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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!’

‘I do go every day!’ he pleaded.

‘Yes but you’re often either too late or too early. People want coffee at the station before they get the train to work.’ Alice could feel her blood pressure rising. This was exactly the sort of thing she warned her patients about. ‘So you need to always be there before them! Today you got there at six thirty and only stayed for half an hour – your customers might not have been there then!’

‘I know,’ muttered Barry.

‘Think I’ll just walk too,’ said Isobel, calmer than both of her parents, as she too got out of the car.

‘Oh great! Now I’ve failed as a mother! Thank you very much, Barry. Thank you very much!’

Alice looked in the rear-view mirror and saw her husband looking deflated in the back seat, still coming with her to the surgery apparently. And why wouldn’t he? Alice thought resentfully. He’s got nothing else to do! Finally she got the car free from its space before revving the engine as much as she could in first gear.

Driving past the terrace’s end house she noticed how neat the house and the front garden looked since the renovation. How she longed to have a home like that!


Chapter Five

‘Fanny!’ Donald shouted up the stairs.

‘Yes?’ she said, running to look over the bannisters at him. She had been bleaching the toilet and the plug holes – a favourite task of hers.

She knew he was about to talk to her because she heard his clarinet practice stop.

‘I’ve had an idea. I’m going to set up a WhatsApp for the community. We’ve got one at the allotments and it makes things so much easier. When someone tried to set up an irrigation system from the spigot we grouped together to put a stop to it IMMEDIATELY.’ Donald broke into a grin and his face brightened at the memory of this triumph.

‘Right!’ replied Fanny, not sure what the correct response was.

‘Don’t you think it would be a good idea? I’m never sure if anyone in the community even reads the printed newsletter I put through everyone’s door, this way they wouldn’t have to wait until it comes out each month.’

‘Aha?’ Fanny still had her rubber gloves on and a bottle of bleach in her hand.

‘I could keep everyone up to date about anything happening at the Community Hall, that sort of thing? Also if those rumours are true and they’re going to start making changes to the local area, we can be across it straight away!’

‘Good idea.’ Fanny was still unsure why he had asked her about it. He certainly never asked permission for anything else around the house. He even controlled their finances. And he did the books for her shop. She offered a wan smile and went back to her cleaning.

‘The thing is . . .’ he continued, meaning that Fanny had to turn back to talk to him, ‘the thing is I don’t have the number for the new people on the end. Do you have it?’

‘Why should I have it?’

‘You’re chatty.’

‘Am I?’

‘Well – you see people in the shop.’

‘I don’t ask for their phone number though, do I?’

‘Could you get it – I don’t think there’s much use doing it for just us, them next door and then Miranda who doesn’t even go anywhere anyway.’

‘Yes I’ll do my best, don’t worry. I’ve just got to finish buffing the taps and then hoover behind the cistern. It’s all go go go!’ Fanny said returning to the bathroom, surprised that her husband had not managed to have a row with the new neighbours already.


Chapter Six

Miranda often sang to herself. It was perhaps the only stereotypically ‘old lady’ thing she did. It was a mixture of ‘On the Good Ship Lollipop’ which usually merged into ‘Buffalo Gals, Won’t You Come Out Tonight’, which she would chirp out as she went about her business. Not that there was a lot of business, or work, at this point in Miranda’s life aside from watering the plant on the table.

Apart from that, most of the time, she was bored out of her mind.

To make matters worse, she hated the plant. It had been a gift from her well-meaning neighbour Fanny who thought it would ‘brighten her up a bit’, not realising that Miranda was someone so alive with thoughts and ideas that she needed no brightening. She liked her neighbour and, grateful that she stopped by a couple of times each week to make sure she was still alive, realised it was more trouble than it was worth to throw the plant in the bin.

Miranda lifted the book off the shelving unit and used it to water the plant. It was not a real book of course, but a watering can disguised to look like one by sticking the pages together, hollowing out the middle and placing a small plastic container inside. There were many things in Miranda’s life that were not as they seemed.

Fundamentally, Miranda was lonely. Growing up as an only child, she had always wished to have people around her. At this stage in her life she had no family and her friendships had all been associated with work. Work had been her life and so in retirement a void had been left.

She often found herself living vicariously through the people she saw across the road in the park. More than anything she loved to see people in groups, whether as friends, families or whole communities. Experience had taught her that everything can be solved when people come together.

Fanny had just left. She had offered to get her anything she might need, as she always did, but on this visit, for the first time ever, Fanny had asked Miranda a favour. Fanny’s visits were indeed a blessing and so Miranda knew she would happily do anything for her friend. However, the favour was on behalf of her husband, the ghastly Donald. Miranda certainly had no sense of obligation to him. In fact she could barely stand him. Hate was a strong word, but on this occasion seemed entirely apt.

She knew he was a controlling, chauvinistic bully. She saw it in his behaviour towards Fanny and to anyone he encountered in the community. Worse still, he always managed to cloak it in the auspices of altruism – as though every action was for the good of the people around him or designed to protect Fanny.

Despite all this, Miranda had made a promise and her loyalty to Fanny was what she cared about honouring. The mission she had been tasked with was to find out the phone number of the new neighbours, so Donald could – no doubt – bother them with his incessant wittering about the Community Hall and how the bins should be taken in promptly after they had been emptied.

Miranda’s mind was a well-oiled machine, whirring with ideas and the processing of information – news about the state of geopolitics, the world economy, the difficulties facing young families – and this was reflected in the way she presented herself.

Unlike the more casual attire of many people she saw locally, Miranda still dressed as though she were at work or at least ‘going somewhere.’ Pencil skirts and pressed blouses, occasionally something floral but nothing garish, she wanted to still be taken seriously after all.

Beyond that she was prone to wearing tweed, favouring a mismatched tweed jacket and navy skirt, or vice versa. To look at, her style could be considered old fashioned, conservative even, but this was not a reflection of her opinions or views.

If anything, Miranda held herself like a reigning monarch, above party politics in all its forms. At this point in her life, she believed she knew the world and how complicated it was – far too complicated to be divided along such simple lines.

A watch and plain earrings were the only adornments she could tolerate about her person. Her hair, still dark despite her years and kept short and simply curled, was something she had ‘done’ every week at the hairdresser at the end of the road by a woman called Perdy. Her time there was a rare chance to be light and frivolous – the constant hum of hairdryers and hissing of hairspray allowed them both to gossip about local people whilst thumbing through a silly magazine.

She barely wore any make-up except for a smudge of bright red lipstick. Even at the age of eighty she showed few wrinkles on her face and the ones she did have she was proud to show off, for they were what were called ‘laughter lines.’ Aside from that, it was just a few sprays of her favourite perfume and she was ready for the day.

Miranda looked at the clock on the mantelpiece and saw it was half past ten and therefore a perfectly respectable time to have a gin and tonic. Whilst some people might observe a rule of not drinking before lunchtime, or even not drinking until the evening, Miranda held to the naval tradition of having light spirits before dark and dark spirits thereafter. Thus gin at this time of the day was totally acceptable.

In fact, she had a table in the sitting room especially for the purpose, complete with a silver-plated tray she filled each day with fresh glasses, a bowl of ice and some lemon along with a small tin of mixer (the sort which reminded her of British Airways). She free-poured the London Dry Gin, generously, from a bottle she kept hidden in a plaster bust of Aristotle, which she accessed by removing his head from his shoulder. The liquid cascaded over two cubes of ice before she then added a thin slice of lemon to the glass before pouring in a dash of tonic water to sweeten it.

Knowing that she had to respond to correspondence, Miranda took her ‘G and T’ and sat herself at the bureau in the back of the lounge-diner. As is often the case when one has something pressing, Miranda took a moment to focus.

The house she was sitting in was the house she had grown up in and so many of its details, and their accompanying memories, had become invisible to her. Worn away by time passing over them again and again. Little had changed since her mother died just over twenty years ago. Not from wanting to memorialise her parents – Miranda was not taken with sentimentality like that – it was more that she knew there were more important things to concern yourself with in life.

Of course there had been some changes, including some of her favourite art, which she displayed on the walls and on the shelves and mantelpieces. Then there were modern additions to make the house liveable for a modern person, including an internet connection, a paper shredding machine and a television, hidden behind a painting on runners so it could be slid out of the way to reveal the screen.

Some things had never changed though. The furniture. The plates. Even a few bottles of Scotch her father had kept but never drunk. Saving them for a special occasion. Miranda had somehow never brought herself to open them either.

The desk was the sort that had a writing surface that flapped down to reveal any administrative messiness. ‘G-Plan’ by design, in light oak, it had seemed so modern at the time, even though the work completed there often seemed bordering on the archaic.

She remembered her mother sitting there to write Christmas cards and letters to her sister in Canada. Long missives written on lightweight blue air mail paper folded into three to save on an envelope, and therefore weight, but which carried weight of a different kind – the emotional weight of missing her sibling.

Miranda had been encouraged to be quiet when the letters were being written as her mother needed to concentrate and she had dutifully obliged, as she always had, and made herself busy with colouring in or reading her books. She had been bought so many books as a child, not for enjoyment but to encourage her to ‘better herself’ through learning.

Her parents wanted – needed – her to be the best in her class at reading and simply exploded with pride when, in her first year of junior school, she was given a role in the class nativity play. Not the part of Mary or the Archangel Gabriel – which would have been so much more flashy and fun – but the role of the narrator. It had required her to read from the typed sheet her teacher had given her, something which she had been able to do perfectly from the start, tripping only on the words ‘Caesar’ and ‘Augustus’.

Miranda turned to look out of the sitting-room window, through the net curtains and over the road to the park.

A small group of young people – teenagers – were playing a game which looked like rounders, using jumpers as the bases and a tennis ball and a cricket bat. This was her favourite time of the year in the park because it was so full of life.

The grand oak tree had come into its own, bursting now with the bright green plumage of its leaves; the young people’s bags left under it for safekeeping.

A memory of the tree flitted across her mind, as it always did to a greater or lesser extent whenever she looked at it, though it was a memory from so long ago that it barely registered anymore. She remembered sitting under it, just where the bags had been left today, and the feel of the dry grass on her bare legs as the late summer sunshine warmed them both. It was her and the nice young man with the dark hair and blue eyes. He was bright and funny and they had been courting, though neither of them dared tell their parents.

Their moment was over before it began. Her father, seeing them both there, had run across the road and demanded that she get home ‘immediately!’ lest anything get in the way of her academic success. The success that she was yet to gain but which would be the prized possession she would share with her doting, dedicated, driven parents.

And that was that. The end of the relationship. The young man had even ended up working in the same organisation as her but by the time they ran into one another again, he was married and about to have a family. That was all a long time ago now, of course. A long time ago.

The shouts and laughter of those teenagers filled her heart and everything seemed right with the world. Then almost out of nowhere she could hear a voice she knew only too well: that of her neighbour Donald. He had thrown himself out of his front door and was now marching across the road shouting through the metal railings into the park: ‘This is a NO BALL GAMES park – can’t you read the sign? Huh? Can’t you?’

The young people looked blankly back at him, frozen, not knowing what to make of this strange man shouting at them. It was a look of confusion, they had not seen a sign saying ball games were prohibited because there was no such sign. What was more, they had not been causing any disturbance to anyone in the park, they knew this because there was no one else in the park.

The neighbour continued, ‘If you want to play ball games I suggest you go to one of the bigger parks or maybe a sports centre.’ Miranda’s heart sank. Besides Donald’s abrasiveness she knew it was a ridiculous suggestion – they were just some teenagers with a spare afternoon. They were never going to have the time, or the wherewithal to organise a sports court at a local leisure centre – that was the point! This was obviously just a bit of spontaneous fun!

‘We have got a lot of elderly people living along here you see,’ he continued as Miranda’s heart sank further, realising he was making reference to her, ‘and that ball of yours, that one right there – well it could hit one of them in the face!’ Miranda reflected it would have to be a pretty good shot to get through a fence, a garden, a window, a heavy net curtain and a lounge-diner before it got anywhere near her face.

However, unlike the young people Donald so often read about in the local paper, they did not immediately stab him, which Miranda felt on some level must have disappointed him as it would have neatly confirmed his long-held view that the world was full of terrible, wicked, violent people. Instead they looked taken aback, feeling, quite rightly, that they had done nothing wrong and so stood there in a sort of ‘freeze state’, watching the angry man march back to his house.

Miranda was too tired to go out there and tell her interfering neighbour to leave them alone and instead shouted out, if only for her own benefit, ‘You stupid prat!’

From where she was, she had a view of not only the park, but also her new neighbours’ front garden. As she shifted in her seat, she spied a tall, handsome man peeking over the hedge towards the park. Clearly, he had been watching and listening to Donald’s altercation with the young teenagers. Also, clearly, he had been hiding, presumably to avoid a confrontation of his own. As Miranda watched, her new next-door neighbour – realising the coast was clear – got up and paced around the enclosure of his front garden for a moment, shaking his head, before darting back inside. Miranda could hardly blame him – imagine moving here, probably for the peace and quiet, only to realise you had a fool like Donald to contend with every day. But still, the effort he had made to hide himself amused her, and made her curious to get to know him better.

Miranda was surprised she had not noticed him before. Usually nothing escaped her eye. Of course she would be able to get a phone number for Fanny but all of a sudden she was possessed by the need to know more – not just more, everything! – about these people.

Yes she was retired but old habits die hard, boredom is a terrible thing and the devil was about to make work for her idle hands.

Miranda flapped down the desk to reveal a series of small compartments and shelves. Once used by her mother to immaculately store headed writing paper, stamps and envelopes, they now housed old postcards and elastic bands, paper clips, a small pendant of St Christopher (the patron saint of travel), several calculators and even a ‘Pin Sentry’ machine for accessing her online banking.

Along the little ledge were balanced postcards from friends and colleagues around the world, photographs of people she had found interesting and a black and white photograph of her parents at her graduation standing outside Girton College, Cambridge, beaming in their big glasses and big coats.

Next to that was perhaps her favourite, a photograph of Miranda in her forties, standing on a sun-drenched veranda, a glass of wine in one hand, her head thrown back in laughter, at what she could no longer remember, she just remembered it as a time full of so much fun. How she longed to be back there again!

At last, Miranda reached for a pen, a biro rather than the fountain pen her mother would have used, and the sheaf of papers wedged in one of the compartments. Clicking the pen into action she began by reaching for her writing paper and wrote the letter to Jonathan from the bureau. Not sure how to begin she decided it would be best to get to the point:

Dear Jon,

I need a favour. Please help. I wonder if you could do a little digging for me regarding my new neighbour . . .

Of course she heard from Jon and various members of the team from time to time, especially when they needed her. She had always gladly accepted the call, only too happy to pass on what she had learnt from her years of experience.

Naturally these calls had diminished with her advancing years, perhaps her skill set becoming less and less relevant. But some skills never fell out of fashion, and with a growing lack of staff retention, distinct gaps in the collective knowledge base had been left exposed.

For Miranda, the demand for her insight proved that the same values and instincts always held true. Yes, these requests for help were a chance to prove to herself that she was still important somewhere, but as ever with Miranda, it was much less about her own experience and so much more to do with an unflinching, unwavering dedication – indeed, it was her life’s work! – to the importance of the task she served.

However this time she was asking them for something. She knew only too well that this request would come with a demand for something in return. That was the way with these things – it was always tit for tat.

Completing her letter she looked down at her glass and saw that it was empty. Glancing again at the clock she was relieved to see it was approaching noon, and that could mean only one thing – a cocktail.


Chapter Seven

Monday Evening

Fanny locked the door of the Community Hall and turned to wave at the Cub Scouts’ leader – their Akela – who was getting into her car at the edge of the park. After the cubs’ Monday night meeting Donald liked his wife to pop across just to make sure everything had been put away neatly. Something about kids making a mess and ‘the leaders’ (which could only mean Akela herself) apparently never being bothered to lock the internal doors to the hall before leaving.

In fact everything was always locked up perfectly, which meant each week Fanny had to go through the embarrassing rigmarole of checking for no reason, while Akela looked on patiently. Luckily, she was a kind woman and did not appear to take it personally.

‘It’s Don, you see,’ Fanny had explained when they first met, ‘he just gets such a bee in his bonnet about internal doors – he’s convinced drug addicts could get in! He gets me all worried about the security of my shop too. Thanks to him I can’t go a day without dreading an armed gang ransacking my shelves!’

The Scout leader had smiled at her, sympathetically, no doubt imagining how difficult it must be to be married to a man like that.

Fanny had rattled on to cover her awkwardness. ‘I don’t know what he thinks drug addicts would do in here – apart from throwing the bean bags around and using the hula hoops from the keep fit class!’

Akela had smiled again, with continued sympathy.

Embarrassingly, Fanny only knew her by her Scout title, and after three years felt it was too late to ask what her actual name was.

She admired how much this woman seemed to get done, though. Working as a teaching assistant throughout the week and then running a Cub Scout troop on a Monday night and even volunteering at the food bank on Thursday afternoons – she still seemed to have more energy than anyone else Fanny knew.

The burglar alarm inside was beeping as it should, so Fanny began her stroll back across the park as the sun started to set. She waved again at Akela as she drove off. How beautiful the tree looked against the bright pink and red sky, like a film set.

As she reached the edge of the park she noticed the lights were on in the new neighbours’ house. Determined to try again to get their number – another errand for Donald – she thought now might be her chance.

Walking up the path she was dazzled by the modern door ahead of her and the elegant lighting positioned perfectly to illuminate the walls of the house. Each step she made was guided by the almost invisible lights at ground level, which elegantly highlighted small lavender plants and the brickwork of the path itself.

Fanny had never seen such a transformation of a house, especially one that looked so much like her own. I suppose it’s nice for them, she thought, dismissively. Fanny had always been brought up to fear new things. New ideas and new ways of doing things – like how this house had been redecorated – made her fear she was being left behind or that the stampede towards a brave new world would leave her trampled in its wake.

Not sure exactly where the doorbell was, Fanny pressed something she thought might be the right button, but to be sure, she tapped her knuckles on the door as well.

She stood for a moment, heard some sort of kerfuffle inside and then surprisingly noticed the light in the sitting room switch off. This was followed by the light in the hallway going off too.

Fanny shrugged. Perhaps they don’t want to be disturbed, or perhaps they’re just not the friendly type. She stepped back to take another look at the house renovation (she might not like new things, but she was certainly still curious about them) and then quietly walked back down the illuminated path.


Chapter Eight

Seven Years Earlier

The morning sun poured down on to the orange tiles of the balcony floor, the smooth white plaster of the walls bouncing the bright light back around the balcony. A small hole had been cut out in one corner of the wall, designed to drain the rainwater away, but in such a hot climate the idea of it ever being needed seemed somehow ridiculous.

The sun shone down on to the man’s face and honed, bare chest. He closed his eyes for a moment, embraced by the sun and the earth and the whole universe.

He had never felt like someone who could stand confidently, baring his flesh to the elements. Not body-confident in any sense, even getting changed at his sporadic trips to the gym was fraught with anguish about showing his frame to the other men changing next to him. He had always felt like the gym was a country he was not welcome in, the visa had never quite been approved no matter how much he tried to fit in with the inhabitants around him.

Not that he had anything in particular to be ashamed of, if anything he was a shape a lot of people would love to be – above average height and thin, wiry even.

He had a sense these days that things were somehow different – less and less did he have the feeling of not being quite right. It was a slight crack in the doorway that allowed this ray of positivity to shine in; from there the sense grew that, after all, maybe he was allowed to be happy.

It was unfamiliar at first and his instinct was to crush it, assuming it was not permanent, but the longer he sat with it, the more the feeling grew. Not confidence, per se, but it dawned on him that perhaps he might be experiencing a quiet sense of contentment and he was determined to hold on to it for as long as he could.

After a long moment of enjoying this soothing hug from the sun he thought he should be getting on. He wanted to write his journal before completing his usual round of weekend errands. When he first started journaling he had the feeling that whatever he had to write was ridiculous and that he was not the kind of person who was allowed to do this sort of thing anyway.

In the last little while he had found himself able to write freely, even making little sketches in the margin without too much self criticism. Usually they were of his view from the balcony, occasionally some sort of plant or even on a couple of occasions, his own face. He noticed how he quite liked his sharp nose and the shape of his mouth.

The sound of some light commotion inside the apartment signalled that his brief moment of solitude in the bright sunshine was coming to an end. It was probably the cleaning lady paid for by his employer as part of the deal to come and work here in Spain.

His diary was on the desk next to the letter he had started writing. It was intended to let his ex boyfriend know how much he had meant to him. He had read somewhere that this sort of thing allowed a person to get ‘closure’ on relationships. They had broken up two years ago, and he had tried everything to get over him but, so far, nothing had helped. Even moving to Spain.

Dear Sam,

Please forgive me writing like this. I know it’s been a long time since we broke up but I felt I needed to let you know just how much our time together meant to me. Never did I realise just how much I could feel . . .

No! He thought to himself, reading back over his words, this is not right – I sound like I’m doing a bad impression of Mr Darcy. I can’t embarrass myself more!

Caught in a swirl of criticising himself, it suddenly seemed so old fashioned to write to someone at all. Who wrote letters anymore? No no no! he thought, allowing a moment of self criticism to cloud his otherwise harmonious morning. The writing would have to wait.

It was still mid morning and there was lots to be achieved. Throwing on a bright blue T-shirt he found in the pile of clean laundry on the chair in his bedroom (he never bothered putting things away), he slipped on his flip-flops and headed out of his front door, down the tiled stairway and out into the baking heat of the morning sunshine.

The walk down the hill to the food market was fraught with hazards on account of there being no discernible pavement and more of a narrow kerb, and the fact that everyone drove a moped as fast as they could, without worrying if there was anyone around the blind corner. Miraculously no one ever seemed to get injured, which he took as further evidence of the harmony that seemed to surround him.

Approaching the market he passed the small bar on the corner, filled with the usual selection of men in their sixties and seventies, retired from work and now despatched by their wives from under their feet to sit with a bottle of wine and their old friends. What a way to see out your days! They seemed to glare at him as he walked by, which made him question if they were really that happy after all.

He wondered if the shopping basket he took with him was actually necessary and, on reflection, wondered if maybe this did nothing to help him blend in. None of the locals used baskets. They preferred plastic bags or, for older ladies, a long shopping bag on wheels.

Not wanting to lose this state of contentment he decided the stares of the older men added to the charm of the place. He felt like he was a heroine in a magical children’s tale where everything seemed as it should be.

Passing through the polished glass door of the indoor market, angling the basket around the door frame, his eyesight became distorted as he went from the glare of the sunshine to the cool dark cavern inside.

In this bustling place he felt like a proper local, or perhaps like one of those chefs he used to see on the television, walking around markets sniffing vegetables and exchanging friendly words with the fishmonger.

Seduced by the fronds of fresh celery and camomile flowers bound with string he quickly struck up a conversation with the same man who always seemed to be there on Fridays.

‘Hola, qué tal?’ he said brightly, trying desperately to be like one of the locals.

‘Buenos días,’ replied the man, sounding a touch exasperated by this weekly play acting routine.

He pointed at the celery, holding up a finger whilst mouthing ‘uno por favor?’ Then panicked as the market trader put it on the weighing scales. Despite numbers being the first thing you learn in any language, they never prepare you for how fast they are actually spoken.

The man looked at the weight and then said something. He assumed this was the cost, and just replied ‘Sí!’ and then, inexplicably said, ‘Hola’, again. ‘Yes! Hello!’

‘THREE EURO SIXTY-FOUR, PLEASE,’ said the man.

‘Sí! Sí Sí!’ He scrambled amongst the change in his pocket and tried to find the correct amount to hand over, whilst trying not to be overwhelmed by the woman now waiting patiently next to him for her turn.

‘Muchas gracias, señor!’ he exclaimed, as he turned and smiled at the woman to his right, who smiled back at him with pity.

The celery, with its extravagant leaves flailing around, looked pathetic as he shoved it in the basket. The horror of going through this shopping experience could only be compounded if he then ended up dropping it on to the floor. It felt like everyone was staring at him when all he wanted to do really was just disappear, and blend in here like a local.

He felt a hand on his arm. The hot adrenalin rushed through him yet again, Oh no, did I pay for it wrong? Have I stolen the celery?

‘Vince?’ He turned jumpily but could barely open his eyes as he prepared for his inevitable fate. It took a moment for him to readjust to what was actually happening. To his surprise it was the opposite of dread that he felt as he opened his eyes to see the bright, handsome face of Nathan Luke. His scruffy trainers, acned face (despite being in his late twenties) and untidy dark hair was the opposite of what he was expecting.

‘Oh hello!’ He could feel himself being slightly too excited to see him and his inner monologue told him to rein it in.

‘I thought it was you but you looked like you were concentrating on something, so I didn’t know if I should interrupt.’

‘Me? Oh never!’ Vince beamed, probably too much. Nathan Luke was a friend of Pierce’s, in town for a holiday – but he wanted to experience ‘the real Spain’ rather than the more touristy experience on offer, so was staying in a pension (somewhere between a youth hostel and hotel). Last night, after an evening of drinking and laughing, Pierce and the rest of the gang had left them talking before Nathan Luke had invited Vince back to see the pension for himself.

After waking up next to one another and sharing a coffee in a small cafe, Vince had walked back to his apartment to rest, assuming he would never see Nathan Luke ever again. So it was a surprise to see him here in the middle of his hot flush of not understanding Spanish.

‘I like your basket!’ Nathan Luke said, smiling broadly.

He blushed again. ‘Yeah thanks, I thought it was quite useful at first but now I’m worried it’s more sort of er—’

‘Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz?’ jumped in Nathan Luke.

Vince, totally disarmed, broke into a matching, easy smile, ‘Exactly.’

An elderly Spanish lady slammed into the back of him with her basket on wheels trailing closely behind, ‘Oh sorry er – Pardon!’

He laughed, mainly because he was embarrassed that he had stood so awkwardly in the middle of the central aisle of the main food market. ‘Do you fancy another coffee?’

‘Sure,’ said Nathan Luke, ‘there’s a Starbucks over there.’

Vince’s heart sank, and he pitied Nathan Luke for not being worldly enough to know that Starbucks was the last place he should be going if he was going to understand Spain. And with that Nathan Luke started laughing, and pushed Vince’s arm with a light thump. ‘Got you!’ he said. ‘This one seems much more up our street.’

Walking into the cafe with the old men and their bottles of wine, Vince and Nathan Luke perched themselves in the corner at a high table with tall bar stools. The floor was littered with used paper napkins and cocktail picks. Nathan Luke noted that in Britain this would be a local boozer and there would be an arcade machine in the corner, but this Spanish version seemed much more chic. Vince agreed.

‘How long are you staying for then? I thought this was a stop off?’

‘It is. Kind of. I’m heading to Madrid tonight.’

‘No way!’ And Vince’s heart sank again like he was being taken back to Starbucks. He knew he had to hide his disappointment for fear of seeming clingy. ‘Have you had a good time?’

‘Oh yeah, it’s been amazing. I just don’t want to spend my whole time here in a beach town y’know?’

‘Oh yeah, sure,’ said Vince, lying. He thought of this place as paradise with its proximity to the beach. ‘How long are you away for?’

‘Well, I’m on a sabbatical from work, so I’ve got six weeks to explore Spain and maybe do some water sports in the north, and then I’ll probably head over to France to see my dad. He lives there.’

‘I see.’ How worldly he was! ‘What brings you to the market then?’

‘Oh I just wanted to see it before I left, you know? See how the locals live!’ He laughed again, gesturing to Vince and his basket.

He did know, and envied Nathan Luke’s carefree spirit to just drift around going to markets without over thinking how to say numbers. ‘Are you coming through this way on your way back?’

‘Doubt it,’ said Nathan Luke, a little too abruptly for Vince’s liking and gave him the sense that perhaps it might have been better if, as expected, he had never seen him again.

He stirred his tiny Spanish coffee with the small spoon and quickly raised his eyebrows to acknowledge what had been said. The heavy feeling of disappointment and What if? was not something he wanted to pollute his otherwise contented, confident morning.

The sun still shone so brightly outside as if to remind him he was far away from home, from who he used to be, but somehow Vince could feel himself being dragged down through that old trapdoor of emotions that could ruin a sunny day.

‘Well, I’d best be off!’ said Vince rising, trying desperately to feel a sense of superiority, as he grabbed the handle of his shopping basket from the spare stool at their table.

‘Is that all you’re getting?’ Nathan Luke asked, peering into the basket, which only contained some flamboyant celery plumage and celery stalks.

‘Yes, yes. I should be getting back. I’ve got a few things to do this afternoon. My client is expecting some amended drawings of some flats I’m working on.’ He was trying to sound important.

‘OK, well – take good care of yourself,’ said Nathan Luke, tenderly, before they both reached in for a hug.

Vince was only able to use one hand as the basket was in the other and might have knocked him out if he had used it in a full embrace. ‘You too,’ he said with a smile and a tiny wave and then turned on his heel to leave.

He was halfway back up the hill to the apartment before he realised he had not even offered to pay the bill. He toyed with the idea of going back to pay, and apologise. No! No way! That would be emotional suicide.

Also it was quite obvious that the swaggering Nathan Luke was more than capable of paying for two coffees. If he thought less of him for it, then so be it – he would never see him again anyway. Then a thought crossed his mind, what if rather than think less of him for it he actually thought more?

This was an idea that had never crossed Vince’s mind before. The idea of manipulating and tricking people into thinking more of him. Yes! This was the new Vince he always knew he was capable of being. A spring returned to his step.

He just needed to wash the thought of Nathan Luke out of his mind. Plenty more fish, he thought as the sea became briefly visible in the distance between two houses on the hill.

He stopped for a moment to take it in and then reached into the basket to break off a celery stalk, crunched on it, and felt himself tumble down through the trapdoor of longing once again.

Nathan Luke placed the euros on to the small metal dish to cover the two coffees. Whilst he knew it was time for him to be heading off, something about his recent coffee companion stayed with him. It was not a concrete feeling of anything lustful, per se, but a sense that he would like to see him again.

The way that Vince seemed so accomplished in so many ways, combined with his suave dress sense, seemed to be at odds with his nervousness and constant worrying about everything. Not that this put him off. Not that long ago he would have been dismissive of anyone showing these sorts of frailties, like they were too fussy. With Vince it seemed different; if anything he found these quirks fascinating – endearing, even.

Nathan Luke downed the last of his coffee and resolved to make a change to his plans. The schedule could surely allow him to stay in town for just a day or two longer.


Chapter Nine

Friday

Miranda had brought herself out to the park to sit on the bench. The sun was shining so it made sense to get out and about. Fanny had said it would do her good and though she did slightly resent her interference at the time, she now realised it was a good idea.

She liked to watch people walk past. Occasionally a man might take his top off to do some sit-ups in the middle of the grass and, even at eighty, she was happy to concede she did not mind that either.

The real reason for crossing the road to enjoy the park was to read her letter. She knew exactly who it was from.

Dear Miranda,

So nice to hear from you as ever. Thank you for your kind letter. Indeed I am still here – they can’t seem to get rid of me! Everything proceeds as normal, I doubt you would notice a change. Do hope we can catch up properly soon.

As requested, phone number and other biographical details enclosed, in the usual manner.

I hope you will not mind me asking for some work in return. You know us! What we really need is . . .

Exactly as expected, thought Miranda, reading the rest of the letter, they always expect something in return. She smiled wryly, rolling her whisky around the ice in the paper cup, delighted to know that they still needed her, as she leant back and enjoyed the bright morning sun on her face.

Turning to the enclosed documents, she sifted through the information. Regarding Nathan Luke, it was a three paragraph overview. On the next page, a somewhat longer precis all about Vince.

Reading through everything, Miranda raised her eyebrows in surprise, and muttered to herself, ‘Well, well, well, how did I miss that?’


Chapter Ten

Friday Evening

Vincent Downing and Nathan Luke Healy were often referred to by their metropolitan friends as the Downing-Healys, though people often laughed when they heard this portmanteau and called them the ‘Down in the Heel-ies’. Nothing could be further from the truth: they were certainly not down in the heel. In truth, they were rich.

The renovations on their end-of-terrace home had been nothing short of astonishing to the local community. Never had people in this postcode spent so much on their worktops.

Vince had made money from his architecture firm and even though they had always been comfortable, the expense of living in an apartment in Zone One was enormous. When he returned from Spain he wanted to have an exciting metropolitan sort of life, but then, as time went on, that no longer seemed to suit somehow. The move out to the suburbs allowed them to renovate a house exactly as they wanted – a house with more space and a garden. As Vince had moved into his fifties, these things seemed all the more important to him.

Two weeks had passed since Vince and Nathan Luke had moved in and the final parts of the renovation were almost complete.

The marble for the worktop had been shipped from Italy and assembled atop their bespoke cabinetry as a centrepiece in their living room-cum-kitchen. The bold blobs of black against the hard whites and greys of the marble made people stare, or at least it would if they could see inside. Nathan Luke had insisted they put in cafe curtains halfway up the bay windows to block out prying eyes, privacy being everything since the hedge had been removed.

The curtains still let in the natural light, which was also essential to them for their emotional well-being. Of course, despite the new privacy curtains, the Down-in-the-Heelys would have been bereft, their emotional well-being devastated, had no one even tried to look in on them.

Vince had worked as an architect but after a long career building up his own practice he wanted to take a back seat and enjoy life. The death of his mother had reminded him that life was short and if there were things he wanted to do he should make time to do them before it was too late.

Within six months he had sold the company and now he was ready to tick the things off his list which had been hanging over him for some time. Nathan Luke seemed delighted, he had kept saying he was worried about how stressed Vince always seemed.

Never one to do things by halves, Vince embraced relaxation, meditation, mindfulness and yoga – although he drew the line when his yoga instructor suggested becoming a vegan.

Vince still felt guilty that Nathan Luke had moved to the quiet humdrum suburbs with him with its reputation for repression, small mindedness and, worst of all, boredom.

They had revelled in a life where Vince worked hard whilst both of them enjoyed parties, restaurants, galleries and theatre shows. Their small but immaculately designed old apartment (never ‘flat’) was perfectly placed near Old Street for all the gritty nightlife, whilst being a short stroll to Vince’s office in the muted salubriousness of Clerkenwell, or a hop in a cab to the West End.

If Vince had been working too hard, Nathan Luke had been working even harder on enjoying himself. Including drinking too much and occasional forays into recreational drugs.

Vince had often spent entire weekends on his own because his partner had been lost to the new friends he had met on nights out – the friends of friends he had been introduced to at late night hang-outs and parties around East London, King’s Cross, Vauxhall, Kennington and on one occasion even the Elephant and Castle.

‘It’s a sex party on a roundabout!’ Vince had told him when Nathan Luke had finally got home. Nathan Luke said nothing but they both knew that either a change was needed or there was no point in them staying together at all.

Having met when they were both abroad, they had no real sense of where they belonged – only that they needed to create a shared home. As is sometimes the case with modern couples, they had continued seeing other people, casually, perhaps because they were too scared to commit to anything for fear of getting hurt. Not that either could quite admit that truth about themselves. All that was years ago.

Their age difference did not pass without comment – sixteen years did seem like a big gap. However, they both liked each other intensely. Vince was stable and sensible, if a touch anxious; Nathan Luke was fun, generous and underneath his mischievous mask, fiercely intelligent – somehow it worked.

Since meeting, they had decided they did not want marriage but nonetheless had promised to be loyal to one another – a promise cemented in the life experiences they had shared, not least the death of Vince’s mother.

It had been an intense time and Nathan Luke had been there for his partner throughout. Perhaps the strain had been more than Nathan Luke was letting on and whilst Vince became more reclusive, Nathan Luke’s proclivity for meeting ‘new friends’ became unbearable. That was when Vince had put the ultimatum to his partner: exclusivity to one another and a change of location, to the suburbs, or break up.

In their newly renovated home, Vince reclined in his Eames chair. The designer chair was placed to perfection, framed against the clear glass panel of the reading nook. The reading nook protruded from the back corner of the house in a space which once housed a boiler but which had been tastefully obliterated to make a glass cube overlooking the garden.

Somehow this extension was supposed to balance out the spiral staircase they had installed by the front door. No books were currently present in said nook, just the expensive chair and its matching footstool (something which, for obvious reasons, neither resident felt comfortable calling a ‘pouffe’).

What had originally been four downstairs rooms was now one big open-plan ‘space’ made even larger by a big glass square addition across the back of the building with bi-folding glass doors. To their minds, people no longer needed to live in homes, what they actually needed were ‘spaces’. And versatile spaces at that, where a dinner party could be held on one day, a yoga session the next and ironic jigsaws the day after that.

Hardly any walls remained except for the outer ones. From now on Vince and Nathan Luke would have to be totally open with one another; there was nowhere to hide.

Nathan Luke watched Vince from the work surface as he surveyed the space they had managed to create: the dark walnut of the kitchen cupboards contrasting with the marble worktops; the tiny black and white French floor tiles zoning the part of the space designated for ‘cooking’ and stopping at the start of the area for ‘living’, which occupied the front of the house and was demarcated by underfloor heated concrete.

A mid-century walnut cabinet rested against one of the few walls and held a record player, a stack of records and a neon light which, when turned on, flashed the words ‘Fuck’ and then ‘Yes’ like a defiantly positive traffic signal.

In front of the dresser was an ageing, tan leather sofa which they had found online via a specialist in Danish furniture, a design style which both of them loved. They eschewed having any kind of television opting instead for a projector discreetly hidden on a shelf to project films on to the blank wall opposite the sofa.

Reclining on his Eames chair Nathan Luke thought Vince looked so at ease with the aesthetics all around him that he was almost invisible. Everything was as it should be as he took another gulp of his gin and tonic.

A large scented candle flickered in the centre of the kitchen space island in a black glass holder, filling the room with the overly sweet scent of patchouli and, inexplicably, ‘clouds’. Spatially, it was positioned to balance out the somewhat cumbersome, some might say ugly, Swedish hob which neither of the Downing-Healys had any intention of ever using.

Everything was balanced until Nathan Luke heard his phone ping inside his bag – a black leather holdall. Rifling through the contents, he slammed a large bunch of keys on to the worktop, followed by his sunglasses case and on finally opening the phone discovered the cause of the alert.

‘Shit!’ Nathan Luke sighed, loudly.

The living space entered a state of imbalance.

Nathan Luke continued, breaking into Vince’s meditation, ‘I’ve been added to a group.’

‘What?’ Vince snapped out of his serenity. ‘What sort of group?’ he asked, fearing it was some kind of sex group.

‘You know how I feel about WhatsApp groups? The ones where people spend all day sending each other memes and jokes and mindless banter? Well, guess what – I’m in one.’

‘How? How did they get your number to add you? And who are “they”?’

‘The neighbours that’s who!’

‘NO! This was everything we said we would avoid!’

‘I’ve been avoiding them so well! How did they get my number – how?’ begged Nathan Luke.

‘Goodness knows. I think they must have magic ways . . .’

‘Look!’ said Nathan Luke holding up his phone in Vincent’s direction. ‘I’ve already got seventy-four messages and they only added me this morning – someone’s asking about the bins and then someone’s shared a picture of Nigel Farage in a bikini.’

‘Well, I guess we’ve arrived.’

‘There’s a lot of chat about some local planning things.’ Nathan Luke’s tone suddenly changed. ‘We need to have a party.’

Vincent, in alarm, and not without significant effort, pulled himself up from the deep recline of the chair. ‘Do we?’

‘Yes, Vincent! We’ve lived here for two weeks now and still haven’t met any of them! I don’t want our life here to be dominated by how I imagine the neighbours are from their WhatsApp messages. If we’re going to live in suburbia we have to immerse ourselves in the culture here!’ Nathan was almost crying by this point. ‘You know, like you tried to do in Spain. Badly – my god, your accent. But you tried!’

‘Well actually, I waved at them when I was checking on the builders.’

‘No, that doesn’t count. I just think if we’re going to really feel at home here we should have a housewarming to actually warm the house! If they’ve added us to their WhatsApp group we’re in too deep already. We may as well just embrace it!’

Vincent looked around at the sparse living space they had created with its deliberately cold materials and aloof art choices and thought to himself that to warm this ‘space’ might take more effort than either of them were willing to acknowledge. However, Vincent had to concede the reason for them to live here was to have a normal life like other people seemed to have. No longer did they need a life full of drinking too much and staying up too late, constantly trying to prove something to some imagined judges.

Nathan Luke’s therapist had called him co-dependent and said that he had to work hard to not base his esteem on the opinions of others. Rather than doing this he thought it would be easiest to just move away from the ‘others’.

‘This is exactly what we moved to the neighbourhood for, Vince!’

Deep down, reluctantly, Vince knew his partner was right. Although there was something about this neighbourhood – this particular neighbourhood – that made him want to hide away, he knew he needed to see more.


Chapter Eleven

Friday Evening

Alice raised the chipped mug to her mouth and dreamed of how different her life could have been. She sat at the table next to the bi-folding doors and looked out over the garden. The things she had tried to grow never seemed to thrive, largely because she never watered them.

She thought her husband Barry might have seen them but this was not the sort of thing he noticed. He also failed to notice that the trampoline, with its ripped safety netting, should be got rid of; nor did he notice that the shed needed painting.

Alice was thankful he was out. Between the hours of seven and eleven in the morning he was usually out tending to the coffee truck he ran, stationed just next to the station at the bottom end of the high street. The rough hessian coffee sacks were used as tablecloths on the space where he tended to his latte art and where he clipped plastic lids on to cardboard cups.

He was out being busy with something this afternoon as well (he may have told her what but Alice was prone to not listening) so she had the house to herself for once.

The feeling of dissatisfaction with life had crept up on her quite suddenly. She loved her two children of course, she knew this. She loved her husband, too, in the sense that she really could not be bothered to find another one – think of the admin! To have to sort out a divorce, a division of assets, explaining it to the kids – no thanks!

Their house, though, was untidy all of the time. Alice desperately wanted to neaten it up but her energy was consumed elsewhere. Why should I have to do it? This is supposed to be Barry’s thing!

Alice had suggested getting a cleaner but Barry thought it was unethical to have someone clean up after them. She dreamed of having a place like the ones she saw on social media with an artfully placed plant in a stand and comfortable chairs placed in incidental spaces she could sit in and just ‘be’ – whatever that meant. She loved the idea of everything being white and clear and clean. Oh so clean! Clean enough that it could be used for surgery. No clutter anywhere. Non-porous surfaces that could be kept germ free. She even liked the idea of stainless-steel furniture, just because it would be wipe-clean.

How different her real life home actually seemed. Full of the detritus of everyone’s lives – art projects from school, half-finished and abandoned; sports equipment and old vases piled up on top of the kitchen units. She shuddered at the dust that must lurk there.

Her life, she thought, could have ended up so different. She thought about being twenty years younger and her relationship with Dale – the life she could have had with him if he had opted to stay in the UK and got a job as a teacher or something. Instead, Dale had gone to America to coach ‘soccer’ teams and, from her occasional deep dives on social media, had been happy and contented in his life there. Married now, of course. A nice wife and two daughters. He looked older in the photos. A different person really, but somehow she still thought she would have liked him.

Seldom did she have the carefree afternoons of fun or the long lie-ins she used to have when she was in her twenties. Now everything seemed to involve shouting and panicking because the kids were late for something, or Barry was late or she was late. There was never enough time for things like thinking or dreaming or even tidying.

The short sound of a key going into the lock made her sit up and ready herself for the onslaught of her family, her peace and quiet being destroyed.

‘Hellooo!’ called Barry enthusiastically. Appearing in the doorway, however, his body language was slouched and he looked at the floor as he crossed the threshold and walked into the room where Alice was sitting.

‘How was work?’

‘Oh a nightmare. It’s these beans I’ve been using – they’re just no good. I wanted to use that local roaster – cuts down carbon emissions la la la – but they’re not up to scratch. No way. I’m going to have to go back t—’

The doorbell rang.

‘Oh no!’ Alice was delighted as it shut Barry up about his beans. ‘I’ll get it.’

Barry could hear Alice’s suddenly chirpy welcome in the other room: ‘Donald! Come on in.’

‘I won’t stop long. I just wanted to talk to you and Barry.’ Their uptight neighbour walked into the through lounge-diner like an army captain. He saw Barry standing by the window and judged him for his ill-fitting trousers. ‘Hello, Barry. I just wanted to let you know that I am discontinuing my newsletter.’

‘Oh no, that’s a shame,’ said Alice half-heartedly as she walked over and opened the fridge door. In opening the door, the old children’s picture of the oak tree opposite was brought to the centre of the room for a moment. Alice grabbed a bottle of wine from the inside of the door. Closing the door again she saw how lovely the picture was, even if it must have been there for at least ten years.

‘Yes, I’ve come to realise it’s all about technology now,’ continued Donald, ‘phones and such – so I’ve created a WhatsApp group for our community.’

‘Oh great,’ said Alice, unscrewing the top and glugging the amber liquid into a barely cleaned wine glass. ‘Would you like a glass?’ She had already glanced at the wall clock to make sure it was six o’clock-ish and therefore an acceptable time for drinking.

‘No, I won’t, thank you,’ said Donald.

Alice looked at Barry, annoyed that he wasn’t making conversation with the neighbour they both disliked.

‘Not that I’m not still concerned about neighbourly matters. For one thing I am very concerned about the rumours about changes to the local area. Are they really for the better? That’s what we’ve got to ask ourselves.’

‘Yes, well, that’s the thing,’ agreed Alice absently, sipping the wine.

‘Mmm,’ murmured Barry.

Finally! He’s contributed something!

‘I am also very keen to get a No Ball Games sign put up in the park. There are some very delicate old trees in there and I’d hate to see a load of thuggish teenagers do them any damage. I saw a load of them just the other day. I told them what for, don’t worry!’

‘I bet you did!’ laughed Alice.

‘It’s not a rounders pitch at the end of the day!’

‘Oh, I love rounders,’ said Alice without thinking.

‘We all love rounders, but we don’t want a ball smashing through our windows, now do we?’ Donald condescended.

‘Mmm,’ replied Alice. Even though she sort of did agree, she never liked the way he talked down to people.

‘Anyway I must be off. Keep an eye out for the new WhatsApp group, won’t you now!’

‘For sure we will – don’t you worry about that!’ Alice followed him to the front door, mainly to make sure he left.

Returning to her husband at the back of the house, she saw him looking particularly nervous. ‘All OK?’

‘Al, I’ve got something I need to tell you.’ Alice’s heart lifted at the thought that he might be having an affair and was telling her he was leaving. ‘I’m going to be directing a Queer reimagining of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.’

Her heart sank back down. ‘Come again?’

‘I know – it’s an amazing opportunity. You know how I’ve been involved in the theatre society over the past few years, usually just a small part singing, but I always manage to get some acrobatics in there somewhere!’

‘You sure do!’ There was no situation in which her husband did not try and do at least a small amount of acrobatics. Even at his uncle’s funeral, when he had used a somersault to end the eulogy. He had nearly knocked the coffin over. Alice shuddered again.

‘Well, they said they were looking for someone with experience of working with groups of people and, with my education background, they said I would be perfect to direct next year’s show!’

‘Wow! Well that’s brilliant!’ Alice forced enthusiasm. ‘Amazing – well done, hun.’

‘You don’t seem to be totally pleased?’

‘No no. It’s not that . . . it’s just . . .’

‘Yes . . . ?’

‘It’s just that I . . .’ Alice glugged her wine.

‘Spit it out, Alice!’

