bless frowned. There were times when conversation with Maggie was like the mating of the spiny porcupine – all spikes and no respite. This new state of shock had him nonplussed.


‘Why are you in a state of shock, Maggie?’ he asked, deciding to try the reasonable approach.


She looked at him for a moment longer, then got up from the sofa, crumpling the packet and dropping it in a waste-paper basket as she crossed to the window. She sighed, and stared down into the street.


‘Mags?’ Bless said, watching with mounting concern. ‘What is it? You’re not ill, are you?’


‘No,’ she answered, keeping her back to him. ‘I’m not ill.’


‘What then?’


‘I don’t want you to go away.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake! We’ll be fifty miles down a motorway. We’re not going to Siberia.’


‘You say “we” all the time now.’ As she spoke, she turned slowly and looked at him. Then she smiled. Bless supported his head on his hand and returned the look. She was wearing tight black pants and a sloppy T-shirt that billowed over her big, firm breasts. The problem hair was ringed by light from the window, her face was in semi-darkness.


‘You’re missing your nerds and psychopaths, that’s your trouble,’ he said.


‘No. I’m facing up to the fact that I’m going to be missing you.’


‘Mags . . .’


‘So – OK. If you want to bury yourself . . .’


‘I love him, Mags.’


She walked over to the coffee table, picked up the bottle of wine and replenished her glass. She didn’t offer to fill his.


‘Besides, it’ll be months before we can actually move down to Bellingford. You know what builders are like.’


‘Then why the hell did you give up your flat?’


‘I had to give a month’s notice. I’m in the way here?’


‘Of course not. You can stay as long as you like. If I suddenly and unexpectedly become involved with a fabulous Italian count – then you’ll have to go. I don’t think I’d trust you with a fabulous Italian count!’


‘Fear not,’ Bless assured her, stretching out again and sighing with contentment, ‘my count has come.’


‘Not an easy line for a school matinée.’ They giggled, and Maggie returned to the sofa. ‘What are you going to live on in the depths of the country?’


‘Not Rich – if that’s what you’re suggesting.’


‘I’m not suggesting anything. I’m merely enquiring.’


‘Bharnhoff Knitwear.’


‘Bless – please!’


‘What?’


‘You’ve so far had a commission for one sweater design. It’s brought you in – how much?’


‘They paid me three hundred pounds. And,’ he raised his hands, stopping her in mid breath, ‘before you point out that that isn’t exactly going to keep me, admit it is a start, Mags.’


‘It may also be an end.’


‘I have an agent.’


‘Terrific. So you give away money in commission as well!’


‘If she gets me the jobs, I’ll gladly pay the commission.’


‘If!’


‘I’m still in good nick. I could get modelling work.’


‘The neighbours are really going to love seeing the young squire plastered all over their colour supplements advertising slimline tonic.’


‘Slimline tonic! I wish! Have you any idea how much I’d earn if I was contracted to Schweppes? Jesus! I could keep Rich.’


‘Hardly, darling. He’s worth millions.’


‘Which is not why I am going to live with him.’


‘I know. It’s his dick you’re going to live with. But who is going to pay for your Y-fronts and toothpaste?’


‘I am.’


‘How?’


‘By the sweat of my fucking brow!’


Maggie nodded. ‘That’s what I said. He’s just paying you for sex. He’s going to keep you.’


‘You’re determined to be against this, aren’t you?’ Bless asked glumly. And then he got angry. ‘You’re just like everyone else, Mags. Because we’re two men you make it all improbable and impossible.’


‘Bullshit.’


‘Yes, you do. In your mind, you do. If we were a man and a woman – would you ask me all these probing questions? Of course you wouldn’t. But I am a man – and so is Rich. And we have decided to live together. Not in anonymity in Barons Court but in a beautiful house in a beautiful village in the beautiful English countryside. Now – what we are doing is legal. It isn’t even novel . . . So what is it that you’re objecting to?’


Maggie lifted her hand in a dramatic gesture of anguish. ‘The sky is filled with flames, Bless.’


‘Oh, God! We’ve got to the trance stage!’


Maggie gasped and gagged. ‘I’m choking on the smoke,’ she hammed. But this sudden exhibition of Grand Guignol had little effect on Bless, who merely combed his hair with his fingers and took another swig of wine.


