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			Foreword

			

			In the summer of 1984, residents of a number of villages across the Chilterns were alarmed to hear that an unknown intruder was breaking into people’s homes. 

			What he wanted was unclear. Windows were found open, personal belongings moved, and back doors left blowing in the breeze – but nothing of value was taken. In some ways, this made the break-ins even more unsettling. No one quite understood what this person wanted, or what he planned to do.

			The local newspapers quickly dubbed him ‘the Fox’, not only because he was skilled at slipping away unheard into the night, but because some residents later found dens he had made in their bedrooms. 

			Understandably it was a time of hysteria, of not wanting to open windows despite the sweltering heat. Of scrabbling together any sort of makeshift weapon in the hopes of defending a possible attack. These were villages where, until now, it wasn’t uncommon for people to leave their back doors unlocked or hide keys beneath mats. Of course, that summer changed all this.

			Suddenly people had rifles on their bedside tables, tripwires set up across lawns. Neighbours became suspicious of one another and started to question how well they really knew the people who’d lived next door for years. 

			

			This novel was inspired by the stories still told by villagers today.

			

			

			

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Prologue

			

			The Fox is almost silent. A soft step in the damp summer leaves … She glances behind through the silver birches, their trunks pale as bone in the evening gloom.

			He’s like an animal, they say, but with hands to pick your locks. And shallow breaths to hide beneath your bed then wait for the first creak of mattress.

			She begins to run. The path is narrowing and brambles catch at her skirt, her skin. Rain pricks at pools of water in the pocked earth, sliding under her ankles. Is that a face reflected in the dark surfaces? A snuffle in the bracken?

			She charges onwards towards the stream, her heart lurching, big and bloody, as she pounds.

			The Fox has escaped every police siren, has slipped unseen through the village.

			If she can make the stream she might be all right, though. The flowing water, a stick sent home …

			But the Fox is behind, matching her every step like a shadow.

			Fingers appear and wrap tight.

			A scream, hot against palm. 
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			1

			Deloris stares. She is transfixed by the glowing lights inside the wood-lined television.

			‘Oh J.R., how could you?’

			A blue-ish colour is cast across her face, the rest of her features lost to the dim of the living room. It flickers and rides around her wide eyes and her lips which she presses together. 

			‘After everything we’ve been through … you’ve destroyed it all.’

			As Deloris’s fingers curl inwards, shapes appear on the lacquer of her nails, faint trails in the velvet of the sofa arm below.

			‘Come on, Sue Ellen, it was a mistake.’

			‘Get away from me! I never want to see you again.’

			As the music starts – a series of bold, brassy notes – the television set vibrates against the stand. Deloris always puts up the volume until the voices boom and crackle, the galloping hooves or engine of a Ford Mustang all around her. Now the character names slide up the screen. The show is over for another day and Deloris feels empty. A cliffhanger will do that to you. For a few minutes more she sits in the dark and replays the last scene: the break-up of one of Dallas’s most unpredictable love affairs. J.R. had always liked his women, but for a while he and Sue Ellen were drawn together and had apparently waltzed their way through the steps of love, dating, marriage … It was all frothing champagne glasses and embraces under the huge Texan sky. Then Holly Harwood came along. Tanned athletic legs and a smile that flashed whenever J.R. entered the room. Deloris wonders if Sue Ellen will take him back and whether she should. Any conclusion evades her and an advert for Camay soap comes on. For women who choose to please themselves. She’s back in her own body, in a small English village, thousands of miles from the Lone Star State. 

			Deloris drags herself up. She should unpack the shopping – it’s been out for over fifty minutes and the margarine will be softening against the wax paper. After opening the curtains, she crosses the living room and walks through the long hallway of undecorated walls. The kitchen is stuffy and smells of the new plastic floor. On the central island, the frozen prawns have thawed and left a puddle of water below. She puts her bare feet right up to it and uses her big toe to draw a pattern. 

			The washing-up she leaves for now. Harvey said they might get a dishwasher if he carries on doing well. She already has the Autumn Leaves tea service, a SodaStream and a microwave oven, though after three months she’s only used it once: a roaring noise and spinning plate that was, like her mum said, unnatural. All in all, she reminds herself, it’s a dream home like the kind shown in Good Housekeeping. Ceilings patterned in swishes that look like meringues if you stare long enough. And large wardrobes with empty wire hangers in a row that softly clang when she pushes them. At twenty-four she is married with almost everything a woman might want.

			She smiles to remember how gobsmacked her mum and little sister had been the day they helped her move in. They’d prodded the waterbed in the spare room and said the television must be twice the size of their one back home. Sharon giggled that she didn’t need posters to cover orange wallpaper any more, had put on a pretend serious voice to say she was ‘all grown up’, though as the two of them left after the last bag was unpacked, Deloris felt tears sting her eyes. ‘You’re a lucky girl,’ her mum said stiffly after insisting they’d catch the bus to the train station rather than wait for Harvey to drive them. ‘I am,’ she told herself as they walked down the drive in their tatty jumpers, pointing out next-door’s huge house, just like her own.

			Lately, though, Deloris keeps noticing how much of her day is occupied by clearing away the daddy-long-legs and washing glasses, by straightening the net curtains that catch on the owl-shaped knick-knacks she arranges into lewd sexual positions. It’s tempting to just vacuum around the furniture, which she does more and more, letting the machine suck up any dropped biros or stones into its cylinders. She rarely empties the bag, so that it bulges close to breaking point.

