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Chapter One 
A Very Frustrated Helper

In the picturesque village of Snuggleton-near-the-Sea, the afternoon was drawing to a close at the end of a hot summer's day. The sun still shone on the few remaining villagers taking a stroll before supper, and everywhere seemed peaceful and serene – except for a time bomb about to go off in the village shop halfway down the High Street.

Inside, Mavis Foxey was fuming. With every passing minute she was becoming increasingly annoyed at her missed opportunities. All afternoon she had been doing her best to attract the manager, Albert Bridge, and get him involved in a full blown scandal, and any moment he would be asking her to bring in the display boards, signalling the end of another day.

Her pride depended on it. In her view, it was time for immediate action. The thought of what Fred – or Foxy Fred, as her husband was known - would say if she failed him, when his whole ambitious building scheme depended on it, sent a cold tremor down her spine. It wasn't the only reason, of course – if she pulled it off she stood to win a substantial bet with her friend, Enid. She smirked to herself. That was something she'd never had any trouble with before, as most of the men in the village would testify to their cost.

Aware the time was slipping by she attacked the keyboard with renewed fury and was gratified to see she had hit the jackpot. Immediately, a total of £9,999 flashed up. That should do the trick, she decided. Taking a quick look around, she carelessly undid the top three buttons of her blouse and shook her hair free.

“Oh dear, I don't think this till likes me,” said Mavis raising her voice, as she checked the total. “That can't be right, what do you think, Mr Bridge?” she called out and as he reluctantly came up to see what was wrong, she brushed against him as if by accident.

It was coming up to five-thirty and all Albert Bridge wanted to do was to shut up shop and get home to his supper. It had been a long day and he was tired. The bread had come in late and the greengrocery order was up the creek; his usual assistant, Jackie, who did all the ordering, was away sick, and the temp they were promised hadn't turned up. The last thing he wanted to do was to get involved with an old biddy like Mavis.

Normally a friendly and trusting person, Albert was reaching the end of his tether. Usually, he was never short of female help when he needed it, especially from some of the more elderly spinsters who were always looking in for an excuse to linger. But it was holiday time and there was scarcely a soul around –except Mavis. He didn't mind giving a pat of encouragement to some of the locals who helped to keep the village shop going – but he had to draw a line somewhere. His long suffering friend, Hettie, always smiled patiently when Mavis's name was mentioned, saying the old 'man-eater' had a face that would stop a bus a mile away. Although he was always ready to defer to her better judgement where such matters were concerned, on this occasion he thought she was underestimating – two miles, more likely. He backed away hastily, avoiding the open invitation.

“Why don't you finish off and go home, Mavis – I'll sort it out,” he said hastily. “I expect your husband will be home by now, wanting his supper. We don't want to keep him waiting, do we?” he added heartily.

“But just look at this figure.” Adding emphasis, she tugged at her blouse, and leaned forward provocatively. “I don't like the look of it, do you?”

“No, I can't say I do,” he agreed truthfully, averting his gaze as he tried to edge past her, and winced at the sight of the figure displayed on the till. “Oh, blimey, what the heck…?”

“Don't say I've been naughty,” she said coyly, tossing her hair over her shoulder in her best imitation of her favourite screen idol.

“I don't believe it….” He was saved from saying what he really thought by the bell tinging at the entrance. The tousled head of Jim Berry, the accountant appeared and he burst breezily into the shop.

“Cashed up already - that's the stuff. Can I bank the takings then?” He took one look at Albert's red face and clenched fingers, and continued quickly, “Ah, the inimitable Mrs Foxey. Evening, Mavis. Till still working, is it?” He glanced at the total and whistled, getting out his calculator. “My word, been buying up the shop again, have we?”

Mavis pulled herself up. “I consider that remark most uncalled for, Mr Berry. I think I'll go home where I'm wanted.”

“Well, that's something – old man working late again, is he?”

“Oooh! That does it! I'm not staying here a minute longer.” Catching sight of a tramp lurking outside and recognising Bimbo, the local walking talking Post Office, she added loudly, “…and you can tell your Albert Bridge to keep his hands to himself in future. Goodbye, and don't expect me back.” Sweeping her things together Mavis sailed past them, satisfied she had done her bit to get the rumour started.