‘Maggie, sweetheart,’ he murmured, getting suddenly interested in a scratch on his arm, ‘just try to hold on to reality, will you? Tell yourself your hair will grow . . . You will meet an Italian count . . . You will go to the ball.’ He looked up at her and smiled sweetly. ‘And finally believe that all your babies will come out head first, laughing and smelling of grass . . .’


‘You think I want them arrested? And don’t change the subject. You know where the smoke is coming from, Bless? You know what the flames are? You know what the ash is that flutters down around us . . .’ She mimed the fluttering and was really warming to the performance.


‘The sooner you get another job the better,’ Bless groaned. ‘You’re dramatically deprived.’


‘All your burning bridges . . .’


‘I’m going to put some clothes on,’ he said, getting up and crossing to the door. Then he added: ‘I may be gone some time,’ with Oatesian significance.


‘All your burning bridges, Bless.’ Maggie jabbed a finger at him. ‘You’ve done it this time. There’s no turning back.’


‘Fresh woods, Mags!’ he said, going out of the room. ‘And pastures green,’ he called as he crossed the hall to her spare bedroom, which had become temporarily his room in town. At least until the Hall House was ready. After that, who knew what would happen? He might never see London again . . . And catching sight of his reflection in the mirror over the chest of drawers, he frowned. She’s right, he thought. No turning back now. Then, holding his hair at the nape of his neck, he slipped on an elastic band to secure the ponytail and grinned. ‘Poor bald bitch!’ he called. ‘You’re the one who’s jealous.’


‘Go plant potatoes!’ came the answering cry.


‘I might just do that. We do have an enormous garden.’ Then, lowering his voice, he whispered to his reflection in the glass: ‘Fresh woods and pastures green!’
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News From Doris Day


Contrary to the poet’s observation, April was not the cruellest month that year. It was in fact extremely well behaved. The showers came at night and the days were sun-dappled with enough warmth to persuade all but the most pessimistic to leave off their coats and loosen their collars.


In Bellingford the gardens responded in a symphony of stippled greens, yellows and creams, and the muddy yard at Martin’s Farm could truly be said to be busy, in a regular tizzy. Meanwhile . . .


‘How I tried to pick a daffodil . . .’ Doris Day warbled as she cleaned the inside of the drawing-room windows at Cockpits. Her grasp of the words was minimal, though the tune was usually recognisable. Doris had made her famous namesake’s repertoire her own over the years and she was never without a song to suit the occasion. Today she was in a good mood – due more to the fact that the Brigadier was out than to the sun on the garden. Mrs Day – few now called her Doris – had been cleaning at Cockpits since the Jerrolds had arrived there, and in all that time she had scarcely exchanged more than a few brief platitudes with the Brigadier: a curt ‘Good morning’ as he passed her in the hall, a hurried ‘Excuse me!’ if she happened to find him unexpectedly in a room. It was not that Mrs Day was particularly afraid of him, nor could it be said that the Brigadier had the slightest regard for her. They were simply people from totally different backgrounds who had never been intended to mix and were not going to start now, so late in both their lives.


Mrs Day was local, born and bred. Her husband Stan had driven a team of carthorses at Martin’s Farm before the advent of the tractor. He’d been taken by the flu not long after VE night and committed to permanent rest near a yew tree in the graveyard of St Michael and all the Angels where it was intended that his wife would one day join him. She, meanwhile, left with a brood of children to support in a changing world, had managed as best she could working on the land and seeing each of her offspring out of the house and into employment as soon as they reached fifteen. All but one of them had long since left the village. They and their families were now scattered the length and breadth of the globe, from Adelaide to Alberta.


The exception was Alec, Doris’s youngest, the baby of the family. He was now in his fifties and worked for Partridge, the local builder, doing odd jobs. He was not what one would call skilled. But he could knock down a wall or do a bit of plastering so long as it wasn’t in too prominent a position. His work was slow and his finish rough – which might explain why his wife, Jeannie, had run off with a window cleaner more than twenty years before, taking the twins and all the savings with her.