Alice did not spit out the wine. ‘I just feel like there’s a lot of things going on and this might be an extra thing in your life which keeps you from doing the things I . . . I mean we . . . as a family . . . need you to do.’

Barry’s brow furrowed, as if the thought had never occurred to him. (Which it hadn’t.) ‘Like what?’

‘Oh I don’t know – there’s a lot of things that need doing around the house and I just don’t have the time or the energy to do them.’

‘What things?’

Alice sighed – he really did not notice a thing.

‘Well, I’d like it if you could look after the garden a bit and water the plants so I have – we have – somewhere nice to sit on summer evenings.’

‘I hadn’t really thought about that. I guess I could do something about that . . .’

‘Yes!’ Alice let her irritation show. ‘That would be great!’

Another key sounded in the lock and their two offspring came stumbling in through the door. Isobel came first, carrying a violin case and vegan leather school bag on her shoulder, followed by Arthur, laden with so many bags she could not make sense of them. Including a backpack so large that it reminded Alice of the fridge.

Alice had tried countless times to get them to take their things up to their rooms when they got home. And yet today – like every other day – they dumped their luggage at their parents’ feet. To be honest, Alice no longer cared – the front room was a mess anyway. What difference did it make? But Barry looked at the heap of scrunched-up bags in total shock – as though he was seeing the untidiness for the very first time.

‘Dad has got a new job,’ she announced.

Both teenagers stared at him with a mix of irritation and fear.

‘He’s doing a Queer reimagining of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat,’ Alice finished.

Silence engulfed them all. Both children shuffled awkwardly, no doubt wondering what their father’s Queer imaginings might involve.

Barry piped up, ‘Because, because Joseph is obviously gay! He wears a bright coat, is really close to his parents, reads people’s dreams – it’s all there! Anyway, it’s going to be at Easter in the Community Hall. It’s going to be great!’

Alice realised it might mean he would be out of the house for longer. ‘It is going to be great,’ she agreed.

Arthur had his fist inside a box of Ritz crackers. ‘What’s for dinner?’ he demanded, shoving a handful into his mouth.

‘Why don’t we go out?’ suggested Alice, gaze flickering anxiously towards Isobel. Both she and Barry were afraid of their teenage daughter. Everything they did seemed to offend her sense of what was right.

‘No thanks,’ snapped Isobel, storming out of the room and up the stairs. She was always storming somewhere. ‘I’ve got to do my violin practice and my science coursework.’

Learning the violin had seemed like such a nice thing for her daughter to do. How innocent and carefree she had seemed when she first started lessons. Now it was like Isobel had somehow weaponised it against her.

Barry tried to placate his wife. ‘I shall work out a way to sort that garden, you know!’

‘I’m going out – the rest of you can do what you like!’ shouted Alice up the stairs after her daughter. ‘I am going to the pub and I am going to have a huge glass of wine.’

With that, Alice grabbed her coat off the bottom banister, and in doing so dislodged the many coats underneath, causing them all to slip to the floor. She ignored them, grabbed her bag off the drawers in the hallway and headed out, slamming the door behind her.


Chapter Twelve

Friday Evening

Nathan Luke screamed.

‘Nathe?’ Vincent called, from the top of the spiral stairs. ‘You OK down there? Sorry, I fell asleep.’ It was Friday night and Vincent was feeling guilty. He and Nathan Luke used to be out on the town at times like this.

‘I felt it!’ said Nathan Luke, running up to the top of the stairs. And then, panting a little from the exertion, stated again, with great clarity: ‘I. Felt. It.’

‘Well, it wasn’t me.’

‘There’s a ghost,’ Nathan Luke said, calmly. He held Vince at the top of his arms. ‘There’s a ghost, OK? I sensed it. It’s no big deal—’

‘Is that why you screamed, then?’

‘I just thought you should know. Downstairs, as I put the hoover in the cupboard, she made herself known. I screamed in surprise,’ he added, a touch unconvincingly.

This was not the first time Nathan Luke had made his clairvoyancy known. ‘I’m spiritual!’ was something he would often tell people. Not heeding their often bored expression, he would continue, ‘I’ve always had an ability to communicate with the beyond – it’s a gift!’

‘Well, what did she say?’ asked Vince of his excited – but perfectly calm! – partner.

‘She didn’t say anything. She just let me know her smell and then she sang me a song.’

‘More like a Glade plug-in than a ghost?’

‘This isn’t the first time I’ve been visited by the other side, you know? My grandfather came to me on the day he died. I was doing a poster for school about Egyptians and he appeared in the doorway.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He said my poster was shit. But that was OK – he was a bastard.’

‘OK.’ Vince sighed. ‘And where did you see the ghost today?’

‘I didn’t see the ghost, I just felt it. I was shoving the hoover in that stupid coat cupboard the carpenter built. It was like the ghost was there in the wall, like it had taken over the whole house.’

‘Did you put it away properly?’

‘Not particularly, no. I just rammed it in and then shoved the door closed, hoping for the best. Life’s too short, Vince!’

‘So then what happened?’

‘Well, all of a sudden, my nostrils were filled with perfume: roses, honeysuckle and . . . and . . .’ Even now he was reaching for the scent reference. He took a deep breath, trying to catch the last dregs of it in his nostrils. ‘Apples! That was it. Then I heard a ghostly moan – a spirit talking, trying to say something – and then I realised it was a melody, a soft song from the heavenly plains! I told the ghost I meant it no harm and in doing so, silently communicated that I was ready to receive its messages in future.’

‘This was after the scream, was it? Nathe – are you sure it wasn’t just the old lady next door?’

‘Er no, Vince – I think you’ll remember that we had to pay a lot of money to have that wall insulated, did we not?’

‘Yes, I suppose so.’

‘You think I didn’t think of that first? What – all of a sudden we can hear her, just for a second, after not hearing a peep since we moved in? I’m not making this stuff up, Vince – I am telling you this must have been a presence from the beyond.’

‘Great, so we’ve got a WhatsApp group and a ghost – I don’t know which is worse. Who says the suburbs are boring, eh?’

‘I suppose you’re wide awake now?’

Vince nodded. ‘I was going to suggest we go for a walk round the park before the light goes, to try and tire myself out a bit more.’

‘It’s going to rain.’ Nathan Luke seemed hurt that Vince was not giving the apparition the serious attention it deserved.

‘Well, we’ve got coats, haven’t we?’

Nathan Luke silently turned and went to get his walking shoes whilst Vincent went downstairs to get his coat and blow out the scented candle. He opened the cupboard and the hoover flopped out with all the force of a drunk man who had fallen asleep against a lamp post.

Knowing there was no point in wrestling with it, Vincent kicked the hoover hose back into the cupboard and then, holding it in place with his shin, reached in to grab his coat from the hook. He then quickly slammed the door to hold the hoover in place.

It was at that moment he heard it. Any smell that might have been there he attributed to the Shake n’ Vac or a scented hoover bag, but there was no doubt he heard a sound. Less of a song this time, it was more like a distant call or even wail. Never one to be taken in by tricks of his imagination, he put on his coat and picked up his keys, resolving to ignore it. ‘Are you coming?’ he called up to Nathan Luke. Probably the pipes anyway, or maybe a mouse stuck in the wall cavity.

Nathan Luke flounced down the stairs in his big shiny puffa jacket ready for their late evening walk. It was impractical because it was so big and so bold but somehow Vincent admired it on his partner. They were of this world, for now at least, not spectres struggling to be heard, and they were not afraid to let people know about it.


Chapter Thirteen

Saturday Afternoon

Fanny was on her knees. Not metaphorically, though there were days when she felt this too. The difficulties she faced were what gave her life purpose – structure even. She was in the front garden and the weed she was in the process of removing seemed in many ways to be representative of these hardships. After all, if the garden could grow perfect and pretty without any effort, how would she appreciate it?

Appreciating things was difficult for Fanny. She had worked hard for everything, be it the new patio furniture in the back garden, the bathroom suite, even the weekend in the Lake District last year – things were to be worked towards, looked forward to and only then could they be ‘enjoyed’.

Sadly, the arrival of these things often produced a combined sense of disappointment – a disappointment that their arrival did not really change anything in herself and that she felt exhausted at the thought of the work that had gone into getting there. The icing on the cake was then a sense of guilt that she was unable to ‘enjoy’ the experience more, as other people seemed to do.

Satisfaction was however achieved in wrestling the whole root of a dandelion, which had managed to create quite a life for itself amongst the dahlias and rudbeckias of the flower beds. She held the whole plant up in front of her and thought to herself how remarkable the roots were, so much of it living below the earth’s surface never to be seen. She tossed it behind her on to the pile of other garden undesirables building up there.

‘Morning, Fanny!’ a bright voice behind her called.

Oh god, she thought to herself. Barry. She was always happy to say hello to him but could he not see she was quite happy here in her own little world? If only he spent less time talking, think of what he could achieve.

‘Garden’s looking nice!’ he said.

Glancing up, Fanny thought he looked almost like a teenager in his knee-length khaki shorts with pockets up the sides and a bright blue, round-necked T-shirt. His longish mane was always unkempt and today was sticking up, like he had been suspending himself upside down and some of his hair had got stuck there.

‘Oh, it’s getting there!’ She tried to sound jolly in her modesty. ‘How’s yours getting on?’ she asked, knowing the answer.

‘Terrible!’ he replied.

Fanny knew this, because she saw it every time she looked out the window at her own garden. To her it seemed a sadness that they seemed unable to put in a small amount of effort to make it nicer – the benefit they could all yield from it. A few pots with nothing but grass growing in them, the edges of the garden a tangle of old shrubs, weeds and a sort of hedge seemed, if nothing else, like a missed opportunity.

‘I wish I was half as green fingered as you!’ he said.

‘You’re very kind to me, it’s just putting things in and seeing what takes. After that you just need to keep them watered and do the occasional bit of weeding!’ Again she tried to sound jovial, upbeat even, in her response, but there was a part of her that enjoyed being alone in the garden.

It was the one place she could be away from Donald and his stories and his complaining. Things which she would have to accept, knowing that to challenge them or to try and allay them would only poke the fire and result in further vitriol.

In his tirades, Fanny had learnt to avoid accidentally being seen as ‘defending the enemy’ – saying something that would make her seem like she was sticking up for them and thus needing to be argued with. He failed to see that his wife was unable to do anything to change the situation.

Barry was still standing on the pavement at the edge of the garden. He seemed to be admiring the roses and Fanny was unsure as to whether she should ignore him and continue or carry on the conversation. ‘Looks like this one needs deadheading,’ he chirped as he reached in to snap the rosehip.

Not an experienced gardener – or experienced anything – Barry found it did not snap off as he had hoped. He kept bending the whole branch, at which point half of it was stripped away from the main branch, taking at least seven healthy flowers and buds with it.

‘Fanny, I am so sorry. Gosh, I don’t know what I was doing there. I think I thought I was helping somehow!’

‘It’s all right,’ she said, trying not to sound panicky. ‘Leave that, it’ll be fine – I’ve got to get out here with the secateurs later anyway.’ Fanny laughed to make her response seem less matronly. He’s like a child, she thought.

‘I am so sorry.’ Now he was standing there holding half a rose bush in his hand, the thinnest strip at the base of the plant still attached. ‘Can this be replanted?’ he asked even more stupidly.

‘No just leave it there, it’s fine, really. I am sure it will grow back.’

‘Where shall I start?’ asked Barry, inadequately.

‘With your garden?’

There was a pause between them.

‘Yes. I don’t know what I’m doing,’ he sighed. ‘I don’t know where to start.’ Barry looked at his feet and immediately seemed coy, like a young man who knew nothing of how the world worked. It felt like he was asking Fanny about the garden but also – somehow – how to fix his life.

‘The thing is, I know Alice is so stressed at the moment and I know the state of the house isn’t helping. I never really notice it – I just wasn’t brought up like that! You know? I wondered if maybe I started with the garden, it might help.’

It felt like a big moment for Barry to tell her all of this. It occurred to Fanny that she had never been asked advice like this before. So low was her self-esteem that she assumed she had nothing to offer anyone. She looked at her garden, thriving all around her, and felt a surge of energy inside her, combined with confidence – could it be that she was, in this moment, for the first time in her life, inspired?

Fanny looked at him, a man twenty years her junior. She had no idea what she was feeling but whatever it was, for that fleeting moment, in the unending silence, Barry felt it too. She felt he looked at her, not as some fusty old woman next door, but as another person equal to him. It was chemistry of a sort, but neither of them could understand the formula.

‘Maybe start with some weeding,’ was her first statement as a newly confident person. ‘Get the borders tidy then you’ll be able to see where you’re at.’

Barry nodded earnestly.

‘Remember!’ said Fanny, wagging her finger like a teacher. ‘A weed is just a flower in the wrong place.’ She laughed again.

Barry smiled. ‘Gosh, that’s very profound.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yes. I think I might be a weed in the wrong place.’ It had the air of something self-pitying, but all Fanny could think was that he had misunderstood the metaphor. The weeds were not the ones in the wrong place! Oh what did it matter – maybe no one would understand her.

She still felt fond of him though, as they stood there, her holding the tops of weeds, like scalps taken in battle, him standing there like a foolish boy on the precipice of knowing himself.

‘Let me know once you’ve tidied up the flower beds and then I can give you some cuttings if you like?’

‘Are they like plants?’

‘Yes.’ He really knew nothing. He was a blank canvas! It was thrilling to Fanny to think that she could have an impact on someone else’s life, even in this small way. ‘I could advise you on what might work well and where things could go, if you like?’

‘Oh yes, I’d absolutely love that!’

‘OK, well, take it one step at a time and we’ll make a gardener of you yet.’

They both smiled. ‘I’ll keep you posted every step of the way!’

Another pause descended between them. Not awkward this time, just a lull where both felt they wanted to say something more.

Finally, Fanny plucked up the courage to change the subject. ‘Are you worried about the council’s proposals?’

‘I’ve heard so many rumours – something about a flyover they want to build? A football stadium? Someone even said about an Ikea!’

Fanny gasped. ‘Dreadful.’

‘I did wonder though . . .’

‘Yes?’ Fanny’s response was slightly too fast, too desperate. It was the sort of rhythm that represented people getting along far too well.

‘Well, I got to thinking if they do end up making some changes round here, actually my coffee stand could probably do well out of it . . .’

A tension descended; Fanny felt like she held all the cards. If she became infuriated at how he had suggested benefitting from these rumoured proposals, Barry would crumple.

She glanced at the lawn and thought about how it should have been given a feed and then spotted a dandelion she wished she had dug up sooner. Without lifting her eyes, she offered a cursory, ‘Oh yes?’

‘I was thinking how well my stand might do. More people attracted to the area to buy a coffee. I could even build up to flapjacks.’

Fanny lowered her voice. ‘Well, I could never say that to – ’ and then she mouthed – ‘Donald’, knowing that even the mention of his name could prick his ears and he would be out here before she knew it. She shrugged her shoulders, raised her eyebrows with a smile and rolled her eyes as if to say, ‘You know what he’s like’.

Changing the subject, Fanny produced her secateurs. ‘Why don’t you take one of these?’ she said, and chopped off a single rose . Pink and still in bud it looked like the most perfect specimen, like something from a story book. ‘For you and Alice. Pop it in a vase. Let it inspire you.’

‘Oh thank you, Fanny, we’d love this. I’ll put it in some water right away.’ Barry was still holding the half a rose bush he had cack-handedly ripped off in the other hand. ‘I don’t think we’ve got any vases though – maybe an old jar or a mismatched drinking glass?’

‘That’ll do. That’s the thing with gardening – you don’t need to go out and buy anything new. It’s all here already!’

They smiled at one another until the grinding sound of metal and plastic shifting filled the air, and a double-glazed window cranked open. ‘Let the poor man get on with his day would you?’ Donald shouted from the first floor, the raised level making it feel doubly humiliating.

‘What’s that, Donald?’

‘I’ve been watching you for ten minutes – poor old Barry wants to get home and he’s been stuck there chatting to you!’

It felt like a cauldron had emptied a burning hot stream of shame down the back of her neck. She blushed. ‘Yes, sorry, Barry, I must let you get on.’

Barry, not being one for handling confrontation, stood there dumbfounded, looking at the garden. ‘Not at all, Fanny,’ he mustered, ‘and thank you for the flower – Alice will love it too.’

Fanny turned back to the gardening work in hand, as though the previous conversation had been nothing more than a figment of Barry’s imagination. ‘Super,’ she said mildly as she felt an urge to murder the dandelion embedded in the middle of the lawn.


Chapter Fourteen

Saturday Evening

It had become Alice’s ritual come rain or shine, that she would go for a five-kilometre run every Saturday night. Having a family, even a teenage one, meant that they seldom went out on nights like this. For a busy GP having time for herself was actually bliss.

She had always had a tall athletic figure and she had enjoyed sports at school. Nowadays the only thing she got to do was running – either in the literal sense or ‘running around’ after her family. Alice was lucky, she was able to look elegant however she dressed. Even in her sweaty running gear she still looked great. Her long dark hair swept back into a bouncy ponytail showed off her symmetrical features, her high cheekbones and her large, dark brown eyes. The simple ensemble of black leggings and high-necked running jersey could have been on the pages of Vogue the way she wore it.

It was roughly a four-kilometre round trip to run up to the station and then back again. Then three laps of the park took her to the five-kilometre target. She knew she had reached it when the American voice on her running app interrupted her playlist to tell her.

Breathless, she stopped by the oak and flopped over to do some stretches and enjoy a few moments more on her own. She remembered how Arthur had fallen from the first branch of the tree when he was seven, hurting his wrist. At first she worried it was broken but then diagnosed it as a sprain.

Still in pain the following day she thought maybe an X-ray might be a wise precaution, especially as he was still unable to move it. Taking him to A&E she was informed by the doctor there that it was, indeed, broken. She thought it best not to mention that she was a doctor – more than a tad embarrassing. Even doctors make mistakes! All of that seemed like just yesterday.

Her precious alone-time was not to last for very long though. Even as she was bent over she could spy out of the corner of her eye that Donald was crossing the road, desperate to give her some news. He began speaking to her before she had removed her earphones.

‘Sorry, Donald, what was that?’ she said, standing up straight and taking out the small white plastic buds.

‘I said,’ he sounded even more indignant than ever, ‘I still haven’t heard anything from the boys in the corner. Have you?’

‘Alas no! I’m desperate to see inside there!’ she exclaimed, still breathless from the run.

‘Hmm,’ said Donald, dismissive of why anyone would be interested in someone else’s interiors. ‘Well I’m desperate to make contact with them. You know Fanny went round and they pretended they weren’t in?’

‘No!’ Alice was genuinely disappointed they seemed unwilling to make friends with the neighbours. Especially as she was so sure that being friends with them would provide her with the excitement she knew her life was missing.

‘Well, if you hear anything let me know won’t you?’

‘Yes of course.’ She went to put her earphones back in but he continued.

‘If there are going to be major changes to the area we will want everyone onside to oppose it and that includes them. Who knows – they might even carry some influence – one of them is an architect so I imagine he’ll have some contacts. And he’s tall – I imagine that might be useful.’

‘Oh, of course.’

‘Well, I’ll leave you to . . . whatever it is you were doing,’ said Donald, already strolling back to the confines of his own lair.

Silently, as Alice stretched our her hamstrings, she made it her mission to be the first to make contact.


Chapter Fifteen

Sunday Morning

Fanny was enjoying doing her word search. Sunday was one of the few days when she allowed herself to relax in an armchair and really do nothing. Word searches felt like the best way to just truly switch off – they were never too taxing. If Fanny had been of a younger generation she might have described them as a mindfulness exercise. As it was, she saw it as an excuse to sit down with a cup of tea and a shortbread biscuit.

Everything seemed so calm. Donald was standing in the bay window, presumably bird watching as he had his binoculars around his neck and on the coffee table his notebook and the reference guide Fanny had bought him from the RSPB website for his last birthday.

‘Oh my god!’ sputtered Donald.

The silence was shattered. Fanny would have to give up on finding the word ‘frostbite’.

‘What is it?’

‘Come and look at this!’ he said, pointing at the park opposite.

Fanny stood up and saw across the road a young man in a hoodie, against the tree.

‘I am dumbfounded – he’s just walked across the park, needed a wee and obviously decided to use the tree as his urinal!’

‘No!’ exclaimed Fanny, reaching for her husband’s binoculars.

‘Absolutely disgusting!’ he said, shaking his head.

‘And on a Sunday too,’ she said, handing the binoculars back and running out the door.

‘Beggars belief!’

Fanny did not hear him though as she was already halfway across the road. ‘Excuse me!’ she called. ‘Would you mind not doing that there please? This is a public space. Elderly people often walk here.’

‘Oh piss off!’ said the man.

‘Well, I was about to say the same thing to you!’

The man zipped up his flies and walked off. Fanny stood her ground, determined not to be intimidated by the man. She glared at him as he strolled off up the street. People might assume she was timid but Fanny, somehow, had found the confidence from somewhere deep inside and realised she was very happy to stand up for herself. If anything she enjoyed it.

‘PIG!’ she shouted after him. He made no response, presumably because he knew he was in the wrong.

The moment was over and she felt the man had certainly been deterred from doing anything like it again. Fanny turned back to her house and as she crossed the road, saw something in sharp contrast to what she had just beheld by the tree – a sight that was truly delightful. Her next-door neighbour had been hard at work and already, without her realising, Barry had weeded all of his front garden and somehow mowed the lawn. The pots full of weeds and the discarded play equipment had all been cleared away.

Compared to the overgrown mess it had been before, this tidy square of grass seemed absolutely tremendous. What a start!

‘What do you think?’

She had been so immersed in admiring the ground before her that she had not noticed Barry emerge from his front door. ‘Oh, Barry! This looks wonderful already!’

‘I was surprised how much I enjoyed it actually.’

‘I’m sure.’

‘And there were some things growing around the outside – I hadn’t noticed them before I tidied things up. I wasn’t sure if they were supposed to be there or not?’

‘Well, do you like them?’

‘I don’t know really. They’ve got quite interesting leaves,’ he said, crouching down to inspect them again.

‘I think if they’re interesting to you and you like them, that’s all that matters!’ She grinned down at him like he was a little boy. ‘You’ve done excellently already!’

Barry smiled back, delighted with himself.

It was with a huge sense of pride that Fanny walked back through the front door. She was determined to keep trying to inspire her neighbour with his garden.

Donald was emphatically typing on his phone. ‘I’ve put out an update on the WhatsApp group. I think we all have to be very vigilant about this going forward.’

Fanny registered her husband’s comments but, with the positivity she had just witnessed from Barry, she refused to allow them to permeate her psyche. The contrast seemed so pronounced that it depressed her. It was hardly surprising that the new neighbours were reluctant to get involved in the online forum if this was the sort of thing they could expect.

Don’s update flashed up on her phone’s screen. Without her having to open the phone she could see its title:

URINATION STATION!

Vince knew better than to make snap assumptions about people based on their social media posts. With Donald though, it was a struggle. Not content with a simple WhatsApp group he had also created a social media page for the wider community and had taken to duplicating his group messages there to get maximum response.

The man seemed to be obsessed with everything that could be wrong with their community, under the guise of protecting it. This was the fourth headline he had posted that day:

‘Scooter Rage’ – about how children’s scooters were tearing up the grass in the park.

‘Fast Food Napkins!’ – about a wodge of paper serviettes from a burger restaurant he had found on the side of the pavement, which someone had explained had probably blown from someone’s bin, the day before the bins were collected.

‘Playing outside’ which was actually a joke about how much easier it was to have fun in years gone by, but which had quickly descended somehow into an online shouting match about whether Brexit had been a good idea.

Vince sighed. It was in his nature to get to know people and to try and see the good in them. With Donald though, this was proving more difficult than he imagined.

Logged in as Nathan Luke on the couple’s shared iPad he considered responding to the most recent post but then thought better of it. Appearing at his shoulder without him realising, Nathan Luke suddenly announced:

‘Oh don’t bother with all that – it’ll drive you mad!’

Vince felt a sense of shame for even looking at the messages and furtively shut the screen off.

‘Besides,’ Nathan Luke continued, ‘we’ve got much more important things to be getting on with today!’

It was only then that Vince turned to see his partner standing in the middle of the living area resplendent in a flowing kaftan and oversized, sequined turban on his head.

‘What on earth?’

‘Oh we’re not dealing with the Earth. Not this Earth anyway. Not today.’


Chapter Sixteen

Sunday Evening

Sunday night seemed to roll around so fast. Dark clouds had taken control over the bright sunshine and humid weather earlier to make a truly depressing end to the weekend. It was clearly late summer and, as forecast, a storm was on its way.

Alice was undeterred though. She was writing a card. It was addressed:

To our new neighbours!

and finished with:

Welcome to the neighbourhood,

Alice and Barry

Alice paused a moment and finished off her wine before deciding to add her mobile number to the bottom of the card. She closed it, put it in the envelope, sealed it and put it in the long bottle bag along with the champagne she had told Barry they would open when something good happened.

She tottered out into the gloomy evening air in her high heels, pedal pushers and fun yet casual blazer, walked along the two houses until she reached the newly renovated corner house. How thrilling it looked. Alice just knew these were the sort of exciting people she was always destined to spend time with.

She loved how the gays had done their garden. Even with Barry’s efforts this weekend, theirs looked so much scrappier. So much more amateur. Pathetic, even.

She knocked on the door, wanting to seem more familiar, less formal than anyone would using the doorbell.

Unlike when Fanny had attempted to make contact with them, this time the lights did not get switched off. They were never turned on. The house seemed to be in darkness.

She waited for a moment just in case they were upstairs or out in the garden. As the seconds ticked by she had to concede, they must be out for the night. How unimaginably chic – to be out late on a Sunday night! How typical of them, she imagined, they must be out at some film opening ‘up West’ or probably a crawl of the capital’s hippest new tapas restaurants.

She knew full well that there were tapas restaurants all around where she lived, but somehow they could never compete. She had not realised until recently how bored she had become of her life and how much she longed for another kind of existence full of exciting people, and places – albondigas, boquerones and patatas bravas!

Crouching precariously in her heels, she placed the bottle bag on the newly cemented doorstep.

Something told her to try the door again but as she did she heard an ominous voice from inside, so loud and booming it made her jump. ‘BE GONE!’ it told her.

Terrified for her life she fell back on her heels. Spots of rain dotted the newly laid pathway as the storm began to take hold. Alice managed to get herself to a standing position as she backed away from the door and once back on the pavement, clattered all the way back to her own house. Confused by what had happened, she was suddenly only too pleased to be rushing back to the humdrum home and boring life she had been renouncing just moments before.


Chapter Seventeen

‘We mean you no harm!’

Vince was taken aback by how loudly Nathan Luke uttered these words. He kept doing it – speaking at a normal volume and then exploding for certain sentences as and when he chose. Adding to the drama was the bad weather starting to make itself known.

It was embarrassing to be involved in this bizarre ceremony but Vince knew it was more trouble than it was worth to say so. Besides, he felt guilty enough for dragging his partner away from their bustling social life; he could not bear to drag him away from his social life with the spirits too.

Why he had to wear a flowing kaftan and a pink glittery turban for the occasion escaped Vince. If anything it made him look more like Norma Desmond than anyone the spirits could take seriously.

The pair of them were sitting in total darkness on the floor at the back of the living area with nothing to light them except a circle of tea lights all around. The only ones they had were the scented ones that Nathan Luke had bought when they went to Paris. The whole experience smelled of bergamot and sandalwood. At the time Nathan Luke thought they would be sensuous – something to enhance their love life, not something that would end up being used when they were sitting on the floor summoning up ghosts.

‘What is sandalwood?’ asked Vince. ‘You never see a sandal tree do you?’

‘Shhhh!’ his partner hissed, desperate to keep the focus on the matter at hand and not dissolve into idle conversation. ‘The spirits have not got time for chit-chat, Vince.’

Vince’s back was starting to hurt from sitting on the hard concrete floor. He doubted that they would make any contact, somehow a 1930s semi did not seem quite spooky enough. However, despite being the older one of the couple, he was definitely the easiest to scare. He gasped when he saw a flickering across the ceiling and for a moment was convinced it was a ghost before he realised it was just the shadow of the tree across the way dancing in the candlelight and made all the more dramatic by the high winds.

Nathan Luke had made a sort of Ouija board on the coffee table which he had placed between them. Around the outside was the alphabet and in the middle a label saying ‘Yes’ and a label saying ‘No’. In the centre, placed upside down, was one of their Japanese style ceramic bowls which served as their cups and mugs – much to the confusion of any builders who had work to do and asked for a cup of tea.

‘Vince, as you know, I am a medium.’

‘Yes I do know – I checked the back of your underpants.’

‘Vince! Please!’

‘Sorry.’

‘I need us both to close our eyes for a moment, and to offer up a prayer to the house.’

Vince did as he was told.

‘Spirit of the house, know that we come to you in peace and to unlock the presence we found trapped in our hoover cupboard. Loving kind spirits we welcome you to our table. Bad spirits: BE GONE!’

‘Do you have to shout that bit?’ said Vince, peeping out of one eye, the other one left closed.

Ignoring him, Nathan Luke continued. Reaching beneath the coffee table he pulled up a piece of wood with dried sage attached to the end. ‘With this herb we cleanse this space and make it a home of loving kindness!’ He then attempted to light the end of the smudge stick with a push-button lighter, but it seemed to have run out of fuel. He pressed the button and clicked it into action but no flame was forthcoming. He shook it and tried it once more but still nothing, the solemnity of the moment somewhat lost by him clicking it over and over. Yet still no flame. ‘This must be a sign,’ Nathan Luke said ominously.

‘Oh give it here!’ said Vince eventually, snatching the lighter, shaking it and then trying it. It finally lit. Nathan Luke rolled his eyes at the predictability of his partner always being able to do practical things like this.

Nathan Luke held the sage to the flame and it caught light. He moved the smoking sage around the space and waved it in corners, taking particular care to wave it amply around the haunted cupboard.

Unfortunately, the flowing nature of Nathan Luke’s kaftan did mean that it was prone to making contact with the scented tea lights dotted around the room. Whilst Nathan Luke thought he was offering up a particularly potent aroma of burnt sage, it was in fact the base hem of his outfit he could smell burning.

‘Nathe!’ exclaimed his loving partner. ‘Your frock is on fire!’ Leaping from the floor, he threw a glass of water over the lower parts of his outfit. ‘Oh thank god.’

Nathan Luke was totally calm throughout. Unflappable, if anything. Still smudging away. Refusing to be distracted by these Earthly hazards.

Newly singed, he returned to the space on the floor where he had been sitting before. ‘Vince put your right index finger on the cup please.’ Vince obediently did so and his partner did the same on the other side of the cup.

Vince wondered if speaking to the spirits might make contact with his mum – what would she say? But he was more concerned that it might make him cry – Nathan Luke had put up with enough of that, already.

Nathan Luke at last asked, ‘Spirit! Are you with us?’ To make matters more dramatic the wind howled outside the house. They both loved the perfect drama of it.

After a pause, the cup jiggled and then – shocking them both – moved to the answer that said ‘No’.

Nathan Luke glared at Vince. ‘Did you do that?’

‘No! I thought you did.’

‘Well if there is a spirit, it can hardly say no if we ask it if it exists, can it? By saying anything at all it must exist!’

‘Thanks, Descartes.’

‘Who?’ demanded Nathan Luke. ‘OK, OK, let’s try this once more.’ Dutifully they both placed their fingers in the aforementioned position. ‘What is your name?’

‘Good one – it can’t wriggle out of this.’

The cup began to move. At first it drifted to E.

‘“E”, OK’

The cup moved once more, seemingly without either of them pushing it. The letter it landed at was G.

‘E.G. OK,’ said Nathan Luke.

‘Good example.’

‘What?’

‘EG – as in an example.’

‘Vince! Stop it!’

The Japanese ceramic bowl moved. This time: B.

‘B! OK we’re getting somewhere now.’

The cup moved again. V.

‘Hmmm interesting: EGBV.’

Vince fell back from his cross-legged position and nearly set fire to his cardigan he was laughing so much.

‘WHAT?’ asked Nathan Luke, trying to do his authoritative voice again.

‘Well that’s not a word is it! Eggbaver?’ He laughed more.

‘Fine! Fine then. But I am telling you if this place is haunted you’ve only got yourself to blame.’

Vince could tell he was upset – hurt that he was not being taken seriously, regardless of how ridiculous the situation.

‘OK, OK! Let’s try it again.’ Vince contained himself and resumed the position with the upside-down cup.

Nathan Luke took a deep breath and closed his eyes whilst placing his finger on the cup also. For a moment nothing happened. Vince knew he could not say a word for fear of upsetting his partner.

Vince took a deep breath too and felt any tension release, along with the urge to laugh again.

The cup moved. This time much faster than before. It moved straight to the letter ‘T’.

The two men looked at each other.

From there it moved again, ‘R’.

It made Vince shudder to think it might now spell an actual word. Before he had a chance to think about it, the cup moved again and this time to ‘E’.

‘Tre?’ asked Vince. He tried to move it away but it just returned there.

‘Tree. It’s spelling tree!’ Nathan Luke seemed even more serious than before. Vince found the whole thing quite troubling, eerie even. He wanted it to stop really.

‘There must be something significant about the tree!’ Nathan Luke insisted, his hands in his lap.

Vince did not want to look at the board anymore. It felt like it had gone from something silly to something that scared him. He got up and switched on the lamps. Nathan Luke, looking crestfallen, stood up and slowly began clearing away the board and stacking the bowls, his kaftan still smoking as he blew out the candles.

‘Tree?’ Nathan Luke kept muttering.

Vince looked over the top of the cafe curtains and saw the oak tree in the park, the wind blowing it as though it was in a rage. A shiver ran down his spine.


Chapter Eighteen

Fanny waited for Donald to do his usual Sunday evening jobs before she put the crate of plants together. She could hear him upstairs bleeding radiators, ready for the cooler weather to start and so knew she would have a moment to herself. She opened the back door of the conservatory to pick up the box she had assembled earlier. The bold wind caught the door and almost made it slam against the wall but, as ever with Fanny, she grabbed the handle and stopped it just in time.

The cardboard box, open at the top, contained a selection of cuttings from her own shrubs. There was a small conifer, a couple of leaves on a hydrangea, a little rosemary and a very cute fuchsia, though she worried the last one might be a bit delicate for Barry’s first attempt.

She had handwritten instructions for each one and placed these instruction cards in see-through freezer bags attached to a stick and planted in the earth next to each sapling. She wanted him to be clear what would work well as a bedding plant and what might suit a pot or a hanging basket; some of them might need a bit longer on the windowsill in the kitchen, some could go out into the garden straight away.

Barry being inspired by her garden had given Fanny a real spring in her step. A confidence that had continued to endure – a feeling she had not known in such a long time.

She balanced the box in her arms and was just heading out of the front door when she heard her husband’s voice as he came down the stairs.

‘No, Fanny!’

Her heart sank.

‘I don’t know why you’re giving him cuttings at this time of year – the summer’s practically over.’

‘I know.’ She hurried her response, as much to counter his criticism as to quell her own self-doubts about the gesture. ‘I just thought these might give him something to do before the weather changes . . .’

It didn’t matter how she responded. He had already moved into the other room.

Undeterred by being ‘found out’, and still keen to deliver her parcel before the weather changed, she slipped out the front door and headed down her garden path, along the pavement and then up the adjacent path to her neighbour’s house.

Thoughtful as ever, she decided it was kinder not to disturb the household and simply placed the box on the doorstep and rang the bell, knowing that someone would probably open the door and take it in. The last thing she wanted was for them to feel obliged to stand there talking to her at this time on a Sunday. Having pressed the doorbell she turned and quietly walked back down the path only to run straight into a very flustered Alice.

Alice, dressed like she was going to an awards ceremony, immediately screamed, not having expected to see anyone on her garden path, which in turn made Fanny jump. Her neighbour seemed so upset that Fanny consoled her. ‘Oh, Alice! So sorry, it’s only me, don’t you worry!’ Fanny was not to know of the dramatic ‘Be Gone!’ experience Alice had just been through, but still sensed she should stop for a moment. ‘Are you all right, dear?’

‘Yes, yes, totally fine, thank you, Fanny. I just didn’t realise you were here.’

‘Gosh, I am sorry. I just left some plants there for Barry,’ she turned to point to the step, ‘for his gardening – would you mind seeing that he gets them?’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Alice absently, still disorientated.

‘Are you sure everything’s all right?’

‘Oh well, actually not really, I know it sounds silly but I just had a bit of an odd encounter with the new people.’

Fanny could see her becoming more unsettled, as though she might cry at any moment. ‘What happened?’

‘I just took them round a bottle – to say welcome to the area. I suppose I thought they might invite me in or at least say hello and introduce themselves, but as I rang the bell they just shouted at me to get out!’

‘No!’

‘That’s not very nice is it?’

‘It certainly is not.’ Fanny could hardly believe it.

‘I mean, that’s not very polite – not very neighbourly?’

‘No, not at all,’ affirmed Fanny.

‘I just try and do my best for people, I really do, but sometimes you wonder if it’s even worth it, you know?’ Alice looked even more tearful at this.

‘Well, yes.’ Fanny sensed that perhaps this was just the tip of an emotional iceberg. ‘Is everything else OK?’

‘Oh you know us!’ Alice forced a smile as her eyes welled up with tears. ‘There’s always something going on – work seems to be madder than ever and I’m not sure Barry really gets it.’

‘Well I can relate there – husbands are like that.’ Fanny did a small fake laugh and put her hand on Alice’s arm. ‘I had a very nice chat with him about gardens though. I think your Barry might be more in tune with you than you realise.’

‘I’m not so sure.’

‘He told me he’s desperate to make the garden nice for you.’

‘Really?’ Alice used the back of her hand to wipe away a tear. This was not like Alice at all.

‘He came over and asked me to teach him about planting. Not that I know anything mind you!’

‘He never said.’

‘No, I think he wanted it to be something he did without you realising. Sometimes that’s the kindest way to do things, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. Yes I suppose . . .’

‘Gosh the rain’s really coming in, I’d best let you get into the dry. Don’t you worry yourself now.’ Fanny hugged Alice, like a mother might to soothe a child. ‘You’re doing just fine.’ She stood back and smiled at her.

Alice nodded. ‘Thank you – sorry. I didn’t mean to get upset like that. Don’t know what’s come over me. Must be tired or something.’

‘Well you know where I am if you need me – gardening advice or otherwise.’ Fanny rubbed her friend’s arm and then started to make her way home out of the wet. ‘N’night, love!’

Alice did not seem to notice the rain as she stood looking at the garden, totally mesmerised by how much neater it was actually looking, suddenly seeing Barry’s endeavours as though for the first time.


Chapter Nineteen

Later Sunday Evening

Despite their earlier excitement, Vince and his partner still wanted to go out for their nightly walk before the day was done. It had become something of a routine for them to stroll around the block before bedtime. It marked a civilised way to round off the day and, at the same time, ‘up’ their step count. A lifetime of eating out had meant both of them had been advised to get a grip of their cholesterol and this felt like it might help. What was more, Vince found he was sleeping better than he had in years.

As they strolled, the chat between them tended to move between reflections on the day, discussion of their forthcoming planned party, and casual observations about gardens they passed before lapsing into unobtrusive silence, the way it does with couples who have known each other a long time and had, frankly, run out of things to say. Vince did not mind the quiet though and found he enjoyed the space it gave him for thinking.

Since moving out of the city with its never-ending merry-go-round of distractions, these conversational dry-ups had become more and more regular. Their new pace of life was an adjustment for both of them but having made the commitment they were resolved to make it work. And worktops were expensive, after all.

Opening the front door Vince failed to notice the paper bag, drenched by the rain and almost disintegrating around the bottle it was designed to hold. Striding out into the evening he knocked it over and the champagne bottle smashed on the floor, the compressed gas causing it to fizz everywhere.

‘Oh shit!’ he said, annoyed at causing a mess and feeling guilty that what was clearly some kind of gift was now in pieces.

‘Don’t worry about it – I’ll clear it up when we get back,’ soothed Nathan Luke. ‘Come on, let’s walk before it rains again.’

‘I think it’s a gift from one of the neighbours.’

‘They are obsessed with us aren’t they?’ said Nathan Luke, giggling as he led their walk along the garden path and out on to the pavement. He looked both ways as he stepped off their property for fear he might have to chat with one of them. ‘Come on! The coast is clear.’

The wet weather earlier had given the roads around Vincent and Nathan Luke’s new home a freshly washed feeling and the smell of the trees and wet flowers filled the summer’s night air.

Turning the corner away from the park, Nathan Luke said softly, ‘It’s like being in a film, isn’t it?’

‘Is it?’

‘The way the street lights come on and their lamps get reflected in the puddles – I feel like I should be spinning round a lamp post or something.’ Nathan Luke often imagined himself at the centre of movies. In fact he was often surprised to turn around and not see a film crew following him.

They strolled past another couple out for a walk and several people on their own, out giving their dogs the last walk of the day. Sometimes the dog would sniff them as if to say hello and it made Vince remark that ‘We should get a dog’. And then, with a sigh, ‘If only our lifestyle allowed.’

In truth this was a mantra both had been repeating for so long it no longer meant anything. Even after their house purchase and extensive renovations they had money and they had time. All in all, theirs was a lifestyle which could not suit having a dog more. It was just that currently neither of them saw it.

They always made a point of saying ‘Evening!’ to people they passed. Usually they were rewarded with a ‘Hi’ accompanied by a brief nod of the head or a short smile. ‘That’s one of the things I really enjoy about living in the suburbs,’ whispered Nathan Luke, ‘people always have time to say hello to each other.’

In the illustrious gay enclaves of Clapham in the south-west or Victoria Park in the east, where so many of their friends still resided, they would have been met with blank stares or maybe even downright aggression if they started smiling at people. People would have feared that they were about to rob them, or cruise them or, as had happened to several of their friends, both.

What Vince also loved about this time of the day was that people started switching on their lights, which meant the two men had a chance to see inside their neighbours’ homes. It amazed him that people might be just reading a newspaper or a book, sometimes together, sometimes alone – bottles of wine and thrilling multi-part dramas were absent and they were happy to sit quietly just completing sedentary activities. On one occasion they even saw a woman doing embroidery.

Rounding the last corner bringing them back to their road they decided to do a lap of the park and then walk up and down along the short terrace of houses next to theirs. They passed by the windows of the oldish couple who never seemed to smile, the family who seemed to be exhausted from screaming at one another and then the house next door which they still were yet to understand. As far as they could tell it was either derelict or owned by someone who could no longer leave the house. Apparently an old lady lived there but they had neither seen nor heard her since their arrival.

Vince had noticed that the unsmiling woman at the end, Fanny, seemed to go around every day but neither of the men could work out if that was to see an actual person or just to clear the post from the letter box and keep the place in check.

On this occasion they noticed the lamps and the main lights had all been switched on in the downstairs rooms. Vince saw it as their chance to say hello to the person living there. After all, they were sleeping almost next to each other, if the walls between them were removed, and Lord knew they loved to remove walls.

Nathan Luke stopped dead in his tracks, ‘Shhh! There it is.’

‘There what is?’

‘The sad haunted song! Can’t you hear it? It’s like someone weeping – wailing!’

Vince shrugged his shoulders.

Nathan Luke ran through his Rolodex of sad spirits. ‘Maybe it’s the ghost of a woman restless to find her lost love or a Victorian farm labourer looking for the plough he put down but was never able to find? Or . . . a pregnant nun?’

Vince dreaded the idea of them having to light the tea lights again. Convinced there was a more practical solution he decided to walk up the garden path. Once at the front door he peered through the small window in the centre of it. The lights were on but it seemed like no one was home, something which had been said about Nathan Luke when the two of them had met.

He rang the bell and heard it buzz inside. They both held their breath expecting an ogre or a giant of some kind to burst out of the door and roar at them. No one appeared.

Nathan Luke followed him, emboldened by his positive action, and decided to step off the garden path into the front lawn and walk up to the bay window. The net curtains had been removed for some reason, and with the lights behind being so bright the pair could see right in.

Immediately he saw his partner become distracted by the knick-knacks on the windowsill and the sculptures from around the world. Joining him and holding his hand against the window to see in better, Vince saw several nice paintings including one of a young woman grandly surveying the room from the wall opposite the desk. It was then that he saw two legs lying on the floor and suddenly everything was clear to him.

‘There’s someone on the floor!’

Spotting her Nathan Luke said, ‘She’s still moving,’ whilst analysing the comfortable heel, thick tights and hemline of a tweed skirt. ‘Hello? Can you hear us – are you OK?’ he shouted at the glass.

They both paused to hear her response. Nothing. They both banged on the windows again, paused, but there was still no response. Vince, being the mature one, in every sense, knew he had to make an executive decision. ‘We’ll have to break in through the window.’ It was doubly brave for them as it was a tragedy to break the original stained glass.

‘I’ll get a brick,’ said Nathan Luke, about to run to back to their garden where the builders had left a small stack in case they were needed for more paths.

‘No! This isn’t Peaky Blinders – we’ve got to break the glass to get inside, not deliver a message from the mob. Hang on . . .’ Vince valiantly removed his shirt jacket (shacket) with all the gallantry of Sir Walter Raleigh, put his hand inside the body of it like a glove as he held it against the main panel of the window, pulled his hand back and then punched forward through the glass and smashed through to the other side. ‘That’s the very helpful thing about original features – single-pane glass!’ Vince proclaimed, delighted with his efforts.

The One Show was on the television. Donald was someone who liked to save it on his television box to watch at a later time. It was a way for him to keep abreast of what was happening in the world. It was the episode from the previous Friday and they were talking about how a badger sanctuary was being used to rehabilitate gang members on their release from prison.

The report had come from the site in the West Midlands but now they were back in the studio interviewing one of the people who had benefitted from their work. The young actress sitting next to him was nodding empathetically to let the viewers know that despite playing a no-nonsense detective on-screen she was, off-screen, extremely kind. She even remarked how she walked past Wormwood Scrubs when she walked her dog in Shepherd’s Bush and had often thought she should do some drama workshops to help them, somehow.

She’s lovely, thought Fanny, and what a lovely thing to be doing – badgers and gangs working together like that.

‘What a load of nonsense,’ said Donald, slumped in the armchair, waiting for the buzzer on the oven clock to go off so that he knew their chips would be ready. It was a Sunday night treat they liked to indulge in, even though they had eaten a full meal in the afternoon. ‘Wish we had an air fryer,’ he muttered.

‘Don!’ Fanny sat forward in her armchair, still holding the tea towel from washing up earlier, she was even still wearing her apron. ‘I just heard glass smashing! I think there’s a break-in happening – Miranda!’

Don leapt up from his chair, muted the television, and with the authority of a commanding officer, albeit one who had never been in the military, marched to the back door to listen. ‘Call them next door – see if he can come with me.’

The sound of the last of a window being knocked out could be heard. ‘Enough is enough!’ said Donald. ‘I knew something like this was bound to happen, especially if they kept trying to rehabilitate badgers or whatever we’ve just been watching.’

Fanny fiddled with her phone, desperately trying to unlock it so she could call next door but her face was so contorted with terror that the phone was unable to recognise her – it simply refused to believe that it could be the real her if it was showing this much emotion. She followed Donald to the front door. She should stay and call the police. ‘Be careful!’ she begged him. The phone would simply not unlock!