“Wait a minute, Mavis,” Albert called after her hastily as he juggled with the keyboard. “I'm sure he didn't mean it, did you, Jim?”

Slam.

Albert sighed. “That's torn it. What did you want to go and say a thing like that for, you idiot.” He ran a hand through his hair in exasperation. “What was she going on about, anyway?”

“Sorry, Bert,” Jim apologised with a grin. “Couldn't resist that – I bet I know where she's off to…”

But Albert could only think of his own problems. “That's another volunteer gone – you know how difficult it is to replace them, especially in the holidays. Now what am I going to do?”

Jim heaved a sigh. “Never mind, I'll cover her shift for a while, until you find someone.”

Albert relented. “That's all right – you do too much as it is.” He looked at the figures and sighed. “I suppose we'd better get the takings agreed, otherwise I'll be in the doghouse at the bank – that's the third time this week.”

“Right,” agreed his friend briskly. “Tell you what - you count the notes and I'll do the small change. We'll soon get it sorted.”

Ten minutes later they both sat back satisfied, their immediate problem solved.

“That seems all right, Bert,” said Jim, gathering the notes together. “Got a bag for this lot – not exactly a fortune, is it?”

“You can say that again,” agreed Albert, feeling depressed at the thought, then dismissed it, determined to keep such nagging fears to himself.

As they reached for their coats, Jim said thoughtfully,

“Sorry about that, I forgot it was holiday time. What'll you do about…?” He left the question hanging in the air.

“We'll see. Leave it with me…” Albert turned the problem over in his mind as he switched on the alarm and locked the shop door behind them.

Emerging into the High Street, he took a deep breath of contentment he always felt at the familiar sight of the century old cottages wending their way down the cobbled street in front of them, blending beyond into a shimmering thin ribbon of sea on the distant horizon. Overlooking it all was the reassuring presence of his cottage a few yards away, and next door to that Hettie's and her smallholding, her pride and joy.

Waving a hand, he said thoughtfully, “Makes it all worthwhile somehow. It's a beautiful spot, isn't it?”

Jim nodded his agreement. “None better.”

Stopping at Jim's car, Albert reminisced. “It's what first caught my eye when I came down here on that coach trip nearly five years ago, looking for somewhere to settle down before I retired – I've never regretted it, not once. Which reminds me, the shop's anniversary comes up soon,” adding gloomily, “not that I'll be able to splash out on anything, the way things are going.”

As he climbed in, Jim suggested a solution that might tide them over. “What you want is someone to help out until you can get straight. Which reminds me, that nice young Sally who teaches up at the school is always asking if there's something useful she can do in the holidays.” In answer to Albert's blank look, he shook his head regretfully, “Though I doubt if that old battleaxe of a mother of hers would allow it – you know what Lady Courtney is like. I know,” he added, struck by a sudden thought, “isn't that nephew of yours at a loose end? Perhaps he could give you a hand.”

“Young William?” Albert pondered. “Might be worth trying – I don't think he's made up his mind yet about what he's going to do with himself. Got some idea at one time about becoming a painter, so I'm told…”

Jim laughed. “Tell him he can have a go at our old house whenever he wants. It needs a lick of paint.”

“No, he's after a full blown career as an artist – although not all that long ago he was talking about doing some writing of sorts. Mind you, I don't know how he's going to manage on what little my brother was able to leave him after that accident,” sighed Albert ruefully. “Aunt Ethel got the house and the job of keeping an eye on him, and I don't think she's pleased the way things are going.” He rubbed his chin. “Come to think of it, that's not a bad idea. A spell in the shop might help him sort his ideas out. It might get him out of doing relief work on that local rag – can't see that leading anywhere. I'll see what Hettie thinks and let you know,” he said, waving a hand in farewell before turning in at his front gate.

“At least, you don't have to come far to get the shop open,” laughed Jim, as he adjusted his seatbelt. “See you…”

“Bye, Jim, and thanks for your help…”

He was still turning the problem over in his mind as he shut the gate behind him and turned to walk up the path to the front door.