At the time Alec had feigned surprise and even a sort of distress. He had naturally gone home to his mother for succour, and once under her roof he’d heaved a sigh of relief and remained there ever since. Mrs Day was by then living in one of the council houses up on the estate, and really from the moment Alec arrived his quality of life improved dramatically. His food was cooked for him, his clothes were washed and ironed for him, even his shoes were polished for him. But although the provision of such creature comforts made a pleasant change from the chaotic home life that his wife had offered, it was the peace of mind that he now experienced that really appealed to him. Alec had never been cut out to be a husband and father, and from the moment of their departure he hadn’t given another thought to any of his renegade family.


As for Doris, the arrangement suited her well. Alec brought in a small wage, he paid half the rent and housekeeping, and she was saved from having to spend much time with him by the simple expedient of his going out each evening to the public bar of the Hart at Rest, where he played darts and dominoes with his few cronies, while drinking innumerable pints of gutrotting cider from the barrel. He would then weave his way home and fall into bed sozzled and satisfied to prepare himself for another day spent in an identical manner to the one just past. He and his mother rarely conversed, and when they did it was in short, monosyllabic sentences delivered without any eye contact and very often from separate rooms.


But once in a while Alec got hold of a piece of gossip, and when he did, his mother was the first to know.


‘. . . And my special friend’s not special any more . . .’ Mrs Day trilled, spitting on a window pane and rubbing hard to remove a stubborn streak. Then she stood back, admiring her handiwork, and watched the Brigadier’s wife walk across the lawn towards the house, carrying a few twigs of flowering blossom. As she saw her, the older woman – for Doris must have been well into her seventies even if she had started producing her brood when scarcely herself out of nappies – smiled. It was a surprisingly malevolent expression; the look of someone who has bad news to impart and is biding her time in order to choose the most effective moment to do so. Picking up her cleaning things, she hurried out of the room and headed for the kitchen.


Rosemary Jerrold was filling a bucket at the sink.


‘Lovely blossom,’ Mrs Day opined, darting into the room. She was a thin, wiry woman and her movements were quick and darting – like a mouse or an insect. In fact it was an insect that she most resembled. She had the angular, lop-sided gait of a praying mantis. Her arrival now made Mrs Jerrold jump, splashing water from the bucket.


‘Oh! Mrs Day! I didn’t hear you enter.’


‘Your nerves, dear! You need a tonic.’


‘This sunshine is tonic enough.’


‘Yes, dear. You’ve been in the garden.’ Mrs Day had a habit of stating the obvious. ‘Lovely blossom!’ she cooed. ‘Lovely, lovely blossom. I love lovely blossom.’


‘Yes. It’s for the church, of course. The Brigadier does not care for cut flowers in the house.’


‘And why is that, dear?’ Mrs Day enquired, putting a light under the kettle on the gas stove.


‘I think because he was so often on manoeuvres. There was no opportunity for the niceties of decoration in the close confines of a tent. Consequently the Brigadier does not now care for anything too decorated. He takes it as a sign of weakness. We have always lived a plain, simple life. You are boiling a kettle, Mrs Day?’


‘I am, my dear. That’s right. Time for elevenses. A nice cup of tea.’


‘Good gracious, I feel you have only just arrived.’


‘Imagine my surprise, my dear,’ Doris continued, ignoring this dig. ‘My Alec – he’s been doing wonderful work at the Hall House, by the by . . .’


‘Yes, that is certainly surprising,’ Rosemary Jerrold murmured, lifting the bucket from the sink to the draining board. Mrs Day glanced at her, frowning and clearly wondering if this was intended to be a criticism of her son. But the Brigadier’s wife seemed oblivious of any tension and continued: ‘I understand that there are extensive refurbishments going on at the Hall . . .’


‘Four bathrooms, dear!’ Mrs Day announced, with the scandalised tones of one who started life washing at the yard pump. ‘Imagine that! Four bathrooms . . .’


‘A large family?’ Mrs Jerrold suggested, twisting the ends of the sprays of blossom and putting them into the bucket.


Mrs Day licked her lips and smiled. Then she poured milk into two cups and crossed to put tea into the pot and to wait for the kettle.


‘You’ll be glad I expect to have neighbours again,’ she said.