Vince, having managed to break the glass out of all sides of the casement used his coat to protect him from the remaining glass as he clambered through the window as best he could, ran around to the front door and let his much smaller partner into the house.

The ghostly singing could be heard once again and now they realised its source. ‘Is this the ghost you were trying to contact earlier?’ demanded Vince, gesturing to their neighbour on the floor, the smell of familiar sweet perfume hitting both of their noses.

Nathan Luke seemed suddenly sheepish about getting carried away with ghostly presences. ‘I . . . I still don’t see how we could have heard her through the walls, Vince.’

It seemed like the neighbour had fallen, still singing. They both snapped into action. Vince had been in the Scouts and Nathan Luke had done the first-aider course when he worked at a call centre, largely because it meant he could have the afternoon away from the call centre.

‘You’ve had a fall,’ announced Vince calmly at the woman lying on the floor, humming to herself. ‘It’s all right, we’re your neighbours. I’m Vince and this is Nathan Luke. We’ll get you some help now.’

Nathan Luke was already calling an ambulance. Watching him press nine nine nine on his phone, it all seemed so dramatic.

Waiting for them to answer Nathan Luke asked, ‘With everything being so Americanised, I wonder what would happen if someone here in the UK got confused and dialled nine one one? Interesting to think isn’t it?’

‘Mmm,’ said Vince, otherwise occupied.

The operator answered. ‘Ambulance please . . . like I wonder would it still go through to the emergency services here or a call centre in Denver – they’d probably send an ambulance all that way and then charge you for it! Isn’t it terrible? Ah, hello, yes I’m here with my neighbour, she has had a fall . . .’

Vince lay on the floor next to Miranda so he could make eye contact with her. She seemed drowsy but conscious, her pupils like pins, which confused him and reminded him more of his clubbing days. That being said the light was very bright in there.

Lying on the floor he put his arm to her shoulder to keep her awake, ‘Can you tell me your name?’ he implored. ‘We’re your neighbours.’ Miranda started to sing her ghostly song yet again.

‘Is she drunk?’ whispered Nathan Luke, putting the emergency services on speaker so all three of them could hear what they had to say. He held the phone out in front of him and wondered if it would help to send them a photo or even a video of what was happening.

Meanwhile, Fanny, concerned for her husband on his mission, had run out after him, still wearing her apron and carrying her tea towel. She watched from ten steps behind as he strode authoritatively down the street, his eyes set dead ahead, chest out, ready for combat.

Suddenly from the side, Barry emerged on to the pavement in front of her. ‘Don!’ he whispered. Typically Don did not hear. ‘DON!’ Barry whispered again. Donald turned around. ‘I just got Fanny’s call – did you hear it too then?’

Donald silently gestured with his head towards Miranda’s garden, not wanting to disturb the intruders in case they heard.

Catching up, Fanny and the two men peered around the neat hedge demarcating the parameters of Miranda’s property. Barry was still grappling with getting his arm into the sleeve of the jacket he had grabbed as he left the house, ‘Just in case it rains again,’ he said apologetically.

In the dark it was difficult to see where the break-in might have happened. A breeze pushed the front door and it creaked open. The neighbours walked up the garden path cautiously, suddenly spotting the broken casement window.

Fanny realised that the reason for Barry’s difficulty in putting on a jacket was that he had brought a weapon with him – a badminton racket. Having only half-finished clearing out the cloakroom cupboard, the badminton racket had remained, along with numerous other pieces of sporting equipment, outside of the cupboard in close proximity to the front door and was therefore the first thing he could grab.

Donald pushed Miranda’s front door. ‘Hello? Miranda? Are you all right?’ he called sternly. ‘It’s just me, Donald.’

‘And Barry! From next door.’ Barry reached into his jacket pocket with his spare hand to get his phone out to film the incident.

Donald led the trio deeper into the house as he trepidatiously opened the glass-panelled door into the sitting room and beheld an image much worse than any of them had dared to imagine.

‘Agh!’ emitted Barry in a strangled cry, combining both fear and aggression, though mainly fear.

In the back corner of the through lounge-diner was their beloved elderly neighbour lying helplessly on the floor, half-conscious and singing some sort of bizarre song which sounded like a sea shanty.

Much more horrifying was the sight of two grown men on the floor with the elderly lady, one of them lying next to her in some sort of embrace, the other seemingly trying to film the whole ordeal. Miranda still garbled out occasional words, sounding almost like she was singing something festive.

Fanny ran across the room, ignoring the men surrounding Miranda, and knelt down. ‘Miranda are you all right – it’s just me, Fanny.’

‘You sick bastards!’ Donald stomped across the room and grabbed Vince by the shoulders to pick him up, which was made more complicated by the fact that Vince had been trying to hold Miranda’s head. So quickly was he made to stand up that Miranda was picked up with him, held around her neck. Now her body flopped around from side to side as Donald wrestled with Vince and Vince, instinctively, held on to her protectively. Her singing continued but now at a higher pitch.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ demanded Nathan Luke tugging at Donald’s arm, who was still trying to pick up the much taller Vince. ‘Get off him! He was trying to resuscitate her!’

‘Oh, I’m sure you were. You disgust me. This poor elderly lady,’ barked Donald.

Fanny tried to interject, obviously the two men were just trying to do their best for Miranda, ‘Donald please—’

Miranda warbled something again.

‘Look, I’m on the phone to the ambulance now!’ Nathan Luke implored, turning the phone screen to face Fanny so she could see the emergency number written across it.

‘Hello? Hello?’ a mystery voice came out of it. ‘I need to know is the patient breathing?’ Fanny nodded at Nathan Luke. ‘Ambulance is on the way but I need you all to remain calm and try and help me . . .’

Fanny looked over at Barry who seemed rooted to the spot, still filming everything. It was a shock to Fanny and everyone else when he demanded, ‘Did you shit on the carpet?’

Everyone turned to look at him.

‘What?’ asked Donald.

‘That’s what burglars do, don’t they? It’s disgusting!’

‘We’re not burglars!’ Vince roared, finally wrestling Donald off his shoulder so he could stand up properly. Miranda, not secured, sort of ‘fell off’ and dropped out of Vince’s arms and landed back on the patterned carpet with a dull thud.

Everyone screamed, especially Vince. But now, even though she was slumped in a more contorted form, the singing still went on.

Fanny bent down beside Miranda. She put her tea towel across her chest to try and keep the chill off. It said ‘Arundel Castle’ across it. Not sure what else to do she just tapped Miranda’s elbow.

‘We live here!’ said Vince. ‘Well, next door. We moved in a few weeks ago. We saw the lights on here and we wanted to make sure everything was OK—’

‘And you thought you’d just smash the window did you?’ demanded Donald, incredulous.

‘It was the only way to get in!’ responded Vince, upset that he was being told off by this man again.

‘We’ve got a key!’ responded Donald.

‘Well, we didn’t know that – how could we have known?’ implored Vince, knowing it was partly their fault for not making friends with the neighbours.

‘Oh hello, everyone!’ Alice burst into the room beaming and totally changing the energy.

Fanny noticed she was still wearing her glamorous outfit from earlier, which made her seem extra confident.

‘Oh dear, what has happened here then?’ she asked, peering at her neighbour on the floor. ‘All right there, Miranda? Can you feel your feet?’

Alice’s calm authority as a doctor made everyone step back. She barely waited for her reply before she stepped over the elderly lady’s protruding legs, desperate to, at last, meet the new neighbours.

‘I thought it was you two! Nice to see you!’ Alice was all smiles and a vaguely flirtatious energy as she held out her hand. ‘Hope you liked the champagne?’ she enquired before running her tongue across her teeth seductively.

Fanny was surprised that a doctor could be standing there talking about champagne when someone was in need on the floor.

‘Yes! Yes, we loved it! Thank you,’ said the taller of the two gays. ‘Actually we’ve been meaning to say’ – Fanny noticed how he glanced at his partner before going on – ‘but we wanted to have you all over for a barbecue.’

‘Well, it’s not actually a barbecue – ’ said Nathan Luke, pulling his phone away from his face and placing one hand over the microphone end. He found communicating with the ambulance people on speakerphone too noisy in the kerfuffle. ‘ – we thought we’d do food and that, but I can’t be doing with the mess of a barbecue.’ He returned to his phone call. ‘Yes yes – she’s breathing. Well, in fact, from time to time she’s singing.’

Fanny laughed, quite excited about the thought of going into the newly decorated house and, ignoring the body in front of her, added, ‘Yes I know what you mean – we can’t be bothered with them either, can we, Don? Can’t remember the last time we did one. If the weather is ever nice enough we just take our tea outside, don’t we?’

‘When is the weather nice enough, though?’ laughed Barry, his badminton racket still in hand, and they all politely laughed too.

‘Well I know we’ll be there!’ enthused Alice, a little too energetically Fanny thought.

The events of the preceding few minutes had taken on the air of a cocktail party, albeit a cocktail party with a limp body slumped in the middle. It was less and less like an emergency scene and all of the assembled guests were bemused when two paramedics in high vis carrying backpacks, holdalls and defibrillators came rushing into the room. The neighbourhood brigade stepped aside and let them do their work.

With that, Miranda instantly sat bolt upright, quite compos mentis, and announced to everyone, ‘Oh gosh I am fine, thank you! I think I must have had a little sleep.’

The paramedics looked confused. ‘I think we should just do a couple of tests if you don’t mind?’

‘Do what you like, dear,’ said Miranda.

Fanny smiled on. ‘You’re fine aren’t you, Miranda?’

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘We’re your neighbours,’ repeated Nathan Luke, slowly, up close to her face.

‘Oh how nice to meet you!’ Miranda smiled and held out a hand. ‘We are all together at last.’

Barry stepped in. ‘Hi, nice to meet you guys. We live next door but one to you. We’re all very excited about the barbecue.’

‘We all need to discuss the planning application, of course,’ interrupted Donald. ‘I assume that’s what this is all about. We are going to need to take action if the rumours are true about changing the area.’

‘Yes, absolutely,’ said Nathan Luke, with a look that said to Fanny that he was not totally clear on what the planning application was.

Vince was still silently reeling from being dragged up off the floor and accused of being a burglar and a pervert by Donald.

No wonder they wanted to avoid us, if this is how we treat them, thought Fanny.

‘You know I think this has gone on for quite long enough. I am absolutely fine,’ chimed in Miranda.

‘You certainly seem fine,’ said the paramedic. ‘All your checks have come back pretty normal.’

‘Thank you, dear.’

‘She’ll be fine,’ announced Fanny to the assembled group. ‘I can help her up to bed. She’s fine, honestly.’

The crowd made to leave. Alice reminded both Fanny and Miranda that if they needed her she was just next door.

Fanny smiled and said, ‘Thank you,’ as Alice put her hand under Miranda’s arm and Fanny the other before lifting her to sit on a chair.

The rest of the neighbours had left and Alice followed them. Fanny was sitting with Miranda, just the two of them, when Miranda stood up and walked over to the table, poured herself a whisky and knocked it back.

‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’ asked Fanny, not used to seeing anyone drink like that outside of soap operas.

‘Absolutely,’ rasped Miranda. ‘I’m not quite as frail as I look!’ She gave Fanny a mischievous wink.

Seeing that her neighbour seemed to be OK, Fanny got up to leave saying, ‘Well thank god for that.’

Miranda walked her neighbour to the door and bid her a final ‘Good night,’ before adding a sincere, ‘and Fanny . . . thank you.’

She closed the door, and her home returned to being the solitary space it had always been. It was nice to have visitors! she thought to herself, looking around at the disturbed room before pouring another drink and then singing her little song to herself as she studied the broken window and considered whether she should fetch her tool box and board it up now or wait until the morning. She decided the morning would be fine – any burglars would be disappointed with what they found here anyway, and besides, Miranda knew she was more than capable of dealing with intruders.

Whilst she might seem like a sweet old lady on the outside, Miranda was seldom, if ever, as she seemed.


Chapter Twenty

Monday Lunchtime

The electronic orchestra struck up out of nowhere, complete with bass line, drum track followed by the whole house jumping. In short, Donald had received a text message.

The vibration setting had also been activated, which meant that when the sound was emitted it was accompanied by a dull buzzing sound that made this three bars of the electro version of ‘The Blue Danube Waltz’ seem sinister.

‘Bloody phone,’ he cursed, as he rinsed the plate from his lunchtime ham and tomato sandwich and left it in the sink. His hands were still wet and, being very cautious around electricity, he could never allow himself to touch the precious electronic phone device in such a damp state. The young lady who sold him said device had explained that the large leather case with a protective flap, and a pocket for storing supermarket loyalty cards, would keep it safe, but Donald did not trust her to know what she was talking about.

‘What’s happened?’ Fanny asked, rushing in as though some terrible emergency had befallen their kitchen. ‘Are you OK?’

‘Of course I am!’ said Donald indignantly. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’

‘I thought I heard you cry out, but I couldn’t hear what you said.’

‘I just said “bloody phone”, and I wasn’t talking to you anyway. I was talking to myself.’

‘I just got a message,’ Fanny said, with the kind of feverish excitement not seen since the sending of the first telegram. Personal text messages were a rarity for Donald and Fanny – the majority of their communications still came through the post. And either way, they were almost always dismissed: phone calls on the landline, emails and even the regular post contained a good deal of what Donald would shake his head at and mutter, ‘Junk!’

Fanny fumbled for the phone in the front pocket of her cardigan, and on finding it started her ritual of opening the phone with facial recognition. She was determined to get better at this after the previous night’s failure in the midst of an emergency.

The ritual involved her taking her glasses off, slotting them on top of her head and then staring with raised eyebrows directly at the screen, just as the nice young lady at the Apple store had told her to do. ‘This bloody thing,’ she said, shaking her head, frustrated that her own phone failed to recognise her.

She assumed the facial position once again and this time it worked. More fumbling followed and then finally she saw a message in the group chat, from a number she did not recognise. ‘I think it’s from the gays in the corner!’ More excitement from Fanny. She had known they would appreciate being added to the community forum eventually.

‘There’s a big square with an arrow on it? And then underneath it says “Hope you can make it oxo”. What do I do?’

‘Oxo? Gravy?’ asked Donald.

‘Yes – O, X, O.’

‘I think that must be a way of writing thank you. Tap on the arrow – see what happens.’

Trepidatiously, Fanny ventured forth and tapped the arrow. Suddenly her usually sedate screen, full just of words, was filled with explosions of colour as fireworks went off across the palm of her hand and with them appeared the faces of Nathan Luke and Vincent, smiling at her. Terrified, she did what, to her mind, any sane person would do and threw the handset down on to the kitchen lino floor.

‘What did you do that for?’ Donald asked angrily, knowing that if it was broken he would have to delve into their savings to replace it.

‘It must have slipped!’ Fanny lied. Heart pounding in her chest, she bent down to pick it up, half the plastic cover having shot off across the floor and ending up under the fridge.

‘If it’s on the WhatsApp group I’ll have it on my phone. That must’ve been the message I just heard coming through.’ Donald dried his hands meticulously on the tea towel and went into the other room to open his phone and get to the bottom of whatever this mysterious message must be about.

Alice nodded sympathetically at the young man sitting in the chair to the side of her desk. He was talking about his earlobe hurting – sometimes, but not always – and that he worried this might be a sign of something more serious.

Alice glanced up at the clock and thought about what to have for lunch. She was usually much more attentive and ‘in the moment’ but today seemed to be one of those days when she was unable to concentrate. These sorts of days seemed to be more frequent of late.

She looked at the blue of the examination bed and the yellow of the sharps bin and the long taps on the sink where she washed her hands many times during the day. So many issues to resolve, just in the course of this one morning: diabetes, kidney stones, diverticulitis, diabetes (again), weight loss programme, unfortunate rash.

The man was still talking. Now he was worrying about having fallen arches. ‘Oh I am sure that will be fine!’ Alice beamed, standing up as a signal for him to leave and for her to go out and buy a chicken and bacon baguette. The man obliged by standing and going. ‘Do let me know if anything changes, though. Just make an appointment in a few weeks if things don’t get better . . . Sorry, I have to get this.’ She gazed at her phone in her hand, now flashing.

There was one message from her practice manager about setting up a meeting which she knew definitely did not need to be face to face, it could easily be a phone call. Like so many phone calls which could just be emails, or emails which could be text messages, text messages which could be . . . well, nothing at all. No wonder the health service struggles! Alice felt tired and stressed again and she wished she still smoked.

She was reminded on this occasion though that some text messages could be fun to receive, like they were when mobile phones were first invented. Ignoring the message from the practice manager she scrolled down to the next one. The new neighbours seemed to have finally followed up on last night’s promise of a barbecue. At last!

Alice pressed on the e-invite and the phone immediately started playing the disco hit ‘Celebration’. It had been meant as an ironic, overly energised, track to accompany the invitation but in the confines of Alice’s ‘Phones must be on silent’ surgery it seemed like a protest. The animated envelope opened up and an invitation card popped up of its own accord. Rather than the smug wedding invites Alice was more used to getting, this seemed like it might be much more fun.

It began: ‘A party!’

A party?’ said Donald disbelieving. ‘They’re a bit full of themselves aren’t they?’

‘That’s how people are now,’ said Fanny, humouring him. ‘Any excuse to make a noise.’

‘I can’t believe with everything happening on this street they think a party is appropriate. Still, it makes sense to get them onside – they could help with the planning protest if they’re not too busy building their own nest.’

‘Oh yes!’ said Fanny, not really listening to her husband, secretly overjoyed at the prospect of seeing the neighbours’ house. ‘We should show our faces.’

‘A party?’ said Barry excitedly, pressing the speaker button and placing the phone on the top of the washing machine. Barry was happy to talk but he wanted to carry on with the task in hand. What Barry did with his days was a source of mystery to the whole street, not least his wife Alice. ‘I haven’t had a chance to check my messages today – what sort of party . . . Ow! That badminton racket just landed on my head!’

‘What are you doing, Barry?’ Alice was too tired to ask him if he was OK. He was fine, she was sure. He always seemed to be.

‘Oh, I decided I’d had enough of this blooming cupboard. Thought I’d finish sorting it out once and for all – it’s been driving us all mad hasn’t it?’

‘I thought you were researching broadband providers.’

‘Yeah . . .’ He paused, guiltily. ‘I’m doing that too.’

‘Look, do you think we can go to this party or what? I think it would be good to meet them properly, don’t you?’

‘I think that’s the weekend Arthur’s not at home, but Isobel might be around?’

Immediately bored by the social arrangements of her own family, Alice knew she had to get off the phone. ‘I’ve got to go but just put it on the wall planner, please.’

‘Sure thing! OK, love you.’

Alice barely heard his goodbyes as she hung up the phone.

The water glided over the top of the very dry earth holding the very tired looking rubber plant and landed in the saucer it was sitting on. Miranda was annoyed at herself for not keeping more of an eye on this one. The kitchen windowsill got full sun in the morning but being on the opposite wall to the sink she had failed to keep it topped up. It looked tired and droopy.

‘There we go,’ Miranda muttered to herself, turning to put the watering can back under the sink. She walked steadily into the sitting room where her chair was placed looking out of the French windows. The painted Edwardian lady in the frame smiled down at her but Miranda had seen her so many times, familiarity being akin to blindness, she no longer really noticed.

She picked up her phone to see if anything was happening in the world. Contrary to what Fanny seemed to think, Miranda was far from unaware of what was happening around her. Usually she would spend this time after lunch looking at the news from a variety of outlets. Currently she liked to read the BBC news page and then for objectivity checked the websites of Al Jazeera, El País, Le Monde and the New York Times.

The phone immediately opened as she glanced at it and revealed a small red square on the message app. Clicking on it she saw the message from Nathan Luke and Vincent and was pleased to see they were settling in. Settling in so much they were having a party and by implication Miranda was invited. She was delighted – her plan had worked! The new neighbours would be part of their community after all.

A party! How wonderful! she thought.

She placed the phone back on the table, and walked back into the kitchen. Opening the cupboard, which to any outsider seemed like a pantry for cereal boxes and teabags, Miranda perused the bottles set out before her. She contemplated making a cocktail and then settled on her current favourite: a small brown bottle hiding quietly in the corner. The white lid and the formal typed label reassured her it was exactly what she wanted: Tramadol. Miranda picked up the bottle and felt a sense of relief as she looked forward to a blissful afternoon ahead of her.


Chapter Twenty-one

Monday Evening

Miranda was certainly not unsteady on her feet. Her sensible court heels landed soundly on the paving slabs with each step. She wore a dark green cardigan around her shoulders and her glasses swung on a chain around her neck. The sensible tweed pencil skirt was as measured as her personality.

She turned up the pathway parallel to her own which led to her neighbours’ front door, and stopped for a moment to look up and notice all of the changes they had made to the house. How dowdy her own place seemed by comparison, suffering all the more for being right next door.

Pulling her cardigan further around her shoulders to avoid the chill, she marched up to the boys’ front door. She had come to think of them affectionately as ‘The Boys’ since she had first seen them come to look at the house. They seemed so excited to be making the place their own. She liked the way the older, taller one went out for his meandering walks while the shorter one always seemed to be on a mission.

She rang their doorbell which was, uncharacteristically for this area, like a bell you might find on entering a dentist or an office. It was a brushed steel rectangle with a grill for speaking into and an eyeball-like lens which she knew was a camera. She pressed the square protrusion next to the grill – which she assumed was a doorbell – and waited for a response.

Catching her reflection in the window she thought to herself, Not bad at all. She hoped the small bunch of flowers she had picked from her garden would be something they might like. There had been few flowers to choose from though and she had had to bung in some foliage from her tree and a few sprigs of rosemary just to make it look a bit more lively. So it was not a particularly grand thank-you gesture, more of a token of her appreciation, accompanied with a small handwritten card she felt would be more sincere than anything shop bought.

With a jolt, the door opened. Miranda was pleased to see it was the tall, calmer one who had answered. Vince.

‘Ah, hello!’ said Vince with pleasure. ‘I saw you on our camera.’ And then stepping to the side and holding his arm out wide, gestured, ‘Please! Come in.’

‘Oh I don’t want to put you out, I know how busy you must be,’ said Miranda, lying, as she gladly stepped across the threshold, wide-eyed and looking all around her – only too delighted to be able to finally see what all the building work had amounted to.

‘Not at all. I am just sorry we didn’t meet until yesterday. I’m Vince.’

‘Miranda.’ She smiled, holding out her hand with the confident formality of a solicitor or bank manager. ‘Goodness me!’ She reached for the glasses around her neck in order to properly inspect the home The Boys had created. It looked huge compared to her own house.

‘I was going to pop by today to see how you were getting on. We were so worried. We felt terrible about breaking your window—’

‘Oh, was that how it happened? I did wonder. It’s been boarded up now, of course. You see the thing is – ’ She paused, not quite sure how to put it. ‘ – I’m afraid I have absolutely no idea what happened. My friend Fanny, on the end – she looks in on me most days – she told me something about it but truth is I have no recollection. She just told me you had both been quite heroic about it all.’ She beamed.

‘I don’t know about that,’ Vince said bashfully, which made her smile more. ‘We just wanted to make sure you were OK.’

She smiled at him, with the cheeky smile of a woman much younger. ‘Well, tell me about what you have done here,’ she said, in contradiction of her insistence on not intruding. ‘It is marvellous!’ She laughed and Vince laughed too, especially as he had had nothing to do and was only too pleased to have someone to talk to.

‘Well, it was quite a big undertaking. Taking down the interior walls and even adding the back extension was fairly straightforward compared to the work of getting the floor right and then the kitchen—’

‘Oh yes! The kitchen!’ Miranda’s face was wide with delight as she strolled across the living space. It all looked so stunning to her. The beautiful materials. The sheen of the black, white and grey marble worktop, so pronounced as she placed her floral offering and enveloped notelet upon it. The potential the renovation revealed about this stretch of four houses was remarkable.

Miranda perched herself on a bar stool, not realising she was sitting with the flashing neon sign behind her alternating between the words ‘Fuck’ and ‘Yes’.

‘Can I offer you a cup of tea?’ asked Vince, reaching up for one of the Japanese-inspired ceramic bowls they used as teacups. Placing them by the instant boiling water tap, the like of which Miranda had never seen before, he casually suggested, ‘Or would you prefer something stronger?’

‘Something stronger would be nice. What have you got?’

Taken by surprise, Vince placed the slate black terracotta teapot with wooden handle back on the shelf – a shelf made out of a tree slice – and turned back to his neighbour. ‘Oh anything really! A glass of wine?’

‘Splendid!’ she gleefully replied. ‘I knew I’d like you!’

Wordlessly the letter boxes of St Matthew’s Terrace flapped open for a small glossy booklet to be pushed through. It landed on coir matting below, waiting for the residents to see it. It did not care what the residents might be up to on this particular evening. Perhaps they would not notice it until the following day, perhaps it would get thrown away, presumed to be something like an advert for double glazing or takeaway pizzas.

***

Miranda was only too pleased to accept when Vince suggested opening a second bottle of wine. The conversation had been flowing freely and she had enjoyed hearing all about their life in London, the architecture firm, how they nearly broke up before moving to the new house.

But then there was nothing new he could tell her.

‘I know this sounds silly, but have you ever heard of this house being haunted?’

‘No I haven’t!’ She laughed.

‘My partner worries that we’ve got a ghost or something.’

‘Well, that’s the first I’ve heard.’

Vince seemed embarrassed that he had even mentioned it so continued opening the bottle of wine in silence. Miranda took the opportunity to enjoy the room. She did not realise she was singing to herself as she did so.

‘That’s the song!’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘The song that the ghost sings!’

‘I don’t think that’s a ghost you’ve got then. Sounds like you can hear me!’

‘That really . . . we shouldn’t be able to. We paid a fortune to have these walls soundproofed.’

‘Maybe they missed a spot?’ Miranda suggested, keen-witted as always.

Vince smacked the heel of his hand against his forehead. ‘The hoover cupboard!’ Another thought struck him. ‘Do you sometimes wear a floral perfume?’

‘Often!’

‘Ha! I feel so stupid,’ said Vince suddenly feeling very foolish in front of who he still assumed was just a ‘sweet old lady’. ‘We’ve been spying on you by accident!’

‘Well, I should confess, it works both ways.’

‘How do you mean? Oh . . . Have you been listening to us, Miranda?’ Vince smiled, to show he didn’t mind. ‘Ear up to the hoover wall!’

Miranda gave a playful shrug – you caught me! ‘It’s none of my business, but take it from an old woman, when you find love – hold on to it. It might seem like he wants one thing and you want another but, you’ll find a way.’

‘Ah.’ Vince blushed, realising she had heard, well, everything they might have said to each other in their hallway – including their arguments. Or maybe it wasn’t just that. Vince was beginning to realise just how sharp Miranda was. Nothing seemed to get past her. ‘Yes, you’re right. I guess I have been worried about whether we’re right for each other. This life – me! – must seem so boring to him!’

‘Has he said this?’

‘Well . . . no.’

‘So stop assuming! The life you had in London with the flat and everything – that was then and this is now. Are you glad you moved here?’

‘I think so.’

‘Well then.’ Miranda leant in, curious. ‘It does seem like an odd location I must say – for two city dwellers like yourselves. It’s an odd choice.’

‘Yes, I suppose it is rather. I wanted to get to know the neighbours – be part of a community somehow?’

‘A little community like ours?’

‘Well, there’s more to it than meets the eye,’ Vince said.

‘You can say that again! Donald is certainly quite something.’

‘Yes. Yes, he certainly is.’ Vince looked embarrassed that he might be speaking out of turn.

‘I hope you don’t mind me saying . . .’ Miranda paused to consider her words. ‘But you seemed a bit reticent to say hello when you first moved in?’

‘Oh well, like you say, we’re city dwellers, not really used to knowing our neighbours.’

‘Ah yes.’ Miranda deliberately said very little, hoping to encourage him to talk more.

‘And to be honest, we were a little wary of getting off on the wrong foot – first impressions can be so lasting can’t they?’

Just as she thought. There was something he wanted – needed – from the move here. He just wanted to get it right.

‘Your mum must have been very proud of you.’

She saw how Vince paused. He gulped his wine.

‘And she wouldn’t want you to stop living. You have to live your life!’ she continued.

‘I sometimes wonder what that even means?’

‘I know, it’s hard isn’t it?’ Miranda took a gulp from her wine. ‘What I’ve come to know is that life is change – constant change. I wish I’d realised it sooner.’

Vince let that sink in.

‘Forgive me,’ said Miranda politely, removing her cardigan from her shoulders.

‘Of course! No, nothing to forgive. I appreciate your honesty.’

‘No, I don’t mean that. I have a confession.’

‘Oh heavens – shall I open another bottle?’

Miranda could not help but offer a smile. ‘Yes.’

He walked over to the wine fridge.

Whilst his back was turned, she told him, ‘There was nothing wrong with me yesterday.’

‘Well yes, I was glad to see that.’

‘No, I mean before you broke in – I faked it, the whole thing. I’d been lying there for about three hours waiting for you both to come and rescue me. You can imagine my frustration when I heard you doing a seance.’

Vince laughed. ‘What?’

‘I knew you were avoiding the neighbours but that really won’t do, Vincent. I know they might seem a bit suburban – and Donald is actually truly awful – but don’t let that stop you from getting to know them all. Being part of a community is what makes us human – we can’t help it!’

‘Sorry, just to circle back a step for a moment – you faked the whole fall yesterday just to bring us together with the neighbours?’

‘I did. Well – most of it was faked. I was genuinely a little woozy to be frank – but that’s what happens when you mix gin with . . . well. Anyway, there it is. Oh – and while we’re confessing. I gave Fanny your phone number.’

‘What? How?’

Before she could answer, a key was in the Banham lock and the large door was open. Nathan Luke was home.

‘Oh, hello!’ he said, intrigued to find out what she was doing there.

‘We’ve just been having a drink,’ Vince said – which was pretty evident from the two fully drained bottles, and the slight slur in his voice. ‘Miranda isn’t it wonderful – Nathan Luke has just enrolled to volunteer at the food bank.’

‘Oh that is wonderful – good for you!’

‘Thank you – cheers!’ Nathan Luke had been thrust a glass of wine and Miranda felt truly part of the family as she tapped her glass against his.

The leaflet was headed:

Your new electric car charging station!

We are delighted to unveil our new repurposing of the St Matthew’s Park recreation garden as an electric car charging station to drive our community into the future.

Overleaf was a photo of several councillors looking over some plans, there was a photo of an electric charging station somewhere else in the country, and then there was an artist’s reimagining of the park. Rows of charging ports. The Community Hall was still there but there was no sign of the shrubs and the trees – and most notably there was no oak tree. The illustrated plans confirmed it. The railing fence would be coming down and so would any shrubs and trees in the front half of the park.

The last page mentioned who to contact if you had questions, or concerns. The bottom of the page contained the council’s logo and that of the redevelopment firm tasked with building it.

***

Wine has a habit of speeding up time. Three hours passed and three bottles of wine too. ‘Oh you are lovely! What a lovely couple of boys. I’m very lucky to have you both living next to me! What you both did for me I shall never forget.’

‘I’m just glad you’re real and not a ghost!’ said Vincent, laughing again.

Nathan Luke, sobering up for a moment looked around him and was surprised to find, draped across his kitchen island, a woman who on last meeting had been horizontal and surrounded by paramedics. A cardigan was strewn across the floor and her polite court heels were somehow on the top of the dresser alongside the record player and the ‘Fuck Yes!’ neon sign.

‘Right, I am off to bed!’ announced Miranda and with that Vince rose to his feet. ‘Not with you though!’ She laughed and so did Vince. ‘Ahhh.’ She took an arm of each and gazed at them kindly. ‘You’re so lovely.’ She felt like she was going to cry, but this was how wine often got her.

The two boys ran around their living space grabbing her shoes before placing them by the sofa so she could sit and put them back on. Vince helped her back into her cardigan whilst remembering his manners. ‘And thank you for the flowers! They’re beautiful.’

‘Oh stop it.’ Miranda slipped her shoes back on. ‘Well, goodnight and thank you for a lovely time, you’re both smashing.’

Vince reached in for another hug.

‘Oh my glasses!’ Miranda said looking around the space for them.

Nathan Luke and Vince snapped into action to locate them. With their backs turned, Miranda slipped into the cupboard and stepped over the hoover to reach the secret panel at the back. Pressing against the switch on the left-hand side, the wall pinged back for her to slip away into the wall cavity before the boys had even noticed she had gone.

She was clear-headed as she gently opened the tall cupboard at the side of her parents’ dresser and stepped down into the warm embrace of her sitting room, lit by the lamp she had left on.

Her home seemed so much more crowded than the boys’ space next door but somehow felt empty by comparison and she wished she was back where she had been. Thank you for a wonderful evening! she wrote in her text message to the boys, as she heard them through the wall wondering how on earth a drunk old lady had managed to leave so quickly and so silently.


Chapter Twenty-two

The Following Sunday

Vince was exhausted and the party had only just begun. He wanted it to be perfect, perfect for the neighbours, perfect for himself but more than anything, perfect for Nathan Luke.

Vince had taken it upon himself to organise every part of the day. He had organised the food, which he was in the process of preparing, and he had made pitchers of his gin surprise cocktail. He had decorated the newly landscaped garden with tissue paper balls in various pastel shades and set up speakers outside for the DJ.

Perhaps the DJ was a step too far but in their old life they were known for not doing things by halves, so Vince felt he owed it to his partner to do the same here.

He was also proud of another extra step he had taken for Nathan Luke. ‘I can’t believe you invited them all here!’ his partner said, beaming. ‘I never thought they’d ever trek all this way out. I don’t think they’ve even been on an Overground train in London.’

It had taken a bit of coercing but Vince had managed to get seven of their old friends to come out and see their new home. So far they seemed relatively impressed, or at least as impressed as trendy London people can be – they did not like to show too much in their expressions.

For Vince, a perfectionist by trade, he wanted it all to be memorable. He fussed about displaying some food.

‘Come on, don’t get stuck in here all day,’ pleaded his partner.

‘Sure thing. I’ll be out in two. You go and socialise.’

Sure enough two minutes later Vince had assembled the snacks on to an enormous platter that had red china lobsters stuck to the side of it. He carried the platter in one hand and a pitcher of more booze in the other.

He walked out of the large glass doors and on to the patio and, after looking down to make sure he did not misstep, was annoyed by the guests. They had done what he had expressly told them not to do when they arrived, and separated. Their old friends and their new neighbours had sat on opposite sides of the garden and were not mingling at all.

Vince went to the old friends sitting around the concrete dining table under the dappled sunshine of the newly purchased olive trees, whilst his partner paraded a different platter of hors d’oeuvres over to the neighbours who had commandeered the corner sofa in the sunken ‘conversation pit’.

‘Here we go, everyone!’ said Vince, feeling like it was showtime.

The friends stared at the reheated food and began helping themselves, not saying thank you, not offering a compliment, not saying anything. It was hard to read whether or not they were having a good time at all.

‘They’ll mingle don’t worry!’ whispered Nathan Luke as they went to restock their platters. ‘Let them just get settled in first; a drink always helps!’

Their old friends were eccentric compared to their new friends. Two members of the group had moustaches, one had rolled-up trouser legs, another was wearing a boiler suit and all seven arrived carrying tote bags. One person had a huge perm and a face full of white make-up and blue eyeshadow, like they were in a Kate Bush video or perhaps the French Revolution.

Theirs was a world of serious opinions, ironic glasses and big 1980s hair. They wanted things to change, they were used to protesting, they were also used to having what they wanted – travel, education and chic living arrangements. This was the world Vince and Nathan Luke had left behind, to have a life filled with people like Donald.

‘You guys should go and say hi to our new neighbours!’ pleaded Vince, trying to be a good host. Being in charge of food, drink and music was tiring enough, but he struggled to make them all ‘play nicely’ too.

The assembled group of their friends looked on, bemused. They were unsure what to say, their stony-faced silence a response to the suggestion that they should ‘mingle with the neighbours’.

Vince felt embarrassed, inadequate. What was I thinking? They live in trendy places. They don’t want to be here! No one wants to be here – do I even want to be here?

‘Why are you rushing around? Just sit down and chill out a minute, Vince!’ said the friend with a big perm.

‘Yeah, chill out – it’s supposed to be a party,’ said another.

Vince half-smiled, thinking, Why don’t they understand how stressful this is? Everything has to be the best!

‘Hang on, I’ve just left some middle eastern snacks in the oven. Back shortly!’ He skipped off, leaving them to their sophisticated chatter.

With that the DJ finally started on the decks.

It seemed a strange life to Vince, turning up in places, playing tapes, maybe twiddling a nob here and there. Why do they only ever use one headphone? They never put both on at the same time?

Mellow brunch ‘house’ classics started up, making the neighbours jump. The DJ self-consciously nodded his shaved head along to the beat, each track a cacophony of tinny rhythms and occasional bass, suited much more to an Ibiza poolside than a suburban garden.

What if people complain about the noise! Vince had not even thought about this until now. Donald might say something on the WhatsApp group from within the party – just because he’s here doesn’t mean he can’t still find something to complain about!

As he ran back into the house, Vince glanced over at his other guests, the neighbours. They all seemed to be a bit awkward, sitting in silence, not really knowing what the music was about.

Vince felt a terrible guilt and shame – surely as their host I should be able to make them have a good time?


Chapter Twenty-three

Sunday Afternoon

Fanny’s eyes, along with each of her neighbours’, were as big as saucers looking at what had been achieved with an outdoor space with the same footprint as their own. How had they found space for what they kept referring to as ‘Outdoor Rooms’?

Tall grasses and tropical cacti combined with grey concrete flower-beds, whilst buxus and verbena brought flashes of deep green and bright purple to contrast with the hard materials. It was like something she had seen on Gardeners’ World and to Fanny it seemed just incredible wherever she looked – the smartest garden she had ever seen.

To cap it all, the food was like nothing she had ever tasted before.

‘Here we are, everyone – these are bresaola with pecorino!’ Nathan Luke wafted the platter around the people at the table. He approached Alice and Barry’s teenage daughter, dragged there against her will. Isobel declined to sit down and instead leant against one of the olive trees looking moody.

‘Would you like to try this?’ asked Nathan Luke, not used to speaking to young people.

‘No. I’m vegan.’

He ignored her and turned to the others, beaming as he announced, ‘More drinks are on the way – come on, Vince!’ He laughed boldly.

The hungry neighbours all reached in to pick up an hors d’oeuvre, each slice of the cured beef folded elegantly on to a long cocktail stick. The one thing they had all definitely expected was crisps and so far there were none. Fanny did not mind but she did feel like the gin cocktail was going to her head.

‘Miranda, you won’t like this sort of thing will you?’ presumed Alice, feeling more than a little tipsy, and took the serving she had grabbed for her and ate it herself.

‘Actually I—’ protested Miranda, but it was too late.

‘Feel free to mingle, everyone!’ said Nathan Luke for the third time. The group of assembled neighbours smiled awkwardly back at him.

Fanny panicked when Donald took him up on his suggestion. Watching him stride over to the other guests, she felt a twisted sensation in the pit of her stomach, dreading what he might be about to say.

From where she was sitting at the end of the outdoor sofa, she watched him booming across the meadow flowers. ‘We’ve got to put a stop to this redevelopment, you see, otherwise this bloody – excuse my French – but this bloody council will walk all over us. There’s an oak tree in that park that they think has been there for one hundred and fifty years!’

The assembled group of friends looked on, bemused, unsure what he was talking about. They could only see that he was agitated about something and this sort of anger was something they found uncomfortable. Ruddy-faced men getting even redder was something they had taken to dismissively describing as ‘gammon’.

Fanny could see how this was about to play out and leapt to her feet to join her husband ‘mingling’. She wanted to protect him from the complex dynamic he did not understand and she could see he was about to make a fool of himself.

He continued, ‘So what we are proposing is to begin a series of protests to really get our voices heard and then, if that doesn’t work, we’re going to turn to sabotage.’

‘And this is over a tree?’ asked one of the seven.

Fanny was relieved when Nathan Luke re-emerged from the house with some Lebanese mini bites and the strong desire to quell anything political.

‘You bet it’s over a tree!’ he interjected hurriedly. ‘Donald is our very own Swampy – remember Swampy everyone? Newbury bypass – eh? Swampy was great. Different times!’ he fake-laughed and to Fanny he seemed as panicked as she was.

Alas, Fanny’s concerns were not to be allayed. The friends, at first at least, said nothing. Then after a silence one of the group finally nodded and said, ‘I think it’s important.’

She relaxed for a second, praying they were not making fun of Donald and therefore making fun of all of them, including Nathan Luke and Vince for even moving here.

‘So can I count on your support?!’ boomed Donald again. Newly emboldened he sounded more and more like a politician.

‘Oh sure!’ said the friend with a moustache.

‘Great, well we’re going to have our first meeting on Tuesday. I expect there are going to be a lot of interested parties there. We cannot let local government treat us like this!’ He shook his fist.

Everyone laughed openly at Donald’s violent fervour. This unnerved Fanny. Can’t we all just get on nicely? Then it dawned on her that actually maybe everyone was getting quite drunk. After all, they had eaten nothing except a few very fiddly canapés.

‘It’s a no from me, I’m afraid,’ said one of the people in culottes.

‘Oh really?’ asked Donald indignantly.

‘Yeah, me too. Everyone needs to do their bit if we’re ever going to get to carbon neutral. Who are you to put a stop to it?’

Fanny watched as her husband’s sense of self crumpled. She wanted to explain to them: ‘Please be gentle with him – he’s not used to people disagreeing with him!’

‘Isobel agrees!’ shouted Alice dragging her daughter over the lawn by the arm, suddenly delighted she had a reason to talk to these cool people. Isobel had to shake her arm when she let go because her mother had been gripping her wrist so tightly. Fanny was delighted there was suddenly a distraction.

‘No I don’t, Mum!’ Isobel said petulantly.

‘Fine, fine! Whatever. Hi, everyone. I’m Alice, nice to meet you.’

‘Hey,’ they all responded in unison.

Vincent appeared with another tray of his famous ‘Gin Fizz’ and everyone leant in to take one. Fanny was unsure if this was a good idea.

‘So Isobel is very vocal about a lot of issues like this and she actually agrees with you guys,’ Alice said.

‘Oh does she?’ exclaimed Donald.

‘That’s cool,’ said a man slouching in his seat with one leg underneath him, his foot on the chair.

‘Not very “cool” actually,’ intercepted Donald. ‘We are very worried about what this is going to mean for our local community. I thought your generation always wants to protect the trees?’

‘I can’t speak for my generation, I’m just one person.’ Isobel shrugged.

‘Don’t be rude to Don!’ reprimanded her mother, rather forgetting that was the main reason she had brought her over.

‘Actually, I agree with Isobel,’ said Miranda, joining the group from the other side of the garden in a voice louder than anyone expected for someone who looked so apparently frail. ‘We have to do everything we can to reduce emissions!’

‘Meanwhile China opens a coal-fired power station every week!’ scoffed Donald.

‘Actually, that’s not quite true. Would you mind if I sat down, dear?’ Miranda asked the French Revolution person who was becoming more perplexed as the afternoon wore on.

‘Yes, of course!’

‘What would you know?’ Donald seemed drunk. ‘You can barely look after yourself!’

‘I beg your pardon?’

Fanny knew her husband could be a bore. She knew he could be opinionated and direct with his opinions. Worse than that, she knew he could be rude, and insensitive. Looking at him now, carrying on in front of these people so much more worldly than him, she pitied him. They were laughing at him but he was too angry to see it. For Fanny, pity had come to replace love.

‘If it was up to me, you’d have had your driving licence and your vote taken away at the age of eighty!’

‘Now hang on a minute! Where’s this come from? I thought we were talking about a tree?’ said the one in culottes.

‘Oh come on, if your lot want to give the vote to kids like her – ’ he gestured to Isobel who was still sulking about being there – ‘then you should take it away at the other end!’

‘Donald, don’t call Isobel “her” and don’t call Miranda “the other end”!’ Fanny was getting very hot under the collar.

‘Oh shut up!’ he snapped, even more angrily than before. Fanny was taken aback, she did not know what to do, and neither did anyone else.

Nathan Luke danced back into the fray and said frantically, forcing himself to laugh, ‘Vince – try and keep the rabble under control!’

Vince was drunk and the DJ had turned up the music to compete with the heated conversation.

The trendy friends looked on aghast. Donald had so eloquently represented everything they had read about in the Guardian. To see such a perfect specimen of all that they disliked, presented so perfectly, was almost overwhelming to them.

Fanny glanced over at Barry who was still sitting on the outdoor sofa staring into the distance.

‘I think you should watch how you speak to your partner,’ said the man in the boiler suit.

‘I don’t have a partner!’ The word seemed ridiculous to Donald – ‘a partner’! And he was not about to be educated on how he should talk to her, or anyone else for that matter.

‘I think you know what I meant,’ the boiler suit responded calmly, knowing full well this would only antagonise him further. The rest of the cool people stared on, dumbfounded.

‘I think it’s important that we all try and get along,’ said Fanny, desperately trying to protect her husband, her neighbours – her world. Looking around her she called, ‘Barry, come over here – I know these nice people would love to meet you!’

Fanny seemed to be remarkably intuitive when it came to her neighbour – it dawned on her he had no idea how to enter the conversation. He usually communicated his feelings through music and movement.

Encouraged by Fanny, and also drunk, Barry stood up and walked over to the assembled group to announce, ‘I’m doing Joseph!’

The London friends now seemed even more confused. ‘Who’s Joseph?’ asked the man with a perm, suddenly very intrigued.

‘It’s going to be on in spring next year and it’s a Queer reimagining!’ Barry looked at the cool people and added, whilst nodding and smiling, ‘Oh, you guys will really get it.’

Before they could ask any of the many questions they had, Barry went on, as if it were an explanation, ‘I actually trained in acrobatics. I did a circus course.’

Alice rolled her eyes while Isobel turned to actually face the tree she had been leaning against earlier.

‘I’ll show you some!’ and with that he took a few steps back and then did a cartwheel ending in a flip.

‘My god!’ Donald thought he was dreaming.

There was a silence amongst the cool people. They were stunned.

‘Wow!’ said one. ‘Bravo!’ said another. ‘That’s amazing!’ said another giving a standing ovation and whooping.

It spurred Barry on and this time he took a bit more space and did a back flip.

The crowd went wild! Fanny could see the friends looking inspired by him, like they would use him in one of their installation shows or ‘Happenings’ as they would have called them.

Fanny was so relieved. Then she got excited and had an idea. ‘Donald! Did you bring your clarinet?’

‘What?’ said someone with a moustache.

‘That’s right, Donald is a wonderful clarinettist – go on, give us a tune!’ said Fanny trying to add even more brightness to proceedings.

Donald did not take much persuasion, wordlessly he reached behind the outdoor sofa and produced the long musical pipe that he had slyly brought with him, ‘just in case’.

Immediately he started playing ‘Blue Moon’. It was quite beautiful. Not least because it had made him stop talking. What really impressed everyone was that he was able to play it in rhythm with the beats being thrown out by the DJ. It was unexpected, it was unusual, but everyone seemed to love it as much as the acrobatic display.

Fanny was delighted. ‘Come on, Barry don’t stop – KEEP FLIPPING!’ Suddenly she had become a circus master and her husband was accompanying their neighbour’s gymnastic display like he was charming a cobra. Everyone was clapping along at this point and the London friends, never bound by conventional manners, even stood on their chairs and waved their paper serviettes in circles around their heads.