“Hi there!”

Jerked out of his reverie, he looked up to see Hettie leaning out of an upstairs bathroom window next door, a cloud of steam billowing out around her.

“Give me a minute to throw something on and I'll come and let you in. I've got your favourite all ready for you.”

“Cor!”

Conscious of hot breath fanning his neck, Albert turned, caught sight of Bimbo behind him gazing up at the sight, his mouth open. Having witnessed the hasty departure of Mavis leaving the shop in an agitated state a few minutes earlier, the tramp put two and two together with a sharp intake of breath.

“Cor!” he repeated, and without asking for his usual handout – knowing that eager faces would be only too willing to reward him after hearing his latest gossip - he hastily flung a leg over his bike and wobbled off down the High Street in search of the nearest pub and his first free drink of the day, ready to spread the word that promised to be one of the most rewarding scandals the village had ever known.

Cheered up by the thought of supper Albert dismissed Bimbo's ramblings, and finding there was still no news about his assistant waiting for him, made his way next door.

After giving him her usual welcome kiss, Hettie noticed something was amiss and tried to cheer him up.

“What's the matter, Bert?” she asked, easing off his jacket. “Don't worry about the post - I picked up some of yours when I was in earlier,” she explained, as she noticed his eyes stray in that direction. “Come and sit down.”

“Oh, blimey, that's all I need,” he groaned after skimming through the letters and picking out the first one he recognised by the writing.

“What's up? Someone made an offer for the shop? Only joking. Bad news, is it?”

“Only that Jackie's had orders from the doc to take some more time off, that's all.”

“Jackie – you don't mean your assistant?” Seeing his gloomy expression she added hastily, “Sit down and make yourself comfortable while I get you a cuppa.”

In no time she was back with an encouraging beam and a steaming mug. “There you are, luv, I've tickled it up with some of your favourite tipple. Now tell me all about it.”

After taking a sip, he smacked his lips appreciatively and feeling more relaxed told her about Mavis and the trouble with the till, before getting down to tucking into a welcome steak and kidney pie she placed before him.

“Thank goodness you're shot of her,” was her verdict. “Silly old cow.” Then she chuckled, “Jim's got her taped though, hasn't he? We all know about her afternoons with the lodger.”

“Doesn't make it any better in the shop though, does it? I can do with all the help I can get just now. I don't know how much longer I can carry on the rate things are going.”

“If only you'd let me help, Bert,” she fussed. “You know we all want you to succeed.”

“I know.” He looked away, distracted by the sight of her look of eager devotion, and hurriedly swallowed the last mouthful. “That was delicious. Which reminds me, I must try to get hold of William tomorrow and see if I can get him to give a hand in the shop. It might help him decide what he wants to do with his life.”

Hettie said without thinking, “If only I didn't have the animals to look after, I could come and help you more…”

Bert stopped her firmly and thrust the tempting idea from his mind, aware of his insecure financial position. “Don't worry – I'll manage somehow. I've still got my redundancy money and pension, such as it is.”

“I know it was always something you wanted to do, but,” she went on impulsively without thinking, “was it such a good idea to give up a such a safe job in insurance…” Seeing his reaction, she broke off and went on hurriedly, “to start something so different - when we're not getting any younger,” she added tactfully.

He slapped the table in frustration. “That's just it. You don't understand, Het, I couldn't stand it any longer. I was getting so bored and frustrated!” Having got that off his chest, he brooded, “The thought of wasting the rest of my life dealing with other people's insurance until I retired was driving me dotty – I tell you, I even ended up checking my own life expectancy table. I woke up one morning and realised I had to do something different – anything was better than the life I was leading. So I decided to get away from it all and start up my own business - to be my own boss. It seemed to make sense and I still think I did the right thing. You've no idea what it means to be part of the village life, watching my own business grow as part of the community, instead of sitting at a desk and spending the rest of my working life in an office. Grr.” He looked up, surprised at his own eloquence. “Sorry about that – I got carried away a bit.”

“I'm sure you did the right thing – it's what you wanted,” Hettie reassured him. Thinking back, she mused, “It's funny the way things have turned out - you've got the shop and I've got my animals. D'you think you've taken on too much though? Don't forget there's young William to think about.”