			‘It won’t work like that,’ Harvey told her a while ago.

			She pretended to go and empty it, but instead stood on the landing imagining an explosion of silver dust covering his entire wardrobe full of suits, ties and golfing slacks. The only thing it wouldn’t touch would be the patent stilettos he’d bought her, still unworn inside their box and now last summer’s fashion.

			Leaning against the worktop, Deloris sighs and opens the cookery book she borrowed from Aylesbury library. A creak upstairs makes her frown, but she’s not got time to get distracted. The evening ahead is important and she must make a good job of it. After wiping away someone else’s crumb from the book’s spine, she flicks to the page for prawn cocktails – the recipe looks pretty straightforward. Ten O levels and an offer from college should be enough brains to mix up some mayonnaise. 

			As she uses the electric whisk, the kitchen gets even hotter. It’s tempting to open a window, but she promised Harvey she wouldn’t. I don’t want you getting hurt, he told her. Not by some freak. Deloris reminds herself not to be afraid of someone who hasn’t stolen anything of value. Three reports to the police but no actual damage, just some doors left open, Elsie’s missing postcard, and finger smudges on the outside of the Watkins’ dining room window. Nothing to get worked up about, surely?

			Deloris is from Croydon and is used to stories of robberies and break-ins. Not so long ago a traffic warden was beaten with a brick and all it prompted from her dad was a brief pause before he turned to the sports page. Still, there is something unnerving about living in this village enclosed by woods either side. The silver birch trees loom just beyond their patio in a line of ghostly white shapes. And behind that, endless thick trees are dark with spindly branches. Her eyes can’t pick out anything more. Harvey tells her the countryside is what middle-class folk aspire to, the Buckinghamshire village prized for its protected woods, but to her there is something comforting about London’s concrete, its car parks and blaring radios, shopkeepers who stand out on the street and whistle as you walk past. And crowds where you can be anyone. Here she is utterly alone, with just the quiet of her mind. 

			It is hard to ignore what the villagers are saying. Every huddled conversation is about footsteps across paving slabs, a dog suddenly barking in the night. And now this intruder even has a nickname she overheard in the post office three days ago.

			Deloris had been reading the latest Smash Hits while Elsie stood beside her, rustling through the pages of the local Gazette. Their paths seemed to cross several times a week and the elderly woman would give a gummy smile but not bother to make conversation like she did with the other villagers.

			As soon as Stan walked in, Elsie’s eyes lit up. 

			‘Another report,’ she hissed.

			‘Really?’ he said, stopping beside her. His freshly shaved skin looked pale against his supermarket uniform. Whenever Deloris saw him organising trolleys at the local Budgens or staring at rows of tinned soup she thought he looked out of place and wondered if he ever thought the same about her. 

			Putting on his tortoiseshell glasses, he peered at the article but let Elsie read to him.

			‘Apparently Elizabeth Robinson saw a figure over her bed a couple of nights ago. Says she “felt a shadow slip over her and heard breathing but was too shocked to wake up her husband.”’

			The two neighbours’ eyes met for a moment and Deloris, forgetting the magazine article, leaned closer. 

			‘It says here,’ whispered Elsie. ‘They had a purse by the front door and other valuables lying around but he didn’t take anything. So what was he there for?’

			Stan remained silent as the woman read on. ‘They’re calling him “The Fox”. Folk reckon he’s breaking in and watching people. And then disappearing as quickly as he came.’

			‘He’ll just be some bored kid,’ interrupted Deloris. ‘Harmless.’

			Elsie’s mouth fell open. ‘Excuse me?’

			‘Let’s hope so,’ Stan said quickly. ‘Newspapers blow things out of proportion.’ He waved a dismissive hand but looked doubtful and offered to walk them both home.

			Since then Deloris has been arguing with herself over whether or not to lock all the windows; whether to fetch the spare key that lives underneath the bin in case she forgets her set. So far she has left everything unchanged – it isn’t as if the police seem too worried. 

			Deloris now listens to the sounds of the house. Is that a clicking noise from above? A radiator, perhaps, though they haven’t been on since March. 

			She goes upstairs and lets her feet bang against the floorboards. The bathroom door is open a crack; the towel she left drying over the bannisters is perfectly straight. She tramps her feet harder to break the spell. Or to let them know she is coming. In the bathroom a brown shoe points outwards from the door and her breath catches, warmth drains from her cheeks. But it’s just her slipper, forgotten on the carpet, she realises with a laugh. The rest seems normal: the lines of toiletries along the bath, the peach doily splayed across the toilet. 

			She thinks it’d be awful to die now, having achieved so little. Still, at least she might be famous – her photograph in the paper. Which would they use? One from the final school party hopefully, not her wedding where she looks like someone else in those acres of white fabric and the bodice that dug into her ribs all afternoon. Deloris shakes her head and strides across the landing. One step, two steps, three. She is outside her bedroom door and with unsteady fingertips touches the outer edge of the frame and begins to push, the carpet brushing against the door and getting wider and wider. Nothing resists. She continues to push but the room is empty, the sheets slightly rippled where she couldn’t get them straight, the wardrobe slats closed. 

			The only difference is the perfume bottle on her dresser; she sees it instantly. It’s a spotted lilac bottle that once belonged to her grandmother, which her mum agreed she could have. Harvey calls it old-fashioned so she keeps it in the drawer and just looks at it from time to time. Now the squeezer ball is dented, as if fingers have pressed it inwards. Is that lavender in the air? A mist of droplets on the pine below?