Fanny frantically wanted to keep up the entertainment just to avoid anything about protests or politics or anything. It felt as if an argument like that could ruin her life! Luckily the party was absolutely mesmerised by the impromptu entertainment – they were entranced. Fanny started clapping along with the music, just glad that the mood had been changed.

Barry, for his finale, did a one-armed somersault and landed flat on his back with a thud.

‘Huh!’ the crowd gasped. ‘Are you all right?’

The party gathered around him in a circle and even the clarinet and the DJ stopped.

‘I’m fine!’ Barry said, wincing with pain.

The group clapped and whooped again as they helped him to his feet.

It had worked – Fanny had distracted everyone!

She felt like disaster had been averted when Vince shouted, ‘Food’s ready,’ as the boys opened the back windows and invited everyone to come into the house to help themselves to the buffet.

Fanny was still jubilant as she walked past her hosts. She did not hear them muttering between themselves. ‘I can’t stand the clarinet,’ Vince said to Nathan Luke. ‘My mum always said it gave her a funny feeling. Now I can’t bear it either. There’s something about it – like it has a sort of, I don’t know, forced raunchiness? Ugh.’

Nathan Luke smiled and put his arm around his partner. ‘At least it stopped the arguing.’

The rest of the guests stumbled through the garden and up the patio steps to the house, eager to tuck into the feast at last.

Donald was the last one in, closing the doors behind him to block out the dance music – or ‘noise’ as he would have called it. The DJ played on alone, house beats playing to no one except the plants and flowers in the garden, which bopped and swayed happily in the light summer breeze.


The tree’s season of bearing heavy leaves was drawing to a close. So much fun had been had beneath it and around it – so many bright sunny days and beautiful sunsets. Soon it would be time to rest. Silent as always, the tree anchored the people to this place. So still, so difficult for them to read, yet so constant. Not that it had a choice in where it had been grown, yet by remaining there it seemed as though it wanted to be a part of their life, their neighbourhood, their world. So still and so strong. The sun dipped behind a roof and so the summer day drew to a close. Dusk was here and the birds sang their little song as though they were singing the day to sleep.


Chapter Twenty-four

Monday Evening

Alice liked coming to the Queens Head for a drink after work. As the weather was turning it felt nice to be in a cosy pub.

A drink seemed necessary. All day stuck in surgery with no one to talk to except sickly patients could really take its toll. At first, a GP’s life is all about meeting the local community and helping people – it challenges the brain to have all the training finally put into practice – but then all of a sudden it dawned on her that this life was basically the same, day in, day out. It was a constant round of sore throats and mild flu, paired with aching joints and the occasional earache.

Dr Alice still made sure that she was diligent, it was just that it no longer ‘sparked joy’ for her.

The same could be said of her home life. Where once she had been excited to see her husband and to catch up on what the kids had been doing that day, now, she was bored of him and his unfocussed, madcap plans. The kids stopped paying her much attention, or, as Alice feared in the darkest reaches of her soul, they resented her for always being out working and not spending time with them.

There was no space to discuss feelings with her husband and no mechanism to change jobs without it being more stress than she felt it was worth. She would have to resign from the practice, go for interviews and relocate, things she knew she could not be bothered to do.

That was the problem with making changes: people were only too keen to offer the advice on what to do but not how to find the impetus to lurch from the comfort of the current position.

‘Another large white wine please?’ she asked the handsome barman. He seemed to be paying her attention. Then it dawned on her that he had to pay her attention, it was after all his job.

Depressed by that, she thought, What the hell, why not have dinner as well? ‘Oh and a packet of Scampi Fries.’

She tapped the card machine and then slumped back on her bar stool. She felt some guilt for not going straight home but Barry would be out auditioning people for Joseph anyway and the kids were able to occupy themselves these days so it would just be more time spent alone. With that, she opened up the small packet of snacks and gulped another mouthful of sour grape juice.

It used to bother Alice that people might be looking at her, judging her, sitting at the end of the bar next to the wall, perched on a lonely bar stool. However, after a while talking to the bar staff and occasionally exchanging smiles with whoever was waiting to be served, she realised she had all the social contact she needed. ‘How you been, Lee?’ she asked the barman, whilst slightly flicking her long brown hair to the sides.

‘Yeah, good thanks,’ he said, lifting his head from the meticulous job of pouring Guinness. Placing it on the bar towel, he looked straight at her with his dark eyes and long eyelashes. Alice had not realised how much she liked his tight dark curls and even tighter jeans. Like her attitude towards work, her attitude towards fidelity had started to waver. After all, Barry and her had been married for twenty years so things were bound to get a bit flaky.

She was always reading about women feeling more empowered and being the ones to have affairs, their subservient house husbands knowing it was happening on some level, feeling like it was too much fuss to bring up. Maybe the fear of change could play to her advantage.

‘Working the weekend?’ Alice attempted flirtatious small talk. I must be at least ten years older than him!

‘No, I was off. Nice to have a bit of downtime, y’know?’

‘Sure, sure.’ Alice nodded and tucked her hair behind her ears before slurping another gulp of wine. She caught sight of herself in the mirror on the other side of the bar behind the bottles gathering dust. Her long dark hair framed her lovely features perfectly. Jeez, she thought, I am fabulous. ‘Get up to much?’ Her small talk was less so.

‘Just out with a few mates and then slept most of yesterday to be fair.’ It was a vocal tic that men like Lee had, where they added ‘To be fair’ to the end of almost all of their sentences.

Alice did not care about fairness, she did not want to be fair, not to him and not to Barry. I am wild! her inner monologue screamed.

Her phone alert went off: Pasta bake or shepherd’s pie?

The mundane message brought her back to earth abruptly. It was time to go home.

After her third glass of wine of the evening and only a bag of Scampi Fries in her stomach, she almost fell off the bar stool, which turned out to be higher than she remembered, before she dipped down to pick up her large handbag with the scarf tied to the handle. ‘Cheers, Lee, see you later!’

‘Bye, Alex!’ he called through the steam from the glass washer.

Alex? she thought as she slunk out into the night air and immediately felt more drunk. I go in there at least twice a week and he thinks my name is Alex? Nevertheless she was stomping her way along the pavement before she knew it and the pub was receding to an earlier part of her evening.

Walking away from the pub, past the station, took her through a part of the town people had warned her about, especially at night. However, she always felt safe – the street lights were bright and there were people around.

Moreover, the station was literally right there. Sure, there might be some ‘characters’ knocking around but if she ever felt uncomfortable she knew she could run up to the ticket barriers and speak to the staff. Do they still have staff actually working there? She kept her head down and walked confidently.

Passing the bright lights of the station entrance she walked past many characters with her head still down so they were unable to engage with her. She walked like this until she was crossing the road on the other side of the station, the road where the black cabs queued up, their drivers’ heads buried in newspapers.

Even when tipsy she still remembered the green cross code and made sure she looked both ways as she crossed. And then, being drunk, she did it again. It occurred to her that other people looking at her might think she was, herself, one of those aforementioned ‘characters’. If only they knew she was their doctor.

On the second time of looking left and right, she spied two people halfway down the road. A woman talking to a much taller man. Something seemed odd about them, the woman seemed older and too well dressed to be out after dark. Don’t be such a snob, anyone can fall on hard times – even well dressed people, Alice chastised herself.

Crossing safely to the other side, she could get a better view of the pair. She seemed to be wearing a tweed skirt and sensible court shoes, a smart white blouse and a dark cardigan draped over her shoulders. The man she was talking to was wearing a tracksuit. She could just about tell that he had ginger hair gelled into curtains at the top of his round face.

What was particularly odd about this pairing was that they both seemed to be laughing. Perhaps it was a grandmother and her grandson, or her grandson’s friend? The idea of an older lady being out at this time, in the dark, in this part of the town did seem a little unnerving.

Continuing her subtle observations it dawned on her that the reason she was so drawn to looking at them was that she knew the woman. Was she a patient? An old friend of her mother?

She squinted to try and see more clearly. Alice jumped at a sudden growling sound before realising it was the first taxi in the queue starting up its engine. The shock seemed to make her look at them both differently.

The innocence of the conversation she was witnessing seemed to be undermined when the older lady slipped the man a note, held awkwardly, if subtly, between her third and fourth fingers so it could be taken in a handshake. The idea of them being courtly enough to be shaking hands added to the bizarreness of the scene until she realised the lady was suddenly in possession of a small bag.

The old lady tapped the man on his elbow and smiled.

Am I more drunk than I thought? wondered Alice as she hid herself in a wall recess where a shop’s fire exit opened out. She could hardly believe it. The white wine had given her a courage and inquisitiveness that felt exciting, if a touch unwise.

Have I just seen an old woman buying illegal substances around the back of the station? It looked more like the end of a church jumble sale than someone buying drugs . . .

Just as the old lady turned to walk off in the opposite direction, it dawned on her – Alice knew she had seen that cardigan before! She had been watching Miranda! The kindly old lady who had lived next door to them for so long seemed to have a more interesting life than Alice or any of her family had given her credit for.

Surely I must have imagined it. Perhaps the cardigan threw me?

Was Miranda having a breakdown, a vulnerable moment perhaps? Alice considered whether she should use her position to contact social services. Her neighbour obviously needed support.

The old lady walked off in the other direction, so Alice followed her tall ginger friend instead as he crossed over the road between the queuing taxis and walked back up towards the station. Watching him from the opposite side of the road, Alice must have been more noticeable than she realised. Perhaps it was the bright scarf tied to her bag.

The man saw her and his face turned to a grimace. Alice immediately panicked that he was about to turn on her. She had seen enough. It was high time she got home and so she walked quickly from her position and continued her stomp up the hill to the area of this suburb called St Matthew’s.

Mulling over the evening’s events, she decided she would need to confront her neighbour, even if it was just to make sure she was OK.

Then she panicked. Miranda might start asking questions of her – why was she out? Hovering in doorways? Had she been drinking? Alice knew this feeling only too well, the sense of drunk anxiety, at times even worse than the hangover anxiety because she knew she would have to go to bed with the feeling.

Alice questioned her senses. She had been under pressure these past few months and Barry never seemed to help. If anything, his constant hare-brained schemes made everything so much more fraught. Alice worried that the stress had brought on a psychotic episode, or a drunk hallucination? As a doctor she reassured herself, she knew this was not what was happening.

Then with the drunk anxiety came the self-criticism she was only too used to – If I was a proper doctor I would be able to work out what was happening!

Quicker than she realised she was at her own front garden and stumbling up the pathway, convincing herself that she had imagined the whole thing. She fished around the bottom of her large bag for the door keys, managed to find them but in her drunken state somehow flung them back down the path. She rolled her eyes and crouched down on the floor, steadying herself to the ground as the world started to spin.

As she grabbed the keys, which seemed to be teasing her by not allowing themselves to be picked up, she heard the clipped sound of those sensible heels on the pavement and as she glanced up, saw the tweed of her neighbour rushing past and returning home.

Huh! So it was real then.

A wave of satisfaction came over her, she was delighted that her senses could be trusted after all, even when she had been drinking.

The same could not be said of her balance as she wobbled in her crouched position and promptly rolled over and found herself lying in the middle of the damp grass. She was blinded by the light when Barry opened the front door to find her there, the smell of tomato sauce and pasta filling the night air.

‘I was just lookin’ at the fl-flowers.’

Barry seemed concerned and walked over to help her up. Alice felt a pang of guilt at allowing herself to get like this, and grateful she had someone who would help her up.

‘I’m just glad you’ve been appreciating the garden!’ He beamed as he steadied her into a standing position and they both trod slowly and with great care into their home.


Chapter Twenty-five

Tuesday Morning

Fanny was late to open the shop on Tuesday. Perdy was waiting outside the door. She dreaded seeing her, knowing how she loved to goad her.

‘Thought you must’ve died!’ the hairdresser said, laughing and tapping her watch. Perdy had changed her hairstyle again and Fanny almost failed to recognise the blonde woman with pink highlights standing by the bin.

‘Oh sorry. I overslept today – don’t know what’s wrong with me at the moment,’ apologised Fanny as she pulled up the shutters and opened the door.

Perdy followed her inside, close on her heels. ‘I tell you, Fan, this area has gone right down hill. Lot of drugs things in the local paper – you ought to watch yourself. And there’s a prostitute in my garage.’

Fanny had been busying herself with switching the lights on in the chiller cabinets and was only half-listening. ‘What’s that now?’

‘You know we’ve got garages round the back of our houses – they’re separate to the main dwellings.’

Fanny hated how Perdy used dwellings when she could have just said ‘houses’. Perdy loved to show off about how upmarket her place was, just because they had a driveway and a second garage around the back. How many times would Fanny have to hear about Perdy’s new kitchen complete with underfloor heating and a breakfast bar island? Not that they were the richest people in the world but Perdy’s husband sold cars and it did seem to afford them a lot of life’s supposed luxuries.

So many details Fanny would never have cared about until she was forced to hear them: the new wooden decking Perdy and her husband got instead of a patio; the plastic Astro Turf they got to replace their grass with; the tubular lights by the front door which beamed light up and down the walls; or the fact that they paid for a painter to redecorate the whole house in grey.

It’s only because she knows I’ll listen, thought Fanny, annoyed at herself.

‘I think they call them sex workers now, don’t they?’ corrected Fanny, too meekly for Perdy to take any heed.

‘Whatever!’

‘Was she all right?’

‘Oh she’s fine! Judging by the four-letter word she called me, she seemed more than fine. I told her she can’t ply her trade round there, it’s private property!’

‘Poor thing.’

‘We’ve decided to get a floodlight put in. It’s going to be like Wembley Stadium. Maybe she’ll like that.’ Fanny refused to rise to her bait so Perdy changed tack. ‘You all right, Fan? You seem a bit down.’

‘Oh I’m fine really, just tired. Donald has been so up in arms about the planning proposals it’s meant both of us have been exhausted. You know how he goes . . .’

‘He’s high strung isn’t he?’

‘You can say that again!’

Perdy picked up milk from the fridge and put the exact change on the counter. ‘You both probably need a holiday. Poor thing, you look washed out.’

‘Oh I’d love that, Perdy, but we can’t really afford it. Not at the moment. And he hates travel – you know Don! – especially if it’s abroad.’

‘Even Spain?’

‘Yeah, Perdy. Well that is abroad isn’t it?’

Fanny would have loved to go to Spain. Or anywhere really. Ever since Vince and Nathan Luke’s party, she’d been dreaming of new food, new people, new experiences. Maybe it was meeting their interesting friends, with their interesting hairdos. Maybe it was the buffet. (It had been spectacular.) Somehow life seemed to be speeding past and she had no way of knowing where she was supposed to be. She could probably do with a rest. Or at least a change. Her and Donald never had been the sort to afford a luxurious lifestyle. When they were first married Donald was always working but still it was never enough. At this point in their life Fanny had assumed they would be in a better place to enjoy at least a few of those luxuries, but it was as though they had fallen into the habit of economising, so much so that anything else would have felt uncomfortable.

‘Anyway I’ll catch you later, Fan,’ Perdy said, making to leave in a hurry. ‘I’ve got a blow wave in ten and I haven’t even warmed up my rollers!’


Chapter Twenty-Six

‘Vince!’ exclaimed Nathan Luke, tripping over a small brass ‘singing bowl’. ‘Will you please stop meditating! You’ve been sat there for two hours and I need to get on with my dispatch – I’ve just sold another spice rack on Etsy!’

Nathan Luke had been selling crafted items on websites like Etsy to give himself something to do. Inspired by his Malaysian heritage, he had built up quite a customer base for textiles made using the Malaysian skill of batik complete with its butterfly motifs. Then these designs had been used to inspire other items like spice racks and storage containers. They were made abroad and sent to Nathan Luke, who then duly dispatched them from the spare bedroom upstairs.

Vince was, by nature of his now frequent meditation, not in any rush to do anything. He found it brilliant to be more relaxed and no longer in a state of stress about his business all the time. They were starting to bond together as a couple like never before. They still enjoyed their evening walks, jigsaw puzzles and board games and they loved watching films on the projector – films they had always enjoyed before like Remains of the Day, Gosford Park and both Downton Abbey movies – anything with a sad butler in it really.

But he was starting to get the sense that he was, perhaps, getting under his partner’s feet.

The luxury of having their home renovated by a team of expert builders and decorators, all of whom were known personally to Vince, meant that there was really nothing more to add or to improve. It was all perfect. All that was required of them now was to sit in the house and ‘enjoy it’.

The trouble was, neither of them really knew how to do this. Vince was someone used to being on the go at all times, a to-do list just a few feet away, a catch-up to be had with a client, a team to instruct.

With their new life this was all gone.

Of course, they knew this was what they were getting into. They had discussed it at length. Their friends had said to them, ‘Are you sure about this?’ but Nathan Luke and Vince had grown to resent the question the more it was asked.

They kept saying ‘Yes!’ until neither of them knew if they still really believed it.

Vince filled the newly vacated brain space with a concern: was Nathan Luke growing tired of him? Did he still love him? Since taking a step back at work, was he a different person? The stress and tiredness that came with running his own business was part of him, or at least, it had been.

Vince flickered open his eyes and took a deep breath. Nathan Luke switched on the steam wand on the espresso machine to make his mid-morning cortado.

‘All right?’ he shouted over the high-pitched hissing as he leant around a cloud of steam.

Vince smiled and nodded. He then immediately started rolling around on the polished concrete of the floor, grabbing his feet in his hands in ‘Happy Baby’ pose.

The trouble was, Vince worried that Nathan Luke did not want to spend his days with a happy baby, however limber and stretched his muscles were. Nathan Luke stared over at him to let him know he needed the space to package up his spice rack.

Nathan Luke took his Japanese style ceramic cup and stood right by where Vince was stretching. ‘I left a voice message with Katie, but she still hasn’t got back to me about dinner?’

‘That’s the second time you’ve contacted her. Doesn’t she want to see us anymore?’

‘Clearly not. She did mention about it being a bit far to get out to see us, so . . .’ He shrugged.

‘Hmm,’ said Vince absently.

‘Yeah, so . . .’ Nathan Luke trailed off.

They were both aware of not having much more to say on the topic. Or on any topic for that matter. Could it be that they were running out of things to say?

Vince had clearly already been feeling the absence of things to talk about, and in fact had noticed that his life missed not just things to talk about but also ‘things’. If meditation was an exercise in emptying your mind, then his was bare – he felt like there was nothing happening in his life anymore. ‘I’ve got to go out shortly,’ he announced.

‘Oh really?’

‘Yes. I was thinking I should get on with a few things – admin and such,’ said Vince getting on to all fours or ‘tabletop’ position.

‘OK, sure,’ said Nathan Luke trying to sound disappointed.

‘Can I do anything to help before I go? Iron you a shirt or something?’

‘No, thank you.’

Nathan Luke was delighted as he downed his tiny coffee. He reached for his phone and started looking up pottery classes he could attend.

The silence descended between them again.


Chapter Twenty-seven

Alice was resolute. She had mulled it over in her mind since waking. Enough is enough, she thought to herself, I have to say something.

Yes, she was still suffering from a hangover from the night before, and yes she may have woken up on the sofa but she had managed to phone the surgery to let them know she was unable to attend and that a locum doctor would be needed.

This was one of two episodes she allowed herself every year – surely even doctors deserve the occasional duvet day?

She had changed into her PJs and dressing gown and slumped into bed once she heard Barry and the kids leave the house. It kept playing on her mind that her elderly neighbour was hanging around the station on her own getting up to god knows what. Elderly people did go wandering sometimes, and maybe this was a sign that Miranda needed some support or a comprehensive care plan, but to Dr Alice, something was not adding up.

The impetus to help transcended her hangover and made her feel excited to make a difference. This was what she became a doctor for – it energised her to know she still could commit to something! Not the usual spiral of drinking and being dissatisfied with her work and her family.

She went to the drawer in the kitchen and lifted the cutlery tray up to reveal her secret supply of cigarettes. Lighting one on the cooker she took one inhale and suddenly she felt she was back to being young and free again. And then she coughed.

Once the smoking was complete, she stubbed the white stick out in her coffee cup saucer and threw it into the garden. Then, realising that Barry was now taking pride in the garden and would notice it, she went back into the garden, found the stub, picked it up and threw it over the fence into Donald and Fanny’s, praying that it would blow away before their eagle eyes found it.

Then she started her ritual of removing the smell: she lit a scented candle and got some bacon out of the fridge to fry. Lighting the gas again, she let the bacon sizzle for a few minutes whilst wafting the back door furiously to get rid of the lingering whiff of tobacco.

Finally, she turned off the hob, blew out the candle and convinced herself she had covered her tracks. All the time her mind kept coming back to Miranda. She had assumed she was being looked after by Fanny’s constant pop-ins and the way she always seemed so well dressed.

Hangovers were the worst for making Alice feel guilty for not being a better doctor, a better neighbour, mother, wife – for not being a better person. It made her think of her own mother, a woman she barely thought of when she was alive and now even less since she died.

Alice’s mother had been a woman who had lived through so much, having moved to live in England from India when she was young. She had been strict with her daughter, never letting Alice get away with staying out late as a teenager, or not doing her chores around the house on Saturdays or not taking her school work seriously.

She had made Alice driven – there was no way she would fall short of her mother’s expectations and her own. She had to be the best she could be, although at this point in her life, with no mother to prove herself to, Alice wondered who she was doing it for.

Enough! The hangover made her impatient for action – she knew she needed to approach Miranda no matter how embarrassing it might turn out to be.


Chapter Twenty-eight

‘Ah yes!’ said Donald, gazing around the hall as he rocked back on his heels. ‘So many great shows have been seen here over the years. People still remember my Widow Twankey.’

‘Of course—’ Barry had barely been able to get a word in edgeways so far during this meeting.

‘I wish I had time to be involved more these days – you know how I love music.’

‘Yes we all do—’

‘Trouble is, when I took on the management of this place, what they don’t tell you is there’s no time for anything like that. And now the weather’s changing I’ll have my hand clearing out the guttering before I can get my legs into stockings and my torso into a boob plate.’

‘Right,’ said Barry, confused by the image.

Often Barry was unsure whether he was Don’s friend or just someone he used to prove his dominance. The problem for Barry was that he needed to get him onside in order to book the hall.

‘The thing is, now I’ve got most of the auditions done, and I’ve almost confirmed the cast, I would love to book in our rehearsal schedule. What I’m hoping to do is two nights a week at first—’

Barry had dared to utter more than one sentence so Don cut him off. ‘What days?’

‘Tuesdays and Thursdays.’

‘Won’t work,’ he said bluntly.

‘Oh?’

‘Beavers Tuesdays. Legs, bums and tums on Thursdays.’

‘Gosh, is that still a thing?’

‘People love it.’ Don was matter-of-fact.

‘Right, well, is there any way we could do Mondays and Wednesdays?’

‘Mondays is Cubs. Wednesdays Brownies.’

‘Is there any way we could do before or after Cubs? Or Beavers? They don’t go on till late, do they . . . the little ones?’

Donald did a sharp intake of breath through clenched teeth. ‘I can ask. I can ask – it’s a big ask, that’s all.’

‘I really appreciate it, Donald!’ Barry smiled sweetly.

‘You’ll owe me, Barry!’ He laughed, menacingly.

‘And for the show itself we wanted to perform it the week of Easter next year?’

‘Oh that’s fine! Over the school holidays this place is like a graveyard.’

‘Great!’

‘I won’t do parties you see, not here, not after the last time.’

‘Of course.’

‘So money – shall we talk finances?’

‘Oh, er sure . . . ’ spluttered Barry.

Don left Barry in the middle of the hall to get a huge battered diary out of the locked cupboard in the corner by the stacked-up chairs. Barry looked out of the window at the park, rapidly entering autumn, the leaves now reds and yellows.

He was surprised at how long this meeting was taking. Having got the kids to school he thought he would have most of the morning to himself, but alas, it seemed Donald really wanted to drag things out and was still fussing around with the paperwork stacked up in the cupboard.

Not sure what to do with himself in this spare moment, Barry decided to do a cartwheel along the length of the hall.

‘What on earth are you doing?’ Donald spoke to his neighbour like a parent snapping at their child. ‘We’ll have none of that in here!’

Barry instantly went red with embarrassment. He was not used to being told off.

Opening the big diary on a windowsill, Donald beckoned Barry over and calmly stated, ‘I’ll take twenty per cent for the hall – OK?’

‘Er . . . OK. Yep.’ Barry had not realised that local community theatre would involve any financial bartering, and had naively assumed people would be only too pleased to ‘muck in’. What Barry often failed to realise was that where money was concerned, everyone suddenly had a part to play.


Chapter Twenty-nine

Still in her dressing gown, Alice grabbed her door keys and walked out in her slippers, closing the door behind her. She was a doctor after all, nobody would judge her for not bothering to get dressed.

‘Morning, Alice,’ said a chirpy voice up ahead of her. Looking up she saw her new neighbour Vince. He seemed to be caught in some sort of reverie, staring up at Donald and Fanny’s house. She was mortified – of all the people to run into whilst she was dressed like this, why did it have to be one of the glamorous gays?

‘Oh, good morning!’ she said brightly, trying to hide her hangover and her shame. As they passed each other Vince smiled, noticing the smell of smoke on her dressing gown. I didn’t know she smoked? And she’s a doctor! he thought to himself as he continued his march to the station.

Alice noticed how confident he seemed, powering along, swinging his laptop bag like it was made of air.

Undeterred by this distraction, Alice stomped as quickly as her slippers would allow to Miranda’s front door. She rang the bell and heard its chimes ringing inside. There was no video doorbell here, just the small black oblong with the round button in the middle.

Alice panicked again – her neighbour was so vulnerable. Surely an elderly person living alone should have a video monitored doorbell? She needed one more than anyone!

It was approaching the moment after a doorbell has been rung when a visitor must decide whether to give up and assume the person is out, or wait a little longer just in case. Ringing the bell for a second time could seem impertinent, too pushy, but Dr Alice did allow herself a lift of the letter-box flap, bent down and called in, ‘Miranda it’s only me – Alice from next door.’

Standing up again she saw a shadow across the mottled glass of the hall door. Miranda’s face appeared through the front-door window as she undid the latch and opened the door with all the gentle charm of any nice old lady.

‘Oh hello! This is a nice surprise – won’t you come in?’ she asked, smiling.

Alice accepted her invitation and entered the house. She would have offered to remove her shoes but since she had slippers on anyway it seemed pointless.

‘Cup of tea, dear?’ Miranda politely enquired. ‘The kettle’s boiled.’ Alice started to feel foolish for turning up like this, at a nice old lady’s house about to ask if she had met any good drug dealers recently. Especially since she was the one dressed in a pink fluffy dressing gown and carpet slippers.

‘That would be lovely, thank you, Miranda.’ Using people’s names was a way to make them feel important, she had learnt this trick at the surgery, usually as she was ushering them out the door.

‘And how are you? Your two look so grown up these days – are they enjoying school?’

The hangover impatience kicked in again. ‘Miranda I hope you don’t mind but I wanted to – ’ She paused and then remembered her manners. ‘Oh yes, they’re fine, thank you. Arthur is wanting to join the army at the moment and Isobel seems to want to do something artistic. We’ll see how that turns out though!’ She laughed modestly before returning to the job in hand. ‘I wanted to ask you something and I hope you won’t take it the wrong way . . .’

‘Heavens!’ said Miranda pouring the boiling water on to the teabags.

‘I was out last night and I was just walking back from town—’

‘Gosh, was that wise? Walking back at night – were there people around?’

‘Funny you should say that. I was walking back from the pub where I’d just been having a few drinks after work – you know, helps me unwind a bit! I don’t stay long, just helps me decompress. Anyway, to be honest I did feel, a bit, erm, vulnerable yes.’

‘I’m not surprised.’

‘And actually as I was passing that slip road by the station where the taxis wait, I happened to glance down there and I am sure I saw some people talking.’

Miranda put the mug down in front of Alice and nodded inquisitively, before turning her back on her as she reached for the biscuit barrel.

‘They were talking and I thought to myself . . .’ Alice was losing confidence as it dawned on her she was a middle-aged mother of two sitting in a timid old lady’s kitchen, wearing a dressing gown reeking of smoke and old booze. Did she even see this incident or did her drunk mind imagine it, or worse, did she dream it and then imagine that it was part of the reality? She hated the way heavy drinking did this to her.

‘I just thought, gosh that must be strange to meet people at that time.’

Alice waited to see a reaction from her neighbour. None was forthcoming. Miranda just stirred her tea and, having blown on it, took her first sip. Alice continued, ‘It was just that one of the people talking looked sort of older and I was ever so worried about her.’

‘Did she seem in danger? Did something happen?’

‘No, nothing at all . . . er actually . . . the man she had been talking to just sort of skipped off to get the last train, I suppose.’ She allowed herself a sip of her own tea, if nothing else it gave her a chance to gather her thoughts about her next move.

‘Oh right,’ said Miranda non-committally.

‘Look, I know this might sound like a strange question to ask but, well, was it you? At the station? Talking to strange men?’

Alice could barely bring herself to look at her neighbour.

Miranda put her mug down on the work surface.

‘What on earth are you talking about?’

‘It just looked a lot like you. Was it?’

‘Yes.’

Having convinced herself that her whole mission had been utterly stupid, Alice had been getting ready to stand up, apologise, and ask Miranda to forget all about it.

Then Alice realised what Miranda had said.

‘It was you then?’

‘Yes.’

‘What on earth were you doing?’ she said, a reprimanding tone creeping in.

‘Well,’ Miranda drew breath before embarking on this, ‘I don’t think you should be admonishing me, Alice – you a doctor, sat in my kitchen looking like a character from EastEnders.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Alice felt ashamed again.

‘You think I didn’t see you there? The drunk middle-aged woman tripping over the scarf she’d tied to her handbag, zigzagging across the pavement?’

‘I hadn’t realised you’d seen me.’

‘Anyone could have done.’ The tables had turned and now Miranda was the one chastising.

Alice stopped. She had been carried away thinking she needed to do something for Miranda. Was this Alice’s subconscious trying to heal the rift with her dead mother? Her head was still spinning.

‘I didn’t mean any harm. I just wanted to make sure that you were OK and that everything was . . . all right, you know?’

‘Thank you, everything is fine. Perhaps you would like to know who that young man is?’

‘It’s none of my business, of course. Sorry, Miranda. I really didn’t mean to pry.’

‘He’s a weed dealer,’ she announced matter-of-factly.

‘You smoke weed?’

‘I did, for my arthritis.’

‘Did it help? I’d love to know, just for research . . .’

‘It did. People never suspect an old woman of these things.’

‘I always assumed the smell was just kids in the park.’

‘Well, it wasn’t – it was me. Sometimes I’d even sit in the park and smoke it. And for the record, I don’t smoke it anymore because it gives me a headache. No, I went to find him to ask if he knew anyone.’

‘Knew anyone? Like friends?’

‘Alice! If someone asks if they know “someone” it invariably means they’re looking to buy something else, something more.’

‘Oh!’

‘That young man doesn’t sell anything more than a bit of “Mary J” – at least that’s what he calls it. I wanted something else – something more.’

‘This is . . .’ Alice had to gather her thoughts. Such a shock had taken her out of her hangover and suddenly she was as sharp as a pin. ‘This is a lot to take in. Why do you want something more?’

‘Alice, look at me, I am over eighty years old. I don’t have much time left. I have to live!’

‘Is this living though? I mean, street drugs can do you a lot of damage . . .’

‘I don’t care about all that!’ Alice wasn’t used to seeing polite old people suddenly so persistent. ‘I have worked for my whole life, I did everything right and now . . . now as the curtain starts to fall . . . I want to do whatever the hell I want! I’ve even drawn up a list.’

Now Miranda said it, it hardly seemed like much of an ask. To do whatever the hell she wanted, at her age. Everything she said made sense. Alice glanced at the artwork on the wall of the kitchen and noticed that it was all original. Sketches and paintings, some papyrus scrolls presumably gathered on a trip to Egypt or something – all of it so intellectual.

‘I call it my Fuck-It List. It’s like a Bucket List but it’s more realistic.’ This really landed out of nowhere because Alice was already in shock from the earlier tone, never mind the addition of ‘effing and jeffing’.

‘I am determined to do the things I never made space to do before.’

‘What sort of things?’ Alice was not sure she could handle what the response might be.

‘I won’t do coke and I don’t want anything I’d have to inject and I absolutely don’t want meth or crack.’

Alice was confused as to what she should think at this point but she was glad to hear Miranda knew her mind about what she would definitely not do.

‘I really want to try some uppers and maybe some hallucinogens.’

‘And your friend from the station – he knows someone who can help you find them?’ It occurred to Alice that this could all be an elaborate prank or that Miranda was having her on.

‘That’s correct, yes.’

‘And what has he said?’

‘He has told me that I should be there early this evening to meet a young man called Kev who can help. I’ve got his number and I will apparently have to text him and then get into his car.’

‘Get into his car? You can’t do that!!’ Her neighbour might be determined to live her life but Alice could not just let her get into a drug dealer’s car. ‘Look, I can’t tell you what to do and I certainly don’t want you to not live your life. I just think you should be very careful about this. You won’t know what you’re getting when you do buy it – maybe it’s cut with all kinds of . . .’ her voice tailed off, ‘. . . shit.’

‘You think just because I’m old I’m totally stupid?’

‘No, no, I’m not saying that I – I – I – would just hate it if you were taken advantage of. Please, let me come with you at least? I’ll sit in the back, you won’t know I’m there.’

‘He won’t see me with anyone else.’

‘Let me come with you or I’ll have to call social services. Or I’ll grass them up to the police!’

‘You wouldn’t dare! I’m only playing by his rules!’

‘Well, he’ll have to put up with my rules.’

‘Oh . . .’ Miranda gave an exasperated huff. ‘Fine! We’ll head down at six. Don’t wear anything too bright and carry only cash.’

The two women stirred their tea as Miranda offered a shortbread finger from the biscuit barrel.


Chapter Thirty

Seven Years Earlier

He had taken to ignoring his phone.

It was too hot to be concerned with other people and, after all, he had a life to live. His time in Spain had been a perfect way for him to practise his Spanish but more importantly, it had been a time for him to try and practise being himself.

On his day off he liked to spend the afternoon mooching. On this particular afternoon he found himself sitting in one of the rows of chairs in front of the bar, all facing into the street, designed for people watching. Each table was furnished with a dispenser of greaseproof paper napkins and a folded cardboard menu listing brightly coloured cocktails and snacks.

When he first arrived Vince had thought it was everything – this was the life he had dreamed of: sunshine, nice people, and time to enjoy the beach – now as he approached middle age he could really feel his priorities changing.

He had decided to live abroad when he realised he needed a change. His mother had been unwell for most of his life. He had tried to make her proud and he had worked hard at making time around his busy work schedule to spend time with her. It took its toll.

He had come to realise that he needed to make sure he had space for himself. It was only a few months working on a project in Spain and it had certainly been very welcome.

His father had never been around, so he had always been the one who cared for his mother. For much of the time when his friends were out partying and enjoying carefree lives he would be at home.

His mother’s friends, who acted as his family for the most part, discouraged him from taking a gap year or from doing anything too hedonistic. Working hard, a proper degree and having a good job would be what would make his mother happy and in the long term surely that would make him happy too.

The break-up with his partner of six years had hit him harder than he could have anticipated and catapulted him into feeling like he needed to get away. Strange to go away to get to know yourself.

His phone buzzed again. A text message. He picked it up off the table. He hated that this Nathan Luke guy had not only wasted his Friday night but now was trying to waste his day as well.

‘Really, I am so sorry about standing you up like that. Honestly, it was that my friend had a bit of a health scare and we had to wait for a doctor’s appointment. I would love to see you again if you can forgive me!’

Bullshit, thought Vince and then smiled and nodded at a German man sitting a few tables across from him. Vince was sick of letting other people make him feel bad about himself. Moments like this had him turn to self-pity.

He was sick of these painful rejections. He just felt so hopeless at meeting anyone. He knew that a drink could at times give him the courage to attempt a connection with someone at a party, a conversation – a simple hello, even. So banal to most other people; so exotic to someone who feels, already, like an outsider. Then more often than not, finding that they were not interested at all, or worse, interested in someone else – perhaps someone of the opposite sex – at the end of an evening having to walk home alone again. When repeated over the years, it had become a depressing pattern.

Television and film seemed to be full of easy-going characters who met people they fancied, who, after a period of dating and toing and froing, fancied them back – the opposite of Vince’s dating no-shows and non-starters. What he always seemed to experience instead was a sense of drunk lustiness accompanied by loneliness, compounded by the message from his mother that he should not put himself in danger; that there were bad men out there; that the world was a frightening place that only the wise could possibly avoid.

The heartbreak he had experienced over the years made him think it would probably be better if he was suspended in a world of commitment-free relationships, which would keep him safe from any of this emotional harm. He could experience the intimacy of one-night stands, and maybe even ‘several night stands’, with a sense that either party could go their separate ways, at any moment, without upset.

More often than not though, he was home alone with a deafening silence. No one there except that voice inside telling him that he had got it all wrong somehow. If only he had done something different he might have shuffled the cards better and the outcome would have been better. More frustrating still was the question of, Why does that voice become so loud at moments like this?

For two hours he had sat there in the small family-run restaurant, waiting for some posh bloke who clearly was never going to turn up. It made it worse that the family knew Vince and they offered to buy him a drink.

Never again! He thought about ordering another mojito and then reflected on what a cliché he had become. He was sick of chasing people. He was ready to sit back and let people come to him. He was a catch! Handsome, good job, knowledge of things. He was an architect for goodness’ sake – how difficult could it be to find someone?

Maybe it was time to head home. Not just to the apartment, but back to London. He knew his mother would not be getting any better. The time in Spain had served its purpose. The work was coming to an end. It was time to get on with life.

Knowing that life rattles by and none of us are here for a long time, he resolved to get on with the things he had always wanted to do. Now was the time.


Chapter Thirty-one

Tuesday Afternoon

Alice had gone for a walk to clear her head. Walking through her front door she was surprised to find that her husband Barry was there.

‘Oh god!’ she screamed. ‘I didn’t know you were in!’

‘I was just, just . . .’ Barry was not sure what to say, he was hunched over, awkwardly carrying two small fir trees, one under each arm. ‘I just thought these would look good either side of the door?’

Christmas was weeks away, Hallowe’en had not yet happened, and Alice knew how he loved to decorate the front garden for that, so she was confused at why he was getting so ahead of himself.

‘It’s a bit early for Christmas?’

‘No, Aly! Not for Christmas,’ he smiled gently, ‘for now – for all year – I just thought they would smarten up the front door!’

Alice was taken aback at how he was worrying about the presentation of the front door. For so long she had been frustrated by his lack of concern for how their home looked. Something like the front door would be a million miles from what he usually concentrated on. A hula hoop had been leant there for about two years.

‘They’re the ones from Fanny? Haven’t they done well in the past couple of months? They were like nothing when she gave them to me!’

Alice had not seen him smile like that for so long. Silently she took one of the firs from one of his arms. They took a conifer tree each out to the front step and placed one on each side.

‘Well now, doesn’t that look fantastic,’ Alice said, stepping back.

‘Do you think?’

‘I sure do.’ She was embarrassed as she looked around her. Getting home after dark for the last few weeks, and always rushing too much on her way out in the morning, she was amazed to see how much her husband had changed the garden.

Once a mess of grass and weeds and rusting play equipment, it was now a neat lawn surrounded by beds of evergreen plants. A small holly bush, ferns and even a bright pink hydrangea still holding on after the summer, all graced the sides of this outdoor space.

Alice no longer worried about what she was embarking on with Miranda. She felt overjoyed at what her husband had achieved.

‘Barry . . . It’s amazing out here.’

‘Ah thanks!’ he said, standing next to her.

‘No really – amazing.’ Alice had not smiled like that for a long time. She turned to him, held him by the sides of his arms and kissed him. She felt a slight pang of shame that she had been trying to flirt with that barman last night, and had toyed with ruining everything she and Barry had built up. Looking at Barry now, busy as he was with his gardening and looking tussled in his muddy gardening clothes, she thought to herself, actually, he’s very hot.


Chapter Thirty-two

Tuesday Early Evening

Miranda stepped out in her most casual pencil skirt.

‘You’re not going to wear a skirt are you?’ said Alice from the pavement, dismayed that her elderly neighbour had still dressed like she was going to a meeting with her local MP. She felt sad when she realised this was just how women of that generation dressed, always smart, just in case they ran into someone they knew – even if that someone was their new drug dealer.

‘Well you’re hardly dressed completely “on message” are you, Alice?’ said Miranda.

Alice had tried to disguise herself not only for the drug dealer, but also from anyone from the surgery, so had attempted to dress differently to how she usually would. She had put on a cap and large sunglasses, a pair of purple wide-legged, pleated trousers, and a black silky blouse tucked into them. Her large handbag was over one shoulder with a scarf tied to the handle, as ever, in case it got cold later.

‘I am sure it will be fine,’ said Miranda sharply as she turned to double-lock her front door. Deep down she was annoyed that Alice felt she needed support on this trip. Miranda had travelled the world and met politicians and ambassadors her whole working life.

Of course, she might not seem like that now, in her pencil skirts and court shoes. Yes, there were times when she valued a bit of support, someone keeping an eye on her, but for the most part Miranda was a woman who needed nothing from the world except to be left to her own devices.

They both stepped forward, Miranda’s heels making that satisfying low noise that proper shoes on pavements always do. It gave both of them a sense of purpose, importance and strength. They had taken barely ten steps when a sound made both of them jump – it was their neighbour Fanny behind them, coming out of her front door.

‘Yesss!’ she was calling back into the house, ‘I’ll call the council when I get back. I’ve got to get back to the shop – the sign says I’ll only be gone for ten minutes.’

‘Hide!’ Alice whispered as she pushed Miranda into the bush in her own front garden.

The two delinquents hid in the foliage waiting for Fanny to pass. They both knew that she would have too many questions. Assuming she was heading back to the shop was, it turned out, an incorrect assumption. Fanny had other plans, plans which were interrupted as soon as she spied her two neighbours in the bush.

‘Huh!’ she yelped. And then on realising that she knew them both and that one of them was the elderly woman she looked in on everyday, again yelped, ‘Oooooh!’

‘Shhh!’ said Miranda, for the first time having the confidence to speak plainly to her. Both Miranda and Alice were already fractious enough about the task in hand without this interruption. Alice pushed Fanny into the bush with Miranda and craned around to see if anyone had heard – she did not want to poke the sleeping bear, Donald.

‘What are you doing, hiding in a bush?’

‘What are you doing – you said you were going to the shop, but are you?’ barked Miranda.

‘I – I – I sometimes need a few hours off. I know it pays to stay open into the evening but sometimes I just need some time for myself.’

‘You said you had to rush back – the sign said you’d only be gone for ten minutes?’ said Alice.

‘Gosh you know all about me don’t you?’

‘I’m a doctor that’s my job. Well?’

‘I just had something to do on the way back to the shop that’s all.’

‘You’re lying!’

‘Alice!’ chided Miranda. This line of enquiry did seem a bit unnecessary, perhaps too harsh. The adrenalin was clearly taking a toll on all of them.

‘I like to sit with horses!’ Fanny blurted.

‘What?’ Alice was surprised.

‘When he’ (meaning Donald) ‘starts getting me down I take myself off to my friend’s stable. I like to sit with the horses. They calm me down. I don’t ride them! I just look at them. All right?’

Suddenly quite overwhelmed by an answer that was both straightforward and confusing at the same time Miranda and Alice went quiet. Miranda was keen to get on.

Fanny had the upper hand, ‘And why, may I ask, are an elderly lady and a doctor crouching in a bush?’

‘Fair question,’ said Alice. Fanny had after all been very honest. ‘We’re off to run an errand for Miranda.’

‘I could’ve done that!’ interjected Fanny, hurt that her constant offers had been ignored.

‘I needed a walk,’ said Miranda embarrassed. ‘Life gets very stifling being stuck indoors you know. I felt well enough to walk today.’

They all knew they were lying to each other and for a moment they thought they could continue – before realising it would be too much to continue with a lie, a falsehood hanging in the air, when all of them lived so close to one another. They all stared at each other long enough to know they were in a circle of trust.

‘Oh fine. Fuck it! I want to get high,’ announced Miranda.

‘What?’ Fanny grabbed her handbag, as though the mere mention of something so dangerously criminal would somehow summon a gang out of thin air to rob her blind.

Alice stepped in to speak more closely with Fanny. She whispered to her intensely, almost aggressively. ‘Look, we’ve been through it, Miranda has found a . . . suitable drug dealer and she wants to get high, OK? I’ve tried to dissuade her from it but she is insistent.’

Miranda was unrepentant. ‘How much longer have I got? My life is nearly over anyway – I’ve got to experience all I can!’

‘She’s got to, apparently,’ echoed Alice. ‘I know it’s nuts but Miranda said she was adamant so we reached an agreement that I would go with her.’

‘To buy drugs?’ Fanny was confused.

‘To buy drugs,’ confirmed Alice. ‘From a drug dealer’s car waiting at the train station. OK?’

‘And you’re a doctor?’ said Fanny accusingly. ‘What if something happens? I couldn’t live with myself.’

‘Nothing will happen because I will be there.’

‘I’ll come too,’ Fanny said, emphatically. ‘With three of us, nothing is going to happen is it?’

‘No!’ Alice and Miranda said in unison. Fanny could mess the whole thing up.

‘And what about the shop?’ asked Alice.

‘Barry says he is going to man it.’

‘Barry? My Barry?’

‘He said he could be there for an hour before rehearsals – he said it was the least he could do in return for all the gardening help I’ve given him.’

So he can work hard? thought Alice.

Miranda had had enough of this dithering about and began the walk. She had never intended for the others to join her, she could do this alone if her neighbours had decided not to accompany her. The sound of sensible clothes swishing behind her let her know they were now a team.

This was not a situation that particularly threatened Miranda, she had spent a lifetime working alongside people in all kinds of threatening situations, from her time in Dar es Salaam to the days she spent in Yugoslavia. During her whole working life her neighbours had no idea of where she was or what she did. They had just assumed she had a sister somewhere who she visited? Or a bridge tournament to attend? Never in a month of Sundays would they have imagined she would have such responsibilities.

The walk took around twenty minutes but for most of it they said nothing. Fanny was, for the best part, delighted to be doing something away from her husband. Occasionally she would try and break the intense silence of the walk through the suburban streets by commenting, ‘Oh they’ve had their front door done’ or ‘What a lovely garden’. But neither Miranda nor Alice responded to these conversational openers.

Alice was concerned that Miranda might be deranged, but the intensity of her walking also revealed that she was unstoppable. No longer the mere ‘old woman down the road’ she had always assumed her to be. Now she seemed more like the sort of person she had known at university. The sort of woman who refused to be cowed by the attitudes of the world around them.

Why did we discard older people so quickly, Alice wondered. Why did we assume they were just passive observers on a world they had long since outgrown, rather than people still living lives full of hopes and dreams, pleasures and frustrations, just like anyone else?

Before they knew it they were at the station. Alice adjusted her large handbag on her shoulder. Fanny checked her watch, concerned with how long she had been away from the shop, and then looked at some pictures of horses on her phone to soothe her mind. Miranda stood still. She looked at the other two with the hot feeling of embarrassment of a teenager, irritated that her parents did not recognise that she was no longer a child.

Miranda knew that choosing where to expend energy was a tool not to be overlooked. If her neighbours were so desperate to be there they may as well be there, just so long as they kept out of her way.