Albert sighed. “Yes, and he doesn't seem to know what he wants.”

“You'll be telling me you don't know what you want next,” she tried hopefully, touching his hand.

Sensing he was on dangerous ground he pushed his chair back hurriedly. “I think it's time I got back. I've got all that paperwork to catch up on. Thanks for the supper – you spoil me.”

“I never get the chance properly, do I?” She heaved a sigh, doing her best to look on the bright side. “Don't worry, things are bound to get better. I know,” searching in her mind for a helpful way out, “what happened to that other brother of yours – Neil, isn't it? Couldn't he take some time off to help? Wasn't he some sort of high flyer in the civil service?”

“Not exactly,” said Albert sheepishly, wondering how to put it as he always did when talking about his brother Neil, who ever since he could remember had always been frowned on by the other members of his family. “He… er… found it wasn't quite his cup of tea – too dull. He decided, like me, to go in for something more enterprising in the private sector. Something he could get his teeth into.”

As he spoke, he thought back to the last time he saw his young brother. Neil hadn't actually bitten anyone. But he certainly left one of the bobbies sucking his hand that time, and it had taken half a dozen reinforcements to persuade him to accompany them down to the station, while still protesting his innocence, after leading a revolt by fellow stallholders in one of his never-ending battles with some of the more officious members of the local Council.

Albert tried to imagine what a difference it would have made to have his go-getting young brother around before dismissing the idea regretfully. Neil had gone a bit too far this time to be in a position to do anything - he was still finishing off a community service sentence and wouldn't be around to help anyone for a while. Albert was an upright law-abiding creature, and although he loved his brother dearly, the thought of what Neil might do to improve the present situation made him quake inwardly.

He continued hastily, “No, I think he's a bit tied up at the moment – I'll try young William instead and see how he's fixed.”

As she waved him off she called out encouragingly, “Don't worry. We're right behind you, Bert – and don't forget William, I'm sure he won't mind you asking.”

“Don't worry, I will,” called back Albert, relieved at the change of conversation. “I don't think they work him too hard on that local rag of his – I expect he'll be glad of the chance to help.” To himself, he added, “Heaven help me if he doesn't…”







Chapter Two 
A Proper Job

Albert had no need to worry on that score. Next morning, the sun was high in the sky before it got round to peeping through his nephew's bedroom window, revealing William still fast asleep in the middle of a bad dream, reliving the trauma of being sacked from the editorial office of the Snuggleton Globe newspaper. In his dream, he was sitting trapped at his desk, mesmerised by the incandescent face of Jock, the fiery sub-editor, glaring at him only inches away. A few minutes earlier, he dimly remembered, that same Scottish worthy had been complimenting him grudgingly on his report about the outcome of the local flower show competition that afternoon.

Unfortunately, at that moment a file happened to fall open on his desk, and a sample of his more imaginative artistic efforts slid out. As he handed them back Jock gave a passing indifferent glance at some of the figures the drawings revealed, mostly quick impressions of the villagers taking part, William had dashed off while waiting for the competition results to be announced. At first, his lips twitched in dour appreciation at the sight of one of the more notorious local characters who appeared to be tied to a rocket, with a label affixed, inviting onlookers to light the match. His faint smile vanished and his face began to assume a purple tinge as he took in a group of Council notables, headed by the Mayor about to present the prizes, flanked by the Town Clerk and another person who looked increasingly familiar.

If William had been content with mere lifelike impressions, all would have been well. But as the time passed waiting for the announcements he had grown increasingly bored and the figures began to turn into fantasy doodles, until the Mayor started to look more like an inebriated cow, the Town Clerk resembled a waddling duck, and the third provoked a furious reaction from the sub-editor, causing him to stiffen and point at it with a quivering finger, “And who…is that, may I ask?”

“Oh, that?” coughed William, trying to cover up the offending drawing casually.

The sub-editor snatched it away, and peered at it more closely. “Is that…thing…supposed to be me?”

William laughed nervously. “Why, what makes you think that?”

