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For Dusty and Alfie who, in their own ways,
brighten this corner of suburbia every day.


In memory of Amy whose star will always shine bright in our suburban sky.
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Foreword

I would like, if I may, to take you on a journey to a small part of the world which you may never have noticed. It is not far from where you live in fact, and you might feel like you know this place and its inhabitants already. Perhaps you had a friend who used to live close by, or your aunt was once engaged to a man who lived there but the relationship never worked out. Perhaps you travel through it on your bicycle on your way to the ­countryside on long weekends or your train flies through it on your early morning commutes into the city, but I bet you barely give it a moment’s thought.

Well I am here to tell you that whilst you may think you know all about it, you actually know nothing at all.

This is not the sort of story to involve violent murder, gory scenes or car chases through neon-lit tunnels; nor does it involve dragons, magic, witches nor calamitous explosions; it certainly does not have any CIA agents with earpieces shouting, ‘Mr President, we need to get you in the helicopter right now!’ And needless to say it does not contain any sex, well nothing lurid anyway.

I make no apology about this because, in the everyday experi­ence represented across these pages, all of life is present. This is a story about neighbourhood forums, local shops, community ­theatre, gardening, lies that span decades and government intrigue. Oh – forget I mentioned those two last things.

Whilst it is not for you or me to pontificate on how best to live life, there is perhaps some wisdom in the old theory: look after the small things, and the big things will look after themselves.

The street where our story unfolds is actually just made up of a short row of terraced houses, four of them to be precise, built between the two world wars. Cars can come in at one end of the road, but the other end is blocked by the back fence of an ­adjacent garden. The four houses have round bay windows on both the ground and first floor, culminating in a pointed roof, sitting atop the structure like a hat.

The gables of each house include a few wooden beams – a nod to the Arts and Crafts movement which had been so fashionable at the time, which in turn was a nod to the Tudor period. This is a theme echoed in the decorative brickwork surrounding the front doors, and also in the beautiful diamond-leaded window designs and the stained glass in the upper casement. At least, that is, where they have been retained. In most of the houses, for the sake of heat retention and ease of maintenance, the original windows have largely been replaced with white plastic frames or, more recently, dark grey metal ones.

Each of the four houses on this terrace was designed in exactly the same way with the intention of making homes for people to live happily, away from inner city slums and the cold, dark dwellings built so hastily in the nineteenth century. A place where a nice couple could raise a family and have space to sit down for dinner, tend to a garden in spring and summer (with children running under a sprinkler!) and at Christmas time, a tree in the perfectly placed bay window.

The homes along the street have of course been cared for in varying and different ways: some people have net curtains, some people have blinds, some people have no window dressing at all – as though they have nothing in the world to hide (though these are very rare indeed).

The first house you come to is in the process of being renovated; the next one seems a little chaotic with overgrown hedges, though heavy net curtains stop anyone seeing in any further; the third is a little untidy, the window blinds hanging at awkward angles and the garden looking decidedly unloved; and then we come to the house furthest along, which looks like nothing has changed in years. It is certainly clean and tidy, no one could say otherwise, and the garden is beautiful, with little flowers in rows, a bird bath in the middle and lawn edges that look like they have been made with a ruler.



Each front garden has a front gate set on hinges, screwed into the low-level wall that marks the front boundary of each ­property. From there, a narrow brick path politely guides visitors all the way to the front door. Some residents have retained the original front door, made of darkly stained wood with a small glass pane in the centre and a knocker just below it.

What defines these homes, however, is much less how they look and much more what they look upon. Namely, the park.

Across a narrow road from the houses, St Matthew’s Park is actually barely a park – more a square patch of land surrounded by trees and shrubs. It is not quite big enough for football or other games, though on warm days some very naive young people have occasionally been known to use their jumpers as goal markers for a ‘kick around’. Why naive, I hear you ask? Well, more on that later. A central path divides the green space and leads straight through to the Community Hall on the other side.

At the front of the park, near the houses, is a large oak tree. So prominent is it that the road has been named after it: ‘Oak Drive’. Just by glancing across the road, the residents of these four terraced houses can observe the passing of the year, as this noble oak plays out the seasons before their eyes. They watch as acorns grow throughout summer, and then the beautiful ambers and oranges come in autumn, the bare branches of winter and then the buds turn to bright green in spring.

And perhaps, who knows, the tree in its turn watches them.







Chapter One

Summer

The bins being left out at number three was a cause of great concern to Donald and Fanny.

Fanny had not always been her name. Stephanie was the name she had been given at birth but that second and third syllable, ‘-phanie’, was what people had leant into as they pronounced her moniker, and eventually Fanny was what she had become known as at school. (Ironically it was mainly popularised by her best friend, whose name was actually Monica.)

Nevertheless, as the world changed and the word Fanny became synonymous with anatomy (both front and back depending on which side of the Atlantic you live), and despite people’s occasional sniggering, this particular Fanny was resolute! She had been brought up to believe that once you had decided on something – be it a name, a job, or a husband – you stuck to it until the bitter end.

Not that Fanny was bitter.

Letters to her pen pals were signed, ‘Yours Ever, Fanny’ and that was that. If people found Fanny funny that was their problem, this Fanny was not laughing. In fact, nervous and ill at ease with the world around her, Fanny seldom laughed at all.