They awaited the arrival of the car.


Chapter Thirty-three

Vince was still getting used to things being quiet of an evening. The silence sometimes deafened him. Only the ‘click, click’ of Nathan Luke’s knitting needles could be heard as he ploughed on with the scarf he was determined to finish.

It was not a completely new hobby, but Vince could tell it was one his partner felt he should be better at – he looked frustrated.

He knew the scarf was supposed to be a gift for him, what with the oncoming colder weather, but Nathan Luke had been doing it for so long that Vince had given up hope that it would be ready in time. He had started to suggest it might be a nice gift for one of the neighbours. For next Christmas maybe.

Click, click, click the sound went on, the entrails of wool cascading on to the floor out of the knitting basket. Catching Vince’s eye, Nathan Luke smiled fondly, looking like a kindly grandmother in a fairy tale.

Vince, who had been scrolling through text messages, began to doze off. This happened every time he sat down here. At some point, the ‘reading’ nook might have to be renamed.

This new life of theirs had proved highly conducive to napping. Until, as so often happens in these technological times, his phone bleated in his pocket and woke him up with a start.

‘Hello!’ he shouted too loudly at his caller. ‘Ah yes, yes, Donald, yes of course I remember you . . . aha . . . well we’re fine I suppose. Just taking it easy settling in.’

Vince could feel Nathan Luke scowling from over his knitting needles.

Vince glanced over and felt the heat but, being a compulsive people pleaser was helpless. ‘A meeting? Right . . . Sorry I’m not quite sure I understand, you’re looking for me to . . . ?’

Nathan Luke was on his feet and standing angrily at the threshold of the nook, eye-balling him. Vince saw him all too well and he felt the pressure, but was powerless in the grip of a master manipulator on the other end of a phone line.

‘Well I suppose I am good at organising things. Yes I got a badge at school for being the PE monitor . . . Yes I’m still here . . . ’ Vince could feel himself trying too hard to impress Donald. ‘OK, we’ll be there.’

Nathan Luke put his hands on his hips and mouthed ‘We?’

‘Yes. Community Hall tomorrow seven p.m.? Right . . . and you bet I’ll be on that stage with my clipboard! OK bye b—’ But Donald had hung up.

Nathan Luke did not need to say a word. He just raised his eyebrows and kept shaking his head.

‘WHAT?’ asked Vince, knowing exactly what was what.

‘That old git got you roped into something has he? After we decided this would be a place where we’d keep our commitments to a minimum?’

‘He’s not an old git, he’s – he’s – oh you wouldn’t understand. Remember we also agreed that we would be part of a community – that was important to you! More than it was to me.’

‘Yes, but when I said community I meant saying hello over a bush or going to a farmers’ market. Not whatever you’ve managed to get yourself webbed up in.’

‘Us webbed up in. Nathe, it’ll be good to be doing something. Donald is arranging a meeting tomorrow for everyone in the area to organise resistance to the charging station.’

‘Oh god!’

‘He wants us to be there – well, I have to be there because he’s appointed me as secretary to the protest group. So I shall be on the stage taking notes.’

‘You love the power don’t you?’

‘No, I love being part of something. I miss it. I don’t think Donald is as bad as he seems. He might be all right, you know.’

This baffled his partner. ‘Vince this was supposed to be our time together. We were supposed to stop rushing around distracting ourselves from actually living.’

‘But this is living! This is exactly the sort of local thing we wanted to be a part of. This isn’t chasing some imagined target, some bank balance that will make all of our problems go away. THIS is what life is!’

Nathan Luke perched on the edge of his armchair. ‘No wonder I can never finish this scarf if you keep dragging me out of the house!’ He was smiling now. ‘Do you actually want to do this or are you just worried about upsetting the bloke down the road?’

‘Nathe, I just – just – ’ Vince knew he had been got. His partner and his knitting needles knew him better than he knew himself. ‘Oh you wouldn’t understand.’

Nathan Luke was snuggled into Vince by now and Vince put his arm around him.

‘There’s going to be a hell of a scene tomorrow – he’s whipped everyone into a frenzy about the tree, local people are coming from all over and we need to have a plan. Donald says it’ll all be decided tomorrow.’

‘Jeez, he thinks he’s Mr Bates and we’re his post office.’

‘Stop it!’ Vince laughed.

They both sat cuddled together before gently dozing off to sleep.


Chapter Thirty-four

Tuesday Night

Pulling the door closed behind her, Alice slid into the leather back seat of the softly purring Mercedes. For a moment she was alone with the mysterious ‘Kev’, and only too aware of how vulnerable she was. Miranda was struggling to get into the front and, even more embarrassing, Fanny was still waiting for a suitable gap in the traffic before she entered from the road side.

At last Fanny took the leap of faith and hopped in, raising her hand to thank the cars behind for waiting. Oh god! thought Alice. She was beginning to understand why Kev had said ‘come alone’.

‘Sorry,’ she muttered, on behalf of the group, as though she was talking to someone behind her at the supermarket checkout held up by her slowness with the bags. It was not the sort of mild-mannered conversation one would expect to have with drug dealers.

Kev was as Miranda had previously described him: a stoutly built, round-faced young man with cropped hair. He wore a black jumper and grey jeans and his car smelt of cheap air freshener. According to Miranda, he always conducted his business from his car – presumably because it was more discreet that way. Although their own clunky arrival had been anything but discreet.

The car pulled out into traffic and as the doors automatically locked Alice realised she was in this for the full experience. If they were to be pulled over by the police and questioned or – worse – involved in some sort of gangland heist, her career as a doctor would be over. Who knew, maybe her whole life would be over? So many television dramas were about people who made one bad life decision which derailed everything forever. The very thought caused her heart to beat aggressively in her chest but, if she got out of here alive, she might look back on it as thrillingly exciting. Alice could not remember the last time her life had been thrillingly exciting.

Fanny pierced the silence. ‘Lovely car you’ve got here!’ she said, running her hand along the leather upholstery of the car door.

Alice could have screamed. What on earth was her oh-so-pleasant yet oh-so-naive neighbour thinking? Trying to make compliments to a drug dealer about upholstery. Kev continued to drive on in silence.

Kev finally spoke. Turning his head to Miranda he said, ‘Nice to meet you in person, Ms M. I’ve heard a lot about you from TJ. Good stuff,’ he added. ‘Like his weed.’

‘It’s nice to meet you too, Kev,’ said Miranda staring straight ahead, a wry smile creeping into the corners of her mouth.

Kev’s voice was not as Alice had imagined. It was much higher-pitched than she had expected for someone selling recreational substances illegally. As a doctor she had seen the effects of men like this preying on the vulnerable, those desperate to escape their reality – she had seen how it had destroyed lives, families.

However, looking at him hunched up in the driver’s seat she could imagine him as a well-meaning schoolboy in his teenage years – disruptive in lessons, but not altogether bad. Cheeky perhaps. His mum loved him.

‘What you brought me here then? The WI?’ he asked seriously but surely meaning it as a joke. Miranda continued to stare ahead, seriously, never one to be taken for a fool.

‘Oi, none of your cheek!’ chastised Fanny. This may have been an intimidating experience for some but for once, it seemed like instinct kicked in and Fanny was finally sticking up for herself. Alice was glad to see it. Maybe this adventure could be exactly what she needs, too?

At last Miranda spoke. ‘I brought you your money, Kev, don’t give me that. I won’t take any of your shit, you hear me?’

Alice and Fanny looked at each other. Miranda’s tone seemed to have changed and they were both unsure of where it could lead.

Fanny cracked the window open to get some air in. She seemed blissfully unaware of the situation she found herself in, gazing out like she was somewhere far away. Not a bad way to handle stress, thought Alice, I wonder if she’s thinking about more horses?

If this little exchange did go south, Alice imagined Fanny would be the one to cope best. And, thought Alice, could any criminal heist really be worse than being married to that awful old git she had been with for so many years?

‘What do you want then?’ asked Kev glancing to his right as he pulled away at the traffic lights. ‘TJ said you was after something harder. You want coke, Ms M?’

‘No thank you, Kev – I’ve heard about that cheap stuff you sell.’

‘Hey, hey! That ain’t no shit! That is straight in from Colombia, you hear me?’

‘Oh I hear you, Kev, loud and clear! I just know you’re talking some dumb shit just because you see me as some silly old girl – I’m not! OK?’

‘Fair,’ Kev replied calmly. He knew his supply was cut with ‘cheap shit’, the old lady had just called him out on it. Alice was riveted.

‘So why you bell me up then? What you want?’

‘You know what I want – less of your BS, OK?’

‘Calm down, calm down! Jeez – you sure you not been snorting today?’ Kev laughed good-humouredly – he seemed to be enjoying the encounter. Maybe drug dealers got bored of their daily routine too, Alice thought.

‘Yes I’m quite sure.’ Miranda seemed totally in control.

Alice felt that Miranda was really getting into it at this point.

‘I just don’t want you to take the piss, that’s all,’ Miranda continued.

‘So what you want then?’

‘I want to get off my face that’s what!’

At this Kev did look quite surprised.

Miranda was not to be stopped. ‘I want to see elephants coming out of my walls, that’s what – I’m in my Fuck-It era, Kev!’

Kev checked his rear-view mirror, indicated and pulled over to the kerb. Alice was pleasantly surprised to see he still followed the rules of the road.

He stopped the car, put the handbrake on and scrabbled around in his jeans pockets. How undignified he seemed, having to stretch out his leg to get access to all of his pockets. He pulled out a small plastic bag.

The bag reminded Alice of the little bags for spare buttons that were attached to the inside of new shirts. Drug dealers must have to buy a lot of new shirts to have enough of these small bags, no wonder gangsters always looked so smart in films, thought Alice. Handy for court appearances too, of course.

‘This what you’re after?’ He waggled the small bag in front of Miranda.

‘How much?’ Miranda snapped.

‘For you Ms M?’ Kev smiled winningly. ‘Eighty.’

Miranda reached into the inside of her dress and produced four crisp twenty-pound notes. Kev took the money whilst proffering the small bag in the same hand. It was nifty finger work and Alice thought he might have been a magician if he had been given more opportunities at school, though really, would that have been a better job?

‘Thanks,’ Miranda replied, quickly putting her purchase in the place where the cash had previously been.

‘Where can I drop you?’ Kev asked, glancing in the rear-view mirror. Alice noticed how concerned he sounded. She doubted he usually gave his customers lifts – but even drug dealers have grandmothers. He was on his best behaviour around Miranda. Despite her language, this was still an elderly lady he was dealing with.

They were on a double yellow, so Kev pulled out again into the traffic. Alice was gripped by the sudden fear that he would end up driving them all the way home. Trust them to find a dealer with such good manners! Imagine what Donald would say, if they all piled out together from a mysterious Mercedes. Imagine the WhatsApp messages! And poor Fanny would never hear the last of it.

‘Can we get out at the next traffic lights?’ she interjected with more than a hint of panic in her voice. No reply came. Kev seemed entranced by Miranda. Perhaps, thought Alice, he had forgotten that she and Fanny were still in the back. Fanny seemed more and more oblivious to what had been happening. Definitely thinking about horses.

That was when it happened.

Still obeying the rules of the road, Kev slowed down as they approached a set of traffic lights. The driver of the sporty two-door behind them, paying far less attention than Kev, smacked hard into them. The three passengers lurched forward in their seat belts, while the force of the crash jolted Kev’s foot down hard on the accelerator. The Mercedes sped forward, shunting hard into the car in front. In an instant, the airbags went off and the front of the car filled with huge puffy safety clouds.

‘Fuck!’ Kev shouted. ‘You OK?’

‘Yes!’ they all said, in shock.

‘Shit, this isn’t even my car – it’s the big man’s. Fuck, fuck, FUCK!’

Alice felt compassion for the drug dealer as he spiralled in his panic.

‘Get out then! Come on.’

It dawned on Alice that the car might actually be stolen. Either way, Kev definitely did not want the police getting involved. He clambered out of his door, ran around and grabbed Miranda. ‘You two!’ he shouted at the back seat. ‘Out now!’ Cars sounded their horns angrily as the three of them launched themselves out of the car. It was a miracle they avoided being run over. The white sports car that had caused all the trouble speedily drove around them and roared off, never to be seen again.

Fanny was not used to running across traffic in full flow. Handbag tucked under her arm, and head bowed, she held her hand up and said sorry as a driver was forced to screech to a halt to avoid running her over.

Alice looked ahead to see if the car they had rear-ended was OK. No car was there. Despite the collision they had clearly thought it better to put their foot down and scarper too. Maybe no insurance. Thank heavens people were so shady, she thought.

Kev looked more and more like a schoolboy gripped in a panic, in a situation that had somehow got out of his control and from which he needed a parent to rescue him. No such parent was available except the three women with whom he had been travelling.

He looked pleadingly at Miranda. ‘You don’t understand, Ms M. The big man – he told me never to get seen. Now this will be on CCTV, it’ll be noticed. This is exactly what I was trying to avoid. This is it for me! I’ve fucked it!’

Miranda shook her head reassuringly. ‘Kevin, don’t worry. I have friends—’

Fanny stepped up, surprising them all. ‘Make a run for it, Kev!’ she said. ‘Down there!’ She pointed at an alleyway between the shops, which led along the side of the supermarket, to where the crates of cardboard got flattened.

This area was also once a place for cabs to wait but in the age of Uber, the rank was abandoned. Beyond that lay another alleyway, or pathway really, and then on to quiet houses, a park, bus stops and even a pub – lots of places for him to escape to.

Kev was about to run when Fanny stopped him. ‘Wait. Borrow this.’

She removed her cagoule, a sensible number in bold stripes of purple and yellow, and handed it to him. ‘Here you are!’ she said. ‘Take my umbrella too. You’ll look strange but no one will suspect you of being a drug dealer dressed like that. And you know, you really should be wearing a coat now the weather’s on the turn.’ She smiled at him.

Kev seemed taken aback by the thoughtfulness this stranger was showing him. Alice guessed it had been a long time since someone had thought about his welfare.

‘Thanks. Thank you.’ He grabbed the fold-up umbrella and ran away with one arm levering into the second armhole of the cagoule. The three women stood and watched him go, hoping he would be able to find anonymity somehow.

It also struck Alice that Fanny had acted like that out of instinct to protect him. She had not realised Fanny had it in her to get so involved.

‘Well, that’s that then,’ said Miranda brightly – as if this sort of thing happened to her once a day.

Alice was, more than anything, confused about what had happened. Her heart was still racing in her chest and she knew her career and her life could soon be over – the CCTV! The drug dealer! Fleeing the scene of a crime!

‘I should be getting back,’ said Fanny as though she had stayed a little too long at a coffee morning. The three of them began their calm ambling back home, along the now empty path, all of them shaking, the adrenalin still coursing through them.

Alice looked behind her to see if the police had arrived or if there was any further commotion surrounding the abandoned vehicle with its doors open and airbags inflated. This being suburbia though, people preferred to ignore it, drive around and carry on, not wanting to cause a fuss.


Chapter Thirty-five

Wednesday Afternoon

‘Well I don’t know what is happening to this town, I really don’t,’ sighed Donald, placing his phone angrily on the nest of tables. He had been sitting in his armchair in the living room going through his messages.

Most of the emails he received were vouchers for restaurants he had once visited or for erectile dysfunction tablets, but scanning through them after his lunch (crackers with cheese and chutney) gave a sense of purpose to his afternoon. That and the crossword.

‘I don’t know why you read that local paper – it only makes you angry,’ shouted Fanny from the hallway, slightly breathless as she hung up her coat on the hook.

‘I can’t get away from it! They send the news to my email now and by the time I’ve worked out what it is, I’ve read half the blessed story.’

‘You’ll give yourself a heart attack you will.’

‘You couldn’t move for traffic yesterday because some pillock crashed his car then ran off. He just ran off and left it there apparently. Traffic backed up to the station. It must be gangs. Drugs probably. Terrible.’

A cold tingle trickled down Fanny’s back, a feeling that she might be in trouble. It was nothing to do with her though . . . surely? She was just escorting an elderly neighbour. It was one step up from Meals on Wheels!

‘Did you have lunch?’ She was desperate to change the subject.

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘Good.’ Fanny was dashing through to the kitchen, not wanting to look at her husband with so much going through her mind. She would be lying if she said the excitement of last night had not made her feel a sort of energised tingle. It countered any trepidation somehow as she looked through the fridge for the potatoes.

‘Did I tell you?’ Donald was at the threshold of the kitchen. Fanny avoided him by maintaining her stare into the warm light of the vegetable drawer. ‘I’ve arranged the first meeting of the local residents’ association. I let the council know – the man there sounded exactly as you’d imagine, very pompous.’

Takes one to know one, thought Fanny.

‘We can’t let these people push us around. It’s one thing to have the tree pulled down and the whole character of an area changed but if they think we’re all just going to roll over.’

‘Mmm,’ said Fanny, not really listening.

‘I’ve spoken to everyone along here and they’re all going to be there. Everyone is coming down – kids, dogs, everyone! And this is only the beginning – there’s been lots of ideas about how we can protest – placards, smear campaigns, chaining ourselves to railings.’

‘Oh wow, well done,’ said Fanny, examining a head of broccoli to see if it was still all right.

‘I might see if the community policeman wants to be there so we can ascertain what we can lawfully do.’

‘Police?’ asked Fanny turning, panic in her eyes, broccoli and potatoes in her arms.

‘I’ve never even met him. I’m assuming it’s a man but you never know.’

‘Gosh, where will everyone sit?’ Fanny always worried about people having somewhere to sit. She placed the vegetables on the chopping board with a plan to get rid of her anxiety by peeling things.

Donald’s phone made the sound of a short electronic disco song to alert him that a message had been received. He leapt back into the living room to retrieve the device from the top table of the nest of tables. He rarely moved so fast.

Fanny made a sharp intake of breath, she felt dizzy with stress, almost breaking out into a sweat. The anger Donald had felt regarding this proposed building work had energised him in a way that had taken everyone who knew him by surprise. She thought it was like he was motivated by hate – anger propelled him at times. If it had been something hopeful she doubted he would have been nearly as committed.

A cold shiver went down her back again as she wondered if the message could be the police coming after her. Perhaps she would need to go on the run? On her own, without Donald? Would that be so terrible, actually?

Fanny barely noticed as a potato rolled away from her across the kitchen counter.

Miranda twiddled the unopened small bag between her fingers. The motivation for her earlier experimentations in smoking weed had been in part formed out of resentment on some level. She resented that her life had been the stuff of dreams yet still left her feeling hollow. But this was different. This time, she was looking to open her mind, not close it.

The lovers Miranda met seldom had a chance to make themselves known to her, not really anyway, before she had to move on to something new and something far away. This happened again and again, and combined with her sense that work should take priority over everything, particularly anything as self-absorbed as ‘love’. When she retired it dawned on her that with ample pension and no responsibilities, she was finally free to experience something of life. Her parents had died years before so there was no longer any chance of disappointing them now.

For some retirees this might manifest as a cruise, or perhaps a bout of gardening. For Miranda it had meant trying everything she possibly could. She had already become quite relaxed about abusing different substances, often losing whole weekends to them.

Somehow, having made a connection with someone willing to supply her she felt quite relaxed about the whole thing. LSD to get a bit of clarity felt like it would be exactly what she needed.

Beyond expansions of the mind, Miranda realised there was little else to experience. Romance had existed, if fleetingly, and travel and adventure had been her bread and butter. Of course, there were always new things to study and new people to meet but now she knew she had to do things her way. She wanted to abandon the sensible path and know herself in the depths of pure exaltation. With that she placed the small piece of paper under her tongue and lay back. She knew it would take a little while to take effect.

There was a course she had heard about in America, in the desert somewhere, where you could be guided through taking the most potent of substances. It was unavailable to her in this corner of the world, of course; she would have to be her own personal shaman.

There was a knock at the door. Miranda quickly hid the plastic bag and got up to see who it was. A visitation from the spirit world, perhaps, come to explain the secrets of the universe? She saw the outline of her neighbours Alice and Fanny waiting anxiously through the glass. Maybe not, then.

As she opened the door, Miranda realised she would have to tell them everything.

‘I think I’ve only just processed what happened yesterday!’ said Alice, emphatically. ‘I thought it might have been a dream until I spoke to Fanny.’

‘Keep your voices down, come in.’

The two women shuffled into Miranda’s sitting room.

‘Please sit down. I need to tell you something about myself.’

‘No, don’t arrange the chairs in a circle please, Vince!’

Vince felt like a child again. He was not quite sure how he had become roped into being not only the secretary but also some sort of lackey for Donald and the logistics of his meeting. He had already been told to buy bottles of water and now he was taking the chairs off the stacks to arrange for people attending the meeting.

‘Not in a circle? What do you want then, a square?’

‘No, Vince, they need to be in rows – I think you’re underestimating just how many people will be coming down here.’

‘I see,’ said Vince, politely, whilst assuming Donald was painfully mistaken.

‘Much better!’ Donald said barely looking around; he was too busy using the stage as a table and fussing with the pamphlets he had had printed.

Vince was starting to think that working was preferable to this. Community! That’s what they had been looking for when they moved here. Vince had to concede that maybe this is what community meant and he wished he was back in his old life in the city. It was wild with partying but at least there was no Donald.

Alice and Fanny were in shock.

Alice went first. ‘So you were – are – a – ’

‘An intelligence officer, that’s right.’ Miranda was matter-of-fact about it. According to the Official Secrets Act she was not permitted to talk about this with anyone. However, she weighed up the chances of them telling anyone. Besides, how long did the government have to punish her anyway?

‘Like a spy then?’ asked Fanny.

‘We don’t like that term. It’s not as exciting as they make it seem in the films. Sometimes we are women in our eighties.’

‘So what’s this got to do with the guy in the car then?’ Alice reasoned.

‘Well, that’s where it gets more complicated.’

‘I’m all ears,’ said Alice.

‘Me too!’ Fanny was quite excited by the intrigue.

‘You may remember that Donald was putting a lot of pressure on us to get the boys in the corner house involved in our community here.’

‘Oh god, he was such a busybody about them!’ Alice said. ‘Sorry, Fanny. No offence.’

‘None taken,’ Fanny murmured.

‘Well I used my contacts to get hold of their information. It was just a brief communication and they obliged.’

‘Yes, thanks for that,’ chirped in Fanny. ‘Donald was desperate – he kept saying having gays onside would be important. It would make the campaign stronger. And more stylish.’

Alice was not sure how to react to this assumption. ‘Why didn’t you just ask them? Just knock on the door?’

Miranda shrugged. ‘Because they were not opening the door to anyone. You tried and failed! And because, well, old habits die hard. It seemed much more direct and that way I could start to bring everyone together. I’ve only ever wanted to bring people together. People are better together. I should know. As with all of these things, once I had done them a favour they demanded one in return. It’s the way things are done.’ Miranda wondered when the acid would kick in. Google had suggested anything between twenty and ninety minutes. It had only been ten so far, so she was probably safe.

‘So what did you have to do for them?’ Alice was intrigued.

‘Recruitment. They need new officers. They can’t keep relying on old birds like me to carry on the work.’

‘Can’t they just advertise like everyone else?’ asked Fanny.

‘They do. The trouble is, to be able to do the really difficult work, you need to be, well, good at keeping quiet, and by their nature they are not the sort of people to respond to adverts.’

‘Well, I can keep quiet!’ laughed Fanny.

‘Well, indeed. However, I did some checking on young Kevin before we met yesterday. I discovered he was anonymous, very few family connections and was distinctly unhappy in his current profession. So I arranged to meet up with him, get a better sense. You do have to meet someone – it’s an instinct as much as anything. An art even. I happen to be very good at it.’

‘Oh!’ Alice gasped. ‘So the drugs were just an act, so you could meet him.’

‘No, Alice,’ Miranda replied patiently. ‘I wanted the drugs as well. It’s called multi-tasking.’

Alice opened her mouth, then closed it again.

‘Anyway, once I met Kev, I knew that to all intents and purposes, he was perfect. With a bit of training, naturally.’

‘So you’ve recruited him as a spy?’ asked Alice.

‘Yes.’

‘But he’s run off?’ asked Fanny.

Miranda walked over to the doorway. ‘You can come down here now.’

Kev appeared in the doorway of the sitting room, carrying the cagoule and umbrella from the previous night. ‘Thank you for these,’ he said, politely, proffering them back to Fanny.

‘My pleasure, love,’ said Fanny warmly.

‘How did you find him?’ asked Alice.

‘The notes I gave him – in the middle was my address. In the end I knew he would come. They’ll never find him. No one would imagine it of me – barely anyone knows I’m here.’

‘So the ginger man at the station?’ asked Alice, recalling her experience of being glared at by him at the beginning of the week. ‘TJ?’

‘He was the wrong candidate. Too conspicuous. As you could see.’

‘He did seem a bit, well, frightening.’

‘Oh he’s full of shit,’ added Kev, ‘I’ve known him for years.’

‘Kev has agreed to sign up and will be collected from here in approximately five minutes to commence training.’ She turned to him. ‘You need never worry about the life you’ve left behind. You’ll be protected from now on.’

Kev half-smiled and shrugged his shoulders, perhaps excited about his new beginning, perhaps scared.

‘Well, that’s cleared that up then,’ said Fanny, slapping her thighs and getting up to leave.

Alice was less calm. ‘This is mad! You’re a spy and you just took us to a drug deal to recruit another one.’

‘Yes, that’s pretty much the size of it,’ said Miranda in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘Now I don’t mean to be rude, but you really do need to leave before Kev’s handler arrives.’ She gave her friends a wide-eyed grin. ‘Also, I think the drugs are kicking in. I can see Fanny’s aura.’

‘Is it beige?’ Alice wondered.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Miranda replied.

A few minutes later, Alice and Fanny were gone, and an unmarked car arrived to pick up Kev. He was soon on his way to a training centre over two hundred miles from their quiet suburb.

Miranda was getting to a state that some might describe as ‘high’ and others might refer to as ‘Off your face’.

Checking in with herself she asked, ‘Do I feel safe? Yes, Miranda feels safe.’ The room began to sway a little more as she walked calmly over to the sofa.

She assumed it was part of the hallucination when she heard the key in the door followed by the unexpected reappearance of Fanny. She looked apologetic. ‘We’ve come to take you to the meeting.’ She lowered her voice, whispering in Miranda’s ear, ‘Sorry. Donald insisted.’

The sight of Donald in his big brown coat suddenly made her wish she had taken the other two tabs Kev had given her as well. ‘We’ve got to get a move on,’ he boomed. ‘Vince is holding the fort but I’m not sure he’s capable really.’

‘Are you sure you’re . . . well enough to come, Miranda?’ asked Fanny, eyes widening with hidden meaning

‘Of course she is!’ Donald snapped.

‘Of course I am!’ Miranda exclaimed, perhaps too enthusiastically. In her heightened state, this struck her as the ultimate experience for her Fuck-It List. Surviving one of Donald’s meetings on acid. How could she resist?


Chapter Thirty-six

Wednesday Night

‘Thank you, everyone, for coming along!’ shouted Donald over the scraping of chairs as the local community moved them closer to the stage. He waved a sheaf of papers in the air as he directed everyone to come closer to him as he stood, leaning against the dusty wooden stage, at the far end of the hall. The chairs had been arranged by Vince in rows, as per Donald’s instructions, though a lack of people meant that the rows were not filled.

Someone called out, ‘Wouldn’t it be better if we just sat in a circle?’

‘No, no!’ said Donald, still controlling things, even though he was disappointed with the turnout. ‘Everyone just come to the first two rows, please.’

Barry had also complicated the situation by asking for an hour at the end of the evening to convene his confirmed cast of Joseph and even building a sort of set for his production.

‘But it’s not for months!’ snapped Donald.

‘Yes, I know but – but – it’s the first time the whole cast are meeting, so I just want them to have a feel for the show and really imagine what it’s going to be like.’

Donald had allowed it but insisted his town meeting had to take precedence.

It did seem a little odd to see Donald surrounded by the sandy peaks of the Valley of the Kings and the side structure of Joseph’s prison cell and several stuffed goats and sheep. Donald was far too focussed to pay it any attention.

Miranda felt the acid hit her eyeballs as she broke out into another wide grin. The broad expression could not be stopped and she found herself bursting out laughing at the sight of everyone. She wanted to speak to each of them individually and tell them how delighted she was to see them. It was a smile that was not going anywhere.

Donald droned on. ‘I know that I have spoken to most – if not all – of you about the proposals from the local council, and I have laid out what I feel are our frustrations. I am pleased to say that we are joined today by Councillor Clive Herd who has agreed to listen to our concerns and act on them at the meeting of council this week.’

A woman from the next road along adjusted her coat against the draught of the village hall. Fanny thought how this space had not changed since the first time she had walked in here. All village halls and church halls seemed to be the same – the wooden floor that had to be swept with the huge broom, the smell of dust, the serving hatch through which she could still see a huge tea urn and selection of blue cups and saucers.

They were used for the same things throughout a person’s life: nursery for the little ones; Cubs and Brownies for the older ones; a place to vote once eighteen and now, at this point in her life, Fanny realised it was mainly a place for ‘Planning Meetings’.

‘Good evening, everyone,’ began Councillor Clive, a small man still wearing a grey suit and his large glasses denoting how closely he looked at things. He worked in the Trading Standards office during the day so minutiae was something he was very good at. His bald head still retained an outline of grey hair, his smile seemed like something he used to placate people before he delivered bad news.

‘I am very grateful to Don for inviting me down here this evening. He has shared with me some of the concerns he has – and you all have – about the changes to the park.’

‘Proposed changes,’ corrected Don.

‘Well actually, Don, I think I have to begin by coming clean and telling you that whilst I am happy to be here and listen,’ that smile again, ‘the council has no plans to change its intention of building the electric charging station here and thereby alter the boundary line of the park.’

Donald’s face dropped. He had spent so long convincing people why this was such a bad idea – he had launched a petition and organised tonight’s meeting, persuading everyone to come along. Everything he had done had been a waste and it did feel like Clive from the council had rather made a fool of him.

‘Ha!’ He tried to sound confident. ‘Well, we won’t stand for that, will we everyone?’

‘Don, I am sorry to have to tell you that in the current circumstances, the council is obliged to install these charging facilities and there is no real reason for us not to put them here in the park. I am sorry if you don’t want it in front of your house, but I’m afraid it has to go somewhere.’

‘But – but – this is an outrage!’

‘AN OUTRAGE!’ shouted Miranda.

Undeterred, Don continued, ‘Our homes have been here for decades! You can’t just push us around!’

‘No one is pushing anyone, Don – this is just a part of progress. You may as well accept it, or you’ll be trampled on.’

‘Trampled on – like an elephant!?’ Miranda thought this was hilarious and doubled-over giggling.

Again, Donald continued, ‘Clive we can all understand the need for progress but it shouldn’t be change for change’s sake, evolution is surely preferable?’

‘If you like. But I think in the fullness of time you’ll realise this was an evolution after all. And a necessary one at that.’

‘We could appeal it! Get lawyers involved.’

‘Well yes, absolutely, and if that is something you are willing to finance then it could drag the process out. But if I’m perfectly honest with all of you, it will just be referred to central government and they really won’t care. If anything, they’ll probably push for more charging points or who knows even a complete overhaul of the public space. Would you prefer that?’

‘No of course we wouldn’t!’ shouted the woman who had been cold earlier.

With this, Miranda seemed compelled to get up, which surprised everyone, and stand in the middle of the aisle. With her hands on her hips she did a sort of Scottish reel followed by frantic thrusting of her hips.

The councillor acknowledged this side show and then valiantly continued. ‘I understand this is a change for a lot of you. But I can assure you that the council’s proposals here are a lot more appealing than what you’d get if you er . . . if you appealed.’ He had the audacity to chuckle at his accidental wordplay.

‘This doesn’t make any sense!’ interjected Donald. ‘Why on earth have you brought us all here if there was nothing really to be done?’

‘It is my obligation to meet with the public.’

Miranda was by this point doing a lap of the assembled group and occasionally twirling around before holding on to the cold woman from a few streets away, who did not seem to be amused and rolled her eyes. Exhausted she eventually sat down.

‘We are all connected!’ exclaimed Miranda whilst staring at the Pyramids and seeing words coming out of them, though she could not quite decipher what they were. The Sphinx began talking with Donald’s voice and she found it hilarious.

A police officer, a promised presence as part of the evening, finally entered through the double doors at the end of the room. She looked puzzled to find everyone sitting in the middle of Ancient Egypt and thought at first that it was a play rehearsal she had accidentally walked in on. Then she recognised Donald – someone she had heard from on numerous occasions over the years.

She tried with all her might to quietly remove a chair from the stack of chairs but managed to knock them over as she pulled the top one away. It was also a waste of time seeing that there were so many empty chairs already in position. She squeezed her eyes shut to try and make the disturbance go away. The assembled group of no more than twenty-five turned to look, saw her with her eyes closed trying to be invisible, and then turned back to the unfolding drama.

The officer smiled at the woman with the coat as she found a place to sit down. Glancing around she was surprised to find an elderly woman dressed in tweed slumped in her chair grinning across the aisle at her. She found it even more alarming that the woman seemed to move from smiling at her to staring at the ceiling, slumping further in her chair.

‘I’m sorry to be late everyone,’ the officer interrupted, ‘but I think the lady across from me is in need of medical attention. Is she having some sort of seizure? I can radio for an ambulance?’ She lifted her lapel to show her radio.

‘Not a seizure but a revelation!’ Miranda corrected. ‘I can see now that Donald is a tree. He has roots going into the ground.’ She said this very calmly as though she had just explained why she would not like a cup of tea.

‘No it’s fine!’ jumped in Fanny. ‘She has been on some very strong painkillers and she’s just, well, she . . .’ Everyone turned to look at Miranda who was making some sort of singing sound whilst smiling at the ceiling as though she could see something there.

‘Oh yes of course,’ whispered the officer. ‘I see,’ she added with an apologetic half-smile. She lifted her hand in gesture to Donald to continue.

‘I have to say I find this very frustrating,’ Donald said to Councillor Clive, coming round from what felt to him like a punch to his head.

‘Well I shall leave it in your court, Donald, but that is the way of things as they stand.’ Then that smile again. ‘I am of course always available on email if any of you would like to contact me further with any questions or queries.’

‘This is a goddamn disgrace! Don’t we count for anything? The police must have an opinion?’ demanded Donald to the police officer who still had an eye on the elderly woman on the verge of slumping to the floor.

‘Sorry what?’ she asked blankly, unsure of what she had been questioned about.

‘Don’t the police think this is a matter to be concerned with? The council is stealing our homes!’

‘Well I wouldn’t know about that . . .’ she responded meekly.

Useless! Donald’s face communicated.

‘Is that it then?’ asked the woman in the coat. ‘None of you are going to do anything?’

‘As I say, you are very welcome to email and my office will get back to you within one to five working days.’

‘That’s a bloody disgrace!’ shouted the woman with the coat.

‘Well, I think we’re done here. We shall have to . . . reconvene to decide what is best to do next.’

‘Of course thank you, Don,’ said the councillor, as though Donald had just lent him a lawnmower. He walked out in silence and the police officer, realising that she was free to go and might make her Boxercise class after all, hurried in following him out.

The double doors flapped closed behind them and the neighbours watched through the windows as the two officers of state walked to their parked cars.

A silence filled the air before Donald finally said, ‘We’ve got to do something!’

The assembly was a mix of shaking and nodding heads – some still angry, others agreeing with Donald. The feeling of powerlessness was palpable as they realised, deflated, that perhaps change was inevitable. Meanwhile, Fanny was staring at the wall praying that Miranda would stay upright and not collapse on the floor or, even worse, talk about her aura again.

It still occurred to her that this change might actually be good for her business but her devotion to her husband meant that she could never express that. That was only something she and Barry felt. She hated seeing Donald suddenly so lost, like a child being told he was not allowed to go out and play. Somehow it broke her heart.

‘What does everyone want to do?’ she asked.

‘I’d quite like a drink,’ said Nathan Luke, suddenly animated. It produced a round of laughter from everyone and pierced the tension.

‘I think we all would!’ said Donald, suddenly lightening. He was battered and bruised from this first round of the fight but he was still going to get up again.

‘I have an idea,’ said Alice. ‘Is this something we could get the press interested in?’

‘Yes, but would it be interesting enough for them?’ said Nathan Luke.

‘Well,’ Alice felt hurt that someone had shot her idea down so quickly, ‘I don’t know, maybe we could do a protest or something?’

People nodded at this, it felt like the sort of thing they had seen other people do.

‘A protest yes! That sounds like a good idea.’ Donald was suddenly pleased again.

‘Would it be with placards and such like? Chanting things at the gates of the Town Hall?’ Nathan Luke seemed to like the idea of a drama.

‘Would people definitely engage with this sort of thing?’ asked the woman in the coat.

Miranda was suddenly compos mentis. Grinning again and delighted at what she had thought of. ‘What we need to do is organise a parade! A dance party!’

‘Well I don’t know if that will achieve anything,’ Donald snapped back, no longer a scolded child but back to being the condescending teacher.

‘I like this idea!’ said Nathan Luke.

‘Me too,’ said the woman in the coat.

‘I think it could be fun,’ said Fanny.

‘Well it would take a lot of organisation – and of course we’d have to get the respective permissions from the local government.’ Don was back on the side of municipal rules now they happened to suit him.

To everyone’s surprise Barry poked his head out from the door at the side of the stage, ‘Helloo, everyone! Sorry to disturb.’

‘Where have you been?’ demanded Donald of his neighbour.

‘I’ve just been waiting through there.’

‘In the cupboard?’

‘Yes. Well it’s actually the wings – but you did say it would only be a short meeting before we continued with our rehearsal?’

‘I don’t really know what’s going on,’ said Pharoah, popping his head out of the door on the other side.

Barry became agitated by this in a way that no one had expected and no one had seen before, as he craned around to reprimand his cast member. ‘I’m just trying to find out! Jeez, will you wait a moment!’ Directing a play had brought out a new side to him. Alice quite liked it.

‘When will everyone just CALM DOWN!’ exclaimed Miranda, who had become very animated again but no one was quite sure why. Then she burst out laughing and giggled for longer than anyone had ever seen her laugh before. Then, apropos of nothing, she stood up and ran, as fast as her sensible heels could take her, out of the room. Fanny was about to follow but then thought to herself, why not let her live her life?

‘Well it sounds like the festival of protest could be the way then, Don?’ said Nathan Luke in a tone that said ‘I think this is what everyone wants to do’.

‘Fine!’ said Don. ‘If that’s what everyone wants. I’ll draft a proposal and pop it on the group chat.’ Even though this was the most positive solution anyone had thought of, Donald seemed more annoyed about it than the proposed planning changes.

‘OK, great!’ Barry burst forth into the room, commandeering the hall for his use now. ‘All right everyone, can we make a start now?’

People started to move chairs and Fanny and Alice locked eyes seeing this as their moment to check Miranda was safe and, more importantly to them, get out of the room before they became absorbed into a rendition of ‘Close Every Door’. They walked out in silence, knowing there was so much to talk about but neither of them knew quite where to start.

Vince’s hand ached from all the writing involved in minuting the meeting. Now the meeting was concluded, he threw his clipboard on to the floor next to his chair and shook out his wrist to get the blood flowing again. The rehearsing cast, assembling into a circle for Barry’s full-body warm-up, did not seem to even notice he was there.

That was the thing with Vince: he sometimes felt like he just blended into the background. All throughout the meeting while writing down other people’s words he had been thinking to himself how he had lots of ideas which would be perfect for this new project – apart from anything else, as an architect, he had plenty of experience with planning permission. Somehow though, particularly in the presence of loud people – men like Donald – he just froze and the moment for him to say something never emerged.

He picked up his clipboard and scurried out through the double doors at the back of the hall.


The last of the golden brown leaves danced down off the branches of the tree and dusted the pathways. How stark the tree became at this time of year, like a sculpture against the evening sky or even a contemporary dancer with its tall branches reaching out and up like highly trained arms. Still, even without its heft of summer leaves, the tree continued to anchor this small community to the ground.


Chapter Thirty-seven

Saturday Morning

Alice was not as exhausted as usual. Something had changed. Work was as intense as ever. The family still made their demands, but Alice felt lighter somehow. She was noticing things.

Sitting in one of the hard wooden chairs at the end of the dining table looking out of the bi-folding doors, she felt quite content with everything. Things around the house still needed work but for now they did not seem to bother her at all.

Seeing her husband through the garden window trudging around, trimming things and uprooting other things, adding them to a pile of garden waste in the middle of the lawn, made her realise just how much he had been planting in the late summer and autumn months. So much life had been bursting out of their garden! It had lifted her without her even realising it.

The lawn had been made into something actually nice. Barry had spent weeks looking after it, feeding it – what does one feed a lawn though? – and even purchasing a second-hand lawnmower he had found on Facebook Marketplace from a couple around the corner.

Previous to this, the only thing the lawn had been fed was children’s wellies and for a long time it was a graveyard for beanbags and some juggling skittles left there from one of Barry’s acrobatic practices.

Alice remembered his training with a smile. ‘I’ve still got it!’ he had shouted across the lawn to his family whilst he gyrated his hips back and forth inside a plastic loop. None of them had been particularly pleased to see the ‘It’ he had still got, but Alice remembered them all laughing.

Since he had busied himself with the garden Alice had been finding her husband much more attractive. She liked the look of him wearing old clothes and lifting things, occasionally stopping to mop his brow from the sweat he had worked up – even in winter! How hard he must be working. He breathed out, blowing upwards to get his tousled sweaty hair out of his eyes before wiping his brow with his sleeve again and Alice was delighted.

It dawned on her that Barry had never cleaned the barbecue after last year’s exploits in open-fire cooking. What horrendous life forms dwelt under the domed lid of that faddish contraption? Next to it was the garden furniture rusting in the early winter sun and the washing line, similarly rusty, and seldom used for hanging things out. It would be fine though, Alice was sure. Another project for Barry to deal with, in the new year.

‘There he is!’ she said excitedly as Barry slid the patio doors open.

‘I tell you there is just so much to do! Looking good though.’

‘It looks so much neater.’

‘I raked the leaves. That always helps. I might make a compost heap,’ he said with a bright grin.

‘Lovely!’ said Alice, standing up from the table and sidling up to her husband. ‘And look at how muddy you’ve got.’

‘I know,’ said Barry stomping his boots on the mat and bending down to take them off.

‘Don’t go traipsing it all through the house now!’

‘You’re right,’ said Barry as he immediately started undoing his trousers.

‘Oh look at you,’ said Alice, flirtatiously.

‘Ha! I’m going to put these straight into the washing machine.’

‘Leave them on the side for a minute.’ Alice leant in to help him take his top off too.

Alas, Barry was not in the same frame of mind as his wife.

‘Alice, I’ve already told you – it’s the last round of the auditions today for Joseph. I think we’ve finally found our Potiphar.’

‘Oh thank god!’ she replied sarcastically, a little hurt.

Barry chose to ignore the comment and proceeded to get a mug down from the cupboard. He threw a green tea bag in the cup whilst the kettle boiled.

‘Want one?’

‘I thought you had to go out,’ she said, cheekily.

‘I meant a cup of tea!’ he laughed, bashfully.

Slurping on his tea, usually an irritation to Alice, Barry started to hum the tune of Potiphar’s song.

‘You’re excited then?’

‘Oh, Alice, you should see the guys we’ve got involved. I think it’s going to be amazing!’

‘You love it don’t you – am-dram?’

‘Community theatre is how we term it, Aly, but yeah everyone involved is just so positive and I think that we’re all going to get a lot from it. The cast, the audience . . . me!’

‘All of us! I just wish I could sing.’

‘You can sing!’

Alice knew this wasn’t true since she had been told by her mother as a child, ‘You are dreadfully out of tune!’ when she was singing along to one of her tapes. A further reinforcement to concentrate on her studies. She never bothered to try and sing again after that.

‘Well they’d love it if you came and joined the chorus. We could spend a bit more time together.’

‘You must be sick of me by now!’ She glanced out of the window. Odd how she still blushed in front of him. A man she had been with for twenty years.

‘Never,’ he said with more certainty than she anticipated before downing the last of his green tea and placing the mug in the sink.

‘Did Isobel finish her coursework?’

As if summoned, Isobel marched into the room and headed towards the fridge. ‘It’s not really coursework, Mum, it’s just a study – I had to complete a study of a hand. Dad! Why aren’t you wearing trousers?’

‘Well did you do it or not?’ Alice persisted.

‘Not yet. I need a break!’

Alice watched as Isobel reached for the biscuits and stuffed one in her mouth.

‘I thought you were allergic to gluten now?’ Alice asked, knowing that her daughter was like her father and prone to fads.

‘I was but I’m trialling being back on it to see how my body reacts.’ Isobel hoisted herself to sit on the kitchen worktop, even though Alice had told her she disapproved of this. Like with the gluten, her daughter was obviously trialling lots of things, including what she could get away with.

Alice wished she had been able to behave like this as a child rather than constantly panicking about exam results.

‘Anyway,’ Isobel continued from the worktop, ‘I wondered if one of you would take me to this exhibition my art teacher is doing in town? It’s about the climate emergency.’

When she first became a mother, Alice had been determined that her children would always have a voice of their own; never would they have to conform to convention. Never would they celebrate Mother’s Day because they should be grateful for their mother every day! Not that they would have to be grateful for anything though – she dreamed of them being protesters, anarchists, changemakers.

Now they were grown up Alice regretted some of these ambitions a bit and wished her children were a bit more, well, respectful. Why oh why could she not have had boring children who did their homework and then went to sleep?

‘I’ll be there!’ chimed in Barry, who loved this sort of thing. Alice was sad she could not go too but both parents would surely cramp her style. Alice wanted Isobel to be a daughter with confidence too.

Grabbing another handful of biscuits Isobel skipped back to her room. Before leaving the room she turned back. ‘Oh and guess what? I spoke to my art teacher and she says she wants to help with the park protest. Janice is super cool. She used to live in a caravan and now she teaches art and does art therapy with people who’ve suffered trauma.’

‘Amazing!’ said Alice delighted that her daughter was getting involved though, on some level, fearful of what Donald might say.

‘Put on some trousers, Dad. Seriously!’ Isobel said, as she left the room.

‘Alice, I’ve also got some great news,’ said Barry after his daughter was gone. Alice prayed it was something to do with inheriting money. ‘I’m going to do a podcast!’

Alice’s face dropped. Another fad. She knew instantly that she would be expected to stump up the costs from her salary. They were costs that Alice had always met, sometimes because she feared losing his affection, sometimes because she wanted to keep the peace.

Financial and emotional support had been forthcoming for any number of enterprises and schemes. Starting with the circus skills (Level Two) training, to being certified as a trampoline instructor, a bonsai master, a nutritionist, a bread maker and even a jazz dance course.

Of course, there was also the decision to be a barista with his own fair trade coffee wagon outside the station that had technically been his occupation for the past two years, although often he had failed to make a regular appearance and commuters had come to regard his caffeinated offering as more of a sporadic treat.

‘All I need is some basic podcasting equipment – so soundproofed space, DSLR cable, SM7 microphone – times two as I’ll need one for the guests, stands for those, an audio mixer and a new laptop as my current one doesn’t have the processing power. But that’s fine because I can use the same one for recording and editing so, if anything, that’s a saving . . .’