			Leaving the bottle, Deloris is lightheaded as she runs from the room, downstairs,  and out the back door. The silver birch trees turn to a stream of luminescent white as she passes. Air fills her lungs, which become impossibly huge as if she might take to the sky like an eagle. 

			Only once she is out in the street does Deloris slow. Beyond her own gasps, it’s quiet, with just a magpie ruffling feathers on the neighbour’s roof, a silhouette of sharp beak against the sky.

			Everything looks fine at first: the four redbrick houses include her own, the largest. Where once there was a view to the woods, its tall facade now stands, devoid of any ivy or bindweed as if placed there overnight like a toy home. Its patch of lawn and gravel driveway matches the other houses, which soon give way to the older bungalows and cottages painted white. The grass is damp with the last rainfall, a wet summer so far, the air filled with clouds of gnats that agitate wings against the colourless sky. 

			Deloris walks along, not sure what to do. Maybe she should warn the neighbours that someone might have been in her house – but who? It’s only Cynthia at number three that she sees. 

			‘Hullo.’ Emerging from her bungalow, Cynthia gives a limp smile before she stoops to collect the milk outside her front door. Despite it being early afternoon, she’s still in her dressing gown, which has a pattern of small blue flowers and an ironed lace hem. Her hair is neatly permed, as always, an aura of talcum powder around her skin.

			‘Hi, Cynthia. How are you?’ For a second, she’s not sure the woman will reply. It still isn’t clear whether she has forgiven Deloris for turning up at her door last month. Harvey had come home from the local parish meeting and laughed about his mum suggesting to Cynthia she might save up to buy her council house. Without hearing the rest, Deloris had marched around to number three. People were always telling her dad about the pride of having your own property, going on even as he dragged on his third cigarette and muttered he didn’t feel it right. Such arrogance, Deloris thought as she drilled the bell to apologise on behalf of her mother-in-law. Then drilled again. Cynthia cracked open the door and, for a second, Deloris imagined the two of them complaining about the other neighbours over glasses of gin. Toasting to doing whatever the hell they liked as the alcohol slopped over the sides and made their fingers sticky. But the woman was gruff as she asked what Deloris wanted. In the living room behind, a man was crouched by the wall where rows of empty milk bottles were lined up, pieces of cardboard between them so they could stack high around the window. It must be her husband, Ralph, Deloris realised, remembering how people said he never left the house. Twelve years of them living in the village and they’d barely seen the man. Most likely he didn’t feel comfortable with people turning up at his door at ten o’clock at night either. 

			‘I’m all right,’ Cynthia now says at last. She eyes Deloris and presses the milk to her breast as if it’s a child. ‘What ’bout you?’

			Her brusque tone makes Deloris wonder what she thinks of her. Just the girl married into the rich family? Stuck up now she’s one of them? But it’s her feet that Cynthia is frowning at. ‘You’re not wearing any shoes.’

			

			Anna doesn’t open her front door after three raps of the speckled lion knocker and Deloris is now self-conscious, with grit pressed into the soft patches of her feet. She thinks about turning back but doesn’t want to walk past Cynthia again. The side gate rattles as she pulls its circular handle.

			‘Who’s there?’ calls a voice.

			‘It’s me. Deloris.’

			‘Oh hi.’ After some scurrying sounds, Anna blushes as she opens the gate. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says breathlessly. Her floral dress doesn’t sit quite right on her wide hips.

			‘What for?’

			Anna frowns. ‘I-I don’t know.’

			They both laugh awkwardly and Deloris follows her into the house.

			The kitchen is the galley kind with a small round table at the end. Deloris has only been in the house once before – to borrow a chair for a party – and now regrets coming. The cottage, presumably older than all the other houses on the street, is like something from a hundred years ago. Teapots hang from hooks along the dresser and a dank smell drifts from the misshapen walls where framed embroideries protrude. 

			‘What brings you here?’ Anna asks shyly. Her eyes flicker to Deloris’s bare feet but she says nothing. 

			Deloris considers telling her about the noises upstairs. Her running like some child through the back door, which – she now realises – she didn’t think to lock.

			‘I just thought I’d pop in.’

			‘You did?’ A smile expands, her cheeks dimpling either side. There’s something so girlish about her though she’s in her late twenties, a few years older than Deloris. ‘That’s so lovely. I’ll make us some tea. No! Some ice tea, although I don’t know how to do that. It must involve ice cubes, do you think?’ Her words run away, tripping over themselves. She gasps and the buttons of her dress are pressed outwards beneath the flowers, swirls of orange in old-fashioned fabric.

			The living room is even busier with items: bronze pans hang low from beams so Deloris must stoop to reach the end. Everything is covered in a mist of dust. Beneath glass, speckled brown with age, a photograph shows Anna with a woman who must be her mum. They are stiff side by side, like a portrait shot, and both have cream, dog-shaped brooches pinned to their lapels. Anna inherited the house when her mum died last summer – almost a year ago. Deloris is shocked to think she’s been married to Harvey that long. 

			The first time he’d driven her to the village he said they could take a stroll through the woods, and when she said she’d prefer the pub, he laughed. She was surprised at how chatty the locals were as they sat in the yard. Hanging baskets dripped water on the concrete but the rest wasn’t so different from the Nags Head back home: rounds brought out on plastic trays, folk stretching legs into the last patch of sunshine. It was only when someone mentioned they hadn’t seen Ruth in a long time the atmosphere cooled. When Deloris later asked Harvey who she was, his forehead crinkled and he talked about something else.