‘I fear not. We have grown accustomed to the quiet. The young gentleman I saw – I suppose one of the sons – seemed rather . . .’ She searched for an adequate word. ‘. . . rather outlandish. One must hope that he doesn’t play loud music or shout in the garden. The Brigadier does not care for other people’s noise.’


‘I think you will find, dear, that the young gentleman in question is no one’s son.’ Mrs Day poured boiling water into the pot. ‘Lovely tea. Lovely, lovely tea. You’ll have a cup, my dear?’


Mrs Jerrold was vaguely irritated that she was being invited to tea in her own kitchen, but was too well bred to register more than a slight frown. Mrs Day meanwhile had seated herself at the table and was pouring out two cups without waiting for an answer. She then scooped sugar into one of them and stirred it with the spoon from the sugar bowl.


‘Oh yes, dear!’ she said, blowing on the cup. ‘I rather think you’ve got hold of the wrong end of the stick there.’


‘Stick?’ Mrs Jerrold asked, her irritation now showing in her voice. ‘What stick?’


‘The young gentleman, dear. He’s nobody’s son. Oh, no.’


‘I only saw him once. I thought . . .’


‘Wrong, dear. You thought wrong. That is if my Alec is anything to go by. He’s met him, you see. Met them both . . . They came down to see how work was progressing and my Alec was there – plastering a ceiling . . .’ She sucked her tea noisily. ‘I could do with a biscuit.’


‘I am afraid we have none,’ Mrs Jerrold said, her irritation increasing.


Mrs Day stared at her thoughtfully.


‘I just thought I should tell you, Mrs Jerrold, that the two gentlemen who have bought the Hall House are looking for someone to do their work, and I have been highly recommended.’


There was an ominous silence. Rosemary Jerrold had grown accustomed to her cleaner. It would be hard breaking in someone new. The Brigadier liked things done in a certain way, and he liked them done invisibly. Mrs Day was old, but she was quick and neat. Although she concentrated only on surfaces that showed, she left the house after each visit with a semblance of polished order. She was as near to being like the Brigadier’s beloved batman, Jonesy, as one could hope for in civvy street. Jonesy had lived and died by two maxims: ‘Quick in and out’ and ‘What the eye don’t see there’s no need to polish.’ To both of these rules Doris Day also subscribed. To lose her now would therefore be a disaster.


‘There is perhaps some gingerbread in a tin,’ Mrs Jerrold offered diffidently.


‘That would do, though a Viennese shortcake would be more to my liking,’ the employee accepted grudgingly.


‘I haven’t got any,’ her employer snapped, rising from the table and crossing to the pantry. There had grown between them, she acknowledged, a regrettable role reversal of which the Brigadier would not approve. Mrs Day ruled the roost while she was at work at Cockpits. Indeed all the heavy cleaning was done by her mistress and was usually timed to coincide with the infrequent visits of the Brigadier’s sister, Phyllis, who seemed to take disproportionate delight out of executing household duties. But Mrs Day’s weekly visits were none the less essential to the smooth running of the home, and now was not the time to bother about the trivial matter of hierarchy. Not if she were, as appeared, leading up to the giving in of her notice. For Mrs Jerrold also had an adage by which she lived. It was ‘Better the devil you know than someone new in your life’ – which could perhaps explain why she had remained wedded to the Brigadier for more years than seemed credible. Now, faced with the possibility of losing her inadequate but familiar cleaner, she decided on humouring her, on even going so far as to engage her in conversation. ‘Two gentlemen, you say, Mrs Day?’ she called as she went into the pantry and reached for the cake tin, making her voice animated and even friendly. ‘Are there two of them, then?’


‘That is correct, dear. Two gentlemen sharing.’


‘They are father and son, perhaps? Or brothers?’


‘No, dear. Oh dear me, no, dear. Two gentlemen sharing, I tell you. Well, we know what that means, don’t we?’


Mrs Jerrold was now genuinely puzzled. ‘Do we?’ she called.


Doris Day adjusted her thin buttocks on the hard wooden seat and grimaced. ‘Two gentlemen sharing,’ she repeated, with a note of bitter distaste. ‘That’s what’s to become of the dear old Hall. Miss Price, God rest her soul, would die at the news – if she weren’t already dead, that is.’