Alice looked at the marks on the wall of the kitchen-diner and thought how she would love to have it all renovated. How there was a banging sound often heard from the roof which she had already asked Barry to have a look at, several times, but to no avail. ‘And what will – I mean would – the podcast be about?’

‘The show of course! How we prepare for the show and the dramas. It would be a great publicity device to really get people talking about it.’

‘But that’s not forever is it?’ Alice spoke with a sense of desperation. ‘I mean Joseph will be performed and then it’ll be over and then what will the podcast be about?’

‘Funny you should say that because I thought it could also be about events happening locally – people could tell us about the shows they are doing.’

‘Barry! What are you talking about? This is a small area with only one community hall – there aren’t going to be “other shows” that people will be doing. Not that there isn’t demand, just that there aren’t even enough people.’

‘Actually Donald is very excited about it.’

‘About Joseph? I can’t imagine him being into musicals?’

‘No, silly! He wants it to be like a community noticeboard so he could update people on the protest about the proposed building work – really keep people informed.’

‘Like local radio?’

‘Exactly! But a podcast.’

Alice paused to think but as ever she knew that once an idea had been floated she was bound to go along with it, mainly because it was easier. ‘OK, I can see something in this. Haven’t you got stuff you could already use though – and you can use my old laptop to keep the costs down?’

‘I’m not sure it’ll have the processing p—’

‘I think it’ll be fine!’ She held his gaze, for once determined not to shell out on unnecessary equipment.

‘OK, sure,’ he said, conceding to the compromise.

Alice watched her husband walk out of the kitchen in his pants.


Chapter Thirty-eight

Monday Morning

‘Rather you than me!’ Nathan Luke had sung at him as he waved him off. It was one of those cold winter mornings when anyone in their right mind would much prefer to stay in than go to run errands at the bank. Vince knew that it was better to get out and about and have something to do. He was aware that he and Nathan Luke had been getting under one another’s feet at the house.

Vince was glad of his woolly hat, his home-knitted scarf and his insulated gloves. Even in cumbersome winterwear Vince still managed to look handsome. Like a character in one of those Scandinavian crime dramas. He had always thought he would suit living in Copenhagen. He imagined himself on the way to solve some sort of brutal killing in an effortlessly stylish office block, as he checked his reflection in the window of Greggs.

He walked on past the dry cleaners, which also did key cutting, and the kebab shop which kept poking leaflets through his letter box. The station forecourt had a flower seller, busily strimming ribbon to complete some sort of winter display, next to them was the small van that served as Barry’s coffee kiosk.

For once Barry had actually made it to work and was standing at the rear of the van arranging some foamed milk on a latte. It was like he had turned a corner in recent months and was making it to work almost every day.

Shit, thought Vince.

Barry was concentrating so much though, that he did not notice his neighbour and Vince was glad. He was in no mood for chit-chat.

Keeping his head bowed down to avoid eye contact, disguised as sheltering his face from the icy wind, he marched on past the entrance to the station and carried on up the hill to the main part of the high street.

Phew, he thought, at least I didn’t get stuck talking!

The warm gust from the bank’s heating unit above the door felt very welcome as he looked around to try and work out which counter he was supposed to go to. On closer inspection he realised there were no counters anymore, just a series of large boxes with people pressing buttons on screens.

Seemingly out of nowhere a polite lady with an iPad appeared at his side. ‘Are you OK there, sir? Is there anything I can help you with?’

‘There’s something you can help me with!’ interrupted an elderly lady in a big coat. ‘Firstly you close all the branches and now you’ve turned the whole place into a load of robots – I only want to talk to someone about accessing my pension!’

‘OK, madam, but I’m just dealing with this gentleman at the moment. If you have a seat, I can come and help you in a moment.’

The elderly woman rolled her eyes and reluctantly sat down.

The lady from the bank gave Vince a conspiratorial smile. ‘Now, what would you like to do?’ she asked, almost flirtatiously.

‘Erm . . . Can I ask . . . I was looking for the machine outside but, well, it’s not there?’

‘Ah yes, we’ve had to close that one – bastards kept robbing it.’ She seemed suddenly much less professional.

‘Oh, I see.’

‘So it’s just cash you need, is it?’

Vince nodded awkwardly. The truth was, he did not really need to be here at all. He did not need cash, and if he wanted to transfer money he could do that on his phone. But he could hardly say, Actually, I’m just here to give my partner a short break from my very existence. ‘Yes, that’s right,’ he said instead, feebly. ‘Just some cash.’

‘Perfect, well the machine here can take you through everything. Just shout if I can help further.’

‘Thank you,’ he said.

Completing the transaction and finally placing the printed receipt in his wallet, he turned to leave the bank.

‘What are you doing here?’ boomed the familiar voice.

Vince was taken by surprise.

‘Donald! Good morning. How are you?’

‘I am well thank you, except for this bloody bank – keeps changing their set-up. It’s bad enough speaking to robots on the phone – now they’re in here too! Is it too much to speak to an actual person, eh?’

‘Good morning, sir. Can I help?’ asked the nice lady with the iPad, having finished dealing with the grumpy pensioner.

‘No you cannot!’ barked Donald, contradicting himself. ‘I can use the computer perfectly fine.’

Vince tried to smile at the lady to let her know he did not agree with speaking to people in that way.

Vince had long felt that Donald looked down on him. The gap in the conversation felt like the opportunity he had been looking for to prove himself. ‘I was checking my finances actually. The sale of my company – gosh not used to having such a large sum of cash in the old savings account. I just like to come in and make sure it’s still there!’ Then, feeling like he wanted to make it absolutely clear to Donald, to impress him, found himself saying, ‘I have a lot of money.’

Saying ‘I have a lot of money’ was not usually the sort of thing people with money actually said, but Donald did not seem to hear his brazen attempt at one-upmanship. If anything he was just waiting for Vince to stop talking so he could get back to talking about himself.

‘I’ve got big news actually,’ Donald said pompously. ‘Barry has asked me to do a podcast with him.’

‘Oh my!’ said Vince, wondering if Barry had actually asked or whether Donald had just told him he was going to be involved.

‘Yes, it’s going to be a big part of us overturning the planning decision about the park. It’s going to be huge actually.’

‘Well . . . I can’t wait to hear it!’

‘It’s going to be great.’

It occurred to Vince that he was in no rush to get back and that Nathan Luke might appreciate a longer break from him. ‘Would you like to go for a coffee? I’ve got a spare morning.’

‘Oh, no thank you. I have a very busy life.’ Donald sounded like he was bragging in the same way Vince had done about money.

‘Yes, of course.’ Vince smiled self-deprecatingly and, feeling scolded again, said, ‘I’d better leave you to it.’

‘Yes, cheerio,’ said Donald, already distracted.

As Vince walked back through the hot air of the fan heater he could hear his neighbour approach the nice lady. ‘Is it too much to get a bit of service? I’ve banked here for forty-five years . . .’

Vince was glad to be back out in the cold. He put his gloves on and walked down the high street and past the station. Barry had long since shut up shop and gone home – just now, when Vince could actually have done with being held up with a chat. He carried on his walk and turned the corner to the small plot of land with the small wooden bench in the middle and thought how bright the wood seemed, having only been there for a few months now.

Despite the cold he sat for a moment on the seat he had paid for in memory of his mother. Perhaps it was maudlin to choose a cold winter day to be alone when he was already feeling a little disconnected. He could not help thinking how much he missed her.

At first it felt forced for him to start talking but then he just did it, softly at first. ‘Nathan Luke’s been busy. I thought I’d give him some space.’

Speaking like this, he was unsure whether it made him feel better or worse; self-conscious or actually more at peace. ‘I’m still not sure if I’m doing the right thing really. If any of this was a good idea or not. But I suppose that’s the thing, isn’t it? There’s no way to know what else you should have done instead.’ The chat flowed out of him.

‘I think we’re happy in the new place. I think you’d love it. But then you’ve probably seen it already. It was so much work! And just when we thought it was done the neighbours started piling in – they wouldn’t leave us alone! – and somehow I’ve ended up in a local protest group and in charge of writing down the minutes of the meetings. Donald! Donald is . . . well he’s a pain!’

He was unsure what else to say beyond that and besides it was cold now and maybe he should head home and have some lunch. A soup or something, that was what a day like today called for.

And then out of nowhere he heard, ‘People will say you’re following me!’ Donald seemed to have taken the same detour as him.

‘Oh, hello again.’ He half-smiled.

‘You must be cold sitting out here in this weather?’

‘Well it’s my mother’s bench actually. I paid for it in her memory.’

‘Ah! I see,’ said Donald, immediately nervous and unsure as to whether he should offer condolences or not. ‘I, er – I’m sorry to hear you lost your mother. Was it recent?’

‘Just this last year, yes.’

Donald looked on blankly, unsure what he should say.

‘We were close you see – that was why I wanted to live back round here really. She had struggled a lot because she’d brought me up as a single parent. And that wasn’t easy.’

‘Mmm,’ said Donald.

Vince felt disappointed that this was all he said though he was unsure what he was looking for as a response.

‘Well, I must be getting on,’ Donald said. ‘Barry and I have got to make a start on this podcast you see. I told him I’d go and get some proper microphones to use. I found some online – a chap just round the corner was selling some. Amazing what you can find online isn’t it? Anyway, I’d best be off – cheerio again!’

‘Yes, bye,’ said Vince, pausing for a moment to let Donald walk away before he left. Perhaps he was on some level embarrassed to be talking to a bench but on another, he was just keen to let Donald disappear. He really only wanted time for his thoughts.

‘I’ll catch up with you soon anyway!’ he said with a smile, cheered to be talking to his mother. He adjusted his hat and stood up from the bench, checked that Donald was nowhere to be seen and then strode off in the opposite direction home.


Chapter Thirty-nine

Tuesday Morning

Miranda was so excited to see the letter on the doormat she forgot to make herself a drink. Using her mother’s opener, she sliced open the envelope.

My dear Miranda,

I wanted to drop you a line to express my gratitude and – on behalf of the whole department here – our heartfelt thanks for your recent help in sourcing Kevin. He has been a great asset already and has all the makings of a truly outstanding recruit.

I shall keep you posted on his progress. In the meantime – on a lighter note – I would very much like to catch up with you properly if your schedule permits.

If it were not out of the question, would you like to have dinner once the spring is here? It would be the least I could do to say thank you.

Yours ever,

Miranda could hardly breathe. If only young people could see how a letter can produce more excitement that any text message. Admittedly, it was an old-fashioned way to go about things, even for people at their stage of life, but that was the way with Miranda – she did just prefer the old ways of doing things. As did he, so it seemed.

Miranda was unsure whether the invitation was meant as a romantic dinner or merely two work colleagues catching up. In any case, it would take a moment for her to get over it. Not wanting to rush a reply – she had always been taught to keep men waiting – she decided it had given her the energy to go for a walk.

It did not cross her mind that it was cold outside; in fact, after all the excitement of the morning, when she opened the front door, she barely noticed it at all.


Chapter Forty

Wednesday Morning

‘Quite the set up you’ve got here, Barry.’

‘Thank you, Don.’

‘Shall we begin then?’

‘Actually we have already started.’

Fanny thought this was the worst beginning to a radio programme she had ever heard. Podcast or radio programme, call it what you will, it was all the same to her. She still could not understand what had been so wrong with BBC Radio Four that suddenly everyone had to do their own version.

Bring back John Humphrys, was what crossed her mind. The episode was playing out from Donald’s phone, which he had left in the middle of the kitchen table. It seemed to Fanny that his voice was booming out from the fruit bowl, like he had been turned into a satsuma.

If only.

Fanny sat there, staring at the wall opposite, not sure where to look when only her ears were needed. She did not realise she was speaking out loud when she said, ‘How long does it last?’

‘Sshhhh – listen to it! You’ll like it!’ came her husband’s abrupt response from the other room. He wanted his wife to listen to it alone but sat in the other room so he could still hear it. Fanny could tell he was so proud of it, he had listened six times already.

Jeez this is boring, she thought as she silently got up to get some biscuits from the cupboard in the hope that a burst of sugar might help with the audio marathon. Carefully placing three of the chocolate digestives on to a floral plate, she crept back to the chair at the table, lifting it rather than scraping it across the floor, hoping Donald had not heard her.

As she sat back down she realised that Don’s phone screen was still illuminated and therefore still ‘open’. He hated having to constantly re-enter his password. She picked it up to see the timer on the screen to let her know how long was left of the so-called ‘broadcast’.

Looking at the screen she found she could not see the time because the phone had returned to its ‘home page’; the mass of squares representing the different applications and clocks that Donald loved to use. Most of the ‘apps’ seemed to pertain to bus timetables and cricket results. She scrolled through them to see if one was called ‘Podcasts’ but as is often the case with digital things these days, none of the ‘apps’ had names attached. If you had no idea what you were looking for, the chances were that you would never find it.

‘So I’ve set up this podcast to talk about local goings-on and the sense of community we all have here in St Matthew’s Park. The area, that is – not just the actual, literal, park at the centre of it. I am very keen to tell you all about my forthcoming production – a Queer reimagining of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat, but first I am joined by a guest. My neighbour Donald Snippett!’

Fanny was convinced she could actually hear her husband wince at the words ‘Queer reimagining’ on the recording. She moved her glasses down from the top of her head so she could see the apps more clearly. That did not help much, so she returned the glasses to the top of her head, stabbing them into her hair, as she always did. At random she tapped on one of the boxes on the screen, a green one.

‘Thank you, Barry, yes Donald Snippett here . . .’

‘Oh here we go!’ shouted Donald from the other room, laughing at his own voice.

‘Oh yes!’ Fanny called back.

‘I am really here to talk about one thing and one thing only, that is: the absolutely reckless approach the council has taken to building this, frankly, ridiculous charging station on the periphery of our beautiful park! It’s an absolute . . .’

Fanny found that the green square she had pressed sprung into life quickly and she immediately realised it was the message app. The list of contacts were all people she would expect – friends from the allotment, Maurice who serviced the car and then, as her eye casually glanced at the bottom of the screen, she saw some messages from someone with no name.

‘Is it a beautiful park? I suppose it is in a way but there is quite a lot of graffiti on the benches,’ said Barry meekly. Foolishly, to anyone who had an idea of Donald’s temperament.

‘Isn’t that the case in any green space? I think what you have to remember is that once you start with these smaller spaces there really is no stopping these damned bureaucrats at the council – we’ll all be living in a car park!’

‘OK, well, Donald, I knew you felt strongly but let’s not turn this into LBC just yet, shall we? Ha! Just local news and—’

‘That oak tree there? It has been there for over a hundred years! Look at the girth of it!’ Barry coughed.

Fanny was not the sort of person to look through other people’s messages – even those of her husband. They had never been the sort of couple to share everything. She had not gone out of her way to snoop, it was just that she could see the top line of a text message. It read, I know it’s difficult for you, having to keep it a secret but . . . and with that one, inconclusive line, Fanny felt an unbearable craving to open the whole thread of messages. The word ‘secret’ was what enticed her most. Perhaps some kind of surprise birthday party? She felt it was hardly her fault for wanting to look, it was just like the cliffhanger in a good book.

‘. . . Sorry, Barry, if I may interrupt you again – you see I don’t think a lot of people realise how much this is going to change the local area. People with electric cars from all over will be coming here to charge their vehicles at any time of day or night. It will be like living on a petrol station forecourt!’

‘Well I don’t know if it’s going to be quite as bad as all that is it?’

‘You could sell barbecue briquettes and cheap flowers out of your front window. In fact I may as well just leave my door open so truck drivers can use the toilet!’

Fanny was barely listening at all now, she had heard it all before. She opened the unlabelled thread of messages and read the full first line: I know it’s difficult for you to keep a secret but how do you think I feel?

Not a surprise party then. Fanny’s heart felt like it was beating in her neck, her ears ringing as the blood rushed towards her brain. The sense of what the message meant came over her all at once.

Her sensible side told her not to read on, it was too upsetting – but that rational, considered version of herself had seemingly fled. It took almost nothing for her index finger to swipe the conversation upwards to reveal more messages.

‘This is a classic move from government and they haven’t even consulted with us.’

‘OK, well back to Joseph and his brothers! It really is a lot of fun to—’

‘It’s the definition of tyranny! I have it on good authority that they had the equipment ready before they even thought to speak with us – the community. That’s the thing with bureaucrats – they simply Do. Not. Care.’

Fanny struggled to focus on the words before her, mainly because her hand had started to shake. I just wanted to see you! said one of the messages. I thought it would be good to spend some more time together, so we could get to know each other properly read another.

Other snippets jumped out at her from the screen, increasingly alarming in tone. How could you just walk out on me like that? How do you think I feel in all this? You can’t ignore me forever, and, perhaps most ominously, How would your wife feel if she knew the truth?

To think that her husband had not considered her once in all this! That her her feelings had been left up to this mystery woman. Fanny never thought she would see the day.

Suddenly everything around her was insecure – everything could be a lie: the table, the chair – even the fruit bowl!

Fanny fell into an emotional hole, her heart pounding. She knew she had to call someone. Someone must be able to reassure her. To think she could be a wronged woman! Surely this was something happening to someone else? A character in a film?

But for the first time in her life, Fanny found herself as the main character in her own life.

‘I suppose what anyone remembers about Joseph is that his is a story of family feuds, lies and deceit – being outcast, having to prove yourself in a foreign place – it is actually a very Queer story.’

‘Well that’s hardly surprising given that big coat he’s wearing.’

Barry continued, ignoring the interjections of his guest who seemed to derail any topic that was not directly about him. ‘Of course when I say “Queer”, and not being a Queer person myself, I mean that in the sense that this is a story about outsiders, people who don’t fit in with the mainstream or who find themselves having to go against the tide of what society deems normal.’

A pause followed, largely because Donald seemed to have no interest in this line. ‘I do feel frustrated that other people don’t seem to make more of an effort to fit in,’ was his only reflection.

Fanny had never been much of a drinker but on this occasion she rooted through the base unit of the pantry cupboard to retrieve something to steady her nerves. Ouzo that they had been given after Perdy’s holiday to Greece was the first thing that she found but that hardly felt like the sort of spirit to steady a person in shock. More a way to start off some Greek dancing.

Chambord was the next one, in its golden display box, an orb of sweet raspberry liqueur – but that would only provoke a headache, she was sure.

Finally she found it, collecting dust at the back of the cupboard behind a box of coasters someone had given them as a wedding anniversary gift, the thing she most needed – cheap brandy.

Getting up off her knees, her joints clicked as she straightened herself out and carried the bottle to the work surface to pour herself a measure of the steadying booze.

About to pour it into a mug to disguise it, she resolved she was not someone who drank alcohol from china – it really ought to be a glass. The liquid gargled its way into the bottom of the tumbler and, after sniffing it, Fanny knocked the whole measure back. The harshness of the liquid hit the back of her throat and she spluttered.

The sensation of a dark spirit burning the back of her throat made Fanny wonder why people put themselves through drinking at all.

‘You all right in there?’ Donald shouted from the armchair in the other room.

‘Yes! Thank you!’ she rasped back, confused as to how she now felt about him.

Not feeling any immediate sense of calm from the booze she decided that perhaps more was needed, she had only offered herself a tiny dribble the first time around. She knocked back another, larger, measure and then hurriedly put the bottle back and rinsed the glass out.

She was pleased that she had been so swift because just as she finished towelling off the tumbler she heard her husband’s grunting sounds, which meant that he was up from his chair and coming through to see her.

Fanny had not noticed that the podcast playing from the phone had ended. The inane chatter of two people talking about such wildly disparate things was almost impossible to concentrate on and, in any case, the stress-induced ringing in her ears had totally blocked it out.

Knowing that her husband was about to walk into the kitchen, she dreaded being in the same room as him now, especially when she had so many questions to ask and not enough confidence to ask them. Theirs was not a relationship founded on talking about things too much, but rather of keeping quiet and hoping for the best.

Fanny felt the brandy take effect and at last the promised warming sense of calm descended upon her. Her husband walked in smiling.

‘So?’ He raised his eyebrows expectantly. ‘What do you think?’


Chapter Forty-one

On days at the surgery, Alice liked to go for a walk at lunchtime, just to clear her head and get away from the smell of disinfectant. She had read that noticing things was a form of mindfulness so she often went out to observe the way the surrounding gardens were changing. Even in winter there was something to notice: the way the cyclamen still managed to flower or the beginnings of bulbs sprouting up through the cold earth.

She liked to observe people she walked past and imagine where they might be rushing to or from – a date or a job seemed exciting; whereas older people sitting alone in cafe windows made her so sad. She wanted to introduce them all to one another and suggest they all become friends.

But what if they ended up hating each other?

Set back from the road was a small grass verge where the council had planted some shrubs in two beds around young thin trees. A bench had been placed between the beds and that was where she saw him.

‘Vince!’ she called. ‘What are you doing over this way?’

‘Oh!’ He looked up, startled, not seeming to know how to respond to Alice’s question. ‘I er . . . was just having a sandwich!’ he said, gesturing to the Tupperware box by his side with one half of the sandwich still there.

‘Right,’ said Alice, plonking herself next to him, glad to have some company. She was still thrilled whenever she got to spend time with either of the two men who had moved into the corner house – they still seemed so glamorous to her. Even when eating a sandwich from a tupperware box.

‘Are you on your lunch hour then?’ he asked her, desperate to move the attention away from him.

She was flattered that he cared! ‘A lunch hour, now that would be nice! No, no I just take a quick walk at lunchtimes. It helps clear my head a bit. Not a full hour though. What’s in your sandwich?’

‘Nathan Luke has started making them for me to take on my walks – so I’ve got something for my lunch.’

‘Aha,’ pursued Alice, confused as to why he did not seem to know what was in his sandwich.

‘And today it’s focaccia with Parma ham, basil and tomato.’

‘I say. That’s pretty boujee!’ Alice guffawed and imagined what it would be like to have such a fancy sandwich for lunch.

Something seemed odd to her about him sitting on the bench, though, what with it being basically in the middle of a residential street.

‘Are you OK, Vince? You must be cold, no?’

‘I’m fine!’ he said brightly, lying.

Before Alice had a chance to consider this she glanced at her watch and realised she was due back in surgery in two minutes.

‘Crikey! Is that the time? I’ve got to dash. Have a nice sandwich won’t you?’

‘Ha ha! Thank you.’

Rushing back to the surgery Alice thought, how nice to be the master of your own time and to enjoy Parma ham in a sandwich on a bench!


Chapter Forty-two

Thursday Afternoon

‘You have been working hard!’ said Fanny, smiling down at Barry crouched on the ground in front of her.

Fanny had been delighted at how much Barry had taken her gardening advice to heart. Even coming to it in the latter part of the growing season he had been undeterred. She liked their little catch-ups where he would ask her advice about things.

‘I don’t know everything, you know!’ she would laugh. Anything she did know she was very pleased to pass on to him. Especially as even the slightest pointer seemed to inspire him to immediate action.

Fanny had observed her neighbours’ windows filling up with plants that Barry was too worried to leave outside.

‘They’re like family now,’ Barry explained.

‘You really love it don’t you?’

She was gratified when he replied, ‘I think it’s actually changed my life!’

‘It must be tough when the kids start to get independent.’

‘Oh it is! I’m like a spare part most of the time, soon they won’t need me at all.’

‘The garden is looking very smart, even for winter.’

‘Well I did as you told me and pruned anything that looked like it might come back next year. Then I just tidied up really and put some mulch down.’

‘Perfect.’

‘Just wish I had more things to do. The baby plants you gave me are doing well on the windowsill by the way.’

‘One thing you can do . . .’

‘Yes?’ Barry was like an eager child.

‘Hardwood cuttings – holly, buddleia, that sort of thing. If you wanted to have a go at propagating for yourself.’

‘Yes I’d love that! Want to hit the ground running come spring.’

‘Just take a tender branch and put it in some root powder then stick it in a pot with compost. You’ll see it’ll grow.’

‘It’s as easy as that?’

‘Most of the time. They’re very resilient plants – they were here long before us and I daresay they’ll be here after we’re all gone. They’re very tough. They know how to handle the world – whatever it throws at them, you know?’

Fanny was not sure where this particular insight had come from, she just knew she had to offer it to someone.

She loved to talk to Barry these days to offer help with his new project. It brightened her mood considerably. The last twenty-four hours had been tough.

At times like this she wished she had kept in touch with more friends. She could hardly talk it through with Perdy – she was a gossip. And she doubted that Miranda would be the sort of person to understand.

‘Are you OK?’ Barry snapped her out of her thoughts.

‘Oh I’m fine!’ she said slightly too enthusiastically. The sight of this kind man, getting on with his garden and not a bad bone in his body, Fanny could scarcely bear it. Tears started to build up.

‘Fanny?’ Barry said, standing up, brushing himself down in case he was required to offer a hug.

‘Oh gosh, sorry, Barry! This is the last thing you need. Forgive me,’ she said, holding back her emotion and stepping back from Barry’s garden.

‘It’s OK – is everything all right?’

‘Oh it’s fine,’ she said dabbing her eyes with the tissue she always kept up her sleeve, ‘I’m fine, yes.’

She turned and walked briskly towards her shop.

‘Always here if you need me!’ she heard Barry calling after her. ‘Just like the plants!’


Chapter Forty-three

Thursday Evening

‘Well, it is very heartening to see even more of you here today than we had at the last meeting,’ boomed Donald to the assembly of local people. Frustratingly, they had laid the chairs out in a circle this time, to avoid the embarrassment of having empty rows like before, and he was annoyed that the scraping of chairs into a cluster around the main circle drowned out his voice.

Fanny was sweeping out the hall’s kitchen. She wanted to do anything but be in there. She wanted to keep as much distance as possible between her and her husband. Emotions aside, she knew she could make better use of her time if she had one ear on what was being said through the serving hatch while she gave the skirting boards a good going-over and cleaned the filter in the dishwasher. Cleaning was a sort of therapy for her. She always did it when she was stressed.

Since hearing the podcast and seeing the texts, she had felt numb. It was like when she had heard the news her father had died. For several days she felt fine about it, almost euphoric. ‘That’ll be shock,’ Perdy had told her.

‘There is a real sense of momentum now since the frankly insulting presence of the local council at our last meeting,’ Donald continued.

‘Hear hear!’ chanted one of the people from around the corner.

Fanny did not recognise her voice but on looking through the serving hatch realised it was actually Perdy. She had never known her to be so enthusiastic before. In fact, there were a lot of people she had never seen. Perhaps it was the nature of the area changing – lots of new people had been moving in. Change is inevitable . . . but it doesn’t have to be a bad thing, Fanny thought as she swept, wishing she knew some of the new people to talk to. She would do anything to avoid speaking to her husband afterwards.

‘If we can keep this up, I think the council will have a real fight on their hands and it could turn very nasty for them. I have been spending my time lately getting the word to more and more people, including posting on local community forums and also by creating what I believe is called a “podcast”, to spread the word to even younger ears. It’s very exciting indeed!’

Fanny wondered how Barry might feel about being told his podcast had been created by someone else.

She did not have to wait long to find out. ‘Also,’ said Barry, half-standing up in a sort of squatted position, ‘we’re chatting about the forthcoming production of Joseph, which I hope you’ve all bought tickets for.’ He did not seem to mind Donald ignoring his input. Poor Barry, she thought.

Looking up from her dustpan and broom Fanny could see Barry gesturing to the set, which included more paintings of the Pyramids and a sphynx made out of papier mâché.

‘Yes thank you, Barry!’ Donald put him back in his place. ‘I think people are here to talk about the planning proposals.’

Fanny’s feelings towards her husband were changing by the minute. Done with the sweeping, she tapped the dustpan on the side of the bin, loudly.


Chapter Forty-four

‘Come away from the window, Vince! They’ll see you staring after them.’

‘You sound like my mother,’ said Vince, turning back from the window where he had been peering out over the cafe curtains.

Vince was intrigued to see Donald and Fanny stomping up the road after the meeting. Presumably they had been arguing for quite some time, because Vince had actually been at the meeting as Don’s ‘secretary’. He had helped put away the chairs and chatted to a few other neighbours outside before heading home again, back across the park. The couple seemed equally annoyed with each other and, for once, they were not afraid to let appearances slide and even raise their voices in public. Interesting, thought Vince.

Through the glazed windows he could hear Donald sniping at his wife. ‘Well to be honest, you were no help at all! Just hid yourself away in that bloody kitchen!’

‘It needed to be swept. And anyway, I was listening! I do think you go on a bit though, Don.’

‘I go on? If it wasn’t for me everything would go to pot round here.’

‘Oh you would think that . . .’ her voice trailed off as they walked out of earshot.

Vince turned back to face the living space of his home. How calm it seemed here after the turbulence of the evening so far. The barefaced anger he had just witnessed unsettled him, but he had also picked up on the tension thrumming between Don and Fanny at the meeting itself.

Perhaps it was a sign of his privileged, moneyed lifestyle, but moments like that filled him with unease and the feeling that he should be on guard. He had grown to value the serenity of his calm, ordered life where people moved thoughtfully, without emotions bubbling up to the surface.

Vince carried on looking out of the window in case he could hear anymore of the neighbours’ arguments.

‘You’re obsessed with those two!’ Nathan Luke teased him. ‘Is that how you think we’ll turn out one day?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Well I hope you don’t think I’m like Donald?’

‘As if! You could never be as bossy as that,’ Vince said with a grin.

‘Thank you,’ retorted Nathan Luke sarcastically.

‘What a night though!’ said Vince, striding over to the kitchen and taking down two of the Japanese ceramic bowls to make a healing tea. ‘And we thought moving out here would be a quiet life!’

‘Oh I LIVE for the drama! That Don – he really is a piece of work. He’s never happy unless he’s bossing people around.’

Vincent filled the bowls from the boiling-water tap. The gushing sound made him have to shout over the top. ‘I didn’t know what to think about this charging station when it was first announced.’

‘I think if I had heard about it before we lived here, I would have thought these idiots don’t realise what progress looks like – who cares about a couple of trees and a park.’

‘Exactly! That’s exactly what I would have thought, but I do get it, I think.’

‘Are we getting old?’ asked Nathan Luke.

‘I already am!’

‘Shut up! I just know that it can feel like it’s going to be a change to this road – this little row of houses. Suddenly there’ll be people stopping by to charge cars all the time, there’ll be strangers coming by.’

‘I know. Don’t get me wrong.’ Vince blew on the ceramic cup. ‘I know electric vehicles are a great thing and we’ve all got to make changes to help the environment . . . or whatever.’

It occurred to Vince and Nathan Luke that neither of them really understood what was best for the environment, or anything at all really, aside from the vague feeling that something like this was inevitable. Probably?

‘Change is frightening. None of us wants to see the world we know disappear. Means we’re getting less relevant – it’s a step closer to the end.’

‘You’re not that old you know!’ said Nathan Luke.

Vince saw his face look sad and wondered if he ever considered the world with him not in it, just rattling around their stone-floored kitchen alone. Nathan Luke walked around the kitchen island to stand at his partner’s side.

Vince put his arm around him and chuckled at the maudlin thoughts he knew he was having. Vince never seemed to think like that: he felt neither old nor young; he seldom worried about that which was beyond his control. He had no worries about dying or if there was an afterlife or if there was any point to anything at all. His constant meditations had made him quite content. He did, though, worry he had become boring to Nathan Luke.

‘Barry’s fucking mad isn’t he?’ said Vince, not unkindly.

‘Can you imagine what that show is going to be like?’

‘Do you think it’ll be terrible?’

‘Of course I do. That’s what I’m so excited about!’

‘I can’t imagine Donald being able to sit still long enough without leading another meeting or another lecture.’

‘Oh god, I can’t imagine him enjoying anything that’s not his own voice!’

‘Have you heard the podcast? Oh god – poor Barry.’

‘I think Barry probably loves someone telling him what to do – I don’t think he’s ever had any structure.’

‘I can’t imagine him being able to direct a group of actors and a band.’

‘Oh, I know!’ They both laughed at the thought of what to expect.

It would be a far cry from the sophisticated, devised pieces and modern dance productions they used to see – ‘significant!’ ‘important!’ shows – but how thrilling to have a night at the theatre.

This somehow encapsulated how their cultural diet had changed. They could always have jumped on a train to see West End productions but it seemed like too much effort. Looking out the window was often all the drama they needed.

They both moved to the sofa with their hot drinks. Dozing here at the end of the day was something they had come to enjoy more than they ever anticipated. The curtain having fallen on the day and theatrics put to bed for now. Vince could hear Nathan Luke snoring before the herbal tea had even been touched.


Chapter Forty-five

‘I wish you’d calm down,’ whispered Fanny, closing the front door behind her. Though why she whispered now they were inside and alone was a mystery. She busied herself hanging up her coat.

‘I am calm!’ shouted Donald. The contrast in volumes was deafening.

‘You don’t seem it – you get yourself all in a tizz about things and to what end? Huh?’

‘Well I am very sorry to hear you feel like this. I am very sorry I embarrass you!’

‘I never said anything about being embarrassed. I was just thinking about you, that was all.’

Donald was not listening to his wife. He was engrossed in his phone. This inflamed her.

‘Got a message have you?’ she asked, prodding him to see if he would confess about the messages. Though what the messages were exactly about she was still not entirely sure.

‘I was just messaging the local paper, actually – there is no way they had sufficient consultation with the local community. Acting without considering the will of the people is tyranny! Any lawyer will tell you that.’

‘Tyranny . . . mmm . . . yes I see.’

‘Yes, tyranny!’ he barked back at her.

She was in no mood to be barked at and quietened, not today. ‘Any other messages then?’

‘No, why?’ he said not bothering to lift his head from the screen.

‘Just wondered. You seem to get a lot of messages that’s all.’ She turned her back on him to get mugs out for a cup of tea before bed, and because she did not want to look at him.

Donald seem distracted, ignoring Fanny’s silent cry for help – the anguish in her voice, the questioning so out of character for her. ‘Who’s this message from then?’

‘I. Just. Told. You! I am emailing the local paper about tonight’s meeting. Are you not listening?’

‘Oh it’s always something like that, isn’t it?’ she said, throwing teabags in mugs and clicking the kettle on.

The whirring sound of the element getting to work filled the air of their kitchen. Steam pumped out of the kettle’s spout and hit the plants on the windowsill. They trembled, like they knew a storm was brewing along with the tea.

‘It’s not from her then?’ Fanny said, but the noisy kettle drowned her out.

Don continued to stare down at his phone, he did not appear to have heard.

Some people might have taken this opportunity to back out of confronting him. But not Fanny. Not the new Fanny. Not the Fanny who loaned former drug dealers her cagoule, and tutored her neighbour about hardwood cuttings. If anything, saying the words out loud, even if no one could hear, acted as a rehearsal. She was emboldened.

She glanced over to him again. ‘I said, is it not from her then?’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ retorted Don, finally looking up and staring straight at her over the top of his reading glasses, now perched on the end of his nose.

Meeting his gaze made her feel frightened. Still, she was determined. ‘I said is it not from her then?’

Fanny felt like she was walking a tightrope, she was so unused to being confrontational she had no idea where it would take her. The kettle had long since clicked off but she was shaking too much to pour the water into the mugs. She could feel the blood rushing to her head as she stood there.

‘What “her”?’

‘I saw your messages.’

Donald raised his eyebrows as if to say, What?

Fanny continued, ‘When you gave me your phone? To listen to the podcast – a message came up on the screen.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Yes, you do. You do, Don. You know exactly what I’m talking about.’

Words seemed to tumble out of her from depths she had not realised she had. It seemed to her this was the real person she actually was. Everything else – the polite wife, the good neighbour – had just been repressing her true self, hidden all this time, deep down inside.

‘Well you shouldn’t look at other people’s messages.’ Even when he was called out, he could never back down. He could never admit defeat, concede he had been found out, had done wrong or apologise.

Somehow he always managed to make her feel like she was in the wrong.

‘Who is she then? This woman? Tell me – how does she live with herself? Trying to tear down a marriage.’

She waited for something, anything from him. Any kind of concession.

‘You’ve got the wrong end of the stick.’ Donald went back to looking through his glasses and typing his email.

She felt minimised – doubly humiliated – by him refusing to stop what he had been doing previously.

‘Maybe that’s why it’s best not to look at people’s messages,’ he sneered.

‘Well, tell me more about her then.’

‘I will if you give me a moment!’

The damned email he had to write. Fanny picked up one of the mugs and threw it on the floor. The handle snapped off but frustratingly it failed to smash in the dramatic way she hoped it might. Donald looked up briefly but the thing about Donald, indeed his whole personality, was based on not rising to dramatic outbursts from others. He refused to be affected by people’s feelings.

Fanny realised she had to go further, she just wanted to be heard. ‘NOT in a moment! NOW!’

She was on the brink of throwing the other mug – this time against the wall – but she was interrupted.

‘Fine! What do you want to know?’ He slammed his phone down on the worktop and removed his glasses.

‘I want to know . . .’ Fanny took a moment to catch her breath. Her racing heart felt like she had rushed up the stairs too fast, maybe she was not even sure what she wanted to know. ‘I want to know exactly who she is, how long this has been going on – tell me everything. I have a right to know, don’t I?’

‘All right.’ Donald sounded weary, a touch irritated, as though his wife’s inquisitiveness had worn him down: a manipulative trick to try to make her feel like she was the one at fault. ‘I’ve been meaning to tell you about it. It’s been on my mind. I promise it has.’

She felt a sense of relief that she had not imagined the messages nor the significance of what they meant.

‘It’s not another woman.’ He paused. It felt like a silence that went on forever.

Fanny allowed the thought to penetrate – if it was not a woman, what on earth could be going on? Donald’s pause felt manipulative still, as though he had planned to leave silences in the conversation like a politician’s speech, designed to convey authority. Did he think she was stupid? Why oh why would he not just spit it out!

‘It’s a boy. Well, a man.’

Fanny screamed and put her hand to her mouth to stop anymore screams escaping.

This was all the more unnerving.

She was giddy, nauseous, light-headed. She had never, ever, thought that her husband, pig-headed and bullish, was homo-sexual.

She had no thoughts. Her mind was just ringing like the tinnitus you get from listening to loud music for a prolonged time. How could she be so foolish as to miss the signs? Though she had no idea what signs they might be – he played the clarinet?

‘No, not like that!’ He half-laughed at the idea of it. Laughter which felt all the more belittling. Fanny wished he would just hurry up in what he was saying.

‘He’s my son.’

This time Fanny thought she might actually pass out.

‘I have a son, Fanny, and I never told you about him. I’m sorry.’

It was one of the few occasions that her husband had apologised to her. ‘Sorry’ however did not seem to cover it.

‘What?’ was all she could muster in reply. She still felt like she might pass out.

Sensing this, he stepped across the lino and went to take her in his arms, as if to soothe her.

‘Get off me!’ She shook her arms up to push his hands away.

‘All right, all right!’

He dragged out a kitchen chair for her but she knew she did not want to be sitting, immobilised. The only thing she thought might help with the surging adrenalin was pacing around their small kitchen table.

‘What son?’

‘It was . . . it was a long time ago. We were together for about six months.’

‘Oh . . .’ was all she could muster.

‘I met her at work. We were happy but then I knew it wasn’t right so I just left. I just left them. I always paid for the kid! But I knew I couldn’t be the father figure I was supposed to be. So I did what I had to do. Then about a year later I met you.’

Fanny let her head flop forward in disbelief.

‘Then about four years ago, well, he got in touch. I was taken aback. I’d always wondered what he was doing now of course.’

‘You never thought to tell me?’ pleaded Fanny.

‘I knew it would upset you – what good could it have done?’

‘No good. No good at all! Just that you said – ’ she began to break down, but something strong inside made her stop – ‘you said you never wanted children. I’d always wanted a boy but you said it wasn’t for you? You said all of that and yet you knew you already had a – a – boy?’

At last she let go and allowed herself to break down, doubled over against the kitchen counter, spluttered crying, like coughing, her face in her hands. Unsure of what to do, Donald decided on something practical and bent down to pick up the broken mug.


The tree had been silently coming back to life after its long hibernation. No longer a collection of sticks, it was quietly adding dots of green to its arms. Like the dots of a pointillist painting they were bigger in some parts than others and growing more plentiful by the day, and when viewed from a distance their number finally took the form of an oak. This awkward moment between the seasons, when it was not yet a fully leaved tree, was the moment of growth. Only the most observant would notice its transition; slowly, slowly as each day passed. This was the time when things were on the cusp of really happening.


Chapter Forty-six

Friday Night

Everyone was there.

Alice looked on at Barry who was beyond excited to see so many people packing out the local hall for the show. The serving hatch was being used as it was designed, and tonight it was serving cheap wine in exchange for a raffle ticket. The scheme was suggested by Alice who had once seen it done by the kids’ PTA and realised it could be a way of ensuring she could have a drink.

She had organised the entire bar set-up herself, including the ordering of the cheap wine, the hire of the glasses and the purchase of raffle tickets and even prizes to be awarded in the interval. It seemed to be much busier than she anticipated.

Alice saw it as the duty of a devoted, loving wife to support her husband, and seeing him so elated by the prospect of his show tonight, did make her feel inspired about their marriage. He seemed to be in a whirl of saying hello to people, helping members of the local community to their seats, answering questions knowledgeably. He looked like a fully paid-up member of the theatrical world.

Miranda was there with a young man Alice vaguely recognised but could not quite place. He was wearing a very smart suit and seemed as pleased and proud to be with Miranda as she was to be with him. Oh my goodness! she thought, in a rush of recognition. It’s Kev! She gave him a wave, which he returned with a friendly lift of the chin. I’m friends with a spy, Alice thought, thrilled. I’m friends with two spies!

Even the mayor was there, complete with gold chains and chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce waiting for him outside. Barry was extremely excited to take him to his seat right on the front row.

The cast of Joseph was made up of the local community and some students seconded to the production by the local college – young people in their early twenties stuck in education because they did not know what else to do, stuck in the system despite hating authority. Luckily Barry’s personality (lacking in authority), appealed to them in a way that neither the college nor the young people themselves were ready for.

They had loved being part of the rehearsal process, had thrown themselves into set decorating and now were beside themselves with excitement.

At least two hundred people were crowded into the hall, here to see a show usually reserved for performing in primary schools. Alice felt that it was perhaps the sense of community aroused in recent weeks that had made people more inclined to get involved. No one could remember the last time a show like this was put on in the hall.

People marvelled at the way the stage and the walls around the stage had been transformed into the sights of Egypt: the Pyramids on the right-hand side, a pharaoh’s mask in the centre of the proscenium arch and a cobra leering up to the left of the stage behind a small band, which had been assembled especially for the evening. They were starting to tune up, which gave the room a real sense of excitement.

Amongst them, Donald was proudly sitting with his clarinet. Of course! All his clarinet practice came in useful in the end. Not usually an ensemble sort of person, it seemed incongruous to see him as part of a group, rather than striding out ahead on his own. He had told Barry he would love to be part of the band on their podcast. When Alice first heard about it she was moved by his humble request but then realised, Barry would never have been strong enough to say no anyway.

Fanny, however, was nowhere to be seen.

Perhaps she’s ill? I must text her later, Alice thought, already on her second glass of the cheap wine.

Barry was suddenly rushing around, waving at the tech table at the back where someone who looked about fourteen was about to move the faders up and down for the lights. Barry gave them a thumbs up and, like a jack-in-the-box being put back in its box, he finally sat down to allow the Queer reimagining of Joseph to begin.

Alice excitedly turned off the overhead lights in the kitchen, looking forward to pouring herself another glass of wine and enjoying Joseph through the serving hatch. That was when a hand landed on her arm.

The kitchen was gloomy now, lit only by the blue light of an electronic fly catcher. It took a moment to work out that it was Fanny standing there next to her in the darkness. Even in the dim light, Alice could tell she looked pale, like a ghost.

Alice immediately put down her glass and stood up. Fanny looked truly awful. Something terrible must have happened.

A huge applause erupted as the overture came to its rousing crescendo and then The Brothers were onstage.

‘Fanny? Are you OK? What’s happened?’ she whispered.

Fanny was inconsolable and began to break down.

The dilemma that Alice faced now was that she wanted to support her friend but also, she really wanted to see how her husband had reimagined the story of Joseph through a Queer lens.

Her curiosity did not have to last long as Joseph’s eleven brothers entered the stage topless whilst Kylie Minogue played and they gyrated their pelvises against stuffed toys in the shape of lambs.

Alice heard gasps from the audience. People had never seen a performance quite like it. When Joseph walked on in a jockstrap, the mayor did not know where to look. Alice could see Barry with his arms folded, nodding at people around him as if to say, ‘That’s right guys, I went there!’

When Joseph produced a phallic-shaped piece of rubber from his ‘Dream Coat’ pocket and duly threw it into the audience, people screamed. Pharaoh could be seen in the wings dressed as a drag queen.

Barry’s Queer reimagining of the well-known story seemed to be nothing short of spectacular and Alice felt truly proud of him.

As the show continued and a glitter ball twirled, Fanny continued crying. Alice decided it was probably for the best if she spoke privately with her friend. She put her arm around her and marched her out of the kitchen and into the entrance hall where a volunteer in charge of ripping tickets sat at a small collapsible exam table.

The volunteer seemed to hardly notice them, and even if she did Alice was in no mood to care, this was urgent.

Fanny could barely say anything. She just stood there, shaking her head, her eyes filled with emotion.

‘Fanny?’ Alice shook her gently by the shoulders. ‘What on earth has happened?’

Fanny broke down again, getting a tissue from up her sleeve to dab her eyes.

Alice knew from her surgery that it was best to give people a moment if they were struggling to compose themselves. However, Fanny would not stop crying and Alice, tired from an intense day, was getting bored, so she shook her again, this time more vigorously.

Alice thought about slapping her around the face but wondered if that only helped in films. A glass of water to the face? Did that work or was that just when someone had fainted?

The woman on the ticket table looked up with an expression that said, what’s wrong with her.

Alice shrugged and raised her eyebrows in agreement.

‘Fanny!’ Alice demanded, shaking her again but this time slightly more vigorously so that her head flopped back and forth. ‘I can’t help you unless you tell me what the matter is!’

At last she looked up from her tissue. ‘Sorry, sorry, Alice. I didn’t know what to do. I’ve been keeping it in for weeks. It’s Don. He’s been lying to me . . .’

‘Lying? What do you mean lying?’

‘Lying!’

‘About the charging stations?’

‘No! Nothing to do with the stupid bloody planning work.’

‘What then?’

‘He’s – ’

‘An affair? Not Don surely?’ The idea of Donald having sex with anyone, never mind an extra person, made Alice feel deeply uncomfortable.

‘No!’

‘A crime? Is that what he lied about? Some sort of crime?’

It felt like Alice was playing charades and was on the verge of asking her for clues – what’s the first letter? or, tapping fingers on her arm, how many syllables? when, finally, Fanny blurted out, ‘He’s got a son! A secret son!’

‘What?’ Alice really did not see this coming. She struggled to imagine Donald having anything as interesting as a secret, never mind a secret that came in the form of a son.

‘He’d been getting these text messages! I kept seeing them whenever he let me look at his phone – he’s so stupid he couldn’t even hide them. I knew I had to confront him about it but I just couldn’t, you know?’

‘Oh my god.’ Alice felt a desperate desire to protect her neighbour – to help her. She put her arm around Fanny’s shoulder, pulling her into a side embrace.