Despite her name, Fanny did not like to draw attention to her personage, especially not in how she looked or what she wore. On this particular day, for example, she was wearing her sensible cream-coloured slacks, a mushroom-coloured blouse and a neat cardigan in a colour the catalogue called ‘wheat’. Overall, she was a picture in beige. She wore her sandy-coloured hair short, because it was easier to maintain, and rarely worried about things like make-up. She had not bothered with perfume for years, not since an unwelcome spritz she had received from a perfume stand in Debenhams circa 1989.

‘Donald? Donald!’ she called out in alarm, as she hurried over the threshold from the conservatory to the sitting room (never lounge). ‘Oh, this blimming thing!’ she said, suddenly distracted by a persistent fly. ‘Get away!’ She swatted and jostled at her cardigan to upend the fly from her. As she recovered her breath she realised, ‘Oh, it’s a bee.’

‘Yes?’ Donald, Fanny’s husband of forty-one years was only half listening, preoccupied as usual with something he deemed far more important than anything his wife might have to say. On this occasion, he was examining pencils.

He was on the brink of selecting the best one to begin his crossword in the daily newspaper. He kept his pencils in the neat pot by his armchair, next to the coaster with his cup of tea and the magazine about garden equipment. He had folded the magazine on the page with adverts for comfortable trousers for the over sixties. His e-reader sat to the side of these carefully arranged items, quietly recharging, whilst his reading glasses rested on top of the e-reader. His clarinet was in a stand by the chair, just in case he wanted to do some last-minute practice or drown out his wife’s attempts at conversation.

Donald was around the same height as his wife, around the five foot eight mark, though he maintained that his wife was no more than five foot five. Donald, at seventy-eight years old, wore his sandy hair, much receded now, politely swept across the top of his head. He was one for thin V-neck jumpers (a new one gifted to him every Christmas), with a collared shirt underneath and smart-casual trousers on the bottom half. It was pretty much the same uniform every day, unless he was working up at the allotment, in which case he wore last year’s jumper.

‘I think I should go and have a word.’

‘With the bee?’

‘No – the bins!’ His booming voice seemed to make the bee finally depart from Fanny’s cardigan and cause it to come and settle on his armrest. Donald liked that the bee had chosen to sit by him because it made him feel like it had been drawn to his knowledge, his experience, his dominance. ‘I meant next door about the bins being left out like that. What if someone had to get by with a pushchair or even a wheelchair? Sadly, they’re not the sort of people to listen.’ Donald had selected his pencil and turned to pick up his crossword.

Fanny nodded in agreement then muttered to herself, ‘Maybe I should walk them up their path myself?’ She thought about this for a moment and then, as if in a discussion with herself, ‘But the trouble is, they’ve left them out so long now, the ­binmen will be coming again tomorrow so they’ll just be straight back out again.’

Fanny often said things to herself, partly because her husband rarely wanted to chat and partly to stop her from overthinking about life. In her experience, nothing good came from thinking too much. Anyway, she had to get a move on; she was due to open the shop in a quarter of an hour.

The bee took flight, unsettled by Donald picking up the paper, and headed for the window, buzzing in frustration that its path was somehow invisibly blocked as it made contact with the glass. ‘Let that bee out would you?’ Fanny said. ‘He can’t stay in here. That buzzing drives me mad!’

She was pleased when Donald quietly put his pencil down, stood up and opened the casement window, allowing the bee to swoop out and away into the sky. She watched him crane his neck to watch the bee drift away like a big flying dot, which then became a smaller dot, and then out of sight altogether as the dot blended into the pixels of the world.

The bee had been drawn into Donald and Fanny’s because of their beautiful garden. Foxgloves and dahlias were a party for the bee who could not resist popping down to see them before he resumed his journey.

He continued his effortless buzzing around the top of the lamp posts and then came back along the road and swept into the garden at number three, a huge journey for the bee but only next door to Donald and Fanny. He flew past the aforementioned bin, half in the garden and half on the pavement, over the abandoned child’s bike and bedraggled lawn that could do with cutting, ignoring the small pots once ambitiously planted with flowering plants but now mainly containing weeds and grass.

The bee landed for a momentary rest again, this time on the upstairs floor of number three, looking through a window into the main bedroom. Through the stack of board games piled up on the inside of the window, he could just about see across the room to the landing where a woman in her mid forties with long dark hair and wearing a red jumper was leaning against a door frame whilst staring at the landing floor. She was trying to get a handle on the situation, whilst being furious with her teenage son.

The son was packing a duffle bag with tin receptacles for cooking food in, waterproof clothing and water purifying tablets and freeze-dried soup mixes.

‘Arthur, why didn’t you tell us sooner? You can’t miss your sister’s birthday.’

‘She missed mine!’

‘Only because you said you wanted to spend the whole day on that mountain bike trail – you weren’t even here.’

‘I was here in the morning – she could have made me a card or something.’

‘Yes,’ said Dr Alice. ‘Yes, she could have, she could have.’ She shook her head, defeated. With her children, Alice found it very difficult to take sides. Perhaps that was what had led to this situation in the first place.

With that, a sprightly, confident teenage girl walked into the room carrying a half-finished placard, her high ponytail swishing from side to side. ‘Don’t care about any of you anyway,’ she announced. ‘If he doesn’t want to see me for my birthday that’s fine – I’m going round Gemma’s house to make our outfits for Student Pride. Her mum’s got a glue gun and tassels.’