‘I’m sorry. I don’t follow this at all,’ Mrs Jerrold said, coming back into the room carrying the cake tin.


‘Two gentlemen, dear. You know . . .’


‘Do I?’


‘Homos.’


‘They are both home owners?’


‘That I could not say.’ Now Mrs Day was growing irritable. Her news was not being received with the required gravity.


‘But I am not quite clear what it is that you are saying.’


‘The Hall House is bought by two men,’ Mrs Day said with slow irritated precision. ‘Two men, Mrs Jerrold.’ She was now spelling it out to the best of her ability. ‘Unmarried men.’


‘They are possibly good friends.’


‘That I do not doubt.’


‘Perhaps they have suffered some tragedy and have moved to the country to make a new start in life. A disaster in the City, perhaps? Or a family matter? One hears such awful stories . . .’


‘Mrs Jerrold! Do concentrate, woman! I can’t put it no plainer.’ Her accent slid dramatically into the local patois as her indignation grew. ‘You will have, living next door to you, men who share everything together. Men – like that.’


‘Like what?’ Rosemary Jerrold blinked, trying to understand.


‘The kind as get up to unnat’ral practice,’ Doris Day whispered.


‘Unnatural?’


‘Ah! It’s getting home to you now, is it?’


‘And how does this . . . unnatural practice manifest? They do not belong to a cult, do they? Or the Labour Party? The Brigadier would not care for that.’


‘Oh, God help us all, woman!’ Doris Day slammed down her cup and leapt up from the table. ‘You’s a great gob of spit, that’s what you’s. Talking to you’s like talking to a blocked drainpipe. Nothing gets through.’


‘Where are you going?’ the Brigadier’s wife gasped.


‘To finish my cleaning of the sitting-down room. And it may as be the last bloody work I do in this house. You’ve wrung me dry with your everlasting dumbness.’


‘You are offensive!’


‘And you’re bloody daft! I’d rather work for the buggers next door than put up with the likes of you’s!’ And with a toss of her head, she slammed out of the kitchen.


‘Well, really!’ Rosemary Jerrold exclaimed. And then she started to shake. She did so hate unpleasantness. But more than that, she could not abide mystery. What was it that the dreadful woman was trying to tell her? What did it matter if the Hall House had been taken by two gentlemen sharing? What was unnatural about it? Good heavens! She and the Brigadier had spent most of their lives surrounded by hundreds of men sharing. The backbone of the Empire depended on men sharing. The public school system was founded on men sharing. One must hope that Mrs Day had not become a women’s libber. That would not do at all . . .


So her mind raced and revolved as she sat at the kitchen table with the unopened cake tin in front of her. Life could be so confusing for an innocent abroad . . . And Rosemary Jerrold suited the role almost too well.


Two gentlemen sharing? she reasoned, trying to calm herself. Actually I think the Brigadier will rather like that. He’s a man’s man. He wouldn’t at all have liked some flibberty woman moving in next door. No! I think I have good news for him for once. I shall tell him that our new neighbours are to be . . .
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‘Two Gentlemen Sharing . . .’


Bessie Sugar heard the news later that same morning. She got it off Tom who’d heard it from Ned who’d been told it by Charlie who played darts with Alec. Like Indian whispers it was a mangled version of a doubtful truth by the time it arrived at the shop.


‘Yes, my dear. I hear as ’ow one of them is a pop star and the other is his sugar daddy. I expect it’ll be in all the papers. We’ll have ’tographers camping out in the lane and charabancs coming down from London, full of gawping schoolgirls . . .’


The recipient of this diatribe was a mild, plump woman who had only come in to buy some mint humbugs and a loaf of bread. ‘Oh dear!’ she exclaimed, fidgeting with her purse.


‘I know. That’s precisely how I feel myself, Miss Bridey. You’ve said it all, dear! Oh dear, indeed! But there! That’s progress, isn’t it? That’s modern life. Nothing stays the same. We’re to have that sort living in our midst now.’


‘And you have heard all this from . . .?’


‘My sister Doris’s boy, Alec. He was there in the house when they called to check on progress.’ Mrs Sugar tutted and shook her head. ‘’Course, I dare say it takes all sorts and I’m not one to judge a book by its cover . . .’


