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Mary watched her boss, John Tattledon, as he stood looking out of the library window while the bright yellow open-topped tour bus pulled up below. This was his morning routine during the summer as he liked to listen to the ever changing patter of the Australian guide. Her voice boomed out, echoing off the buildings each side of the road.
“We are now at the sea end of Eastburgh High Street and you will immediately notice that all the shop fronts on both sides are of the same dark wood double-fronted bow-window design. The shops at this end of the high street were all built in the mid-1950s to the design of the original late 1920s buildings that were severely damaged during the Second World War. Each side of the street is a mirror image of the other and all twenty-two of the shop fronts are now protected by law. Originally above ten of the shops on the South was the Regent Theatre and that has now become the four screen Regent Cinema. If you look at the middle shop front you will notice that it is the entrance to the cinemas as well as a sweet shop. The last, and most seaward, shop on that side is an outdoor clothing and hardware store that has been there since the buildings were first completed in 1927 and that occupies the shop front and the two floors above. On the North side above the shops in the council’s original layout was the Palace ballroom and that has now become the Tattledon Library. This is one of the few private lending libraries in the country and now also incorporates a state of the art Internet café. Above that are some storerooms and a flat, however in the mirror image across the street the third story above the cinemas is a façade to allow for the extra height of the Theatre and its sloping floor. Entrance to the library is at the rear of Eastburgh’s only independent book-shop, which is directly opposite the cinema entrance. The end shop on that side is the famous Eastburgh tea-rooms and restaurant that again occupies all three floors and that is well worth a visit if you have the time; not only for the spectacular sea views, but also for the excellent Suffolk scones. We will now go down the steep short hill to the sea front, where , like most East coast seaside resorts, you will see on your left….”
Mary watched John smile at the part about the library, which was not unsurprising as it was his pride and joy. She checked the clock and relaxed, there were ten minutes to opening time and everything, including the Internet terminals, was ready for the public to pour in. Not that the public every actually poured in, after all this was a library and not a supermarket. She returned her attention to the computer screen in front of her where she was trying to compose the next three months staff rota. This was proving to be a living nightmare as John insisted on employing mainly part-time staff. That meant on any day there could be as many as nine part-timers all working different shifts. Multiply that by six days a week and add in holidays, child-care and goodness knows what else, and it became a fearsome and weary task. But she would crack it.
Ten minutes later Bella, the dumpy blonde internet café manager and only other full time library staff sat at her desk at the entrance to the Internet Café and gazed down the library. She’d been here three weeks and already decided that she’d entered a parallel universe. She knew the buildings were built in the 1950s, but the library wasn’t any more modern, if you discounted the café. The actual library itself covered the area over the four shops to the west of the entrance and must have been the old ballroom. Instead of proper shelves it had self-standing double-sided shelf units made of unvarnished wood that had been placed on plywood slabs laid on the old ballroom floor. Labelling was by hand-written signs and the few chairs that there were scattered around were of the hard wood upright variety. The only splash of décor was the old ballroom glitter ball that still hung from the ceiling. In stark contrast beyond the library and over the fifth shop was a huge children’s library complete with it’s own Internet area plus ball-pool and slide for the very young. She swung round to look at the Internet Café, the terminals were spread round the walls and she guessed that it covered the area of the four shops to the east of the entrance. In the centre were a few well worn wooden tables and some more basic chairs that made up the reading area. She glanced over to the reception desk that she assumed had once been the actual bar counter and wondered for the umpteenth time how old John was; certainly over sixty, possibly over seventy. She’d never seen him in anything other than his faded green tweed suit, pale green shirt and dark green tie with its frog and toad motif. She smiled to herself, with his old-fashioned attire, mop of grey hair, wrinkled face and double chin he looked more like a benevolent grandfather than library powerhouse.
The morning wore on and Bella wondered if she was already bored with the job, but it was a job and full-time jobs for people like her were hard to come by. During a lull, and to relieve her growing boredom, she replayed a video clip that her sister had found on the internet. Obviously filmed from a mobile phone in a garden centre greenhouse it started off concentrating on a young girl who was trying to get a parrot to speak to her. After a few seconds the phone rapidly swung round to show a huge pile of large terracotta pots, two seconds later someone fell through the greenhouse roof into the pile of pots. It was very fast, one moment a pile of pots, the next a huge crash, loads of dust and numerous screams. The video clip showed the last part again in slow motion. The resolution was terrible, but the falling figure silhouetted against the blue sky dropped like a stone into the pots. She sat back and read the video title; ‘Mary Webb ending her parachute jump the hard way.’ Bella look across the library to watch Mary heave herself up and walk across the library in her unusual rolling gait and wondered if it was the same Mary. The video was too indistinct to tell and in any case Mary, apart from her odd walk, had few distinctive features being medium height, neither fat or thin and not particularly attractive, although her dark brown hair has well cut. Her face was often drawn into a tight-lipped smile and dominated by her blue eyes, but her nose was too pointed and her cheeks too flabby. However, what made Bella almost sure it was the same person was Mary’s one conspicuous feature that one no- one ever talked about; the small silver hook in place of an absent left hand. Bella decided to attack the video clip to see if she could find a date, or any external links where there might be more information.