			Ruth’s funeral was the day they got back from their honeymoon in Bermuda. As their taxi drove along the high street, they passed the hearse waiting outside the church. Pink and white carnations arranged on the panel of wood read, ‘mother’.

			‘Who calls their mum “Mother”?’ Deloris had asked, watching the villagers line up to get into the church. Everyone was there, it looked like, decked out in smart clothing with handkerchiefs folded into top pockets or giving a series of small nods, chins multiplying.

			Harvey didn’t seem to hear the question.

			‘She reached a fair age,’ his mum Sandra said when Deloris mentioned it the next day. ‘Died peacefully in her sleep.’ The lines were like something from a pamphlet on death. 

			As Deloris’s tan wore off, Anna’s grief endured all summer long, then into autumn. Whenever Deloris saw Anna in the post office or street, she was hunched with bloated skin puffed around eyes that were always watery, big drops threatening to cascade on to her cheeks. By winter she had started to wear colours again but patterns, floral things with high necks and corduroy trims. Deloris thought she must still be grieving, though perhaps that was how she always dressed.

			It wasn’t until the Easter fair when they had their first proper conversation. Deloris was supposed to be helping Sandra with her cake stand but, after being shooed to the side, she found an empty seat by the back of the hall next to Anna who said she didn’t like the crowds. Flat leather soles remained next to Deloris’s own wedges, which she began to swing as she relaxed. Twenty minutes later Deloris realised she’d done all the talking and wondered if she was being rude, but Anna continued to ask about her little sister’s hairdressing certificates, about the potato skins her mum cooked. Since then they always said hi if they passed each other in the street and Deloris meant to invite her over but wasn’t sure they’d have much in common. 

			Now Anna calls from the kitchen. ‘So, tea for two?’

			‘Actually, honey,’ Deloris starts, ‘I’d better go. I have this dinner party to organise tonight.’

			‘You do?’ Anna appears in the doorway.

			As Deloris walks back through the dim kitchen, she notes the table still has two chairs; a family-sized granary loaf is shrivelled around the edges. 

			‘Are you going to be OK?’ Deloris asks. There is a sour smell – possibly from the milk pan left on the hob with a tide of white thickening inside.

			‘Oh yes, thank you,’ she breathes. ‘Although I’d be happy to make us some tea?’

			Deloris hesitates. ‘You could help with my cooking?’

			‘Really?’

			‘And come to the dinner party, of course,’ she quickly adds. ‘We’ll have loads of food.’ 

			

			They return to the house like two schoolgirls bunking off. Anna stands back from the Magimix and island as if she’s worried she might break something. She’s tentative with the cookery book, turning the pages with gentle hands and beams at the offer of SodaStream lemonade. 

			Running up the stairs again, Deloris is almost giddy to think she was afraid before. How different things could feel from one hour to the next. She could easily have left the perfume bottle out herself. As for the dinner party, this might just be fun now Anna is coming. A new friend, she thinks, and hurries back to the kitchen.

			‘Hey, Anna?’

			‘Yes?’ She uses a single finger to save the recipe page.

			‘What do you think will happen in Dallas?’

			Anna raises her eyes and smiles. ‘What’s Dallas?’

			

			The two stand side by side at the counter while Deloris explains the various characters, although Anna seems more concerned with the cooking. She cracks the eggs with one hand and asks what’s her preferred technique for making blancmange. Deloris points out the pages in the book, then flicks through the radio stations to find a song she likes and settles for Dan Hartman’s ‘I Can Dream About You’. The crackling intensifies with the volume and breaks up the lines so she sings over the top. Anna doesn’t join in. Even as Deloris spins away from the counter to pump out her elbows, she remains beating eggs, the fork tinkling against the bowl over and over. 

			‘Good song, isn’t it?’

			Dancing alone, Deloris thinks of her friends back home – how they made fun of each other’s dancing, nudging for more space at The Wag on a Friday night, but at least never left one girl dancing on her own. Hot with sweat, she jerks to a standstill by the counter.

			‘Oh you shouldn’t stop dancing halfway through a song,’ Anna says, turning from her egg whites. ‘It’s unlucky.’ She smiles and motions to Deloris who sighs, but then throws herself back across the lino, pleased to scream along in time for the chorus.

			An hour later Deloris realises that Anna has made most of the food and insists she should prepare the beef and potatoes herself. 

			‘Oh, OK,’ Anna says. ‘I suppose I should find something to wear for later. Not that I can compete with you, of course.’

			‘Don’t be silly.’ She notices how delicate Anna’s hands are as she wipes them on her dress. ‘In fact, I have something you might like.’

			The purple lace gloves are ones she saw in a basket by the till in C&A, but on getting them home, realised they were too tight. She finds them in the back of her underwear drawer and brings them downstairs.

			‘Are you sure?’ Anna gasps. ‘You don’t mind?’

			‘Course not. You’ll look fabulous.’

			

			Harvey comes home not long after five o’clock and goes straight upstairs for a shower. Deloris wipes down the work surfaces with too many bubbles that froth and burst as she slops about the J-cloth. 

			‘Everything ready for tonight?’ he says ten minutes later in the kitchen. A towel is wrapped around his middle and fat bulges over the muscles of his chest. 

			‘Hi, honey.’ She lands a kiss defiantly on his mouth – he usually likes a vodka and diet lemonade first. 

			‘No disasters, I hope?’ 

			‘Actually, it’s all gone smoothly.’