‘But will it be so bad, Mrs Sugar?’ Miss Bridey enquired, with a tremble in her voice. Although in many ways a timorous person, she was not one to allow injustice to pass unchallenged, nor was she comfortable in the presence of obvious gossip – perhaps because, in her younger days, she had suffered from being the subject of it herself.


‘Bad?’ Mrs Sugar exclaimed. ‘It will be disastrous.’


‘But to have artistic people in the village could be . . . stimulating.’


‘Stim’lating?’ Mrs Sugar gave a derisive snort. ‘You don’t know what these people get up to.’


‘Do you?’


‘I read the newspapers, Miss Bridey. I keep ’breast with the times. I have to, being in a position in the village. People look to me to keep ’em informed. You mark my words – and remember you heard it first from Bessie Sugar – with pop stars it’s all boom! boom! boom! and staying out all hours.’


‘But not here! There would be nowhere for them to go. There are no nightclubs . . . nor . . . low places. They will do all that in London and come back to Bellingford for a rest.’


‘You can’t tell, can you?’


‘Presumably even pop stars have home lives. They cannot be performing all the time. Any more than say . . . that nice Mr Daltry from the Woods is a solicitor outside office hours.’


Mrs Sugar glared at her sourly. She did not like to be crossed. ‘I could not speak about Mr Daltry and his habits,’ she announced, passing the packet of mints over the counter. ‘Though one has heard certain things . . .’ she added, with a sinister stare as she took the proffered money into a greedy hand.


‘Thank you,’ Miss Bridey said, with pointed politeness.


‘’Course, you’re newcomers, you lot at Pinchings. It’s maybe not the same for you as it is for us as ’as lived in the village all our lives and our parents before us. We locals hate to see change. But there it is. Nothing we can do. I’ll put your little bit of change towards the Christmas club, shall I?’ And without waiting for an answer, she entered a note to that effect in a ledger and dropped the money into a large jar. ‘Poor old Bellingford,’ she hurried on, brooking no argument. ‘In the limelight without so much as a by your leave. We’ll not be able to call our homes our own. It won’t be our lovely sleepy village any more . . .’


‘My change . . .?’


‘Gone in the Christmas club, my dear. Miss Hopkirk asked me to open the book for you. Or was it Miss Fallon? I get all you folk from Pinchings that muddled up . . .’


‘I can’t imagine why.’


‘It’s having so many women under one roof . . .’


‘We are to save for Christmas already?’ Miss Bridey protested, then she shook her head in resignation, raised her hands in surrender and made her way to the door. Mrs Sugar had a smile that masked a closed mind, and to try to penetrate it would, she knew, be a waste of time.


Once outside she turned her steps in the direction of her shared home with a feeling of nagging discontent. Not only did she sense she had just been subjected to a gross example of legerdemain, but there was an uncomfortable air of prejudice about the conversation which she knew she should have combated but was fully aware that she had failed so to do.


Miss Bridey, still shaken by the event, mentioned her conversation to Miss Hopkirk that same lunchtime. And that afternoon Miss Hopkirk, out walking in Belling Wood with Rag, Tag and Bobtail, her adored corgis, happened to meet Heather Daltry out for a ride on her equally adored chestnut gelding, Belter. It seemed only natural to Miss Hopkirk that she should pass on this titbit of local gossip.


By the time Heather got off the phone that evening the story that had spread round a sizeable portion of the county had grown from simple proportions to an outlandish concoction about the Hall House having been bought by a drug-addicted paedophile and his male lover who had himself until recently been selling his body on the streets of Soho – or was it King’s Cross? There is a nice distinction about a grossly inaccurate rumour; it depends for its credibility on fine points of detail.


‘But,’ gasped Melanie Barlow, who lived in one of the executive villas on Tudor Drive and was married to Barry in computers, ‘what about the children?’


Sandra Green, her informant and neighbour, married to Simon in insurance, hesitated. She had only just heard the story herself – from Olive Snelling, who ran the creative writing course at Fairlow Leisure Centre – and had therefore not had the time required to consider it in depth. ‘I don’t think they have any children, Melanie,’ she said, straining every brain cell. ‘You see, they wouldn’t be the type . . .’