‘See, Mum – she doesn’t care anyway,’ Arthur said and then, hoisting his rucksack on to his back, proffered a cheery, ‘Bye!’



Before her son could descend and disappear off into the world, Barry appeared on the stairs.

Alice’s heart sank.

‘Everyone OK up here?’ asked her husband, oblivious to the unfolding conflict. Barry was in his late forties but carried himself with the energy of someone in their early twenties who worked in children’s television. He was wearing a brightly coloured ­jumpsuit.

‘No, Barry!’ Alice’s mood changed from mild negotiator to furious complainer. ‘Did you know Arthur wanted to go on a hiking weekend when we had planned to spend tomorrow all together for Isobel’s birthday?’

‘No I did not know that, Mummy!’ The fact that Barry still referred to his wife as ‘Mummy’ made everyone wince, not least Mummy herself. He continued, ‘Arthur mate? What’s all this then?’

‘It’s been in the diary for ages – the one you’re always so keen for everyone to fill in on the fridge?’ Arthur replied. (Alice was pleased to hear she was not the only one who found the fridge planner annoying.) ‘Isobel’s off to see her friends anyway. I’m just trying to get this prep done for the Duke of Edinburgh next month.’

‘What prep? I don’t know why you’re so worried about what this duke thinks of you.’ Barry shook his head with a reassuring smile.

‘Barry!’ Alice cried, exasperated again. ‘He’s not doing it FOR the Duke of Edinburgh, it’s an achievement thing at school. Oh god I am so tired . . .’ Alice put her head into her hands.

The bee, disturbed by the lack of harmony in this particular hive, and realising any flowers it might visit there were either dead or behind another pane of glass, hovered up from the ledge, bounced off the glass of the window and flew straight back up into the air. He flitted with a small piece of fluff that had caught the wind and then soared and swept down over the established shrubs and blossom tree of the next house, attracted through an open window, and after buzzing around the edges of a net curtain finally made his way to the geranium sitting on the table by the bay window. A perfect place to land. Little did he realise that he was being watched.

Sitting propped up in a comfortable armchair across the room, the piercing blue eyes of octogenarian Miranda sparkled as the bee enjoyed the plant. As she watched, her mind wandered off to thinking about whether she had anything in for dinner that evening. A symptom less of old age, and more of the large gin and tonic she had been nursing for the past hour, whilst failing to focus on the novel splayed over the armrest. It was set during the years leading up to the Russian Revolution. Miranda found it difficult to get excited about a story when she knew how it would end.

Miranda was much more interested in the notepad she held in her lap. Poised with her pen, she had been having a wonderful morning jotting down all the things she still wanted to do. She had retired some years before, and had taken great joy in writing a Bucket List to fill her new-found leisure time. The trouble was, Miranda was so used to ‘getting things done’ she had managed to tick all of it off before most people would have motivated themselves to speak to the travel agent.

Despite her years, she had sailed to the Galapagos Islands, seen Machu Picchu, stayed with Tibetan monks and taken a bus trip around New Zealand with stop-offs for bungee jumping and white water rafting. Not once had she worried about her safety, mainly because the young people she met along the way had adored her so much they had looked after her like a queen.

Not wanting to waste a moment this morning she had decided to compile a new list. At the top of the page she had written, ‘Fuck-It List’. This was to be a list of all the things she felt people would think she was even less likely to do. Things like ‘sitting around waiting for Loose Women to start’, ‘Having another drink’ and then at the more daring end, ‘Hallucinogens’, ‘Gangs’ and ‘A fling’. One thing Miranda could not bear was to be bored.



Though she had achieved many important things in her career, she knew it had come at some expense to her, in terms of the life unlived. With a pang of regret that time was running out, Miranda was, at the twilight of her life, determined not to die with questions.

A key turned in the front door latch, shattering the quiet. ‘It’s all right Miranda, it’s just Fanny.’ Miranda rolled her eyes and stifled a laugh. Even for someone as old as her, the idea that someone would be called Fanny was ridiculous.

‘I’m in here.’

‘Just making sure you’re OK. How’s your book, do you need anything from the shop? I’m about to open up,’ asked Fanny in a caring but hurried way, without pausing for Miranda to answer.

‘I was just – I was just –’ said Miranda, her first full sentence of the day. She glanced down at her list. ‘I was just thinking a bag of crisps and a Fanta Limon – why not eh?’

Fanny’s brow furrowed. ‘That’s not a proper dinner!’

‘Well I have some chicken, I could do a salad with that if I get hu–’ she hiccupped, ‘hu– hu– ngry.’

‘All right.’ Fanny smiled. She respected her neighbour for her grand old age and her way of being. ‘Well I’m just running behind so text me if you think of anything, OK?’

‘Righto. Thanks for checking in.’ But Fanny had gone and, in the chatter, the bee had decided to take his leave of absence too. Looking back to find the geranium bereft, Miranda was sad she could not keep him there at least a little longer, but she would never hold anyone back on their journey.

The bee had just nestled on a building site in next door’s front garden when two men got out of a large four by four parked in the street. One of them was tall, one short. Vincent – the tall one – was a laid-back man in his early fifties with swept back silver hair. He was wearing a light blue denim shirt, trendy baggy jeans and navy-blue trainers. Too trendy for someone his age, some might say.