			He goes to the fridge to inspect the blancmange, which wobbles but holds true to its pink form. ‘I’m impressed.’ 

			‘And I …’ She lifts her chin. ‘I invited Anna from down the road.’

			Harvey whips the fridge shut. ‘You did?’

			‘Uh-huh.’

			‘It’s nice you’re making friends, but why her?’

			Deloris isn’t sure how to respond but it doesn’t matter. Harvey is already making arrangements to even out the numbers, saying he’ll have to pair Anna with Brian who he rings at the police station. Decent grub if we’re lucky, he tells him. Dolly’s cooked, Christ help us. Upstairs, Deloris rubs her make-up brush into the powder blue, then dabs her eyelids. It’s probably too much but she enjoys the feel of it. She chooses a dress that gropes her at all angles with its material and has shoulder pads like sharp mountain ridges.

			‘Is that the new frock I bought you?’ Vodka heats Harvey’s breath as he kisses her neck. ‘It does look nice. How are you doing your hair?’

			Deloris turns to kiss him. ‘Does it matter?’

			They fall on to the bed and Deloris begins to peel herself free from the dress but Harvey says to keep it on, he needs to refill the ice cube tray.

			

			His parents arrive early with Bucks Fizz which they both point out is from France – Sandra first as she presses it into Deloris’s hands, then Michael with a slow scratch below his leather belt. They live on the high street, a few doors down from the post office and church, but Michael has driven them in case it rains and parked his Jaguar with one tyre on the grass as if claiming it. They did help with the house payments – more than Deloris’s own parents were able to do. Now Sandra adjusts the knotted pearls that lie on the bones of her chest as she admires the kitchen floor even though she’s already seen it. ‘Quite the ticket, isn’t it?’ She’s the only person who doesn’t take her shoes off and Harvey never asks, so a trail of dents marks her passage to and from each counter.

			Michael hangs behind and lets his eyes fall lazily on Deloris’s dress. Grubby patches stain his shirt and he’s no doubt come from his carpet factory where he stays until late most evenings. Apparently Sandra brings him dinner in a Tupperware dish and the two eat together at his desk. It’s hard to imagine the neat, chaffinch-like woman among the clanging machines of the factory but she says it’s the work of a marriage to spend time together. Meanwhile Harvey is long home and tells Deloris it’s to see her, though he often goes straight upstairs to his office where editions of GQ and Custom Car are hidden in his old briefcase.

			‘What do you think of this Madonna business?’ Michael now asks Deloris with a steady gaze, drawing a hand to his sturdy hip. It feels like a challenge, seeing as he’s often playful in trying to provoke her.

			‘Her music video’s pretty wild,’ she says, determined not to blush.

			‘You look like her tonight.’

			Sandra’s delicate eyebrows shoot up. ‘Rather tarty, don’t you think?’

			‘Who?’ Deloris asks, turning to face her mother-in-law. The two women have never spent much time together and Deloris colours to glance down at her own outfit, a stretch of bare thigh on display.

			‘Madonna, of course,’ says Sandra with a smile. ‘You are far prettier than she’ll ever be.’

			

			The dinner party is to celebrate the latest business contract Harvey has secured for the factory.

			It’s Michael’s own friends – the Morgans – who make the guest list. Mrs Morgan stamps an orange kiss on each of Harvey’s cheeks as he compliments her cashmere cardigan. Like most older women, she lingers in front of him, wrinkled hands wrapped in his before he politely excuses himself to make some gin and tonics. At this her husband behind perks up and then plops his small body in one of the armchairs. 

			Mr Morgan is vice president of the golf club and gets invited to all sorts of gatherings, as if he’s some sort of politician everyone wants to keep happy. Deloris views the two crinkled guests and tries not to get too close as she serves the vol-au-vents. It reminds her of the waitressing job she had when she was sixteen in Mario’s Pizzas by Croydon shopping centre: just the odd mutter of thanks as she busies around, but without the coins left on plates afterwards. Sandra offers to help but carries on standing beside the window that looks on to the street where rain is leaving shiny puddles.

			Deloris is relieved when Anna arrives, excited with pink cheeks and a carton of tomato juice already opened. The lace gloves are already fraying at the ends but Anna seems happy enough. She takes them off to wash some glasses and delicately pulls them back on afterwards.

			There’s just about enough conversation to go around the guests but really, once they hear Brian is coming, they’re all waiting for the doorbell. It gets to eight thirty and Michael is scraping the remains of the spinach dip and apologising to the Morgans who continue to sit with glazed expressions. Too old for any more talk about the golf club’s upcoming ball, the difficulty finding staff despite all the youths needing jobs …

			At the long oval table, Deloris serves up the prawn cocktails in glass ramekins they got as a wedding present. She assumed they’d save them for a special occasion but now realises this is it. They all pick at the food and thirstily glug wine, which Harvey insists on pouring. Only Anna licks her spoon afterwards and says how wonderful they were. Isn’t Deloris a promising cook? They all half-heartedly agree, apart from Harvey who is too busy listing carpet-finishing techniques to Mr Morgan; the old man angles an ear in his direction but fails to nod or murmur in the gaps left for a response. Deloris is all too familiar with the talk, the prices of different types of synthetic fabrics, supposedly easier to clean than wool. Draining the last of the wine, Michael rolls his eyes at the delicate strokes of Sandra who spears each carrot and thoroughly chews. The beef Wellington is over-cooked and the mashed potato lumpy. Anna’s blancmange, however, is a triumph and cutlery clinks until all seven bowls are shiny and white again.