“Why?” snorted the sub angrily. “Look at it, you… you…” Speech almost failed him before he could get the words out. “Because… he's wearing a kilt with 'Jock' plastered all over it,” he spluttered, “that's why.” His voice swelled dangerously, “And he's holding a bottle of whisky, and he's …got his arms around the Town Clerk!”

Aware suddenly of some sniggers in the background from the other reporters trying hard not to listen, the sub-editor vented his fury on the hapless William. “Is this what I pay you for, producing r-rubbish like this?”

“Well, no, not all the time,” admitted William, trying to be fair. “Only when there's nothing else to do.”

“Well, you're wrong there, laddie, there is … and you're fired.” In his fury he snatched up a ruler and beat a tattoo on the desk to add emphasis to his remarks. The noise went on and on, reverberating in William's mind until he finally came to in bed with a splitting headache, and the sound of someone banging on his bedroom door.

“Are you in there, nephew? Open this door at once!”

With a great effort, William forced himself to climb gingerly out of bed, and as soon as the room steadied around him, made a wavering lunge for the door. Scrabbling for the handle, he found it wouldn't open and looking down discovered why. The key was in the lock – he must have turned it last night to stop his aunt seeing the state he was in.

“The door must have stuck,” he called out feebly, and pulling it open nearly fell over in the process. Focusing his eyes with an effort, he at first made out two images glaring at him accusingly, before they merged into the formidable figure of his Aunt Ethel.

Seeing his condition, she sniffed suspiciously. “And what time did you get home last night, pray?”

William waved a hand vaguely as he tried to concentrate and sift through his elusive memory. “Can't remember exactly…not too late. The lads were celebrating – couldn't refuse, could I?” he added hastily, anticipating the next question.

“That's as may be,” she said grimly. “I only ask because the milkman went past on his early morning round soon afterwards. And what were you celebrating at that unearthly time, I would like to know?”

William had a mental vision of a ring of grinning faces, as the other reporters from the office reached out and lifted him shoulder high before marching into the pub to celebrate.

“Ah… I believe they were saying goodbye to someone leaving the paper.”

“He must have been very popular, is all I can say.” She sniffed again.

Her words conjured up a vision of his old pal, Malcolm, just returned from a back-packing trip to Sydney, wiping his eyes as he chortled over the details of William's parting remarks to the sub-editor. “Mate, we've all been dying to say something like that for months, but never had the courage. Good on you.” And followed it up by thrusting yet another pint of ale in his hands.

Shaking off the memory of the seemingly unending row of empty glasses, William groped for a suitable answer and ended up scratching his head, “I don't know about that.” Then deciding to nerve himself up to it, he took a deep breath and began bravely. “Now, I know you've never been very keen on me working on that local paper, Auntie…”

“Waste of time – what you need is a proper job,” she broke in sharply.

Encouraged, William continued, “so I've decided to give it up.”

“About time too,” was her verdict. “I'm glad you're seeing sense at last, because your Uncle Albert phoned. He wants to see you, so look slippy.” She eyed him up and down. “While you're at it, you can get me a paper. Here you are – mind you bring back the change. And take that silly grin off your face, you look a mess,” was her parting shot.

Later, after working up the courage to take a cold shower followed by a brisk rub down, William began to feel faint signs of life stealing back into his limbs. Gulping down a quick mouthful of scalding coffee and coughing over it, he held his head to stop the throbbing and made for the front door.

Watching his unsteady progress up the High Street, Aunt Ethel shook her head. “Well, it's up to you, Albert. Heaven help the pair of you, is all I can say.”

Labouring up the cobbled street, William concentrated on following a straight line, taking deep breaths every now and then to help him carry on. At last, standing in front of his Uncle's shop he took an extra deep breath and pushing the door open, looked in. His first impulse was to check the latest edition of the Snuggleton Globe tucked away on the bottom shelf, half expecting to see accusing headlines about himself. Reassured, he dropped it back hastily and glanced around.

“Hi, anybody about?”

A head bobbed up behind the centre stand revealing the anxious face of his Uncle Albert. Seeing William, he looked relieved. “Oh, it's you, William. Just the man, I've been trying to get in touch with you. Are you doing anything just now?”