He strode up the path trailed by his younger partner Nathan Luke, a handsome thirty-five-year-old whose good looks had come from his Malaysian mother and his father from Slough. He wore large sunglasses and a bumbag swung around his neck and under his arm, the bag part hanging in front of his chest like a sixteen-year-old at a festival or, perhaps, a bus conductor.

Vince looked above him at the yet to be replaced windows and the board that stood in their place and then at the mess in the front garden – rubble, a cement mixer, a square wooden plank covered in hardened cement. Everything was, to him, as he expected it to be.

Nathan Luke was less serene about it as he bustled up and took off his broad square sunglasses. ‘Are we sure they’re even doing anything today? Nothing seems to have changed since we left to go to the shops.’

Vincent rummaged around in the deep patch pockets sewn onto the front of his jeans, a design detail that was totally impractical for retrieving anything from said pocket. His usual ­handsome confidence turned to vague embarrassment as he groped around desperately for the keys. God only knew what a passer-by might think he was doing, fiddling around in his trousers. Eventually he dug them out, jammed them in the lock and, opening the door with a shove, walked inside.

Nathan Luke made to follow him but then stopped and crouched down to pick something up from the floor. ‘Vincent?’ but Vincent had already disappeared inside the door, so he ­shuffled back to the opening to holler after him. ‘Vincent! Come and look at this!’

Vincent reappeared, his eyebrows raised questioningly.

‘Vincent, those stupid builders have damaged the stained glass.’

‘No!’ Vincent cried, dismayed.

‘I have said to them SO many times that the only thing that made us want to live in this house is the original Georgian features.’

‘They’re not really Georgian features, the Georgian period was . . .’ Vincent smiled, waved a hand to dismiss it. ‘Well it doesn’t matter.’



‘No, tell me. What’s the difference?’

‘Erm. A century or two.’

‘Oh. Well anyway.’ Nathan Luke was thrown off course. ‘What was I saying?’ He raised a single finger to his forehead to denote he was thinking. ‘See, you’ve put me off now. You know about my attention issues.’

‘The original features . . . ?’

‘Yes! Yes they’ve damaged them, look at the stained glass – that’s clearly supposed to be flowers but it’s been cracked, so now it just looks like a kaleidoscope.’

‘It can be repaired I’m sure,’ said Vince calmly. He was keen to be inside the house. The more time they spent there together, the more it felt like home.

Nathan Luke took out his sunglasses case from the bumbag, flipped open the lid, folded up his sunglasses meticulously, placed them inside the case, and snapped the case shut. He placed the case in the bag, zipped it up and marched into the house ahead of Vince. ‘I dread to think what they’ve done with my reading nook!’

The bee, with its month-long lifespan, realised that time was moving on apace. After all, a morning spent whizzing around this terrace of houses, opposite a small suburban park, represented a whole year in human terms. Ascending to a stately height once again, he grazed the top of the hedge (something Vince and Nathan Luke were keen to replace), crossed over the road and swooped down to enjoy the grace of the eternal green grass of the park.

He looped by a bench, placed there in memory of somebody, before being called by the magnificent oak tree. A tree of imposing majesty, its green leaves declaring its presence against the light blue of this clear summer morning. Sitting gracefully at the side of the park, its sap called to the bee, asking it to come and sit a moment.

Once the bee had fed, it perched on a sturdy leaf to rest. St Matthew’s Park was complete with paths, benches and edged neatly in shrubs, bushes and small trees. Behind the bee was the single-storey yellow-clad Community Hall, built after the war. And next to the park, on the opposite side to the houses, were two small, suburban shops.

Not content to sit for too long, the bee flew up again and headed towards them. It buzzed past the public bin outside, recently covered in stickers from people’s vapes, and landed on the side of the metal container where the shop’s deliveries were left overnight.

In any community throughout history there has always been a place people can rely on for their provisions. Even in the face of international ‘super’ market chains, there is still a demand for small items and things that get forgotten when overwhelmed by the scale of a trip to the ‘big shops’. These natural human errors demand very human, local shops.

Fanny was bent over awkwardly with her arse in the air, trying to turn the key in the shutters. She gave a final shove then stood up with an odd grunting noise, which said, ‘I’m getting too old for this.’ Whilst this might have been true, she had been saying this sort of thing since she was in her twenties.

She turned the key in the lock and pushed on the heavy metal and glass door, which in turn set off the electronic laser sound. There was a time when this local shop at the end of the road would have had a charming, tinkling bell to alert the shopkeeper that a customer had walked in. Fanny didn’t care – the bleating sound served the same purpose. To be honest, Fanny was less concerned with helping customers, and far more preoccupied by the potential threat of someone coming in and robbing her. Fanny often terrified herself imagining a thief running in and filling a sports holdall (surely the most criminally charged of all luggage) with her semi-skimmed milks, salami sticks and tubs of butter. It made her shudder to think how terrible people were, even if technically this event had never happened and the ­‘people’ she imagined doing this did not actually exist.



Though ‘St Matthews Food and Wine’ was supposed to be a convenient shop, as convenience shops go, Fanny noticed people often only visited when they fancied a chat. Financially this was far from ideal but she knew this when she had taken it on ­twenty-five years before. ‘Life isn’t perfect,’ she thought. ‘I’d like to live on a yacht in the South of France, but wouldn’t we all?’

Truth be told if she were to find herself suddenly living on a yacht, the constant churning of the ocean and the attention of the T-shirted young crew would have been too much for Fanny. And besides, she knew that Donald would not have liked it at all and would probably have ruined the trip by complaining to her that the skipper was going the wrong way or some such.