			

			Brian turns up once Anna has cleared all the plates.

			‘Ah, sorry folks. I thought this was a casual thing.’ He wipes his Reeboks several times on the hallway mat and gives a wave. He looks different out of uniform, Deloris thinks for the umpteenth time since they first met: less handsome but still cute. He’s wearing the same striped shirt she noticed a while ago in the pub. That evening they’d laughed together at the jukebox, when he suggested they play Barbra Streisand. And, pleased to find herself chatting so easily with a neighbour, she poked him in the side. It was what she used to do with the boys from school she wound up about their hairstyles or the ties they put on back to front. But the surprised look on Brian’s face made her edge away. Without another word she had returned to Harvey and his parents, assuring Michael that no, she wouldn’t like another white wine. 

			Anna now hurries over with a glass of water. ‘Here you go, Brian.’

			‘Oh, thanking you.’

			They glance at each other and are both silent for a second.

			‘How’s Beattie?’ Anna asks. Deloris had forgotten about Brian’s older brother who lives at home with him; according to Sandra, a carer visits twice a day in a van that carries a hoist.

			‘Not too shabby, he—’

			‘Glad you could make it,’ interrupts Harvey before he swings an arm around Brian and guides him to the living room. All that is left of Anna is the fingerprints on Brian’s glass.

			‘Any more news?’ asks Sandra from the window. 

			‘News?’

			‘On the Fox, of course,’ says Michael, who’s pouring his son’s third vodka of the evening. 

			‘Ah, the intruder. Yes.’ Brian looks around for somewhere to sit and Deloris offers up her chair. ‘Thanking you, very kind.’

			‘So? Any news?’ Sandra repeats.

			‘I’m not meant to release any information,’ Brian says with an apologetic shrug. 

			‘Oh, come on, we won’t say anything.’ Michael grins as he thrusts a glass of whisky into Brian’s hand. He sniffs it uncertainly and holds the brown liquid at a distance.

			‘We do live in this village, we have a right,’ says Sandra.

			They all nod, apart from Anna who hovers in the doorway. Her face is pale around lips sucked inwards.

			‘Property prices,’ says Michael.

			‘And our own personal safety,’ adds Sandra. She shakes her head at her husband though represses a smile as if proud he’s always got a handle on the finances. ‘I heard he’s been roaming the village for weeks. Hiding in the woods and removing his shoes in houses so he doesn’t leave footprints.’

			‘Ah. Yes. Well, newspapers have a tendency to exaggerate.’

			‘So you’ve not been patrolling the high street?’ says Sandra, her voice rising in pitch.

			‘No, no.’

			‘Why ever not?’

			Brian speaks up. ‘I’ve filled out the necessary reports but this character hasn’t actually caused any damage.’

			Sandra becomes shaky in her heels. ‘We have no clue what he wants, though. If he’s not taking anything, not causing any damage then it must be something else.’

			‘I admit it’s troubling, but—’ 

			‘A sexual pervert, I bet,’ Sandra says with a point of her finger at Brian who shrinks lower into his seat.

			‘I saw a BBC programme about it,’ she says, turning to find approval from her husband. ‘The effects of pornography creating this need for voyeurism.’ A silence paralyses everyone’s lips, including those of Michael who sips his drink to avoid her eye. ‘Disgusting,’ mutters Sandra.

			For a while longer no one says anything. It might usually be Michael’s turn to speak but he is inspecting his whisky glass while Harvey broods about something by the fireplace. Deloris realises Brian hasn’t eaten yet and makes a plateful for him, annoyed that it’s somehow her duty.

			Anna has started the washing-up in the kitchen, lace gloves draped on the window ledge. Deloris goes to tell her to leave the burnt pans but catches the end of Harvey’s sentence.

			‘… seems like he’s just watching people.’

			‘That’s what I mean,’ says Sandra, pleased to have confirmation. ‘Looking in on our lives, our private affairs.’ The Morgans nod vaguely from the armchairs.

			‘What’s so wrong with that?’ Deloris asks. ‘It’s not like he’s hurt anyone.’ She is out in the hallway and turns to come back in. The others look up too, even Mrs Morgan with a glass suspended by her lips.

			Harvey almost laughs. ‘It’s deranged.’

			She flares with heat, her voice unsteady. ‘There are worse things people do.’

			‘We’re not talking about watching soaps, here,’ he says, frowning into his glass. ‘Although it might not hurt you to watch less of those.’

			‘Why?’ She’s not sure where her anger has come from. Her mind swims.

			‘Because you could be out making friends, becoming part of the village.’ Harvey ignores his mum who gives him a frantic look not to argue in front of guests. He only speaks more insistently. ‘Why do you love all those ridiculous shows anyway?’ 

			Everyone waits for her reply.

			‘I don’t know,’ she says at last.

			‘Well then.’ And with that he downs the rest of his drink. 

			

			In the bedroom mirror, Deloris sees her make-up smeared in blue streaks across her face. She leaves it on, like a sort of war paint, and sits on the bed. The evening light illuminates the curved shape of the perfume bottle. The squeezer isn’t compressed this time. No fingers have been around it. 

			There’s a faint knock at the door. 

			‘I was worried about you,’ Anna says softly from the hall.

			‘Come in.’ Deloris goes to wipe her eyes clean but stops, thinking the smears are a kind of evidence, although of what she’s not sure. 

			‘Everything quite all right?’ 