“No,” admitted William guardedly. “Why, what's up?”

“Not working on that local rag today?”

William debated, wondering how to put it. “Well, not exactly.”

“Good. You can help us out on the counter then.” Seeing William hesitate, he added hastily. “It's only until Hettie can take over.”

Mistaking William's slow witted response for reluctance, he urged, “I wouldn't ask if we weren't so short handed. Can you do it, or can't you?”

“Of course,” agreed William half-heartedly, trying to clear his head. “Anything to help out. What do you want me to do?”

Albert put down his order pad hurriedly. “Right, come over here, and I'll give you a quick rundown on the till – I'm expecting a delivery, so I can't spend too long.” Standing William in front of the till, he explained which keys to press and how it worked in quick staccato fashion, ending with, “got that? Good, then I'll leave you to it.” He patted him on the back, “I know it's all new to you, lad, but do the best you can. Shout if there's anything you don't understand.”

William eyed the keyboard doubtfully. “She won't be too long, will she?”

He was still grappling with the information his uncle had flung at him, and holding his head whilst trying to concentrate on what he was supposed to do, when the shop door opened with a click and in strolled one of the most beautiful girls William had ever seen. In an instant, he realised this was the defining moment of his life. Compared with her all the other girls he had known disappeared in a puff of smoke - this was the real thing. With her blue eyes, blonde hair and trim figure, she ticked all the boxes as a tailor-made answer to his dreams. It was uncanny – he was so overcome, he just stood there drinking her in.

Thinking him a little shy, Sally gave him a friendly smile. “Hello,” she said brightly. “You're new, aren't you?” As he tried to stutter a reply, she turned and called out gaily to Albert to cover an awkward pause, “What's all this I hear about you wanting some help, Mr Bridge? Anything I can do?”

Albert dropped his order form again, and hurried forward. “Why, it's Miss Sally – how nice to see you. Did I hear right – you want to help? Are you sure you can spare the time, what with all your teaching up at the school?”

Sally laughed, “I'm sure they won't miss me if I do a stint now and then on my day off. But I see you already have some help, won't I be in the way?”

William stood there entranced, then realising she was looking at him questioningly, came to with a start. “No, no, of course not,” he blurted out eagerly, “would she, Uncle?”

Albert beamed. “You just come along whenever you want m'dear. I'll get Hettie to show you how it all works – she's busy just now, helping out with the pigs. William's just started, otherwise I'm sure he'd be pleased to show you the ropes.”

“I'd be happy to show you what I know,” offered William quickly, at last finding his voice. “If you'll come around the back, I'll run through it with you.”

“Good, that shouldn't take long,” laughed his uncle, relieved at his nephew's change of heart and amused at his sudden interest. “I'll carry on with the orders then. Het won't be long now.”

“Well, perhaps it would be better to wait for Hettie,” Sally temporised, then catching sight of a face peering through the window, she dived behind the counter. “Quick, it's Clive, I don't want him to see me.”

She had barely stopped talking when the shop door opened and a young man looked in, a supercilious expression on his face. Seeing William, he drawled, “I say, has Miss Frobisher-Courtney been in lately?”

“Who?” enquired William blankly. “Sorry, don't know the name,” he added truthfully.

“Never mind,” the young man said curtly and the door closed again.

As soon as his head passed the window, William bent down, “Okay, I think he's gone.”

As Sally began to get up William saw the head coming back past the window again, accompanied by a familiar face.

“Wait,” he whispered urgently. “He's got Hettie with him.”

The door opened and Hettie's voice boomed out as she pulled the protesting figure in behind her, followed by her pigman accompanied by a strong farmyard smell. “Sally, are you there? I've got a young man asking after you.”

As soon as she released him Clive jerked his arm free and backed away hurriedly, holding a handkerchief to his nose. “Some other time, Madam,” he gabbled. “I've just remembered an urgent appointment – must dash,” and with a last wild look around he turned and bolted.

Hettie looked around in surprise. “What's the matter with him? Oh, there you are, what are you doing down there?” as Sally rose behind the counter, trying not to giggle.