By late afternoon Mary thought she had actually cracked the next three months rota. She glanced at Bella and mentally frowned. She ambled over to the café to perch on the edge of Bella’s desk.
“Finding it a bit tiring today?”
Bella changed from a slouching position to something more upright.
“Sorry Mary.”
Mary sat down next to her.
“It is tiring at first, but you will get used to it. Look, go home, I’ll finish up here, there’s only an hour to go.”
Bella gave a grateful smile, picked up her shoulder-bag and made for the exit. Mary surveyed the management screen and sighed, as she suspected those two spotty teenage boys were trying to get round the pornographic filter software. Their body language had told her that and Bella had been too tired to notice.
The library closed at six and John looked up as Mary flopped down into her chair.
“Was that a sales rep I saw you with earlier?” He muttered.
Mary sighed and pointed to some books on the table.
“Not a waste of time, she had some excellent children’s books and another batch of doctor-and-nurse romances.”
John nodded and then waved as the last staff member exited down the escalator. He ran his hand over his non existent hair.
“Did Bella leave early?”
“Just a bit.”
John shot her a worried look.
“I employed her to keep the Internet Café running while I am away, but she runs out of energy before the end of the day, that is not good.”
Mary tried for a reassuring smile.
“She’ll be OK. She’s got the technical skills and she’s conquering her illness. Give her another few weeks and she’ll be a lot better. She’s a good catch. She just needs time to adjust to the world of work.”
John stood up.
“Well it will be your problem, not mine. I’m off and I’ll see you again in three months.”
Mary glanced at the clock.
“When’s your flight?”
“Nine, but it’s from Norwich, change at Amsterdam and Singapore, so I’ve plenty of time.”
Mary took his master key from him.
“Well have a good flight, don’t worry everything is nicely in order here, and give my regards to your daughter.”
He gave her an anxious look.
“You will be OK?”
She gave him a wicked grin.
“If I’m not I’ll sell all the stock off and turn the place into a night-club – now go!”
He went to leave and paused.
“Forgot to say, the council architect wants to look at the basement, something to do with the sump-pump. Anyway the building plans are in the bottom drawer of the second filing cabinet.”
Mary rolled her eyes.
“I know, now goodbye!”
John gave her a casual wave and exited via the stairs. Mary looked around the deserted building, for the first time in six years she was in sole charge and she was relishing the prospect.
Bella arrived the following day to find Mary preparing the library for opening. Bella gave her a wave and settled down to work; this time she was determined to finish the whole day. Mary waved back and resumed her morning duties of getting the library ready for occupation by the public; this mainly involved turning lights on, opening windows, and, in the summer, encouraging the recalcitrant ceiling fans into operation. Mary sat down and studied the outstanding invoices; she’d been running the accounts for five years and knew that the library was making money, but less year on year. This was mainly due to the fact that John would not put up the hire charges or increase the fines whereas the rent set by the council increased year on year. She’d tackled John on the subject, but got absolutely nowhere; it some ways he was an astute manager, but in others he had definite blind spots. She also suspected that at some time the library had shifted from investment to hobby and, in John’s absence, she was determined to get it back onto a firmer footing. She started to peruse her forecasting spreadsheet and look for savings, or niches to gain more revenue.
By three o’clock Mary was becoming concerned over Bella and sauntered over to stand by Bella. Close up she looked even worse. Mary sat down.
“Struggling?”
Bella closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
“I feel I could sleep for a week.”
Mary touched her on the shoulder.
“Then go home and sleep.”
Bella half shook her head.
“I’ll manage.”
Mary pursed her lips.
“And then you’ll be worse tomorrow. I’m not arguing with you, go home, go to bed and don’t come in till ten tomorrow and only then if you are absolutely certain your health is up to it.”
Bella looked miserable.
“But I’m letting you down!” She moaned.
“By the end of the month you’ll be turning somersaults, now go home.” Mary responded.