			‘Not really.’

			Anna puts a tentative, lace-gloved hand on her shoulder and Deloris sniffs. ‘I’m being stupid, really,’ she says, pulling Anna down to sit next to her. ‘It’s just that Harvey can be such a pig.’

			Her eyes fixed on her knees, Anna goes quiet.

			‘Sometimes I don’t know why I married him. Or him me.’

			‘Oh no, Deloris,’ Anna says. ‘You two are just perfect, everyone says so. He must love you.’ Her eyes grow wet and shiny as she looks about. ‘And you have this lovely home with all this room to grow.’ 

			Now it’s Deloris’s turn to put her hand on Anna’s arm, which hangs uneasily in her lap, her back arched. 

			‘A family,’ Anna blurts.

			‘Yeah, of course.’ Deloris nods and has the familiar sense of déjà vu. Any conversation about Harvey seems to go this way. What a lucky woman she is. Doesn’t she understand that? ‘Well, ta for coming to see if I’m OK.’

			Anna shakes her head and hurries up, not wanting to outstay her welcome. She goes to the door. ‘Oh, your gloves.’

			Deloris barely hears. She is looking at the perfume bottle. ‘Keep them,’ she says absently.

			‘Really? Are you sure?’

			Deloris doesn’t respond. She is holding the bottle up to the evening light and removing the glass top to smell the lavender. 
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			Deloris lies across the sun lounger in her bikini. An ice-cream van is moving along the high street, a distance away so its jangling melody is faint like an echo from childhood. Her summer holidays used to drift on forever in a haze until September – homemade lollies made from orange cordial, trips to the newsagent and the sprinkler at Nanna’s garden shooting diamonds across the sky. Now, it only being June, the summer stretches ahead but is buffered by nothing at the end. Housework, cooking blancmange, a week somewhere if she’s lucky, and then home to piles of washing and prickly sunburnt skin in the shower. The ice-cream van song has faded and Deloris bends her knees so her thighs unstick from the plastic slats. Her hair crackles behind where she’s squeezed lemon juice on it, though the sun’s no longer out. Grey clouds are thickening over the sky, trapping the damp heat. There’s something sad about this summer. She looked forward to it all through spring – and now it’s here, time is draining away, her thighs bloating and creasing with wrinkles. Her hips seem wider, too, with silvery trails etched over bone. 

			Times like these she thinks about meeting Harvey, the man who came into the chip shop that Saturday afternoon. As soon as the doorbell tinkled she’d pulled off her hairnet and watched as he surveyed the chalkboard menu. Other customers might ask for the daily special or when the fish was cooked. Harvey already knew what he wanted: an un-battered fillet of their best cod, sprinkled with vinegar and none of that cheap white pepper. Between the jars of pickled eggs on the counter, Deloris had noted his tanned skin against his white shirt, its collar parted like the wings of a bird.

			It’d all happened quickly between them. Her mum wasn’t sure – did she really not want to go to her college interview? Not many girls had the chance, even in this day and age with Thatcher leading the country and Superwoman displayed in bookshops’ windows. But Deloris didn’t listen. Even college didn’t seem too exciting, what with the textbooks and exams and smeared chalkboards that never got properly clean, just like in school. Wasn’t life supposed to be about adventure? And love affairs? Finding a Darcy, a Heathcliff, a Rochester?

			She put on her best halter-neck dress and a scarf round her neck for the car rides, just like in the films. The wind rippled through the fabric as they rode in his Audi Sport through Camden as the market sellers were clearing away and the streets filled with punks, skinheads, and men in blazers, all glancing across to see their car. When she eventually began to shiver Harvey insisted on winding up the windows and she’d sink back while he navigated the city’s vast network of roads and tunnels, all cast a darkish blue as the evening set in.

			He took her to places she’d never been before – West End restaurants where he was on first name terms with the owners and ordered wine without looking at the menu. They met his friends who, like him, were a few years older, so already part of a life in motion: bankers, executives, a woman who had been a debutante and was thinking of starting a record label. 

			When her friend Trish called up one afternoon to see if she wanted to go down the arcades, Deloris had plans for Soho’s L’Escargot where media types were photographed eating from tiny plates. Even if Harvey never turned up that night, at least she’d got the chance to write the words in her diary in looping gold ink.

			Better yet, Harvey claimed not to mind her background. The time he came round for dinner, they all sat crowded in the living room with the radio still on, talk of tennis over cod and mushy peas she’d brought home from work. She was embarrassed by her dad’s hacking cough and apologised afterwards. We’ll never have to sit through that again, Harvey had promised but as he said the words she felt a weird sensation fizz in her stomach. She pushed it down and let him whisk her away to this new life of shiny surfaces and rooms she danced in that first day. Around and around she spun, him smiling with a vodka in hand. Diet lemonade, he’d told her when she offered to make him one. Fine, anything you like, she said, and laughed as the Fame song played on a loop in her head. 

			But Deloris can’t escape the present. It asserts itself at every point. Even in her dreams she is aware of the scratch of sheets, of Harvey’s damp arm heavy beside hers. Now, sitting up as rain begins to fall, she is aware of the soreness between her legs from that morning. 

			At midday she watches Dallas. The opening credits show the usual rolling farmland, oil rigs, and the Texan landscape. It’s the season finale and she wonders when the next one will be. 