‘No, Sandra! Not theirs. Ours.’


Sandra sucked a finger thoughtfully and considered this new dimension. ‘Well,’ she said at last, ‘Simon works with a man who he’s sure is that way and Simon says you wouldn’t even know it if you saw him walking down the street.’


‘That’s hardly the point, is it?’


‘What I’m saying is – Simon quite likes him . . . And there’s nothing in the least funny about Simon.’


‘Quite. What I meant was drugs, Sandra – what about the drugs?’


‘Simon says cannabis ought to be legalised and that it would be a good thing for the insurance world if it was . . .’


‘Why?’


‘I don’t remember, but I think it’s got something to do with the premium . . . something like that. The world of insurance is a closed book to me.’ She used the simile with an airy confidence which stemmed from her two years in creative writing.


A silence fell over the executive fitted kitchen as Sandra contemplated either the mysterious world of her husband’s career or more probably the infinite problems she was encountering with the second chapter of the great English novel which she had started as part of a resolution on New Year’s Day.


Eventually, with a depressed sigh, Melanie rose from the table and collected gin, tonic and two glasses from the corner fitment. ‘Drink, Sand?’ she asked, and poured without waiting for an answer.


‘Well, I shouldn’t,’ her friend replied, glancing at her watch. ‘But go on then. Simon’s taken Gary to judo.’ She rose and crossed to the door. ‘I’ll just nip to your smallest – won’t be a jiff. A drink’ll help me relax,’ she added, skipping from the room. ‘I’m having real trouble with my creative writing at the moment.’


‘Well, I did warn you!’ Melanie called. Then she sighed again. It had been another boring day on the executive estate. Now, although the evening was half over, Barry was still not home. He seemed to spend longer and longer hours at the office and she half hoped he was having an affair, if only to bring some interest into their lives. Nor had the children returned. Wayne, aged twelve, was at target practice, and Karla, aged nine, was at modern movement. She might just as well spend the time with Sandra as on her own.


‘Actually, I had an affair with a chap who was,’ she remarked, lighting a cigarette, when Sandra came back in, straightening her skirt.


‘Was what?’ Sandra asked, sitting again at the table and rubbing her hands.


‘You know – gay. Though I didn’t know at the time, of course.’


‘Cor! That’s a strong gin, Mel. You want to make me tight?’


‘Have some more tonic then.’


‘Grazie!’ Sandra and Simon had spent three holidays in la bella Italia and she was getting the hang of the lingo – though it wasn’t easy.


‘It really upset me, if you must know.’


‘What did, Mel?’ Sandra asked, her voice instantly filled with concern.


‘Finding out the guy I was having this affair with was gay,’ Melanie snapped, losing some of her cool in the face of Sandra’s constant incomprehension.


There was a long pause as this information sank in, then Sandra shook her head and smiled. ‘But – how could you have an affair with him if he was gay, Mel? I mean . . . They’re not built that way.’


‘Oh, they are. Believe me, they are.’


‘Well, I know they are . . . But they’re not, are they? At the same time, they’re not.’


‘Well, like I say – we seemed to manage. Until . . .’


‘What?’


‘He went off with an air steward.’


‘No! It’s so public – an aeroplane.’


‘It wasn’t on the plane, Sandra!’


‘Oh! Good! But it can happen. It’s called the Mile-High Club and you have to do it in the toilet. I read about it in a book – or was it a film? I can’t imagine how you’d ever fit two people in one of those little loos. And the folding door would make it . . .’


‘It wasn’t on the plane, Sandra,’ Melanie hissed, her irritation coming to the boil.


‘Sorry. Was I bunnying? Where then?’


‘I’m trying to tell you.’


‘You’ve been on your own all day, haven’t you? I can always tell. You’ve got the moody blues.’


‘Sandra!’


Sandra put her hands over her mouth and shut her eyes.


‘Thank you!’


‘Go on then. I’m listening.’


‘It was pretty ghastly, if you must know. It upset me a lot.’


‘Oh, Mel! I’m sorry.’ And Sandra leant across the table, giving her friend all her attention.


‘You see – I was the one who made it happen. It was me who met the air steward – coming back from Ibiza with a girlfriend . . .’