Bella wearily rose and slowly headed for the escalator. Once she was out of sight Mary waved to Bill, who came over. Bill, the epitome of a second-hand car-salesman, had been a computer engineer before he retired and was more than capable of running the café. He sat down.
“Young Bella bushed again? No stamina these youngsters”
Mary patted him on the shoulder.
“Give her a chance Bill, coming back to work after a long illness is never easy.”
He shrugged.
“Surprised at you being soft like that, won’t do your reputation any good at all.”
Mary scowled.
“It’s not a matter of being soft. I employed her because I thought she’d be best in the job.” She snapped fearsomely.
Bill raised his hands in surrender and Mary left him to it.
Three hours later Mary locked up and exited the building, out of habit she glanced up from the car-park at the rear of the library just to check that there were no lights on and all the windows were closed. She inwardly groaned, a light was showing in one of the dormer windows on the top story. She made a mental note that the light was showing in the fourth dormer window from the entrance and made her way back inside. She laboriously made her way upstairs and then walked down the corridor counting doors. She opened door number four to be greeted by a darkened room. She stood still and then retraced her steps by one door-way to find the light on in the staff rest room. Perplexed she stood in the corridor and counted the doors, there were four on each side where she had expected five. She ran through the building layout in her head. Eleven dormer windows each side of the building, the first three on each side of the building belonged to John’s flat, then the front forth window was also in John’s flat and the rear fourth window at the top of the stairwell, next came the pair immediately above the book-shop, which on the street side contained the water tanks and on the rear contained the lift-motors. That left five windows on each side of the building, but the corridor still only contained four doors. She looked at her watch and hurried out of the building, only stopping to collect the plans from the office and stuff them into her backpack.
At home Mary found her mother asleep in her armchair and went straight to the well equipped kitchen to cook dinner. She’d slipped into looking after her mother some years ago and she supposed that she could resent being saddled with the task when her two older sisters both had larger houses and her younger brother seemed disinclined even to send a Mother’s Day card. But in truth she did not resent it, in fact she felt it was some sort of pay-back for the way her mother had nursed her following her dreadful accident at university. As she cooked she surveyed the three calendars on the wall; one for her mum’s medication; one to keep track of her mum’s social life, Mary liked to keep her as active as possible; and a final calendar for keeping track of household matters. Mary eventually took her Mother’s dinner through on a tray and put it on a special trolley that could project over the armchair. She woke her mother up and after a few moments she started to eat slowly. Mary fetched her own dinner and sat in the other armchair with the plate on her knees, she used a special fork that had one of the outer tines bevelled to a not too sharp an edge. Mary chatted to her mum about the day and got her mother to talk about her own day. These days her mother’s conversation was getting a little stilted in the evenings, but given the right stimulus she could prattle on for a fair time. Mary tried another subject.
“Did the Chiropodist come and see to your feet?”
She was treated to a blank look followed by a smile.
“Yes he did, and it’s a new one. I had a good talk with him and he used to be a roofing contractor before he went into the chiropody. He said that he used to use toenails, but he now saw to roofing nails.”
Mary digested this and decided that somewhere along the line her mother had got it wrong, not an unusual occurrence.
“What happened to Bunion Bill?”
Her mother shook her head.
“Gone to Africa, or was it Croydon?”
Mary laughed and they settled down to the usual evening routine of television and housework; that is Mother pretending to watch the television while Mary pretended to do a thorough job of the housework.
Later, once Mary’s mother had gone to bed in what used to be the dining room, but was now a downstairs bedroom, Mary pulled out the building plans and spread them out on the kitchen table. They coincided with the imaginary plans in her head and confirmed that the corridor on the top level above the library should have five rooms each side and each room should have a door directly opposite the window. She put the plans away and looked at her watch, there was just time for her leg exercises and then it would be time for bed. Before going upstairs she turned on the baby-monitor she had installed the previous month as her mother had taken to getting up in the middle of the night and wandering into the kitchen. Two nights ago, at three o’clock in the morning, she had found her mum going through the cupboards looking for flour to bake a birthday cake, unfortunately Mary and her siblings were all born between January and March and it was now July.