Fanny went about putting the display lights on and moving the milk bottles from the back of the fridge to the front. She went back out of the front of the shop and undid the padlock on the metal bin to remove the papers which had been delivered overnight. She took them inside and flopped them on to the ­lowest shelf, all the while thinking no one really buys ­physical papers anymore, except of course her husband Donald who bought them for the crosswords.

She settled on to her stool behind the counter, behind the lottery machine, and in front of the shelves of overpriced vodka, mysterious sparkling wines and fluorescent lighters. She reached behind herself for the fluffy additional cardigan she always kept on the backrest of the stool and wrapped it around herself to keep off the chill. Jiggling her shoulders inside it to make sure it was draped across her back securely, Fanny picked up the magazine she had been reading yesterday.

Just as she was getting settled, the electric door laser sounded and with it Fanny, always braced for robbers, shot up from the stool in terror, the magazine dropping to the floor. She adjusted the fluffy cardigan and looked straight at the woman who had entered. She was not a robber though. Whilst the finances of the shop might not exactly be abundant, Fanny was still annoyed that a customer had arrived so soon, having only just hoicked herself on to her stool.

‘Hiya,’ said Perdy, as the bee flew in through the open door behind her. He roamed up and down the two aisles of the shop, intrigued by the sweets and the sugary drinks. Perching for a moment on top of a packet of toilet rolls, he then flew off again, looking for something floral.

Perdy ran the shop next door – a hairdressers. She tended to wear flowing blouses and tight leggings and she chewed gum constantly. Her hair was short and choppy – jaunty even – with different lengths and layers sticking out. She didn’t open the salon on Mondays or on Wednesday afternoon and, as far as Fanny could tell, even when it was open, it remained empty. Apparently she had started to do nails but Fanny had never seen this in action. The only evidence was Perdy’s suddenly elaborate long nails with criss-crosses of white stripes and small jewels stuck to them. Fanny wondered how she would get anything done, never mind do someone’s hair.

Fanny had no specific, concrete reason to dislike Perdy, and yet she did. She would never, ever consider having her own hair done there, despite the convenience.

If she can pay her rates and everything, who am I to worry about her? thought Fanny as her neighbour perused the fridge. Except Fanny did concern herself with these things, constantly – she could not help it. Other people’s lives seemed to impinge on her own well-being far more than they should; their amount of ­happiness, as if drawn from a local well, meant there would surely be less of it left for her. Not that she was sure she would know what to do with any happiness if she did draw it up.

‘All right?’ said Fanny, neutrally, before picking her magazine up from the floor. It was one of the cheaper ones with stories about women who married serial killers or had a tumble dryer haunted by pirates. She liked the word search.

Realising that the silence was too awkward, she looked back up at Perdy and decided to make conversation. ‘How’s your nephew doing? Phil, isn’t it?’



‘He’s doing ten years, Fan.’ Perdy sashayed back from the fridge unit on the other side of the shop, pint of milk in hand.

‘Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. I’m sure he’ll be back on the straight and narrow soon.’ Fanny was pleased that Phil had got the comeuppance he was surely due. He had been a chirpy character who seemed to enjoy life to the full, wore nice clothes and drove a nice car, which Fanny had assumed (quite correctly it turned out) was paid for by drugs.

‘Just the milk and some biscuits please,’ Perdy replied curtly as she put the items on the counter and maintained eye contact. A Perspex screen had been left up since the pandemic. It suited Fanny as it ‘kept people away’ and allowed her another window through which to watch people. Perdy held out her card to pay in such a way that it looked more like a sword being held up at a fencing tournament than the beginning of a contactless transaction. Fanny matched her by holding up the card machine like a sabre, the short beep denoting completion of the transaction as Fanny waited for the receipt to print off from the end.

‘Oh have you heard?’ asked Perdy, with the energy of someone who adores telling people bad news. Their sabres may have been lowered but Perdy still had another weapon to bring to the fight.

The bee came and perched on the countertop to get a better view of the brewing action.

Still holding the card machine Fanny ripped the receipt off against the serrated edge. ‘Have I heard what?’ Fanny was someone who prided herself on always having heard.

‘The council. Apparently they’re going to be making big changes all round here. It’s this new policy they’ve got. This whole area’s going to look totally different apparently. High time I think, it’s really gone downhill – it’s not like it was at all.’

‘Oh yeah?’ responded Fanny, caught unaware and almost breathless. It occurred to her that Perdy’s nephew Phil selling cocaine out of the cupboard where his aunt kept the hair colourings had contributed quite a lot to this. However, this all sounded momentous and Fanny was unsettled. Suddenly the story in her magazine about a woman on a long-haul flight whose boob implants exploded during turbulence seemed less dramatic.

‘They say there’s talk of a new shopping centre, sports centre and maybe even a superhighway through the town. I can’t wait.’ Perdy chewed loudly, enjoying watching Fanny squirm.

‘Oh, and they found a dead body round the back of ­Hobbycraft.’

‘Wait a minute – I don’t care about the back of Hobbycraft. I’ve not heard anything about any of this!’

‘That’s what people are saying – my customer round the ­corner just came in to tell me.’

‘Over my dead body!’ said Fanny trying to laugh but really being wholly and completely taken aback.