“I don't think he's used to the fresh country air,” said William tactfully.

Albert's head bobbed up. “Is that you, Het? Blimey, open the door, someone, you'll frighten all our customers away.”

“If you can't stand a bit of honest country air,” began Hettie indignantly.

Seizing the excuse William motioned Sally towards the door. “It's almost lunchtime, Uncle. We'll just go and grab a bite – see you later.”

“Before you go, lad, you might get Hettie to give the till the once-over to make sure it's shipshape. I'm up to my eyes in it right now.”

“Of course.” Hettie bustled forward. “Make way, young William, while I check it's all bumps-a-daisy.”

“Sure,” said William hurriedly, backing away from the aroma, “it's all yours.”

“Now let's see,” beamed Hettie, pulling out a roll of receipts. “Ooh, haven't you been a naughty boy. I see you haven't cancelled out the mistakes you've made. Don't worry, I'll soon fix it.”

Her hands darted over the keyboard like a concert pianist, and she giggled as she did so.

“I call these naughties – just like your uncle sometimes.” She glanced at Albert hopefully.

Pretending not to hear, Albert butted in hastily and waved them off. “I think you'd better go before the rush starts. Off you go, both of you – oh, and you might drop this packet off at old Mrs Sturgis on the way.” He sniffed. “And while you're at it leave the door open, for heaven's sake.”

Outside, William apologised. “Sorry about that – Uncle's a bit short handed at the moment. I hope you don't mind if we make that delivery on the way. It's probably another of his old pensioners who can't make it to the shop.”

“Ah, well, I suppose every little helps.”

“Knowing Uncle, I doubt if he ever charges her – I sometimes wonder how he ever makes any profit,” apologised William.

“Then it's a good thing he's got Hettie to help him,” offered Sally. She heaved a sigh of relief. “He certainly got that awful Clive off my back.”

Over a salad lunch at Ma's Snackbar across the road they relaxed, and William seized on her remark about Clive as an excuse to find out more about her.

“Who was that chap, Clive – is he making a nuisance of himself?”

Sally grimaced. “Oh, he's another of those pests Mummy is always trying to pass off on me. She wants me to get to know all the 'right people', as she puts it - she's always doing it.” Seeing his mystified look, she sighed. “I suppose I should be used to it by now. Just because Dad got landed with the family title and all that rot, she thinks nothing is too good for me – she's a terrible snob, I'm afraid.”

William nearly speared himself with a succulent morsel at the news and looked worried. “Does that mean you've got some sort of title as well?”

“No, thank goodness,” she grinned faintly. “It's my big brother, Lance, who's heir to the title, thank heavens. Don't look so worried,” she added, noticing his expression. “I'm still 'Sally', to all my friends.”

“But,” he picked his words carefully, “what does your mother think of you working part-time in the shop?”

“She'd have been delighted I expect, if she'd been alive.” For a moment, Sally's eye took on a wistful look.

“Oh, I'm sorry.”

“That's all right. She died soon after I was born, so I never did get to know what she would have liked.” She shook herself out of a daydream. “No, it's my stepmother who's the wicked witch. She doesn't know, and I don't intend to tell her – I expect she'll hit the roof when she does hear,” she mused thoughtfully.

“Then why?”

“Well, as a matter of fact, I felt sorry for your Uncle Albert– after what happened with that awful Foxey woman.” Seeing the puzzled look on his face, she laughed. “I'm not explaining this very well, am I?”

“Foxey woman?” William repeated groping. “Who's she?”

“You mean to say you haven't heard? Apparently she tried to make a pass at your uncle in the shop yesterday to win a bet or something and it didn't come off, so she's going around accusing him of all sorts of things and trying to stir up trouble.”

“Wow,” said William, doing his best to digest the news. “I'd better let him know. If Hettie hears about it, she'll be up in arms.”

“A tough lady, is she?”

William nodded. “And how. Mind you, Uncle Albert can look after himself – it must have taken quite a bit of courage to take early retirement and set up this village shop idea of his. It's something he's always wanted to do.”

“And are you planning to take after him?” Sally couldn't help being curious.

William looked uncomfortable. “Well, I said I'd help him out for the time being.”