‘Then,’ Fanny continued, her head turned into Alice’s side but so close she was muffled, ‘one night a few weeks ago, when he’d been so angry about the council – he was going on and on! I just couldn’t hold it in any longer, I was getting so frustrated! I just asked him and, you know what, he couldn’t even be bothered to look up from his emails?’

Alice shook her head sympathetically. What a bastard.

Fanny continued, ‘Anyway, he finally had the decency to tell me everything. When he could be bothered.’

‘Oh gosh.’ Alice really could not believe it. Not sure how much she should pry she asked, tentatively, ‘How old is the baby?’

‘Baby?’ Fanny looked confused and then realised she had not been clear. This was not a recent betrayal. ‘No, Alice this isn’t a baby – the son is middle-aged! He’s been lying to me all this time. I feel like such a fool!’

‘Oh, Fanny!’ Alice held her close now in a full hug, let her sob into her shoulder.

The ticket woman had given up counting her ticket stubs and was now watching the conversation unfold like an episode of Emmerdale.

‘I just rushed out afterwards and went to the park and sat there under the oak tree – in the dark! God knows what could have happened to me. But I didn’t care, I just couldn’t be in the house with him. Then I went for a walk. Ended up coming back to the park and sleeping on the bench. Isn’t that terrible?’

‘Fanny, you should have called me! Sleeping on a bench? What on earth were you thinking?’

‘Do you know what else though?’ Fanny was suddenly thoughtful. ‘I felt totally safe. Like I was at last standing on my own two feet. I felt like that big tree was looking out for me.’

‘Aha.’ Alice nodded, knowing how people often became mystical in times of trouble.

‘The only time I felt unnerved was when . . . and I actually . . . NO! I can’t tell you this . . .’

‘What?’

‘No really! I shouldn’t . . .’

‘Fanny – what is it?’

Fanny straightened. ‘No, I will tell you. There shouldn’t be secrets, should there? Between a husband and wife. Alice . . . I don’t know how to say this but I was sat there and I saw someone run out of the bushes, and I thought – where on earth has he come from? It shocked me, y’know?’

Alice was puzzled. Who would run out of the bushes?

‘I was surprised because as far as I knew there was only the trees and a few shrubs there. It gave me such a fright. Not that I’m easily scared – you know me, I get buses.’

‘Of course.’ Alice was unsure where this was going.

‘Then I saw this man walk along the path and it was . . . it was . . . ’ she faltered again and reached for her handkerchief, ‘it was only your Barry. Does he do a lot of foraging or something?’

Alice’s heart was in her throat. Barry? Her Barry?

‘My Barry?’

‘Yes!’

‘Oh good god.’ Alice paused. She turned to look through the doors of the hall to the stage. The sexy gay brothers were selling their sibling, Joseph, to some Ishmaelites dressed as traffic cops. Suddenly it all made sense.

How could I have been so naive? thought Alice, going back over all the clues she had missed: dressing as a clown, constantly juggling, street theatre conferences IN FRANCE – of all places! Then there was the community theatre and Queer reimagining . . . even running a hipster coffee stall. It all made sense now.

Of course! These were all subliminal ways that Barry had been letting her know that he was actually interested in guys!

Alice was hurt that her husband of all these years had not been able to tell her. She felt terrible that he had had to resort to cruising in the local park, late at night to meet other men. That was what she felt more than anything: sadness for the man she loved.

She looked on as Potiphar entered the stage to flashing disco lights, wearing a rainbow cape which he lifted to reveal an actual banana Sellotaped to his trousers. The crowd went wild – some with excitement, some with horror.

Neither Alice nor Fanny knew what to feel at this moment as tears cascaded down both of their faces.


Chapter Forty-seven

Later Friday Evening

Leaving the hall, the feeling from the local crowd was electric. Vince was amazed that such a progressive, wildly unexpected production could succeed in this sleepy suburb. The audience had given a standing ovation, the mayor had been seen wiping away a tear from his eye, even the octogenarian next door had been wolf-whistling at the curtain call.

Nathan Luke and Vince were on a high as they walked back home through the park. Their lives here were turning out to be a perfect combination of fun and drama and still they felt like they did not know the full story of any of the people amongst whom they lived.

Vince was grinning from ear to ear when, crossing the park home, Nathan Luke turned to him seriously and said, ‘We need to talk.’

His heart sank. Something to do with their relationship, perhaps? Or a health scare? Suddenly the joy of the evening drained away.

‘Er yes, sure,’ he replied. ‘What’s it to do with?’

‘I don’t want to discuss it out here, not where people can hear.’

Vince walked back with his heart in his throat, unsure if it was something serious or if Nathan Luke was having him on.

Entering their home, they both removed their shoes, as they always did and Vince threw his house keys on to the kitchen island, as he always did.

‘Well, what is it?’

‘I think we need to have a little chat.’ Nathan Luke let his chilling opener hang in the air. And then finally he said, ‘A few weeks ago I spoke to Miranda.’

‘I’m sorry. I don’t know quite where this is all going – you spoke to the neighbour?’ Vince swallowed as his throat tightened.

‘Well, Miranda and I have been spending more time together than you perhaps realised.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘She knows a lot, you know? For someone her age – you might assume she’s just a mad old lady but she’s not.’

‘Oh I know that!’

‘We’ve been catching up and I told her my concerns.’

‘What concerns? Can you please tell me what this is all about?’ Vince found this suspense unbearable.

‘There isn’t someone else? Is there?’

‘No!’ Vince was appalled. ‘Of course not! Nathe!’

‘It’s OK. I know. It’s just that I spoke to Miranda about you and I confided in her that I was worried you kept going off on these long walks and I didn’t know what it was about. I could sense there was something you hadn’t told me.’

‘I walked. I just walked around – sometimes I walked for seven or eight miles. I went to parks and to museums. I walked down road upon road of houses and flats.’

‘Miranda was curious about us so she had us checked out when we moved in. She knows everything about both of us – it didn’t bother me. I haven’t got anything to hide.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Tears spilled down Vince’s face – they had been having such a lovely evening. ‘Where has all this come from? I just like going for walks.’

Nathan Luke couldn’t bear to see him upset for any longer. He hugged him and they both held each other for what seemed like minutes.

Finally they broke apart.

‘I know why we’re here, Vince.’

Vince, protested, ‘For a quieter life, to have time and space to be together . . .’

Nathan Luke fixed his partner with a serious look. ‘I know why we’re here, Vince. Why you chose this spot. You’ve been lying to me all this time. And it’s OK . . . I think I understand . . . but this can’t go on, it has to stop.’


Chapter Forty-eight

Friday Night, Late

Finally they were in bed. Alice realised that Barry would be unable to sleep for some time. He was too energised – too fired up on adrenalin and (Technicolor) dreams. People had loved the show and they were so excited to tell him. She felt truly, overwhelmingly proud of him. And yet. She was unable to stop thinking about what Fanny had said. What it could mean.

Both of them were propped up in bed with their lamps still on, Alice flicking through a magazine and Barry just smiling looking at photos on his phone.

It was unlike the last few weeks when he had been unable to sleep because his mind was whirring with ideas and things he needed to remember. Often he would have to go out for a walk before bed just to try and wear himself out. At least . . . that’s what he had said.

Tonight was different. The process was complete; the work had paid off; the concerns had been allayed.

The same could not be said for Alice, her concerns would not let her relax.

‘It was a wonderful night,’ she said, grabbing hold of Barry’s hand on top of the duvet.

‘It really was, wasn’t it?’

Alice was not used to hearing him be so confident. She liked it. It was good to hear him being definite about something.

‘Barry can I ask you something?’

‘Yes, of course,’ he replied, still beaming and looking at photographs.

‘It’s just that I wanted to check. You do still love me, don’t you?’

Finally he put his phone down. ‘What? Yes, of course I do – you know I do!’

‘OK. Good.’

‘What makes you ask that?’

‘It’s nothing really.’

‘Well it must be something?’

‘It was Fanny – she needed to talk to me about something and she said – ’ Alice paused trying to work out how to phrase it. ‘She told me that she was up late one night and she was in the park—’

‘Why was she in the park? Is she like the bird lady in Home Alone 2?’

‘No, Barry, of course not. That’s beside the point. Anyway she said to me that – ’

‘Yes?’

‘That she saw you. And you were coming out of a bush.’

‘What?’

‘Like you’d been there – I don’t know – cruising or something?’

‘Cruising?’ Barry’s eyes widened. ‘What, like for sex?’

‘Yes . . . with men.’

‘Erm, I don’t know if that is as common as you’d think actually, and I’m pretty sure if it was happening it wouldn’t be somewhere as boring as here!’ He laughed.

‘So you don’t want to have sex with men in bushes then?’

Barry looked at his wife – properly looked at her. ‘Did it occur to you that I have developed another interest lately?’

‘With men?’

‘No! Not with men! With plants!’

Alice blinked. ‘Go on.’

‘I was just taking a cutting because I knew there was a holly bush there and I only remembered it late at night.’

If it was anyone else Alice would have doubted them. Somehow she knew Barry was incapable of lying, he was too transparent. She breathed a sigh of relief and smiled as she reached over to turn off her bedside light and then turned to snuggle into her husband.

Barry continued in the darkness, ‘Fanny said I should try propagating some hardwood plants.’

Alice giggled. ‘Now that whole sentence just sounds like gay slang, Barry.’

‘Well it’s not. It’s literally me trying to create more plants for free.’

‘You are taking it very seriously, aren’t you?’

‘I guess I am. I guess it’s taken me by surprise how much I love it. Just making things grow, making a space that you and the kids can enjoy.’

‘You’ve done a great job.’

‘Why thank you. I did it for you.’

She could not see his face in the dark, but she could hear in his voice that he was smiling with pride. ‘I like the idea of being outside,’ she said, cheekily.

‘Oh do you indeed?’ replied Barry.

‘Maybe you could show me some of these plants one of these evenings?’

‘Oh I think I’d like that,’ he said, being cheeky back.

He stopped propping himself up and hunkered down in bed, his cheek resting on the pillow. Alice did the same and they faced one another. They could just see the outlines of each other’s faces.

‘All that nature, it must be very . . . invigorating?’ asked Alice playfully.

‘Oh it is,’ he said, leaning in to kiss her before returning to his pillow to admire his wife. Alice smiled back.


Chapter Forty-nine

Saturday Morning

Alice called up the stairs, ‘It’s here, Barry!’

The local paper had finally been delivered. For many of the street’s residents, they had no idea that a local paper still existed, let alone that it carried an ‘Arts Review’ section. Of course, this was no Sunday supplement complete with literary round-up and this month’s gallery openings.

Instead, this was a page in the paper written by one of the staff journalists each week (once a whole team of people, now just six and an expectation to cover three boroughs). Its primary focus in this edition was local craft fairs, a church knitting circle and a children’s art project which had taken place at one of the primary schools over half term.

Yet for Barry, being included represented validation – the potential of praise! – something that on some level he desperately craved.

The energy he had got from completing something – anything – along with the renewed enthusiasm his wife was showing him, seemed to have given him the impetus to get going on some of the other projects Alice had asked him to do. She fancied him even more now he had got around to tidying the downstairs cupboard, and now he was working on fixing the toilet-roll holder in the upstairs bathroom.

‘It’s the roof I really need you to have a look at,’ said Alice, who was still alarmed by the banging sound she could hear in high winds and the tiny trickles of water that seemed to be creeping in at the corners of the landing wall.

Barry was, however, still wary of the loft as he was worried about the possibility of squirrels secretly living there because he had seen a video on TikTok about that happening in America.

Alice laughed and dismissed this as nonsense.

Bounding down the stairs in a manner that only a trained acrobat could muster, he grabbed the paper from the chest of drawers by the front door and took it through to the kitchen-diner. ‘OK! Let’s see.’

The children looked up from their respective iPads to see whether their father would be any calmer as a result of what he was about to read.

Alice followed him, swept up in the moment. ‘It’s a good sign if they’ve turned around a review so quickly!’

‘Well,’ said Barry, distracted, ‘they’re trying to compete with online I suppose.’

‘You’d think they’d just be an online paper now though, no?’

‘They wanted to,’ said Barry, hurriedly turning the pages, ‘but Donald led a campaign to keep printing a limited run – says he can’t do the crossword online.’

Typical, thought Alice.

‘Here we go, “Arts and Community”.’ Barry started to read the review in his head.

Leaning against the kitchen counter Alice was impatient to hear what had been written, ‘Tell us what it says then!’

‘Sorry, sorry . . . “After a ropey start, the actors seemed nervous” – well that’s fair. Very fair actually. They were very anxious, I mean, the guys from the college barely wanted to be there at all. OK what else does it say? . . . “and the poor direction meant that for the most part the story was either difficult to follow or else incomprehensible due to its modern obsession with retelling the story as one of Queer representation – the Technicolor dream coat more of a fashion accessory than a Biblical tunic”.’

Barry paused for a moment to gather his thoughts. Alice could see how wounding it was from the lines on his forehead and desperately wanted to take away the pain she could see creeping over his face.

No longer the irritating and unfocussed husband she had come to bristle at, he had seemed of late like a bright-faced young man. A young man who on this occasion had had his dream, like Joseph’s dream coat, ripped apart.

‘Ah well!’ he mustered.

‘Oh what bastards!’ said Alice. ‘I’d like to see them do a piece of community am-dram using young people unsure of where they’re going in life . . . taking a very traditional musical and retelling it through a Queer lens. I mean, who else is even doing that!’

‘Too right, Dad!’ joined in his daughter.

‘Yeah, Dad.’ Even his military focussed son, dressed in an army beret, could see the good his father was trying to do.

‘Honestly, I can’t even remember the last time I looked in this paper. It’s hardly like it’s the Guardian or something, now is it?’ reassured Alice.

‘I mean, they really did hate it,’ Barry said.

‘The audience didn’t, Barry, that’s who really matters here! You can’t worry about this idiot. You did something really good – you made everyone’s evening! Don’t lose sight of all that!’

‘I know, I know. It just tarnishes it, you know?’

Alice grabbed the paper off him. ‘I know, love.’ She put her hand on top of his. ‘But we won’t let it.’ She scrunched up the paper and bent down to put it in the bin.

‘Mum! Put it in the recycling!’ said their daughter.

‘Sorry, sorry . . .’ Alice looked around for where she might even put recycling, having never bothered to do it before.

Glancing down at the scrunched up paper she saw something. ‘Hang on, look at this!’ Alice held up the side of the paper she was looking at. ‘They’re covering our park redevelopment. Can you believe it? Someone must have briefed them.’

‘That’s exciting!’ said Barry.

‘Here you go: “Recent rumblings at the park . . . we will not be ignored, if anything we are charged about opposing this redevelopment . . . according to Donald Snippett, the local community leader.” Local community leader? Who on earth gave him that title?’

Barry’s mood seemed to be distracted from the review. Suddenly the whole family was engaged in what was obviously going to be quite an exciting event. They’d assumed this protest idea had been just another mad rambling from the neighbours, what with Miranda’s spaced-out suggestion and Don’s constant belligerence. None of them could imagine how anything like this ever came together. Now it felt like it might be a reality.

Barry’s inclination that maybe the development could help his coffee truck flew out of the window as he realised this meant their whole community was coming together.

Isobel, usually one to support environmental events, changed her tune and suddenly cherished the idea of doing something that would make her dad happy and thus keep their family life, somehow, functioning. No more arguments! No more of their mother shouting at him about the repairs the house needed.

‘Isobel, do you think you could help with it all, using your art maybe?’ asked Barry. ‘Perhaps everyone could make a picture of the oak tree – that would work wouldn’t it?’

‘Sure! Sure, Dad.’ She was relieved to see her father animated again after the disappointing review. ‘I could easily do that. I’ll ask my art teacher if she could help? Maybe we could borrow some of the stuff from the college?’

‘I love that idea!’ Barry kissed the top of his daughter’s head.

‘I could get the Cadets to come along to marshal everyone, some of us are trained first-aiders?’ Arthur suggested.

‘Yes, yes, darling, perfect!’ Alice was smiling and they felt like they were the sort of happy family you saw in adverts – the family that protested together, stayed together!


The tree was full of green and it tousled its huge mane of leaves at every opportunity. People noticed its grandeur now, its stately presence in the park. The dappled light it created in the mornings and the long shadows of the late evening meant that it was always being seen in different ways. The summer brought with it that sort of drama where it could change its appearance throughout the day. The people underneath it seemed more upbeat somehow, like they were happy to be alive, living in the present day rather than waiting for a season to change before they could enjoy themselves. This was what life was about – living boldly and brightly.


Chapter Fifty

Friday Evening

‘Order! Order!’ Donald shouted at the assembled neighbours and journalists. There were even some people called ‘Influencers’ who Vince had said would be great to have there. Donald reluctantly agreed.

It was a boiling hot sultry summer night and the large number of people had only made the hall seem hotter. Vince looked out from the stage and saw a sea of people, many of whom had to stand at the back.

There must have been over a hundred in the Community Hall and since they had been coming to these protest planning meetings and saw similar people each time, they had started to enjoy the catch-up. It had been a real triumph for bringing the local community together.

Vince noticed that Barry did not even have to put out the chairs these days – the community organised themselves. He was not sure if the influencers were chronicling them sincerely or if they were there to make fun of them. In any case, all publicity would be good publicity.

Organisation had got serious since these meetings had stepped up a gear and were held fortnightly. Vince hardly saw Nathan Luke because he had so many things to organise – things like hiring toilet facilities for the big day. He had been amazed at how much energy that had taken.

Donald’s pomposity had increased with it but Vince had learnt to ignore it, including his current shouts of ‘Order! Order!’ like he was the speaker of the House of Commons.

Vince sat with his notepad on his knee, ready to write down whatever got discussed.

‘We have exactly one week from tomorrow until our protest day. First things first,’ announced Donald as soon as the crowd quietened down. ‘We need to sign off on the order of things for the day itself.’

This was Vince’s moment to be heard. ‘You should all have been given the information sheet I got printed off!’

‘Yes, thank you, Vince.’ Donald wrestled attention back to himself. ‘The thing we have to decide on is this art business – it came up at one of these meetings and it seems to have stuck. The trouble is – I don’t really know what it is?’

‘If I may?’ said Miranda, standing up.

‘I give you the floor,’ said Donald. Vince rolled his eyes.

‘This is a peaceful way of protesting, that means we could also draw attention to our much cherished tree by encouraging everyone at the protest to create an image of it. Yes, we need to have speeches, we need to have media attention, but I think this would be a really original thing to do to show people, literally, what we are trying to save.’

‘Thank you, Miranda.’ Even Donald seemed to quite like the idea of it now. ‘Is everyone in agreement that this should be the pinnacle of our protest day?’

‘Well actually,’ interrupted Vince, ‘you know I love you, Miranda, but are we sure this is getting our message across strongly enough? Like – shouldn’t we have some sort of “action” – you know, chaining ourselves to railings, storming the council offices, spray-painting the mayor’s car? That sort of thing?’

‘Oh I don’t like that at all.’ Donald was unequivocal.

The murmurs suggested the crowd seemed to be on his side.

‘Well,’ Vince persisted, ‘it would get us a lot of attention.’

‘Yes, but we don’t want to be committing criminal damage, now do we?’

Vince felt frustrated as well as embarrassed that his idea had been shot down.

‘And, if I may, I think someone in your position should not be encouraging vandalism,’ Donald said. ‘I mean, we’re opposing their vandalism of the park. And what’s more, it’s a bit predictable from someone like you, if you don’t mind me saying.’

‘Predictable?’ Vince was raging.

‘People like you doing things like that.’

‘People like me?’ Vince was ready to throw his spiral notepad on the floor and leave the meeting and the whole movement behind him. ‘What do you mean people like me?’

The crowd had fallen silent, enjoying the argument unfolding, watching the exchange flying back and forth across the hall like a game of tennis.

‘I mean,’ Donald paused, ‘UNEMPLOYED people!’

‘I am not unemployed!’

‘Get a job then! People might listen to your ideas a bit more.’

Vince could feel himself turning red, rising to the bait. ‘I sold a very successful architecture firm and we wanted a simpler life so we moved here.’

‘I’m sure, I’m sure.’

Vince had never been so angry. He was on the brink of flouncing out and then he saw Nathan Luke. Sitting in the third row, sloping down in his chair and laughing uncontrollably. It was this invisible communication between the two of them that let him know it was not worth getting upset about. Donald was ridiculous, they had known this for some time.

‘Are we all in agreement then? The art thing is what we’ll do?’

Vince was poised, ready to write the results of a vote but none was forthcoming.

A general murmur of yes and nodding was enough for Donald.

‘OK, write that down, Vince – we’ll do that then.’

‘Thank you, yes, I’ve done that, Donald. One thing I will say we need to consider is the weather forecast.’ Vince felt like he had checkmated him. ‘The weather is expected to be terrible on our protest day, storms and everything. It’s the hot weather we’re having at the moment – high pressure or something.’

‘Oh we won’t let a bit of rain put us off, now will we?’

The crowd sang, ‘Noooooo.’

‘Vince – you can’t suggest we break into a council building, graffiti a government car and get arrested but then say “oh no we can’t do it because it’s raining!”’ Donald laughed mockingly.

The crowd were excited for the next verbal tennis match to begin but Vince knew better than to play up to them now he had calmed down. He just made a note in his minutes, and as soon as Donald turned his back and started speaking, held it up to the audience: I HATE THIS PRICK!

Vince got the biggest laugh of the night.


Chapter Fifty-one

Monday Evening

Donald was so delighted with the press attention, he had taken to saving all the articles as the weeks went by and sticking them in his window with Blu-Tack. He had even saved the double page feature from the local paper some weeks before and put it up in the centre. The fact that the piece about the protest was next to the terrible review of Joseph made it look like he was rubbing his neighbour’s nose in it. Donald did not realise this, of course, oblivious to any news but his own, but even if he had, he would have still put it in the window.

Fanny watched him from the kitchen doorway where she had just finished washing up. Usually she would tell him off for doing something like this because, to her mind, it looked awful to the outside. What was more, the adhesive would leave a sticky mark on the window, something she would inevitably have the job of cleaning.

However, nowadays, she had stepped back from worrying about keeping things nice, for either herself or her husband. Most of the time she sidestepped any interaction with him.

She still made dinner but she opted to sleep in the spare bedroom, and frequently chose to spend most of her time in there, sometimes with a book for company, sometimes listening to Radio Four, or sometimes just sleeping.

She was hurt by Donald’s lies but doubly hurt by his ability to ignore the situation altogether. She got the sense he would be happy to never mention it again and just return to the status quo.

Since the night of the argument, when Fanny had cried and smashed a mug on the floor, she could not comprehend how her husband had no interest in explaining the matter further. He seemed to be quite content carrying on as normal, with no further explanation required. They had been married for over forty years and yet he saw no reason to talk about why this might be a problem for her.

Perhaps he doesn’t know how to talk about it, she pondered. Part of her wondered if the best thing for her would be to bury it deep down inside too. What difference could it make now?

For the first time ever, Fanny found herself able to put herself before her husband without feeling guilty. Making dinner, she cooked whatever she wanted to eat, she served herself and left his in the dish for him to help himself. She got up from the table whenever she felt like it and then she returned to the back bedroom.

Not that Don had ever laid out rules, Fanny had simply always felt it was polite to spend time together, and she had always considered his feelings before her own. That’s what marriage is all about, or at least that was what she had thought.

This was grief. Fanny mourned the child she had never had, the family she had never been surrounded by, the grandchildren she might have welcomed. There was no denying that this heavy concrete weight pulled at her heart. Instead she had been charged with mothering her husband, a man she saw now as nothing more than an emotional bully and a liar. She felt so foolish, so naive – so betrayed.

The doorbell rang. Who can that be at this time? thought Fanny. Her constant anxiety about more secrets being revealed had left her quite exhausted, she was ready for another lie-down. There was a serialised play on the radio this week which she had been following, something about Virginia Woolf reimagined as a detective during the interwar years.

‘That’s Barry from next door,’ said Donald, dashing into the hallway.

Before she could escape up the stairs to her radio play, Barry was in their front room with his daughter Isobel.

‘Hello, Barry, hello, Isobel. Gosh don’t you look so grown up!’ Fanny said these things almost on autopilot, the sort of things one always says to teenagers.

She meant it kindly though. It was as though her recent shock had given her licence to notice things again, for the first time in a long time, and suddenly the next-door children did seem to be so much more grown up.

Barry beamed with pride and his daughter looked embarrassed but, being brought up with manners, she smiled.

Fanny looked up from her phone having read a text message. ‘Oh blimey, you lot, have you seen this?’ she said, holding up her smartphone. ‘Miranda just messaged – they’re covering the story in the Guardian! Oh and it looks like it’s in The Times too. It’s really taking off – we’re really taking off!’

Pleased but wanting to get rid of the visitors, Donald decided to move things along. ‘What can we do you for?’ he asked. ‘Do you for’ rather than ‘do for you’ – the sort of tedious wordplay he enjoyed, although it could be said it was not really a ‘play on words’, since it had been done a million times before.

‘I noticed you kept the review,’ said Barry with pain. ‘Didn’t expect you to still have it, let alone put it in your window though! Ha ha!’

‘What?’ Don looked confused and Fanny enjoyed seeing him squirm. ‘Oh no, that’s not why I put it in the window – it was the article about the park, did you see it?’

‘Yes, I think we remember seeing that. Actually, we have been thinking over the last little while of some ways to help. Isobel is very keen to approach the art department at her college and she could even ask her teacher to lead the session painting the old tree? To show how important it is to all of us!’

‘Ah, well, that’s a nice thought!’ said Donald.

Isobel and Barry smiled.

‘But actually I’ve already spoken to Andrew, you know Andrew? Chairman of the allotments? Anyway, he’s been into watercolours his whole life and he’s already offered to run everything. So it looks like we’re sorted on all that already actually, logistically speaking. Thank you though!’

Barry and his daughter stood there looking embarrassed, like they felt silly for even suggesting the idea.

Fanny felt her heart drop, Couldn’t he just let them in? Share this one thing with the people he’s supposed to be helping! Seldom was her inner monologue so clear. She’s only a child!

Anger can motivate a person.

‘Oh, Don, I’m sorry to say but I think this is a much better idea – that Andrew you mention is awful! A right bore.’ Fanny would never have spoken out against her husband and his friends before.

‘I just thought at college we’ve already got the equipment – boards, clips and materials – so it makes sense,’ said Isobel politely.

How brilliant to see a young person behaving so calmly when met with such an awful older person, someone who should surely know better. How wonderful she was, thought Fanny.

Barry chimed in, ‘So it does make sense! To be honest I was very flattered that Isobel wanted to join in – I’m always worried I just totally embarrass her!’ He laughed, holding his teenage daughter’s hand. And she laughed too. ‘But that’s what being a parent is all about I suppose . . .’

Fanny glared at her husband, trying to make him accept this kind offer and thus avoid hurting Barry’s and Isobel’s feelings.

‘Dad!’ Isobel gently reprimanded, still smiling.

‘Oh that’s settled then!’ announced Fanny. ‘If you lead the art part, Isobel, I might even have the courage to get involved too.’ She slammed her tea towel on to the table in excitement. ‘I won’t if that Andrew’s doing it though.’ She stared defiantly at her husband as she said it. Fanny was enjoying contradicting him.

Getting carried away with confidence, drunk on it almost, she exclaimed, ‘To tell the truth, I’ve always thought that Andrew looks like a paedophile!’

Fanny laughed at her own joke whilst the rest of them looked surprised. Barry and Donald felt uncomfortable that this might not be the sort of thing to talk about as a joke. Isobel giggled.

Donald changed the subject. ‘OK, well I shall leave all of that up to you, Isobel, thank you for your suggestion,’ he said seriously. ‘I’m sure Andrew will understand.’

‘Oh fuck Andrew!’ said Fanny with a flourish as she walked off into the kitchen, thinking she might treat herself to a second cup of coffee to celebrate.


Chapter Fifty-two

Saturday Morning

Looking out of the upstairs window at the park, Fanny observed how quickly it was being filled with banners and chairs, a speaker system erected next to a stage just by the precious tree. A tree which had become central to this whole campaign and now was centre stage for the day of protest.

In the bedroom, Radio Four was playing out of the bedside radio. Donald had been so busy he had obviously forgotten to turn it off.

The weather forecast concluded the news: ‘. . . Weather warnings are issued by the Met Office for all areas of the country with storms expected to affect the South East from later this afternoon, including heavy rainfall and strong winds . . . ’

The sun seemed to have held for now. She knew she should probably be making an effort to help with the preparations, perhaps by setting up the folding chairs, on loan from the local college, or that she should be standing behind a table offering refreshments.

However, the last few days had taken their toll and Fanny realised she had no energy to trundle along with Donald as she usually would. It was doubly upsetting to Fanny that no one seemed to be desperate for her to be involved either. No one had minded when she had not offered anything at all and no one seemed to notice that she had not bothered to open her shop.

Again, it felt to Fanny like a metaphor for her life.

Looking out of the window at the sunny park she noticed how some people seemed to be so good at just mucking in, joining in without worrying if they were getting in the way or getting it wrong. There was a bustle that some people seemed to revel in.

It was a strange sight, so many people enjoying the open space. Strange also to think of the people who had perhaps never been to their corner of the world suddenly descending there.

‘Oh you’re in here are you?’ asked Donald, as though she was almost invisible to him. The truth was he had become unaccustomed to seeing her in this front bedroom – their shared room – ever since they had started sleeping separately.

‘What do you think?’ she retorted sarcastically, turning and scuttling out of the room to lie on the bed in the back room again.

Donald, never one to rise to dramatics, followed her. ‘I’ve got to go and help Barry with the distribution of pamphlets.’

The words hung in the air, Fanny was in no mood to hear him as she began thumbing through her gardening magazine.

‘Do come out and see everyone though, won’t you? We’d all like to see you.’

‘OK,’ she replied blankly.

‘Maybe we can have a talk later?’

‘OK.’

‘You can’t be cross at me forever.’

‘Can’t I?’

Donald was unsure how to continue so changed direction. ‘I am amazed at the interest we’ve been getting. The TV news want to come and cover it. Not even the local news – the national news! The six o’clock one.’

‘Oh great,’ she responded flatly. Fanny was annoyed that he had managed to get her to respond, and with more than one word at that.

She could not deny that she was impressed how the whole street had pulled together with the practicalities of organising it all, alongside the actual drive to make it a real protest. Fanny had assumed that no one would bother attending but the last few weeks had proved that people could be bothered after all.

Donald was being less officious than she assumed he would. She had had premonitions of him marching around with a walkie-talkie, wearing a high-vis jacket like one of those documentaries you see about people building the Olympic stadium.

As it turned out, he was dressed in his usual shirt and chinos, nothing especially practical, and not a clipboard in sight. He seemed to be enjoying being part of a team for once. Who knew, perhaps he was finally learning his lesson.

‘Well, you rest up. I’ll just be across the road if you need me.’

She relented a little. ‘I’ll come across later. I just want to sort myself out here first – I want to put the bath mat on a spin cycle.’

The mundane task was a protest in itself and whilst they were never the sort of couple to talk too much or ‘go over the top’ about things, he did seem to be slowly understanding his wife and, in his own way, had been trying to communicate this over the last few days.

‘We will talk about this, we’ll get through this you know – we’re made of stronger stuff you and me.’

Fanny, so unfamiliar with this tenderness after so many years of marriage, found that it took her by surprise and pricked her eyes with tears.

The moment passed and left her silently questioning why he could not have been more like this before.

She knew she had to respond with something and, maybe on some level she wanted to respond, and so mustered, ‘You stole a life from me, Donald. I could have been a grandmother by now.’ Donald’s face looked rigid as he tried to comprehend what she had said but before he could reply Fanny concluded with, ‘I’ll be across shortly.’

After a pause Donald continued, ‘Vince has already left me a message about the stage not being quite stable enough so I think he needs me to come over with my spirit level.’

Fanny did not hear what he had said because she was, herself, comprehending what she had just managed to communicate.

Donald walked off down the stairs, talking as he went. ‘Can you imagine being his age and never having a tool kit?’

Then from the bottom of the stairs he called up, ‘Some people have very funny lives.’

‘I’ll be out there shortly,’ she called after him. ‘Just give me a while. I’ve got to pop in to see Miranda and bring her across.’

‘Right oh,’ her husband called back up the stairs, as he opened the door with his spirit level in one hand and door keys in the other.

Fanny felt it slam after him as she returned to the quiet of her thoughts. A calmness descended on her. She sat on the edge of the bed and looked up at the sky through the back bedroom window. The sun beamed down on her face and warmed her gently. How many sunny days does anyone have in a lifetime?


Chapter Fifty-three

Alice and Isobel sat in the middle of the grass threading rope through the eyelets of a banner. It was the first time that Alice had spent time like this with her daughter in ages.

She remembered how just a few years ago they would lose whole Saturday afternoons to this sort of thing, making pictures and clay models and sometimes, though Alice was no expert in sewing, stitching fabrics together to make blankets. On one occasion they even managed to make bunting.

Alice looked at her daughter now and was so proud she had created someone able to make things for herself, so independent, so capable. Barry had helped too, of course.

He was currently standing a few feet away trying to organise some pull-up banners, which explained why they were protesting today and how people could lobby their local politicians. As with so many things, the first banner was proving more complicated than he had anticipated.

The fact that the base stands were more complex to stretch out than he expected meant that the whole structure was currently very unstable. It was a family effort but one where Barry’s task was very much separate from his wife and daughter.

Arthur meanwhile was currently involved in setting up a first-aid station near the entrance to the park. St John Ambulance had parked their actual ambulance vehicle on the street but Arthur and the other Cadets had thought it best to have a place where people could be treated for bee stings and twisted ankles without having to travel too far.

Alice liked the way he was his own man. It was better to have offspring who were a little distant and moody rather than ones they would constantly have to worry about. Both of them headstrong in their own way, here on the brink of adulthood, they seemed fearless.

While it pained Alice to know they needed her less and less, today was a beat in time when they could all be together in harmony.

‘Oh SHIT!’ shouted Barry as the outstretched banner box, about to be hooked on to the stand, slipped from his hands again and rolled back up into the box, and the whole thing collapsed on to the floor. He felt foolish for not knowing how to do it, especially with so many people around to see.

‘You all right?’ asked Alice without looking up from her threading.

‘Yes, yes! All fine!’ lied Barry.

She could tell he was far from all right, as he was now mainly kicking the pull-up banner as he tried to use his foot to balance the box and pulled out the banner again. It made Alice laugh.

She wondered if Barry had taken on too much. A busy day lay ahead of him – he had promised to serve hot drinks from his coffee stall as well as help Donald with the art protest and liaise with any press.

Alice said she would be there with him and had made cupcakes to sell for the good of the cause. Barry had even trained his wife in how to operate the coffee machine. He had explained to her his concerns about standing there all day as people would be ‘demanding’ his time.

Alice did not mention that this was how most people lived every day.

More than that, Donald had other responsibilities for him, including helping to do the speeches. Barry kept referring to this part of the day as a ‘rally’ but Donald was having none of it, as he said it sounded ‘too revolutionary’.

‘Let’s have a look then!’ said Alice brightly as she stood up, inviting Isobel to do the same so they could show off the banner for all to see. Taking a step back to show it off at full length, Alice and Isobel were delighted with its bright colours and simple message:

SAVE OUR PARK AND SAVE OUR TREE!

Join us today to show your support

The two women were proud of their efforts and the single clap they received from across the park led both of them to do a polite curtsey in response as they laughed together, delighted.


Chapter Fifty-four

The single clap came from the bench facing into the park, just next to the tree. The small polite figure of Miranda, in the dappled shade, could be seen waving. After a moment Vince, who was sitting next to her, joined in.

‘Bravo! Looks excellent,’ she hollered at Alice’s family. Miranda loved how successful the day had been already. So much joy! Right here in their little park.

The whole of Alice’s family were waving back at their kind and generous neighbour. ‘Thank you!’ Isobel shouted back.

‘Thanks, Miranda!’ chimed in Alice.

‘We love you!’ shouted Barry.

He seemed to still be struggling with his banners. One of them standing, albeit precariously and looking increasingly unstable in the breeze; the other banner sat in its box because, from what she could tell, Barry had given up.

Miranda turned her attention back to Vince. ‘You seem tense?’

‘Do I?’ retorted Vince, crossing his arms.

‘Yes, you seem a little bit contorted – like you’re not enjoying the day and there’s something on your mind.’

‘Well it’s been a tense time – what with all the organising and whatnot . . .’

‘Yes. I’m not sure it’s that though, is it?’

‘Oh is that right?’ Vince asked with a half laugh.

‘You forget I have been around secrets my whole life. I know when they’re healthy and when they’re festering – eating away at a person’s soul.’

‘Is that right?’

‘It’s time to be brave. It can feel frightening but I think it’s time to do what you really came here for.’

‘And what’s that?’ Another half laugh.

‘You know, Vince – you don’t need me to spell it out for you.’

Vince looked at the tree, avoiding the subject. ‘It’s a beautiful tree isn’t it?’

‘Certainly is.’

‘It’s so old. Those gnarly branches must have seen a lot.’

‘For sure.’

‘I didn’t realise how strongly I felt about it until recently. It’s sort of really got my goat.’

Miranda snorted back a laugh. ‘I noticed – especially when you threatened to spray-paint the mayor’s car! I didn’t see you as such a radical!’

‘Ha! I don’t know if I would have gone through with it. I think I just wanted to get my feelings across.’

‘I’m not sure it’s really in your nature to be rebellious like that, is it?’

‘Probably not.’

‘My sense is that you’re a pragmatist at heart – you’re a problem solver. I bet that’s what has made you such a good architect.’

‘Who knows?’ said Vince self-effacingly.

‘In fact,’ Miranda paused for dramatic effect, ‘in fact I bet you could do a much better job of designing a charging station than any of those idiots at the council. I reckon you’d make an excellent member of the council!’

‘Oh no, I don’t think I could handle much more bureaucracy! Besides, this isn’t really my home. I feel like I’m still just getting used to the place.’

‘Of course it is your home! Where else would you be?’

He seemed to be letting that sink in.

‘All I’m saying is I happen to have some connections and there’s someone I know who might be able to help.’

‘Oh?’ Vince was confused but by now was used to Miranda’s wild claims.

‘Someone I know is on the way. I think if today goes well – if! – and we can show how much this park means to us, then I think I can get him to help us.’

‘Great!’ said Vince not sure if this was the truth or just more outlandishness. He did not know what more he could say, so he decided to change the subject. ‘It seems like they’re having a nice time,’ he said, looking out at Alice and Barry’s family. Then, realising he should probably be doing something useful as well, he stood up. ‘I’d better get out there.’

Miranda smiled and nodded as he walked off. She sighed softly, and looked over at the tree, admiring its bark. Vince was right, the things it must have seen; the seasons it had marked.

Miranda became distracted by Alice and Isobel waving manically at her as they finished fastening the banner between some branches. Miranda grinned and waved back again. She hardly noticed the man who came and sat next to her.

‘Your grandchildren?’ he asked, making polite conversation.

‘No, no just my neighbours. But in a way, like family to me.’

‘That must be very nice to have, a sort of chosen family?’ asked the man.

‘Yes, I suppose you could say something like that. Well I don’t know if they’d choose me necessarily!’ She laughed. ‘They just sort of ended up living next to me. That’s the way things are sometimes though, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, I suppose it is,’ the man replied politely. ‘They’re certainly very fond of you.’ He smiled warmly.

‘Yes I am lucky like that.’ Miranda readjusted herself on the bench.

With that, two small children ran past, screaming with excitement as their mother, pushing a pushchair over the grass, rolled her eyes and smiled back at Miranda, wishing she could sit on a bench for the morning rather than run around after little ones.

Miranda turned to look at the man sitting next to her. It was comforting that he had been exactly on time. As ever. He looked the same as he always had – the curly hair and the piercing blue eyes, just a bit older now. Here he was in the same spot, on the same bench they had been on, all those years ago.

Now there was no parent to chase him off.

‘It’s good to see you, Jon.’

‘Miranda.’ The man smiled. ‘It’s been too long.’


Chapter Fifty-five

Vince was feeling uneasy. He usually liked to know exactly what he was doing next and how he was going to go about it. This was different, as emotions seemed to be clouding his judgement. He could see the destination – the thing he knew he had to get out of the way – but he was not exactly sure what the path to get there would be like.

Gone was the feeling of regret that they had given up their exciting metropolitan lives filled with endless brunches and book clubs, for today they found themselves the proud managers of a lemonade stand. Their home-made drinks, served in teacups from the Community Hall, could be bought for the princely sum of one pound, with profits going to the college art department to say thank you for the loan of their equipment.

Their trestle table from the garden had been brought out into the park and covered in a gingham tablecloth, like it had been brought straight from the set of Calamity Jane. Two samovars in the style of rustic jars stood proudly on the table, mainly for aesthetic purposes as the actual lemonade was kept in large vats under the table. Aesthetically displeasing, it was best they were hidden.

Vince had dressed practically for the weather, and for physical labour, by wearing shorts and a T-shirt. Nathan Luke, however, was sick of conforming so had plumped for big pink sunglasses in the shape of stars, with plastic diamonds in their frames, ‘Daisy Duke’ shorts, a vest and a huge pink cloak made of some sort of spangled fabric, complete with high collar and tassels to tie it together.

Vince rolled his eyes.

‘I can’t be held back!’ Nathan Luke responded.

‘Are we sure this is a totally practical outfit?’

His partner chose to ignore the question.

Nathan Luke had originally suggested they sell an alcoholic beverage but Vince, always a worrier, was adamant that if they sold alcohol on public land there was the risk that they could be shut down.

‘We don’t have a liquor licence and the police will arrest us,’ he had reasoned, neatly forgetting he had been urging his neighbours into civil unrest a short while before. But that had been Donald’s fault. He was so provoking.

‘I hate liqueurs anyway,’ Nathan Luke had replied.

Vince still wasn’t sure whether his partner was joking or not.

‘Remember, no alcohol,’ Vince reminded him sternly now. Despite having a framed poster of Marsha P. Johnson at the Stonewall riots on his bathroom wall, he suspected that police custody would not be as thrillingly exciting as he had once imagined. ‘I don’t think I’d survive incarceration at all.’

Nathan Luke thought differently. ‘Oh I’m sure I could find a way,’ he said, with a raised eyebrow.

‘I’ve got bad knees,’ was Vince’s response.

‘Well don’t get your knickers in a twist but I’m keeping gin in a water bottle under the table so that, for friends, we can add a splash to take the edge off.’

Vince did not need to say anything.

‘I’m not charging for it, Vince, so I’m just getting “high on my own supply”.’

‘That’s not what that means.’

‘Well all I’m saying is free booze and getting pissed in a park – society has been built on it. They can’t stop us.’

‘Hmm, I think they can,’ said Vince, rolling his eyes again as he turned to serve a grateful customer, filling the teacup and holding out the card reader to take payment.

‘OK, everyone!’ boomed Donald over the tannoy, enjoying being even louder than ever. ‘We shall be announcing the winners of the art competition at five o’clock! Last chance to put your entry in – make sure it’s got your name on it.’

‘Don’s having the time of his life, isn’t he?’ said Vince.

‘I’ll say.’ Nathan Luke felt the effect of pouring too much gin into his last drink. ‘The man’s a freaking monster!’

‘Shh,’ said Vince, fearful that someone might overhear them.

‘Look at him lording it up like he’s Dick Whittington – who made him the mayor?’

‘He loves it doesn’t he!’ Vince couldn’t help but join in.

‘Do you think him and Fanny still do it?’

‘Shh! Oh god I don’t want to think about that!’ said Vince.

Nathan Luke laughed cheekily and then slurped another gulp of his gin cocktail. ‘I bet they do – I bet they’re filthy.’

Nathan Luke giggled so much neither of them saw the small crew of television news people coming towards them, complete with reporter dressed in a bright green power suit. They were accompanied by a young woman with pink hair, square pink glasses and wearing dungarees, holding up a phone to film them for her social media channel.

‘Hi, guys, we’re here with the six o’clock news and we wondered if you’d be up for a quick chat? On camera?’ asked the reporter, who seemed friendly yet severe in her tone.

‘Yeah and I’d love to get a quick soundbite if that’s OK?’ added the woman in dungarees.

‘Oh we’d be delighted!’ said Vince.

‘Yass Kween!’ added Nathan Luke, now more drunk than he had previously realised, his sunglasses perched precariously on the end of his nose.

‘OK . . . great,’ said the reporter, holding up her microphone whilst the camera operator hoisted his heavy camera on to his shoulder and the sound man shoved a long pole with a large fluffy microphone in their direction.

The social media reporter captured a selfie of herself poking her tongue out, for some reason, before holding up her phone to film the local couple.

The reporter made a start. ‘Can you tell me what today is about for you and for the local community?’

Vince found himself on the spot, ‘Well I think for all of us we wanted to show that community is important. This tree and this park is – it’s – well it’s something we have to protect because it’s a space – we all need space – to exist, together, away from the rush of our everyday lives. That’s why it’s important.’

Nathan Luke had been patiently waiting for his moment. ‘The suburbs aren’t boring hunties!’ He spun around as though dancing to music. ‘We’ve got parks, we’ve got trees, we’ve got us!!’

With this his sunglasses fell off the end of his nose. He hastily bent down to pick them up, but, dizzy from the spinning around and the gin, managed to bash his head on the underside of the lemonade table, stumbled and fell forward into the table, knocking the whole thing over.

With the table, the samovars spilled forward splashing their contents all over the news reporter’s suit as they slid to the ground and the cups from the community hall crashed after them.

Rather than apologise or even begin to reclaim the disaster, Nathan Luke put his hands petulantly on his hips and held up two fingers in a peace sign.

Vince, confused as to how he should respond, thought rather than apologise he should put on a united front and so he put his arm around his partner’s shoulders.

In fact, Vince had never been more proud of him. Not for what he said, or how he said it, just for the fact that he had, yet again, turned their simple lives into something fabulous.

‘I think I need to sit down,’ Nathan Luke told him as the reporter and her crew marched off and the social media maker took another selfie, this time with them and their collapsed lemonade stand firmly in the photo.


Chapter Fifty-six

Saturday Afternoon

Fanny knew she had to show her face at some point. She was glad to see so many people, enjoying the park on such a sunny day. It was rammed with people, all of them going to the various stands selling refreshments and getting people to sign the petition, add their name to a survey, even pledge money to fight the changes.

People of all ages and experience levels were sitting with art equipment trying to capture a picture of the tree – their tree. Fanny had never seen anything like it before.

‘Fanny!’

She turned to see Barry, red-faced, hair stuck to his forehead with sweat. It made her laugh to see him so busy.

‘Oh, Barry, hello! How are you doing – you’ve been working so hard!’

‘Just doing my best! Well we all are, aren’t we?’

Fanny was not sure if she had contributed much at all, if she was honest, but she knew now was not the time to discuss all of that.

‘Well, we’ve all done our bit I suppose, yes.’

‘Can I show you something?’

‘Yes, absolutely.’

‘It’s over here . . .’ Barry beckoned her to follow him through the crowds of people, underneath the bunting and banners draped everywhere. Finally he stopped and gestured to a table. ‘What do you think?’

Fanny could not believe it, Barry had made a stand selling loads and loads of plants. She had no idea where they had all come from. How had he done it? The table was almost buckling with so much life.

‘They’re all cuttings. I grew them from the ones you gave me and then I got carried away. I never knew it would work out so well.’

‘Barry it’s incredible! I’m so proud of you!’ Fanny beamed at him.