‘Over whatever dead body you like, even the one at Hobbycraft – they don’t care – they’ve decided they need to upgrade the area. New flats are coming to that whole bit down by the station, pedestrianised walkways and even a fountain someone told me.’

‘Seems like a waste of money!’

‘They’ll probably stick a ruddy great wind farm in the park here. You know what they’re like.’

‘Oh don’t!’

‘Don’t tell me – it’s not up to me, Fan,’ Perdy said with a perverse, gleeful smile. ‘I suppose they’ve got to think about the environment, well we all have to really.’

With that, Perdy grabbed Fanny’s magazine from the space under the Perspex screen and rolled it up. For a moment Fanny thought she was about to hit her with it. Despite the screen being in the way Fanny still flinched. From her recoiled position Fanny watched the hairdresser’s eyes swirling around maniacally, searching for something. The bee landed on the countertop and Perdy wasted no time in swatting the magazine down with a loud THWACK, killing the bee instantly.

‘I just can’t quite believe it,’ said Fanny quietly. She paused, contemplating the deceased bee as her magazine was returned to her. Horrified on all counts she asked, ‘Do you need a bag?’

‘No thanks, I’ve got big hands!’ Perdy turned on her heel, opened the heavy metal door with greater oomph than her repetitive strain injury usually allowed, the bought items balanced ­awkwardly on her forearms and elbows as the electronic doorbell sounded and she marched out through it into her salon next door.

Fanny wasted no time and reached for her phone. Donald answered almost immediately. ‘I take it you’ve heard the news?’ he said.

‘I never thought I’d see the day,’ she replied.







Chapter Two

Thursday

Vince was stressed. Moving home is listed as one of the most stressful things a person can go through in life, alongside losing a parent. Unfortunately, as of this day, he had been through both. The death of his mother in a nursing home about two miles from where he was currently standing had certainly made him think about life differently, and had been a key factor in getting him to sell his flat in the middle of London and relocate to the suburb where he had grown up.

He ran his hands through his glossy silver hair. The heat from the sun and the energy required to drive himself and his partner to their new house had made him exhausted. A bead of sweat ran down the right-hand side of his forehead, over his sharp cheekbone and eventually dispersed amongst the bristling stubble of his lower cheek.

The exertion made him feel manly, tough. Handsome, even. Which indeed he was. At the age of fifty-one he was still in his prime. This was a fragile, new confidence Vince had found after a rough few years. Weathering the ups and downs of life – his mother’s final illness, selling his business, getting serious with Nathan Luke – had taught him that he could handle the world, and whatever it threw at him. It shone out of his eyes and acted like a magnet.

With his always effortlessly stylish clothes and sweeping hair, people often looked at Vince and fancied him. Despite this, those old voices were still there lurking inside his head, giving him the nagging fear they might fancy him far less, once they got to know him.



Looking up at the suburban terraced house, he knew he should feel excitement, or maybe even dread at the renovation work yet to be completed, but in truth he felt numb. Too many emotions to compute.

‘Vince!’ shouted Nathan Luke. ‘Stop day dreaming, hun! The furniture van will be here in a minute!’

‘Yes, sorry,’ Vince replied, reaching yet again into his deep pockets for the keys to the front door. This time, despite furtive rummages, he could not find them.

‘Don’t worry, I’ve got them here,’ Nathan Luke called from over the hedge, already at the front door. This time it opened without any shoving, largely because it had been replaced at great expense the day before. ‘Hurry up, dear! I don’t want them to start putting things in the wrong places!’

‘You’d know all about that!’ he laughed back, jogging up to the front door.

‘Shhhh! The neighbours.’ Nathan Luke laughed too, already embracing suburban clichés of worrying about other people’s opinions.

‘Oh, who cares!’ Vince said, grinning. But before he could even follow his partner into the house he was stressed again; this time by the grunting and hissing of the brakes on the articulated lorry pulling up outside their house, emblazoned with the words ‘Whackfords Removals.’

Four women in their thirties jumped out and started to unload the van. It was important to Vince and Nathan Luke that they use a firm which bucked gender stereotypes, if for no other reason than to announce to the neighbourhood that they would not be part of any stereotypes of gender normativity. No sir-ee! (. . . or madam-ee, of course).

The four women in their light-brown shorts, T-shirts and builders’ boots immediately sprung out of the driver’s cabby, ran around and opened up the back doors of the vehicle. Two jumped up into the lorry itself, took a dust sheet off a brown leather sofa and began passing it from the back to the remaining two standing waiting to receive it. With one person at each corner, they speed-marched the couch up the garden path and in through the doorway faster than Vince could engage his brain to say, ‘Please be careful with that – it’s Danish!’

‘Over that side of the room is perfect, thank you,’ he could hear Nathan Luke call out, politely instructing them to place it down. The four were back out at great speed and performing the same manoeuvre, this time to remove the couple’s four-poster bed made of thin sticks of lacquered black wood, each capped in a splash of red paint. The mattress had already been delivered to the first floor some weeks before, so that it could be taken inside before the walls were painted, to avoid its bulky form brushing up against them and potentially causing an unsightly scuff. 

Chairs of clear plastic (technically acrylic), formed into the shape of seats from the Palace of Versailles, were now being taken out of the vehicle, their dust sheets thrown back into the van as each one graced the pavement.