Then getting it off his chest, he blurted out, “I really want to do something different, on my own.” Reassured by her look of sympathy, he confided, “Like a painter or, better still, a writer, but I haven't had much luck so far.”

Trying to be helpful, Sally suggested, “Perhaps you ought to start off by getting experience on a newspaper or a magazine, or something like that.”

“As a matter of a fact,” William hesitated, “I have been doing some part-time work on the local rag.”

“That's a good start then,” encouraged Sally. “How are you getting on?”

“Not too well, I must admit,” confessed William, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. He paused for a moment, looking at her to see how she would take it, then reassured by her expression it all came out with a rush.

Halfway through his tale Sally started to giggle, and when he came to the bit where the sub-editor voiced his outrage about the cartoon-like impressions she collapsed, wiping her eyes. “Don't,” she said weakly. “I can just imagine it. Why, do you realise - you've got enough there to start a book off already.”

“Well,” he shuffled his feet, “I've knocked out one or two chapters based on some of my previous jobs, but I haven't been able to interest anyone in it yet.”

“What sort of things?” she wanted to know. “It couldn't get much funnier than that.”

He pondered. “I've done all sorts of odd things, I suppose. There was the time I helped out on a fairground,” he brooded, “and I had to escort the local beauty queen and take her up in a swing for a publicity photo. It wasn't my fault the blessed swing broke down and we got dumped in the swimming pool next door, and she came out with hardly a stitch on. Then there was time I was doing work experience on an animal farm when a wretched iguana charged at me in the feeding pen and I only had a few seconds to jump up on the counter, and he nearly got the manager instead. Oh and the time we had a goat and I built a hut for it, and the wretched animal climbed up the wall inside and made it collapse.”

“Oh, don't,” cried Sally, overcome. “Have you got anything finished I can look at? I'd love to see it.”

“Would you really?” William brightened. “I think I could dig it out, if you really mean it.”

“Oh, yes,” said Sally definitely. “Tell me, how did you get started on all this – what did your dad think of it all?”

William went silent for a moment and cleared his throat. “Dad wanted me to follow him into the engineering business, and Mum wanted me to be,” he suddenly looked bashful, “a ballet dancer. But it didn't work out.”

For a moment Sally tried to conjure up in her mind the idea of William dressed up in a tutu, but gave up. Then she followed up his line of thought, her curiosity aroused. “Why was that?”

“They both got killed in a car crash,” he said simply, “and Aunt Ethel was landed with the job of looking after me.”

Sally touched his arm impulsively. “I'm sorry - I didn't know.” The sudden contact made William jump self-consciously and left Sally uneasy in her mind at the unexpected feeling he had aroused.

They were both quiet for a moment, then William went on thoughtfully, “Mum was the artistic one, you see, I suppose that's where I get this urge to express myself. Silly, isn't it?”

Shaking herself, Sally was quite firm. “No, of course not, it's quite natural. I always wanted to be a racing driver – believe it or not. Dad was thrilled at the idea, but I never heard the last of it from Ma – you'd have thought I wanted to rob a bank or something. That's why I decided to take up teaching – at least it got me out of the house.”

“What did your stepmother think of that?”

“She thought I'd soon get sick of it. Funny, I suppose,” she grimaced, “when you think about it. She's always been standing up for women's rights, and all that. I suppose it's different when it happens in your own family.”

William tried to conjure up a mental picture of the situation but failed. “Mmm.”

“Anyway,” Sally got back to her original intention. “You dig out those stories and let me have a look – I just might be able to find someone to cast a professional eye on them.”

She thought reluctantly of Clive for a moment, remembering vaguely he was supposed to be in advertising or something, perhaps he would know, and went on quickly, “One of those men that mother's always foisting on me might be able to help, you never know.”

“But why are you offering to do all this?” William was mystified. “You must get this from your six formers all the time, when they're leaving and looking for jobs.”

Sally gave a light laugh, not too sure herself. “We shop workers must stick together, remember. Just leave that side of it to me,” trying to convince herself she was acting more like an understanding sister. “See you later after school,” she promised hopefully, “about teatime.”
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