			Just as Sue Ellen comes on to the screen, telling the bartender she wants ‘A branch and ice. Make it snappy will ya,’ the doorbell goes. The high, drilling noise is intrusive and at first she ignores it. But it goes again and she scrabbles around to find the remote for the VCR. It was a wedding present they gave themselves, at Deloris’s suggestion, and, she likes to think, the envy of the neighbours, though really, what does it matter? 

			Mrs Morgan is at the door. The same fusty cardigan as the evening before with its oval buttons too heavy for the fabric.

			‘I’ve come round to pay my thanks for last night.’

			‘You have?’ Deloris grimaces to remember her argument with Harvey. She’s not sure how obvious it was when she ran to the bedroom, pounding up the stairs two at a time. 

			‘Yes, dear. It’s what you’re supposed to do, you know.’

			‘Right.’

			Mrs Morgan peers down Deloris’s body – the bikini, cut-off denim shorts open at the button.

			‘Well, ta for coming round.’

			‘You know …’ Mrs Morgan dithers with a finger in the air. ‘You might be a little more careful with your appearance.’

			Deloris presses each consonant like she used to with the teachers. ‘I’m at home.’ Surely she wasn’t doing anything wrong?

			‘Indeed you are at home. However there are certain individuals who may be … encouraged … by such a sight.’

			‘Individuals?’ Deloris looks over the head of the crinkled old woman to the street. A crow pecks at the empty pavement from where the smell of wet concrete wafts. ‘You mean the Fox?’

			‘Indeed I do.’

			‘And what do you even know about him?’ Deloris’s voice is rising. She slings an arm below her hip like she’s reaching for a gun holster. ‘This supposed criminal who’s gone into a couple of houses.’

			‘Three houses. Homes.’ Mrs Morgan fidgets with a button, edging away.

			‘And what do you know about me? Saying I’m encouraging him?’

			‘Well—’

			She looks out on to the street, like a hundred more people are listening. 

			Mrs Morgan shakes her head and a pin springs free from the tight bun. ‘Anyway, dear, thank you for …’ She shuffles away along the gravel.

			

			Deloris doesn’t know whether to carry on watching Dallas. She can hear the voices – J.R. and Ted arguing over some business deal – but thinks she should be strong and wait until the whole thing is recorded. With an arm over her eyes she goes to the controller and turns it off. Upstairs she sits on the bed. Everything is draining from her and her body sags forwards. It isn’t like her to argue with people. As a schoolgirl she had her fair share of fights, mostly just slaps and scrambling on the playground, a handful of ponytail for good measure. One time she’d had a screaming match with a supply teacher over her algebra homework, miraculously doubled for a friend, but that was all years ago. Her mum always taught her good manners and she must remember these around the villagers. Besides, you can’t rail against adults if you’re supposed to be one yourself. 

			A shirt sleeve falls down the side of the washing basket so she carries it to the kitchen and begins the routine – a lilac stream of fabric softener, then in goes the programme number punch punch punch. The washing begins its watery spins and she sits cross-legged in front, putting her face closer and closer until it’s the sea waves of a storm. She’s remembering a Turner painting she saw on a school trip once, when the phone goes. 

			‘Hello, Baker residence.’

			‘What the hell, Deloris.’ 

			‘Harvey?’ She winds the phone cord around her forefinger.

			‘Mrs Morgan just rang.’ There’s a crackling as he breathes heavily and she pictures the tanned skin of his chest appearing and disappearing between the buttons. ‘What is wrong with you? Talking like that to a frail old woman.’

			‘She’s tougher than she looks.’

			His voice becomes a low whisper. ‘Jesus, Dolly, have some respect.’

			Deloris is empty of words. 

			‘I’ve got a meeting now but I’ll talk to you tonight, OK?’

			She sucks in breath.

			‘I said, OK?’

			‘Yes, Harvey, yes.’

			After the low hum starts, Deloris lets the phone cord slowly unravel itself. She puts the phone in the cradle and shivers for the first time in days.

			

			Aylesbury high street is ablaze with shoppers. High tops on the cobbled streets and bare shoulders turning brown now the sun is finally out. Nobody is whispering about any intruder or judging her choice of dress. An ice-cream van is parked by the town hall and Deloris tells the young man she wouldn’t mind a lick of something.

			‘Oi, oi,’ he says, elbows leant on the counter as he watches her go.

			She’s left the washing, probably now festering in its own grey water, but puts it out of her mind. Tells herself she is Deloris McKee, as she was born and made, or really anyone she wants to be. Nobody knows her here in the crowds, the noise of chattering and traffic flowing past, buses heaving into the curb and off again. 

			On the twenty-five minute bus ride she started to wonder if she hadn’t been too brash deciding to come, but what did it matter? There is a lightness to her, and she watches her reflection as she crosses past shop fronts, lingering by a display of televisions, one on top of another. A pattern of brown outsides and glowing shapes, characters, plots. She doesn’t recognise this soap with two glamorous women in power suits at a restaurant bar which then pans out to a casino with a rattling roulette board, the ball skittishly bouncing around before landing on black. 

			What is this show? Deloris thinks. She wanders into the shop and glances around for an assistant but the tall scrawny man is with another woman, a housewife with a child pulling on the flap of her handbag. Another woman waits behind and lifts her eyebrows at him to get his attention for a moment, a radio alarm box clutched in her hands.

			Deflated, Deloris turns on her heel and goes out again. Instead she goes to Woolworths. Passes penny sweets where boys look up from the gumdrops, the laces glittering with sugar. It’s the place of her teenagehood. Of buying her first Bay City Rollers record with its tartan lettering for the cover. 
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