The slickness of the operation was a marvel for Vince to behold! It was so calming in its way, to see things being taken care of so smoothly. A cooling breeze swept around him and tousled his hair. He closed his eyes to appreciate the moment, as the meditation app had told him to do in moments of stress. He breathed in and held it, counted to four and then exhaled and opened his eyes again. The large tree diagonally across the road seemed to do the same thing and let out what seemed to be a roar as the breeze rolled around its leaves.

Vince realised he could hear something else. A sort of alarm, or foghorn going off at regular intervals. It was then that he realised it was a car horn beeping, intensely and rhythmically from the other side of the hedge. Immediately he was panicking again, cold sweat sliding down his back, showing through his fitted white T-shirt. He moved back towards the road to confront the problem.

Before he got there the beeping stopped. Vince assumed that whatever the issue was, it had now been resolved and everything was fine again. Then an angry man in his seventies appeared. ‘You can’t leave a truck like that there!’ he barked, without so much as an introduction. Vince knew him straight away though. He was the sort of person to crop up on the news or on social media, complaining about something.

‘Well, we’re just moving,’ Vince tried to protest.

‘You CANNOT leave a truck like this blocking the public highway. I’ve got it on my dashcam. I shall call the council.’

Taken aback by the man’s aggression, Vince found himself quite unsure of how to respond. It reminded him of when he was a child, being told off by people just like this. He found himself laughing nervously before he composed himself. ‘I – I am very sorry – they’ll be gone soon.’

‘Not soon – I need them to move now – I can’t get my car past and I’ve got shopping to unpack!’

‘I’m Vince? We’re your new neighbours . . . ?’ Vince phrased these statements as questions, so unsure had the man’s tone made him about when or how to introduce himself properly.

After a surly moment, the man reluctantly extended his hand. ‘Donald.’

Vince could barely stop himself trembling as they shook hands.

The man’s abruptness only slightly abated. ‘If you could move the van sharpish I’d be much obliged.’ Then he turned on his heel and returned to his car stuck halfway up the road.

Vince, unsure of how to proceed, turned back to the house in the hope of finding an answer. He was someone who was used to being respected, in charge of a company of people, with clients who listened to him.

‘Nathe!’ he hollered inside. ‘They need to move the van – the neighbours are getting annoyed!’

With that, almost from nowhere, the small battalion of movers trotted down the stairs, announced they were all done now and bounced back into the truck. With a hiss and a splutter the lorry started up, reversed out of the road and within a few moments was gone.

Donald was finally able to drive past with his shopping, bibbing the car horn and waving as he passed Vince in the front garden. Perhaps that’s just his way . . . thought Vince magnanimously.



Nathan Luke came rushing out. ‘You’ve got to come and see this! The whole place is really looking like home now.’

Vince was in tears. He could not help it. The moment with the neighbour had upset him more than he was prepared for, especially on such a stressful day as this. Out of nowhere he found he just had to let the tears flow and he hung his head so his salt-and-pepper hair covered his handsome face. Perhaps it was the memory of his mother, the exhaustion of the house move.

‘Vince, whatever’s the matter?’

‘Oh, it’s nothing, it’s just the – er – neighbours. Well, neighbour up the road. He just gave me a right dressing-down about the removal truck.’ Vince shook his head in despair.

‘Was that what the noise was all about?’

‘Yes! He was absolutely furious.’

‘Oh, sod him, what does it matter? We don’t need to even speak to him again.’

‘Oh, Nathe, I just hoped people would be different somehow – oh god, what have I brought you to? I wanted this to be our happy home!’

‘Honey!’ Nathan Luke said, cuddling into the side of his taller husband. ‘We don’t need to worry about any of them. This is a happy home for us – just us! It’s going to be so happy.’

‘I’m just worried.’

‘We won’t even acknowledge the neighbours at all. All that matters is US. OK?’ Nathan Luke nudged his partner towards their new house.

‘You’re right. Just us from now on,’ said Vince, taking a deep breath as if to say something but then realising, somehow, that now was not the right moment.

The tree across the road seemed to proffer a strange bow, as if to formally welcome them; the branches lifting and descending as a fresh breeze blew through the leaves and the couple closed their new front door behind them.







Chapter Three

Monday

‘Morning, Barry!’ said Fanny as she briskly crossed paths with him at the entrance to the park.

‘Morning – I’m just off to meditate,’ said Barry, with his yoga mat tucked under his arm.

‘Oh, right!’ said Fanny, not exactly sure what that would entail.

‘I find sitting under the tree gives me a tremendous sense of calm.’

‘Mmmm,’ she agreed, still not sure how the tree got involved. ‘I feel like that from just looking at it. We’re so lucky really.’

‘Beautiful morning isn’t it? You not opening the shop?’

‘No, I don’t open Mondays – thank god! How was the coffee stand?’

‘Fine. I mean, bit quiet. Lots of people on holiday but that’s the thing with August.’

‘Makes you feel like joining them doesn’t it?’

‘I thought that. To be honest, it was so quiet I just knocked off early. I was done by eight o’clock.’

‘I don’t blame you!’ said Fanny, lying politely as she considered how many customers he might have missed after that, given the rush hour. ‘By the way, have you met our new neighbours yet? I’m desperate to see what they’ve done to the house.’

‘No. Not yet. Alice says they look so exciting – she can’t wait to be friends with some gays. I get the impression they like to keep themselves to themselves, though. Hope we haven’t put them off!’