The following day, before any staff arrived, Mary re-checked the top-story’s room quota. The plans said that each door should open opposite the window, but that was not the case; it was true for the doors at each end of the corridor, but the inner doors were nowhere near opposite the window, Mary shook her head and gave up. Something wasn’t quite right, but she didn’t have the time, or the real inclination, to investigate. She went back downstairs and commenced the opening-up routine. At least it was Wednesday, so they would be closing at 1pm along with the vast majority of the shops in the high street. This was not through staff-nurture or tradition, but because it was a stipulation in the council lease. This meant that all the shops in the original parades on both sides of the street shut on Wednesday afternoon, whereas the rest of the town’s shops stayed open. This was economic suicide for some of the shops that had to shut, but the council was impervious to cries for change and adamant that there would be absolutely no alteration to this policy. There were two exceptions to this rule, the tea-shop had a special dispensation and the hardware store just ignored the council, but they had been ignoring the council for over fifty years and no other shop even came close to that sort of pedigree.
At lunch-time Mary went through the opposite routine and closed the library down. Once at the café end Mary waited for Bella to close down her computer.
“Problems?” Mary asked.
Bella looked up.
“Not really, for some reason our anti-pornography filter software was preventing customers from accessing the booking site for that new low-cost airline, South Midlands Universal Transport.”
Mary raised an eyebrow.
“Sorted it?”
Bella laughed.
“It’s the acronym – SMUT – that the software didn’t like, I’ve sorted it now.”
Mary was impressed, especially as she knew in her heart it would have taken a month of Sundays to spot that. Mary smiled.
“Well shut down and I’ll buy you lunch.”
Bella gave her a sideways look.
“Don’t want to tell me bad news do you? You know, ‘there’s no such thing as a free lunch.’”
Mary shook her head and chuckled.
“Stop being so wary, you’re doing fine, I just thought that it would be nice. My mum’s at a special event at her day-centre so I’ve got a free afternoon.”
Bella relaxed.
“OK, where are we going?”
Mary pointed to the rear end of the Internet café.
“Through the fire-exit and into the Eastburgh tea-rooms, we get 15% discount.”
Bella’s eyes widened.
“I thought that door just led to the joint fire escape stairwell.”
Mary nodded.
“It does, but their fire-exit is on the other side of the landing and it has a bell-push; we ring and they let us in.”
Bella ran the close-down routine and then turned off the power.
“Well lead on, I’m famished.”
An hour later Mary pushed away her empty plate and picked up her coffee, Bella followed suite after a last few mouthfuls of chilli. Mary put her coffee down, ripped a small sugar-bag with her teeth and emptied some more sugar into the cup.
“I always find the coffee here a bit bitter.”
Bella shrugged.
“That’s why I stick to tea.”
Mary nodded and leant forward.
“How’s it going? The energy levels I mean?”
Bella gave a weak smile.
“I reckon that I’ll sleep for the whole weekend.”
Mary nodded sympathetically.
“Any plans to go back to university?”
Bella shook her head.
“I want to see how this job works out, it’s one step at a time.”
She hesitated, not wanting to appear too familiar.
“I hear that you dropped out of university as well.”
Mary gave a wry smile.
“That’s one way of putting it.” She paused and then said quietly. “Actually I dropped out from a couple of thousand feet.”
Bella’s eyes opened wide.
“So it is you on that video clip dropping through the greenhouse roof!”
Mary nodded.
“I went to University to study English Literature; in Fresher’s week I joined the parachuting club. I actually loved ever minute of it and we went jumping most weekends if weather permitted. In the November of my final year and on my forty-seventh solo jump something went wrong and my main parachute didn’t open. In theory that’s no big deal, you just release the reserve ‘chute after waiting a few seconds, if you can, to make sure that the main ‘chute really is stuck. This had happened to me before on my twelfth jump, so I knew the routine. I waited a few seconds and pulled the reserve chute rip-cord; it opened fine, then promptly ripped itself almost in half. It was working to some extent, but I realised that I would be going down awfully fast. I was too terrified to try and steer the ‘chute as I feared that any pulling about would cause it to rip more, so I just had to trust to luck. The damn thing finally totally collapsed when I was about a hundred feet up, I ended up going through the roof of a giant greenhouse adjacent to a garden centre and dropping into the middle of a flowerpot storage area. Don’t let anybody tell you that falling into a greenhouse gives you an easy landing.”
Bella’s eyes were like saucers.
“But you lived to tell the tale, it looked dreadful on the video.”
Mary gave her wry smile again.
“Only just. Even though I kept my hands across my chest and had gloves on, when I hit the glass roof, somewhat sideways, I sliced off my left hand just on the thumb joint and the glass also sliced into my chest, fortunately it didn’t go through my rib-cage or it would have been curtains for me. In any case I didn’t really care about that as there was a solid floor under the flower-pots. Although I tried I didn’t land properly and pulverised both ankles, ripped apart both knees and had a couple of compound fracture in my right leg. I also managed to severely twist my spine, half tear an ear off and crack my pelvis. To finish off I dislocated my right shoulder and almost bit my tongue off.”