‘Thought you’d be impressed!’

‘But don’t you need them for your own garden?’

‘These are the extra ones. Or they’re cuttings from what I’d grown already – can you believe it?’

‘You’ve done so amazingly.’ Fanny was almost choked up.

‘It’s all thanks to you – you got me started!’

Fanny had never had an impact like this on anyone before.

‘It’s really helped,’ he added sheepishly, not wanting anyone to overhear, ‘with me and Alice – I think we were on the rocks but the garden – well it’s given us a place to enjoy together.’

‘Oh?’

‘I think she fancied me all over again when she saw me moving those big pots and digging up shrubs!’

‘Well I’m glad!’ Fanny blushed as she laughed more than she had in weeks.


Chapter Fifty-seven

Saturday Late Afternoon

The tannoy clicked on and this time, Barry spoke. ‘Hello, everyone!’ He was standing on the small stage, next to an easel containing the winning picture, currently covered in a cloth to give a bit of theatre to proceedings.

‘Thanks to you all for being here and making this protest such a special occasion, really making our voices heard. Well, not just our voices but our pens and pencils – the pen is mightier than the sword after all! Ha!’

Donald rolled his eyes impatiently.

Vince saw Alice, Isobel and Arthur look at each other and laugh. For once they did not seem to find Barry too embarrassing to bear.

‘I now have here the results of today’s art sit-in! And let me tell you, the standard has been so high. Sixty-two people sat here today and created their own image of our beloved tree – all from different age groups, different experience levels, different perspectives.’

Barry gestured to the board at the side of the stage, a mix of brightly coloured children’s paintings and grown-ups’ attempts at creating something, often for the first time since childhood.

Donald stood at the back of the stage, holding a box of chocolates and a small container with some bubble bath and body spray – an unwanted Christmas present to his wife, which was now serving as a prize. He walked over to his henchman, Barry, ready to announce the winner.

Barry was enjoying his moment in the spotlight. ‘. . . and now I am delighted to say we have a winner! Well actually, we have TWO winners!’

Donald snatched the microphone from him. ‘Get on with it, Barry!’

‘Yes, thank you. Well, from these images – each of which was submitted anonymously – we have two winners! Not just because they are so similar – they were both submitted at totally different times – but the winner is this one.’ Barry took the cover off the first one to reveal a haunting picture of the beloved tree.

The image was rendered in pastels, giving it a ghostly air, like it was being engulfed in fog. A dream-like image of the tree emerging out of a mist, with just the smallest hint of light creeping in at the horizon.

And then Barry lifted the cover from behind the picture of the second winner. ‘And also this one!’

It was uncanny. The second image was also a haunting image of a tree, seemingly alone in a desolate landscape.

The two winners, recognising their work, came up to the stage amongst rapturous applause. The fact that the two winners were Vince and Donald did not seem to bother anyone. It seemed like a fitting tribute to both of their organising endeavours.

The crowd really was delighted, elated even, that the day had gone so well. There had been coverage from the media, someone even said that it would feature on the main national news. Beyond that there had been coffees and cakes and gin cocktails and art and music and people felt a sense of pride in their community.

Miranda sat politely on her bench again, now with Jon beside her as she beamed at them all. She was calmed to think she had been part of something uplifting, something positive as she looked up to the sky and bathed her face in the humid sunshine.

On opening her eyes again she saw a cloud on the horizon. Bad weather had been predicted after the long dry spell but no one wanted to think about it. The good weather thus far had done a fine job of boosting everyone’s spirits on this magnificent day.


Chapter Fifty-eight

The sky had changed from the bright sunshine to the dark gloom that happens when the sun is forced behind a cloud, against its will, in the event of a summer storm.

The temperature was still warm, the air was definitely humid, muggy even, and the wind was building up speed. Alice enjoyed moments like this at the end of the day, sitting on the wooden foldaway chair looking back on the house from the newly beautified back garden. The jasmine was in bloom and filled the air with such a beautiful scent. She inhaled deeply and closed her eyes.

There would be little time before the spots of water from the sky started to hit her bare skin but for a second she was content to be outside, alone with her thoughts.

She had been surprised at how well the day had gone. At the get-go, it had seemed like something that would wreak untold stress upon their household, usually so disorganised, and lead to arguments about how it would work and who would do what at a time when everyone was already busy enough.

More spots of rain, now felt on her shoulders. Alice decided it was time to go inside, the heat was coming to an end and change was inevitable.

A bittersweet moment for Alice undermined by a sudden cheering from all of the houses along the road. Donald could be heard shouting ‘COME ON!’ from next door followed by a shriek from Fanny, the like of which she could never have imagined coming from her. If anything, Alice doubted that Fanny was capable of such excitement.

Alice’s own family seemed to be shouting about something, like when England scored.

Even Nathan Luke and Vince leant out of their upstairs Juliet balcony to let out a scream of ‘YES!!’

Miranda, always so quiet, seemed to have put on all of her lights.

Something had happened.


Chapter Fifty-nine

The ice cubes clinked around both of the crystal tumblers.

‘Well I think there can be no doubt,’ said Jon, as he rolled the ice around, ‘that the community really does feel something here. It’s impressive in this day and age that people can come together like this.’ He smiled warmly. He knew people were better than they were represented. He had seen it first hand.

‘I realise I owe you a great deal,’ said Miranda, half-raising her glass.

The Scotch glistened in the early evening light. It felt like this was the sort of occasion to open her father’s bottle of whisky. She was not sure how many more special occasions she had left.

‘What’s the point of dedicating your whole life to helping the nation if the nation can’t pull a few strings for you once in a while,’ Jon said.

‘It’ll mean everything to the people here. It’s brought them together. Finally they’re a community.’

‘It was no skin off my nose, not really. I had to speak to the department and they agreed that this was something that could be looked into. They get so much bad press you see – people assume they are always out to destroy everything. They’re not of course. This could be the sort of positive news story that does them some good. It’s all about keeping up appearances.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘Nothing new there. I had to speak to the Cabinet Office. They can get things done when they need to.’

‘Will they be able to listen to what’s been said?’

‘It means a lot to you then?’

‘As I mentioned in my letter, when you live alone like I do, community is really all you have.’

He felt a pang of sadness, but continued with the progress update on the planning. ‘After a bit of light coercion from central government, the planning team here were very happy to see it moved.’

‘Moved?’

‘They think it’s going to be down by the station. There’s a series of market stalls – florists and coffee stands, that sort of thing. They’re moving it there.’

‘Oh I see! Well that’s great, I think. It’s just that, well my neighbour, he actually owns the coffee stand but I’m not sure it’s his dream. In fact I think he hates it, he’s hardly there.’

‘Oh he’ll be recompensed, I’m sure.’

Miranda was thinking out loud: ‘He can spend it setting himself up as a gardener . . .’ And then remembering he was there, continued, ‘Thank you, Jon, really, thank you. It’s highly unorthodox, I realise. I hope there’s nothing illegal?’

‘You know we don’t like to use words like that.’ He laughed.

‘I know!’

‘No nothing illegal. Just a good news story for everyone involved. It just took a little reframing of the narrative, that’s all.’

Two people, sitting in silence for a moment, surprised that they had found one another again after all these years, even if they were so much older than they ever imagined they could be.

‘I don’t know if I’ll be around long enough to find out if it is illegal!’ She laughed.

‘Neither will I.’ He raised his glass. ‘Let’s drink to that.’

Miranda raised hers and they both drank to living life illegally.


Chapter Sixty

Vince had been tempted to let Nathan Luke sleep all the way through to the next day but he knew it would never work out well. He did not mind being the older, more sensible one in the relationship at times and today that meant that he had to get his partner to drink water.

Waking up hungover and dehydrated would not be fun for anyone.

More than that, Vince knew there were things they had to get on with.

He looked down at his lover sprawled out on the tan leather Danish couch, still wearing his cape, his legs contorted into angles that could not have been comfortable but perhaps felt like a good stretch when he first lay there.

The lamp flashed its ‘Fuck’ and ‘Yes’ and Vince took this to be a timely reminder. He bent down to gently shake his boyfriend’s shoulder.

It made little difference and he continued snoring.

Vince tried again.

Nathan Luke sprung up and gasped – so dramatically that it frightened Vince.

‘Oh god, are we being robbed?’ demanded Nathan Luke.

‘No, no. You just fell asleep after the protest. You OK?’

‘Felt better,’ he said, as he swung his legs back to a seated position.

‘I bet,’ Vince smiled.

‘Shall we go to bed?’

‘It’s a bit early for me.’ Vince looked at the clock and saw it was six thirty.

‘You’re right, you’re right . . .’ Nathan Luke rubbed his face and reached for the pint of water Vince had left for him on the coffee table.

‘I need to go over there and talk. This is the time.’

Nathan Luke froze, taking this in, then nodded. ‘OK, well whatever happens, you need to know that I love you and I’m proud of you.’ He got up to walk with him.

The neon light continued to flash ‘Fuck’, ‘Yes’.


Chapter Sixty-one

Saturday Evening

‘Can you believe it!’ shouted Donald, running down the stairs carrying his phone. Fanny had been finishing washing up her plate from the sandwich she had made for herself.

After his busy day she felt guilty for not offering to make one for Don, but he seemed so absorbed in the aftermath that she doubted he would even notice.

‘We’ve only bloody done it!’ he said, shaking his phone screen closer to Fanny’s face than she would have liked.

‘What do you mean?’ she replied, clutching the Westminster Abbey tea towel close to her, as if it might somehow protect her.

Donald could barely speak, he was so overwrought from running down the stairs and trying to relay his exciting news. ‘They’ve messaged to say they’re going to reconsider their plans! It worked! I bloody did it! We all did!’ and then, in a rare moment of vulnerability, ‘I never thought it would do any good, Fan, but everyone went along with it so I just thought, well, we might as well give it a go.’

‘Oh that’s fantastic, love. Well done.’ Fanny felt an urge to fling her arms around him but thought better of it. As a compromise she gently rubbed the top of his arm for a moment instead.

The doorbell rang. The usual electrical buzzing followed by melodious chimes. It made both of them jump as they seldom had callers in the evening.

‘That’ll be the neighbours – probably want to thank me!’ said Donald ‘Or it’ll be Barry, he’s probably just heard.’

Donald was engrossed in his phone screen again and he made no move to answer the door.

Fanny hated herself for being manipulated like this – him not moving, absorbing himself in the messages on his phone meant he was making her take on the task of answering the door and she knew it. Her heart sank, realising her husband had reverted straight back to his old ways.

Still holding her tea towel Fanny opened the door expecting to see a jubilant neighbour.

Vince was on the doorstep, Nathan Luke standing behind him, further down the path.

‘Oh, Vince! Isn’t it wonderful?’

‘Yes,’ he replied curtly. ‘Can I come in?’

‘Yes, of course. Is everything OK?’

‘Not really, no.’

Fanny froze, blocking the entrance.

‘Is Donald there?’ he politely asked.

She had not realised that Donald had appeared behind her, without saying anything. Fanny looked around, her face full of bewilderment.

Had she missed something? What on earth was happening? All Fanny knew was that something big was about to happen but she knew not what. Nathan Luke seemed impatient somehow, like he wanted to get to the bottom of something.

‘You’d better come in then,’ said Donald in a tone people usually reserve for speaking to police officers. He reached around Fanny to open the door wider and, as they both stepped back, silently invited them into their home.

The two men stepped across the threshold. It was only at this moment that Fanny saw Nathan Luke was still wearing his spangled cape.

‘Shoes?’ Vince gestured to them, somehow asking if he should take them off without saying too much. Donald shook his head – partly a response and partly in disbelief. It was uncharacteristic of him to not say anything and even more uncharacteristic to not want to protect the beige carpet.

Donald motioned for them all to follow him into the sitting room. Fanny stood back and held out a hand in gesture for them to follow Don, her head bowed, to hide her confused expression but also like a servant in a grand old house. She still had her tea towel in one hand and now she was shaking.

Following the three men into the sitting room, she noticed Don had not invited the guests to sit down. He leant against the back of a dining chair with one arm and left the visitors standing in the middle of the room. Fanny knew she could do nothing to ease the situation, nothing to avoid the awkwardness. Whatever was about to happen must somehow be left to play out.

Her husband seemed neither particularly emotional nor especially businesslike. He just stared at the carpet, suspended in the life before this moment and the changed life that was about to unfold.

‘I’m afraid I’ve not been entirely honest,’ Vince said as he took a deep, steadying breath. ‘The reason I bought the house at the end and moved here was because I wanted to be closer to Don.’

Usually people would laugh at such a statement because no one wanted to be closer to Donald. Vince took another deep breath.

Fanny could not quite work out if Donald knew what this was all about. She tried to move her legs to go somewhere else and leave them to it, but somehow she just could not.

Nathan Luke was standing in silence too, similarly understanding that this was a situation he could do nothing about.

‘Would you like to go on?’ asked Donald, seeming confused, but Fanny knew he was aware of where this was going.

Vince looked uncomfortable again and shuffled from side to side.

‘Spit it out then!’ said Donald with a mocking laugh. Clearly he was not prepared for this palaver to go on any longer than it needed to.

Fanny saw that Vince was putting considerable effort into not losing his temper at being mocked. Instead, he continued calmly, speaking not to Don, but to her. ‘I know, Fanny . . . I know you learnt something about Don’s past recently. And I know it’s been a horrible shock for you. But I need to say . . . I’m sorry. I need to explain . . . It’s me. I’m his son. Don is my father.’

Fanny gasped without realising. Suddenly it all made sense. Astonishing sense. She was amazed how quickly it all clicked into place. They were so different, and yet . . . Yes. She could see it.

‘I thought, after Mum died, that it would help me to make contact with him,’ Vince continued. ‘He wasn’t around when I was growing up but somehow this felt like the right time.’

‘The right time?’ Fanny enquired meekly.

‘To try and make the connection. I’d always wanted to feel part of his family.’

‘It’s been hard hasn’t it?’ Nathan Luke said in support of his partner.

‘Of course.’ Fanny nodded and then went back to staring down at the carpet.

‘It might seem a bit extreme – certainly to Nathan Luke too, but then before I knew it, the sale had gone through and the plan was coming together and then it dawned on me that my actions had revealed my feelings before I knew them myself: I just wanted to be close to my father!’ He smiled helplessly.

Fanny found herself smiling at him. Proud of him for being so brave. She looked to Donald, who seemed even more serious than normal and was breathing intensely.

A long pause followed as everyone took this moment in.

‘I always provided for you, didn’t I?’ Donald at last responded. Practical. Unemotional.

It was the wrong response. Fanny felt immediately disheartened.

No one said anything again and silence sprawled on for an even longer time. A heavy silence.

Their neighbour looked around at his partner, Nathan Luke.

Fanny had never allowed herself to do anything truly dramatic before. But instinctively she walked up to the man – her husband’s son – who seemed so fragile and unsure of himself, and threw her arms around him. The tea towel flapped against his back.

She felt him tremble as she realised he was crying. Rubbing his back to soothe him, she whispered, ‘It’s all right, love, it’s all right.’

He sobbed the deep tears of someone who had not realised how deep his well of sadness had been dug. Nathan Luke stepped forward to rub Vince’s shoulder.

In her simple gesture she felt like all of the walls in all of the grand old houses in all the world had come tumbling down. It felt earth shattering. She was, for the first time in her life, playing a role in a drama in which she felt she belonged.

Vince composed himself to reply to Donald. ‘It wasn’t about the money.’ He breathed heavily. ‘I didn’t need to be just “provided” for!’

‘That’s not what I meant—’

‘Well what did you mean? We never knew because you were never there. Nothing – I never got anything from you.’

‘I just meant I always made sure your mum had the money for you – to pay for things.’

‘It wasn’t about that!’ Vince reiterated. ‘How could money possibly be enough? I was a little boy!’ The image stuck in all of their minds, the small boy appeared like a ghost, standing with them in the middle of the carpet. ‘My friends at school! They had dads who played with them and taught them things. I never had that. Just a swimming lesson or how to climb a tree would’ve been something! You lived so nearby!’

Fanny clutched the towel ever closer and stared even harder at the carpet.

‘I thought it would be cleaner – easier for your mum – if it was just a total break—’

‘You never cared about Mum at all! She had no one – which you knew! We had to rely on neighbours and friends to help us when we needed it.’

‘I didn’t know!’

‘Is this true?’ Fanny asked, welling up.

‘Yes,’ Nathan Luke confirmed.

‘Why, Don? We could’ve helped!’ Fanny found herself so heartbroken that she had been unwittingly part of this without her realising the boy even existed.

‘I wanted to protect you!’ shouted Donald, glaring at his wife.

‘From what? I didn’t need protecting!’

‘You did! You were always too—’

‘Too what?’

‘Well . . .’

‘Well?’

‘I don’t want to be unkind . . .’

Fanny felt this slight and looked to the boys who grimaced, seemingly taken back by how cruel Donald continued to be, even now. Feeling she had backup, Fanny felt that she could stand up to her husband. ‘Too stupid to understand? Is that what you mean?’

Donald stayed silent for a beat too long.

‘I’m not stupid, Don!’ Fanny now found herself in the middle of the exchange. She would never want to intrude on what needed to be said but at the same time she would not let this point pass unheeded.

‘I just didn’t want you getting involved – upset. I worried about you. The way you wanted to go and watch horses – like the world was too harsh for you.’

‘I go to look at the horses because they calm me down when I get stressed. Stress I didn’t realise I even had until lately, stress which has almost entirely been caused by you! You always try to control everything.’

‘I don’t!’

‘You’ve treated me like I don’t know anything but I know more than you realise. I might not be Einstein but I know about people. God knows I’m sick of protecting you from what people actually think of you.’

‘Well, that’s very good of you,’ Donald resentfully muttered.

‘And this is why you’d never let me see the bank things I suppose? Because I’d see the money going out, and wonder about it?’

‘I was protecting you! That’s why.’ A beat and then he continued spitefully, ‘You see, boys? I love my wife dearly. She’s definitely not stupid but I have to say, she’s not always that bright either!’

‘How dare you! You fucking . . . fucking . . . bastard!’

A silence ensued again.

Vince turned to his father. ‘This is how you treat people. You control them and then shut them out when they don’t fit your version of things.’

Don shook his head, more irritated than angry. ‘What is this? I don’t come round to your house and turn everyone against you! I actually thought you were coming here to celebrate saving the park. And for the record, I wasn’t controlling or spitting anyone out when you were born – I was too young. I just knew I couldn’t be any use – what kind of a father could I have even been to you?’

Fanny stood back to allow their words to exchange unimpeded, realising it had to play out, these things had to be said.

‘A likely story. You were too pig-headed to allow anyone else to be more important than you, even if it was your own son.’

‘That’s not fair!’

‘No, it never is to you,’ Vince snapped back. ‘You’re always the victim aren’t you? God you’re just so . . . unbelievably infuriating! I don’t know how she puts up with you. Seriously.’

Donald leapt on this. ‘Do you hear that, Fanny? Do you hear him insulting us both, in our own home?’ He turned to his wife, imploring her to get back onside with him, to see how it was him and her against a mad world.

But now she recognised it for what it was, the usual story he told her – that vipers waited at their every turn trying to dash their peace, their happiness. It was the old familiar tale of her husband as the knight in shining armour, always being taken advantage of, no matter what he did for the community. None of this was his fault.

He continued to address Fanny, which made her feel all the more uncomfortable. ‘Why do you think he’s really come round now?’

‘To speak to you – to make amends? To try and patch things up?’

‘I’ll tell you why!’

Fanny felt the old familiar sense of being constantly berated by him for whatever stress he was feeling, her learnt behaviour was to stand still and absorb it.

‘I’ll tell you why – money. They think I didn’t give enough back then, so I should give them more now. They’ll have us sell the house I expect and move out to god knows where!’

‘I don’t actually,’ reasoned Vince.

‘Don have you even noticed their house? I think they’ve got a lot more money than we have. I don’t think they need whatever pittance we could give them!’ Fanny, emboldened by her calm neighbours, found herself laughing at Donald. Usually she would feel afraid of what he might do next. Not this time.

Her husband changed tack, and went back to Vince. ‘Your mother wasn’t always easy to be with, you know? She was very demanding – even before you were born. She would drive me mad with trying to control where I was and—’

‘She wanted to know where you were!’

‘It wasn’t just that—’

‘She was so humiliated by you leaving!’

‘I thought she would’ve met someone . . . ’

Vince’s voice raised, ‘HOW? She had no time! No space for herself! She was bringing me up all on her own and trying to work – you “provided for me” but only just. She still had to work just to pay for the things I needed. Do you have any idea how guilty I always felt when I went to a birthday party and we couldn’t afford a gift?’

Donald looked confused, as though he had never considered these ‘incidental’ expenses.

Vince’s feelings tumbled out. ‘Never mind the occasional days out in the holidays! The new blazer I needed when I outgrew the last one, the fact that I wanted to eat more because I was a growing lad!’ The memory of himself as this growing lad, the young boy he once was, moving through life, craving more for dinner and his mother having to think twice about how she would provide it. How it made him cry all over again. ‘The ice cream van who seemed to bankrupt us every time . . .’ The tears came from deep in his well of sadness.

‘I never . . .’ Donald seemed to be struggling to know how to respond.

‘She still tried to work – she did cleaning work when she could. Even when she was ill she still did – always doing her best for me – for us! She never stopped working and trying and—’

Vince seemed to be saying everything in his mind, like he had been rehearsing it since making the decision to move there. ‘You know at the end she had no one? She had nothing at all except me and what I had tried to provide for us. I was there when she went, all on my own, and she died holding my hand.’

Donald raised his hand to his eyes and now he let his tears flow, too upset to say anything. Nothing of meaning anyway. At last, Donald was not in control. His arguments had failed to defend him. He knew he had been wrong. Despite always insisting that he was the sensible adult who should be in charge, Fanny looked at him and saw that this time, he was the child.

There was nothing to comfort him. Those seasons – the seasons of his son’s life – had passed now and there could be no going back. The realisation that those short years without him doing enough, without him being there for his only child, had now elapsed forever. Despite his angry protestations, distractions and manipulations, this realisation would now and forever be with him – the knowledge of this missed opportunity, this life unlived, this solemn duty not performed would eternally be his shame and his punishment.


Chapter Sixty-two

The spots of rain Alice had felt earlier had now become a full downpour. The dark clouds overhead had turned the late summer evening light into something almost navy blue. After the long hot dry spell, the leaves on the trees in the park had become brittle and a few of them had begun their autumnal transition into lightest green, yellow and dark yellow, with some even bordering on orange.

Alice looked out of her bedroom window at the park and thought how proud she was of both of her children for taking such an active role during the protest. Come what may, she would always remember this feeling when all of them had worked together and her children had been like the adults she dreamed they would become.

The wind seemed to be picking up and the flowers in the front gardens along the road were bending in their beds, stretched like rubber, each time snapping back to attention once the gust subsided. Despite their autumnal hues, the leaves clung on to their branches and the trees swayed heavily as the wind became stronger.

Rain thundered down in an instant and suddenly the audio rush – almost orchestral – of water falling out of the clouds seemed deafening to Alice as she watched the park, the banner still blowing in the wind and the few bits of litter they had missed dancing around the grass.

‘Have you seen the weather?’ Barry shouted up the stairs.

‘Yes! Isn’t it dramatic?’ she shouted back.

‘It’s so cool!’ Arthur was excited by the drama and she realised her teenage son had probably not seen many storms like this, except for when they featured in the nature documentaries they watched as a family.

Watching storms from the comfort of her home had a calming effect on Alice, assuring her of the permanence and safety of bricks and mortar, like the story of the three pigs this was a house that no one could huff and puff and blow down.

A stick suddenly hit the glass downstairs and the two teenagers screamed, excitedly. ‘Come away from the glass!’ shouted Alice, moving to be with them in the living room. The rain was falling so heavily it started to overwhelm the drains along their street, and the water level in the gutters rose higher and higher.

‘Will our house flood?’ asked Isobel.

‘No, no,’ reassured Barry, ‘we’re on a hill here so water should cascade away from the house.’ The two young people were almost disappointed they would not have the drama of moving everything upstairs. It did occur to both of them that whilst this state of affairs was good for them, what would become of the people living in the homes lower down the hill?

‘I want to go out in it!’ said Arthur.

‘Don’t you dare!’ said Alice. ‘Far too dangerous. Look, the wind is getting up now!’ They all looked out of the window and beheld the tree opposite swaying more and more. Its upper branches shaking vigorously like a dog shaking itself dry.

The pots in their front garden rolled over and were now being buffeted around the front path. One of the pots could not take it and smashed on impact, lying there, its muddy guts spilling out all around. ‘Oh,’ said Barry, taking it personally.

The small blossom tree in front of Miranda’s house, known for the bright pink flowers in spring, now jangled in the wind, its spindly branches banging against their neighbour’s window like it was begging to be brought in.

The family fell silent, unsure what to do in the face of nature – the unrelenting persistence of the wind and the rain which was overwhelming the drains, creating a river of their road, whilst the wind made everything they thought of as solid become bendable.

‘Should we close the curtains? In case something smashes the glass?’ asked Barry, sounding like a child himself.

No one responded. A silence had descended on them as the storm transitioned from fun adventure, like the ones on screen, to a drama they now found themselves at the centre of.

‘Let’s move to the back of the house,’ suggested Alice.

Listening to her sound judgement, they withdrew to sit at the table in the back of the through-diner. From there they could see the drama of the storm from a distance as it blew through their road. The proud, recently rescued old oak tree seemed to be swaying now, ever more uncontrollably, like it was rocking from side to side – the ground less and less able to anchor it as it had done.

The ground around it now appeared like it was breaking up, the movement of the tree stirring the terrain as it moved more and more vigorously.

At one point it looked as though the tree might fly away altogether and go to live in the sky like a helium balloon, let go of by the earth, to soar ever higher until it was just a speck on the horizon before disappearing from their lives.

‘It’s coming,’ said Arthur quietly, but definitely.

The family looked out of the window to see the beloved tree as it leant towards them, kicking up its roots at the back, and slowly, gracefully falling down like an actor taking their final bow.

Instinctively the family moved away from the line of its path and the four of them cowered in the kitchen because it seemed to be a safer space with more walls between them and the point of impact.

They heard the terrible crash of the roof and the walls being hit by the oak. Its upper echelons smashed through the pointed roof above the bay window, down through the seemingly solid ceiling and wall, to crash through Barry and Alice’s bedroom and cause the ceiling to bulge and split above the family’s heads.

At the base of the tree the fence of the park was bent to the ground and as the tree stretched out achingly across the road, the grand oak was now a bridge from their house to the green space.

Still unsure what to do, the family remained in the kitchen holding one another, waiting to see what next was going to happen to their sanctuary, their home.


Chapter Sixty-three

Saturday Evening

Miranda heard the terrible crash and immediately took it upon herself to make sure her neighbours were unharmed.

She and Jon opened the door and were immediately aware of the strong gusts whipping around the houses. Stepping out on to the path they were met with resistance at every step as the gusts continued to blow in their faces. Naturally cautious, Miranda kept her head bowed to avoid flying debris colliding with her face.

Stepping out she became immediately aware of just how much damage the falling tree had wrought and gasped when she beheld that it had reached across from the park and buried itself in Alice and Barry’s house.

A loud banging could be heard overhead which sounded like someone hammering metalwork and which added to the sense of foreboding. On looking up she realised this was just a piece of the roof which was being repeatedly lifted and then slammed back down on to the brick-built structure as the wind blew under it, lifting it again and again.

The two elderly people, their good hearts taking over, walked up the path not realising that the bricks upon which the roof was flapping were becoming ever more dislodged and could, at any moment, fall down upon them.

The tree had fallen directly across the lawn and smashed into the main windows of the bedroom and in doing so had squashed down to the living-room window beneath so that it was broken too – the structure holding it in place was dislodged, unsteady and thus, barely fulfilling its purpose. In effect, the house was less a home and currently more of a shelter.

Miranda could see that the tree had not damaged the front door and using the path it could still be reached. The storm continued with branches still flying through the air along with the roaring sound of the leaves on the trees as they continued to be battered by the gale.

Still the strong winds blew at them as they scrunched up their faces against the pouring rain as it drenched their cardigans. As she stepped into the relative protection of the family’s small porch she banged on the door – ringing a doorbell seemed inadequate.

‘It’s just me, Miranda!’ she hollered through the metal letter box. ‘Are you OK in there? Are you all right? We need to get you out . . . now!’

She glanced up at the fallen tree and wondered if it was about to fall further and smash the rest of the structure to the ground, potentially crushing the family inside.

They both heard shouting. It was Alice screaming, ‘ARTHUR!’ terror running through her. Shock was in her voice, the state of shock which leaves a person blind to how they seem and how they behave.

The door opened and Arthur was standing there as bravely as his Army Cadet’s training had enabled him to be, followed closely by his parents and sister who could not bear to see him walk head first into danger on his own.

‘Oh thank god!’ said Miranda, relieved that the whole family were unscathed. Their house was in darkness and the wind was blowing through from the inside towards her, rather than the other way around.

‘We were so scared!’ exclaimed Barry with the same tone his wife had used a moment before. ‘Is it safe to come out?’

Surprised to find herself as a health and safety officer in the situation, Miranda said, ‘Yes, yes, come on let’s get you away from here, right now!’ beckoning them out of the house. As the family passed through the door and along the path Miranda stood with her back turned to the fallen tree as though her feeble frame might protect them from further danger.

The family hurried out, not even thinking to pick up coats, still wearing the summer clothes they had been wearing in the park just a few hours before.

Miranda felt a sense of relief as they all moved away from the fallen tree and along the pavement up the road to the relative safety of her house. Though it was just one door down, there was a sense that the sword of Damocles had fallen and, to mix ancient wisdom, lightning could surely not strike twice.

Turning their backs on the home which had been so casually annihilated, they turned back to hear Nathan Luke and Vince call from the end of the street, through the gale, ‘Are you OK?’

It was only then that Miranda, Jon and the rescued neighbours saw how the tree had not just destroyed one bay window but also that of Donald and Fanny’s.


Chapter Sixty-four

On hearing the almighty crash of the tree, Donald instinctively ran upstairs towards it. Nathan Luke and Vince ran out to make sure the neighbours were unharmed.

Donald moved with the authority of someone who might be able to put right any damage just by telling off the offender, without realising that on this occasion the offender could not be told off, because it was a tree. His confident striding revealed how happy he was to have something else to think about, though the events of the afternoon had affected him more than he realised.

Looking through the banisters and seeing his bedroom, he said, almost without realising, ‘Oh fuck!’ Which was not the sort of thing he would normally have said.

The bedroom, once a place of rest, was now a room with the top of a tree protruding into it. The branches reached towards the bed as if the tree was simply craving a restorative nap.

Fanny screamed.

In the neighbouring house the electrics had been knocked out by the falling tree but it had not managed to affect the circuits in their home.

As a result, the lamp on the landing had come on as it always did, according to the timer plug Donald had installed. The normality of this was in stark contrast to the tree in the bedroom beyond and gave the scene a haunted quality, as though they were now looking into a world which they recognised as familiar yet distorted.

The two of them slowly crept up the rest of the stairs. Walking on the upstairs carpet in her slippers Fanny felt shards of glass crunching beneath her feet as they approached the threshold of the bedroom.

As the tree had entered their home, it had bashed through the roof and smashed the window, knocked the window frames to the floor and managed to wipe out the trinkets and pillboxes the couple kept on the small chest of drawers in front of the window. A can of hairspray, a box made of shells in which Fanny kept her bracelets and necklaces, and an oblong mirror angled on a stand were amongst the things strewn across the bedroom carpet.

Fanny noticed the mirror was cracked across the corner and muttered, ‘Well that’s seven years bad luck.’

Hearing a banging on the front door, Fanny could tell it was Vince returning to make sure they were OK. She went back downstairs and opened the door, reflexively searching his face for a resemblance to her husband.

‘Alice and Barry and the kids are all OK – didn’t see it had fallen into you guys too. Are you both all right?’

‘Yes,’ Fanny replied, standing aside to let him in, still in shock over the day’s events. ‘We’re fine, we’re fine actually.’

‘Right!’ Donald shouted down the stairs. ‘Well, we’d better make a move to leave here tonight. It’s not safe, structurally.’

‘Where will we go?’ Fanny begged.

‘Andrew from the allotment has a spare room.’

‘Oh god no, I’m not going there!’

‘All right, all right. A hotel?’

‘I’d better get some things together then,’ said Fanny nervously rushing back upstairs and heading into the front bedroom.

‘Don’t go in there! It’s not sound. The whole room could collapse at any moment.’

Vince seemed unsure of what he could do to help. It was more of an instinctive thing that he had come to check on them. They were carrying on as though he was a ghost, not there at all.

‘Fine,’ said Fanny, resigned and realising that most of her personal items and clothes were in the back bedroom anyway. She rushed in there and quickly began to throw her most needed possessions into the tapestried, floral holdall she kept under the bed. It amused her to think of Don, unable to retrieve anything of his own.

Busying herself with collecting her things was easy as most of them were still on the small chair in the corner, freshly laundered and not yet put away. Something Fanny would never normally have done but the last few weeks had seen lots of new experiences for her.

At first she barely heard Vince when he politely announced, ‘Fanny can you come over here, please?’

She turned to see Vince standing over and facing her husband, who was now sitting at the top of the stairs. It was not the sort of place he would ever usually sit. He seemed to be slumped against the wall, with Vince holding him back from falling down.

Fanny left her small bag on the bed, halfway through being filled, and walked over to the two men.

‘Fanny, I think I need you to hold him steady here.’ He looked at her with the sort of seriousness that people only use when dealing with the most important situations. ‘I think I need to call an ambulance.’

Vince’s calm tone stopped her panicking as her ears filled with the same loud whooshing noise she had heard when she discovered her husband’s secret texts. It was a sound that seemed even louder than the weather outside. She stepped awkwardly, but efficiently, around the side of her husband and stood a few steps down the stairs, facing him square-on, all the time holding his heavy shoulders to keep him in place.

He looked in many ways like he had just chosen this moment to have a little doze.

Vince was on the lower stairs looking up whilst speaking to the operator. Having been put through to the ambulance department he took the phone away from his ear and pressed the button to put the call on speakerphone.

‘Hi ,Vince,’ said the woman’s friendly voice.

She’s very chipper, thought Fanny, not realising Vince had already stated his name.

‘Ambulance is on its way, Vince. Can you tell if Dad’s still breathing?’

Who is Dad? thought Fanny.

The bedroom window smashed in, yet the lamp still on; a tree living in their bedroom; her husband Donald, now called Dad – how familiar yet strange it all seemed.

In response to the woman on the end of the line, Vince got beside Fanny to see if Donald was breathing.

‘I’m not sure,’ he said.

‘OK how old is Dad?’

‘He’s not Dad!’ exclaimed Fanny. ‘He’s Donald. He’s seventy-eight years old. No previous health problems – he is on statins and he has been advised to keep an eye on his blood pressure.’

‘I see,’ said the woman.

‘Will he be all right?’ asked Fanny, still holding on.

The sound of an ambulance could be heard in the distance, though the loudness of the wind and the rain seemed to be drowning even that out.

‘Keep hold of him, I’ll let the paramedics in,’ said Vince as he bounded down the stairs to meet the ambulance crew.

‘Oh, Don!’ Fanny said to her husband, shaking him.

‘Would you be comfortable doing some basic CPR?’ said the voice, coming from Vince’s phone resting on the stair behind her.

Fanny could not, with everything happening around her, compute what on earth ‘CPR’ might be. She thought it might be a football team.

Reassured by talk of an ambulance, she said, ‘The ambulance is here now, it’s OK, love!’ as she leant over to press the red button on the phone.

‘Are you OK?’ shouted Vince from the front door.

‘Yes, where’s the ambulance? We need the ambulance!’ Fanny shouted back impatiently, her husband growing heavier the longer he was slumped there. It seemed like an eternity ago that the siren had been heard outside. She could see the blue lights flashing through the opening that was once the window.

‘It’s the tree! They can’t get through – the tree is blocking the road!’

Crouched on her stairwell with her husband of so many years fading fast before her eyes, she shook him again to see if it would do anything, but still there was no response, like ringing a doorbell and waiting to see if the person was in.

Vince continued, ‘They’ve said they should be able to get in but they’ll have to call for backup. Everything’s so busy with the storm! There’s two paramedics and they’re currently having to climb over the tree trunk without injuring themselves!’

‘Oh I see,’ said Fanny feeling oddly numb, and strangely content about the situation. She continued to hold her husband’s shoulders, barely noticing how this position at this awkward angle made her arms and shoulders ache.

She knew what had happened. She had known from before Vince had gone to meet the ambulance. On some level she had known as soon as she saw him sitting there.

The wind continued to blow through the bedroom and down the stairs. Rain spattered in on to the bedroom carpet. The curtains billowed and the blue lights flashed.

Fanny noticed none of it.

‘You must be Fanny,’ said the young paramedic as she appeared behind her on the stairs, seemingly out of nowhere. ‘Can I ask you to help me as we get Donald on to a flat surface?’

Fanny nodded and smiled at the young woman and thought how amazing she was.

Fanny moved aside to let her take over and her colleague, a silver-haired man with a young face came up the stairs behind them. He seemed to be carrying even more things whilst a holdall and a backpack and a stretcher were propped up against the hallway wall like this was some kind of mountain rescue.

How rapidly the small suburban house had changed. The world as she knew it disappeared in an instant.

Fanny never thought she would see the day.


Chapter Sixty-five

The Following Spring

Perdy sold her hairdressers. She and her husband moved to their place in Portugal. They had to come back every eighty days because of Brexit, but it did not matter to them. Perdy was just glad to stop working. Vacating her shop meant that the space next to Fanny’s convenience store was now available and it was perfect for Barry.

He stripped out the salon chairs and the overarching hairdryers and knocked the plaster off the walls to reveal the open brickwork beneath. A plywood counter and some filament light bulbs completed the look, which was perfect for him to sell his coffees to people walking in the park. Not that this was all that he sold.

Of course, coffee could never be enough. He now put his gardening enthusiasm to good use and sold a selection of indoor and outdoor plants and even decorated the small tables with the succulents and small flowering foliage he sold, so that people could be tempted to buy whilst they sat and sipped their macchiatos.

Barry was also using the space during the evenings to host book clubs and, on a Wednesday, a meditation class. It turned a decent profit, mainly because of his best customer, Fanny, who loved popping next door to spend money on his plants for her garden. And she would have been lost without her new foray into meditation.

For Barry it was everything he could have hoped for. Or so it seemed to Alice, sitting in the window watching her husband buzz around, dealing with a display of cacti and stopping to sign for a delivery of coffee beans. Alice enjoyed days like this, no longer being part of a surgery, she now only did locum work when it suited her. She loved spending her afternoons just sitting in the new shop, content to watch the world go by and to watch Barry in his element.

She wanted to be there for the kids, even though some might say they, as teenagers, needed her less and less. She knew that this transition to adulthood was where she might be needed most. It felt to her like she had only just made that leap herself, so maybe she could be there to guide them. She breathed deeply and enjoyed the afternoon sunshine as the bell above the door rang and Vince arrived.

Vince had come to realise that he could never stop working – the reading nook could never hold all of the energy he still had. On one of his many walks, he had strolled past the local college and realised it was more than a school, the college was a place of learning for all ages, for people who just wanted to gain a skill.

Vince thought about taking up something – creative writing perhaps, or contemporary dance – but then it dawned on him that actually, he was not at the point in his life when he wanted to absorb something new. He had made his peace with the generation before him and now it was time for him to offer to the generation in front. After completing his teacher qualification he had joined the technical department and taught design.

At times it was challenging and there were many moments when he reflected that perhaps he could be happier doing something else, but what he had come to realise was that this was a subject that taught young people practical skills, things that he had never learnt himself as a young person. He found the young people he worked with to be sometimes energised and enthused but often reserved and shy – not sure about what they were trying to achieve or where they were going. He quickly learnt that it was not his duty to fix this, his focus was on bringing them to trust themselves and trust that their skills could help build confidence for themselves.

The industrial design of the coffee shop was right up Vince’s street, quite literally, and he knew that with a shop like this, if you loved what it offered, you should ‘use it or lose it’. He shopped there frequently. Today he wanted something floral. ‘It’s to put in the middle of the dining table. Have you anything seasonal? Maybe even a hyacinth?’

‘How’s this?’ asked Barry as he completed pressing moss into the top of the ornamental brushed steel pot complete with emerging hyacinth flowers.

‘I love it!’ exclaimed Vince and Barry wrapped it in brown paper and tied it with raffia string as Vince tapped his contactless. ‘How’s your afternoon been, Alice?’

‘Very restful today, which has been ideal.’

‘We’ll see you on Saturday?’ asked Vince.

‘You bet we’ll be there!’ replied Barry, wiping down the counter.

Alice smiled. ‘Wouldn’t miss it!’

Vince picked up his plant and strode out of the shop, knowing he had much to do before dinner – including making salads and laying a table. He bowed his head to his neighbours with a smile as he backed out of the door being held open by a now upstanding Alice.

‘Thanks, Vince!’ Barry called after him as he did his last tidying before he could shut up shop for the day.

Vince had continued to be unsure about the home he had created with Nathan Luke – especially after everything that had happened, the odd closeness he had formed with Don before their showdown, followed so swiftly by his estranged father’s abrupt end. Perhaps it had been a foolish idea of his to put himself, and his partner, in the shadow of so many memories.

However, he had come to realise he had a stepmother, Fanny, and she had instilled in him a sense that life cannot just be moved and changed so readily – sometimes it takes weathering storms and feeling unhappy for a time to guide us to where we need to be. Sometimes we have to stop searching and realise that what we most need is right in front of us.

Vince crossed the road and walked up the stylish pathway to the doorway. He was glad to get back to the house to flop on the sofa – now an L-shaped, heavily cushioned seating area that replaced the Danish mid-century piece.

‘Oh hello!’ called Nathan Luke from upstairs. ‘We’re having quiche!’ Vince never thought he would be the sort of person to enjoy quiche but it was an easy midweek tea and ease was something that now delighted him.

Nathan Luke had got in from his volunteering at the local hospital earlier in the afternoon and had laid the table and made a couple of salads, which currently sat elegantly on the kitchen island.

‘These salads look awesome!’ Vince shouted up, only too pleased he did not have to make them himself after a tiring day.

The table was set for three and the candles had already been lit. Not that this was a romantic occasion. With that the door buzzer sounded and he opened the door to reveal Fanny.

She crossed the threshold without having to be asked. Vince loved to see this. In her hands she carried a quiche dish and a bag which was full of fruit. ‘I was at the supermarket today and I thought I’d get you some fruit – it’s good to eat properly and I know how busy you both are.’

Vince kissed her on the cheek and took the fruit from her. ‘Aah, thank you! You’re so thoughtful.’

‘No, no, it’s the least I can do. It’s not every day I get to come out for dinner.’

‘Would you like a glass of wine?’

‘You bet I would!’ It was as though a new life for Fanny had been unleashed since her husband died. No longer feeling like everything had to be something to worry about, she was now much more prone to kicking back and letting go. It was like she was a new person.

Nathan Luke was heard on the stairs having completed his evening ritual of bath and face cream. ‘Oh hello!’ he exclaimed, giving her a big hug. They were as grateful to have her in their lives as she was to be in theirs. It all made sense, and in their strange grief for the lives they had led before they were only too glad to spend time with one another.

The boys laid the table with the Spanish plates Vince had bought all those years ago when they had first met – the bold red and yellow pattern decorating the outside with figures of lobsters and lemons. The quiche they placed on a large platter and brought to the table with a sort of informal ceremony that acknowledged all of Fanny’s efforts. ‘Oh wow! This is so lovely. What a treat!’

The salads and the wine followed and Fanny began the meal by serving each of the boys. Taking up the cake slice to serve the quiche she laughed as she asked the eternally quaint question, ‘Shall I be mother?’

The loud laughter and talking went on late into the night. Not that Miranda minded. It was wonderful to hear life so nearby. It was in many ways what she had always wanted, to be part of a community and to hear people all around.

There was much to be satisfied with, after all. Not only had they overseen dramatic changes in their worlds but they both rested easily in the knowledge that they had done, at least, some good. Most recent amongst this was the formal recruitment of Kev as an intelligence officer.

‘Can you believe it?’ exclaimed Jon.

‘What?’ asked Miranda, for once putting her tumbler down.

‘He’s only gone and done it – his first undercover job! Dressed as Batman apparently,’ said Jon, reading the message on his encrypted phone.

‘What on earth?’ Miranda felt even more perplexed.

‘Yes, he dressed as Batman to look like he was going to a stag party and managed to upend a criminal phone snatching gang. His lead has taken the investigation all the way to a cyber gang operating across the country.’

‘Well I never! Cheers to that.’ As Miranda topped up their glasses, they then raised them ‘To Kev!’ and went back to their books.

She and Jon had found a gentle routine of reading late into the evening accompanied by the quiet tick tock of the mantel clock and the intertwining of the world all around them. It was their own meditation. And like the young lovers they were never allowed to be, Miranda often leant on Jon’s shoulder and read her book there, or, when that became too awkward, they sat side by side just holding hands to maintain a small physical contact to let one another know that the other one was there. Falling asleep like that, they were no longer reading their books, but instead thinking about the lives they had led and the distant loneliness they had felt for so many years without the company of each other.

Saturday arrived and as had been experienced before on that Saturday all those months ago, the community came together. It was a smaller affair this time with just one table of refreshments. This time coffee and cake was provided by Barry who had done it with the minimalistic style that seemed so elegant to everyone assembled.

Alice and Barry were there with their two teenagers, who were grown up enough now to appreciate being in the company of grown-ups. Fanny crossed the road with Vince and Nathan Luke and Miranda and Jon sat proudly on the new bench. It was almost a thanksgiving for the park being saved and their corner of the world being allowed to go on.

Made of a very special oak, the bench was the idea of Miranda and Jon who had paid for it to be placed on the edge of the park next to the old bench. They had told Fanny they had done it in memory of Donald, largely because they thought it might be a comfort for Fanny to know that her beloved husband had not been forgotten. When it arrived they noticed Fanny was quite taken aback by the idea.

‘We thought you might like us to get a plaque made up so the bench would be dedicated to Donald?’ said Miranda, ever sensitive.

Fanny had thought for a moment and Jon and Miranda both held their breath feeling that she might be about to cry.

‘No thanks.’

All three of them had smiled a knowing smile and the matter had never been mentioned again.

On this bright spring Saturday next to the undedicated bench was a sign, also made of oak, with a sheet placed over it.

‘Gather round!’ said Vince to the small assembled group. ‘I know much has happened in this park and all of us have gone through a lot these last couple of years. And so it is with great pleasure that we celebrate its continued existence with this bench and this new sign!’

A ripple of applause followed as the sheet was removed by Fanny.

In the large, open expanse of the rest of the park, a bee landed on a tree stump, the crevices of its old gnarly form a perfect haven for any insect – to the bee it could almost be the sort of place it one day might call home. Excited, the bee took flight again and whizzed past the small group of humans clapping and smiling in the corner of the park. It whizzed past the spindly sapling of a young oak tree guarded by a small wooden fence and then took a tour around the park before taking to the sky again. Away it went, past the sheet on the ground and soared up, up and away, passing the bold new oak sign emblazoned proudly with the words:

St Matthew’s Park

Where all of life is permitted and ball games are encouraged.
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