‘He had a girlfriend? The air steward? I thought he was gay.’


‘No. I had a girlfriend. We’d been to Ibiza together.’


‘You mean . . .’


‘No, Sand. Don’t even say it.’


‘But . . .’


‘I was not a lesbian at the time, Sandra. I was simply on holiday in Ibiza with a girlfriend – like you and me are friends – and on the way back I got chatting to this air steward. He was called Glenn. I asked him out – make up a foursome, you know? Bring a friend, that sort of style . . .’


‘What happened?’ Sandra asked, now totally caught up in the story.


‘He and my boyfriend took one look at each other and they ended up under my double duvet.’


‘No! What did you do?’


‘I can’t remember. It was ages ago. Had a cup of tea, probably. We didn’t drink so much in those days . . .’


‘Well, that’s life, isn’t it, Mel?’


‘Yeah! That’s life, Sand,’ Melanie agreed morosely. ‘Finish your glass and have another . . .’


Of course not everyone in Bellingford was attached to the grapevine, nor read the smoke signals at dusk, and there were many who remained unaware of the imminent arrival of Rich and Bless at the Hall House.


Lavinia Sparton – erstwhile prima ballerina of the Ballet Romantique, acquaintance of Galena Ulanova and rival autumnal leaf to the great Markova herself – rarely mixed with any people from the village. Having once been a leading light in a dazzlingly bright milieu she saw no reason to shine in the wilderness. So it would be some time before she would discover that two of ‘the boys’ had joined the little society in which she now found herself. Which was a pity. Because Lavinia was in the twilight of her life, and having spent much of it in the company of her husband Henry, now departed – a man not obviously given to excesses, either emotional or material – she was starved of sympathetic conversation and yearned for a little colourful attention in which to blossom and perhaps even, dare one hope for it . . . dance?


Diana Simpson did not hear the story until it was already yesterday’s news. She had recently left the village to join an all-female commune in southern France, which she had seen advertised in a feminist journal. Unfortunately for her, and later for many other people, she had while she was there attracted the attentions and desires of one of the more unusual members of the group – a free spirit with a huge capacity for drinking the cheap local wine and smoking loose roll-your-own cigarettes with a peculiarly sweet scent. This woman, an Italian called Carlotta da Braganizio, had fallen madly in love with her and pursued her with a tenacity that would have been commendable in a bloodhound or a secret homing missile. The situation had become impossible and Diana was that very evening packing her case prior to a night flight in her Citroën Deux Chevaux. (Which she sometimes called ‘Pinky’, but not in the politically correct circles to which she now aspired.) Her escape from Arles would cause innumerable problems when she finally managed to make it back to the village – problems that would have far-reaching and in some cases life-changing effects.


And, of course the rector, Andrew Skrimshaw, and his wife, Margaret, would remain totally in the dark until several weeks after the new inhabitants of the Hall House were installed. No gossip ever filtered through the screen of ivy that covered the rectory, any more than the light of day managed to penetrate those heavily curtained windows. It was not chance that made Andrew’s most fervent prayer ‘Lighten our darkness we beseech thee, Oh Lord . . .’ Nor was it accident that made him – one of the few truly good people in the community – so singularly incapable of making friends with any of his flock. Andrew and Margaret harboured their own secret doubts which made them emotionally reclusive. Even their children – David, aged thirty and Julia, aged twenty-eight – seldom willingly visited them, and when they did they each made sure that their sibling would not be present. It was the greatest mystery to Margaret, who had herself come from a happy, though limited, home on the North Yorkshire coast, how her present circumstances had evolved. If she had had any of her husband’s faith, which sadly for her she had not, then her prayer would probably have been more in the style of the question ‘Why, oh Lord? Why?’ But as she was firmly of the opinion that the Lord had gone away many years ago – if indeed he had ever been there in the first place, which she doubted – she didn’t indulge in any praying and spent her time instead in a state of deep depression, brought on by the perplexity of living next to a man with a faith that she couldn’t share, couldn’t understand and found, if she was honest with herself, rather silly. While Andrew prayed, Margaret pondered – and often wept.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Two Gentlemen

Sharing

WiLLiam CORLETT





OEBPS/images/pub.png