‘Ha! Oh I can’t imagine that,’ said Fanny. She was smiling but actually anxious to get home – she had housework to be getting on with. There was a brief lull before she rounded things up with a, ‘Well, I must be getting on – have a good workout!’

Fanny was already walking away when she heard his correction. ‘It’s actually a meditation.’

‘Right! Yes of course – well, enjoy. Cheerio!’

‘Bye!’ said Barry, wishing he could have talked for longer.







Chapter Four

Alice was frustrated that her life lacked the purpose she dreamed it would have. This summer morning she found herself rushing out of her front door, ready for work and wheeling the bin out to the kerb for the collection today.

‘Fine, I’ll do it!’ she muttered to herself as she rushed their two teenagers, still sleepy, to the car so she could rush to drive them to their friends’ houses before she rushed on to work. ‘I could really do with a hand with everything, you know?’ This time she spoke louder in the vain hope that her husband might hear.

Barry, meanwhile, was sitting in the park opposite, underneath the oak tree. Leaning his legs against the trunk, his head on the ground, it was the perfect place for him to practise his headstands.

Hearing her, he sprung back to his feet and ran out of the park gate to help his wife. ‘What needs doing?’ he called out, cheerfully.

‘Nothing . . . I’ve done it now.’ Alice dusted her hands off from the bins and opened the car door. ‘I’m just dropping the kids off to their friends now.’ She sidled into the driving seat.

‘Oh super – I’ll come with you!’ her husband announced unhelpfully as he jumped into the back seat next to his son Arthur.

‘You might have closed the front door as you came out!’ Alice said to her family before clambering back out of the car, marching to the front door and slamming it shut. Returning to the driver’s seat, she was about to turn the key in the ignition when she was interrupted.

‘Well, guess what everyone, I just had the best time meditating!’

Alice stared straight ahead, unable to summon the energy to start the engine. The teenage children looked down and stared at their phones.



Barry was undeterred. ‘The world looked so strange upside down! The park railings looked like they were dangling from overhead like a fringe or something – isn’t that cool? The sky was like a huge block of blue beneath me! Just loads of blue somewhere beneath my feet, so it felt like the tree was an upside down umbrella floating me across a body of enormous blue water. So beautiful, right?’

Without saying a word in response, Alice started the car and turned the steering wheel to pull out from the parallel parking. Alice shunted the vehicle back and forth trying to dig her car out of the tiny space she had been so proud of squeezing the car into the night before.

She might have worried that her lack of response to her ­husband’s questions would provoke upset. Not for Barry, he just smiled serenely and gazed blissfully out of the window.

When they first met, Alice and her friends had all been doing courses in Medicine and Science at Manchester University. Barry was different. He was in Manchester studying at clown college (circus school) down the road and they had met drinking in the same pubs.

Watching how he impressed crowds of people during his weekend stints of busking – his contorted body maintaining balance against the odds, the ‘Oooos’ and ‘Ahhhhs’ from the crowds – made it seem like he was changing the way people saw the world. Nowadays, Alice could just about remember how she had felt back then.

Not that acrobatics could sustain him for long. When she fell pregnant with Isobel he had to get a proper job. He taught in a college for a while, trying to engage teenagers in the thrill of springing head over heels in mid-air, but the young people he worked with always seemed to question how this skill could help them find a meaningful career. Even in his own relentless – nay, boundless! – optimism, Barry had to concede that they were potentially right. Perhaps teaching was not for him after all.

As a couple they had decided Barry would be better placed at home looking after the kids. His free spiritedness had been perfect for keeping them entertained. When they reached their teenage years, however, Barry had felt his role had changed as the ‘kiddies’ had turned into much more petulant teens.

It was around this time that he had become more and more interested in fancy coffee (mainly to stay awake when the kids started staying out late at parties) and it was then that he found he wanted to be a full-time barista. At first it had been perfect – the short hours in the morning to sell coffee to the commuters – but Barry had got bored and his enthusiasm had waned. Nowadays he was just desperate to have any part in his children’s life.

As Alice drove on, her husband continued chattering away in the back seat. ‘Well I know you kids are getting older so my role is changing – hopefully the meditating will help reveal a new path for me. Surely it will come any day now.’

Alice slammed on the brakes. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

Barry looked confused. ‘Erm, I just meant—’

‘Barry, you don’t need a new direction. You have the ­coffee truck – you said it would be everything to you. We pulled together to make it a reality for you, remember?’

Isobel tore her gaze away from her phone in order to roll her eyes more effectively. ‘Mum and Dad are arguing again then? Great last day of my summer holidays . . .’

Barry looked crestfallen. ‘Izzy we aren’t arguing – it’s just a discussion, right, Mummy?’

Gripping the steering wheel, Alice finally lost it, her face contorted with frustration. ‘For God’s sake, Barry, for the last time: DON’T call me Mummy! The kids aren’t six anymore.’

‘Sure you’re not arguing?’ asked Isobel smugly.

‘I’m off,’ announced Arthur, jumping out the back and ­walking off on his own down the road.

Alice swallowed hard, trying to regain her composure. ‘Barry, I need you to make a commitment to the coffee stand because that was what you said you wanted to do. You need to make sure it’s running, every day – in the same way I have to go to work every day. I have to deal with patients – sometimes nice; sometimes not. I sometimes have to tell them really bad news and then answer their questions without crying, and then I have to have meetings about the running of the surgery. Every day!’
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