She looked directly into Bella’s eyes.
“So I know what it’s like to struggle against your own body to hold down a job. I’m not expecting miracles from you; do what you can and be honest enough to admit when you can’t.”
Bella still looked amazed.
“How long did it take you to recover; you look fine now.”
Mary swallowed some coffee.
“You should see my legs when I’m not wearing trousers, a pile of giant terracotta pot fragments and various scars from traction pins and operations has added to their complexion somewhat. Though the accident inspector said I ought to be grateful to those pots as I probably owed my life to them as he reckoned they broke my fall sufficiently for me not to kill myself outright on landing. It was three months before they gave me a proper stump on my left arm, nearly two years before I stopped having terrible nightmares and years before I could hold down any sort of job.”
She leant back in her chair.
“I suppose a lot of my recovery is down to my physiotherapist, she’d make Attila the Hun look like fairy queen! But it was her badgering and special exercises that got me walking again and her perseverance that finally helped me to throw away my walking stick.”
Bella looked at her.
“Do you still go to physio?”
“No, but I still swim when I can.”
Bella stirred her tea.
“Can I ask you a personal question?”
Mary nodded, Bella added hesitantly.
“Why the hook and not a prosthetic hand?”
Mary shrugged.
“I got the hook first and then tried a false hand after, but I hated it; in any case I find the hook more versatile.”
Bella sighed.
“Do you still see your old parachuting friends?”
Mary wrinkled her nose.
“No. One or two came to see me for a few weeks, then they sort of drifted away; I guess I reminded them too much of what could go wrong. In any case after a few months I got moved to a specialist orthopædic hospital down here.”
Bella nodded glumly.
“Same with me, they sort of move on and you don’t. One friend stuck it out with me, the rest drifted away.”
Mary smiled and drained her coffee cup.
“I did make one good friend though. When I dropped into the garden centre there was a young doctor at the other end of the greenhouse. She’d only just qualified, but she tended me till the ambulance arrived. She later told me that she had found it terribly traumatic. It wasn’t the physical injuries, she could deal with them, it was my persistent screaming. Fortunately she was quick enough to realise that I was screaming in pain from my shoulder and tongue, but not my legs, I was numb from the waist down, so she made sure that the paramedics treated me as a severe spinal injury and had me air-lifted to hospital. Once I was in hospital she visited me on a regular basis and we became firm friends.”
Bella looked wistful.
“Nothing so dramatic for me. In fact I get the feeling that a lot of the medical establishment think that I am just malingering, but it’s not like that at all; I just don’t seem to have the get up and go.”
Mary picked up the bill.
“Well don’t fight it, learn to roll with the punches. Opposite the mess-room is a small bedroom with an old single bed and mattress, if you need to sleep in there for the odd hour to get through the day then do so.”
Bella nodded.
“Message received and thank you for being so understanding.”
Mary grinned causing her flabby cheeks to wobbly.
“As I said, been there, done that and would rather not have the tee-shirt.”
As Mary paid the bill she turned to Bella.
“Would you believe that I’m now off to Ipswich County Records Office to try and pacify my mother? She is now certain that her great grandfather was the person that gory documentary on grave-robbing mentioned as the main villain.”
Bella laughed.
“And you don’t think so?”
“Names the same, but I’m sure her great grandparents lived in Cambridgeshire, not Suffolk.”
Bella hesitated.
“Could you give me a lift, I’d rather like to do some shopping.”
Mary nodded and they made for the car-park by exiting into the fire-escape stair-well and appearing in the car park.
Bella walked round to the left hand side of Mary’s car to find a grinning Mary directly behind her.
“You can get in that side if you like, but you’ll have to drive.”
Bella peered in through the window to see the driver’s seat. Mary opened the door.
“It’s left hand drive as makes it so much easier for me.”
Bella duly went to the offside and climbed in the passenger seat.
“What is it?”
“A Mercedes Vaneo. It’s just right for us as I can use my right hand to twiddle the minor controls and the seats are high enough for my mother and her cronies to get in without bending too far.”
Bella put the seat-belt on.
“Is it adapted?”
Mary started the engine.
“Yes and no. It’s an automatic and the accelerator pedal is to the left of the brake pedal as my right ankle is not really up to driving long distances. The garage also moved the windscreen wiper controls to that knob on the dashboard for me and put the little knob on the steering wheel.”
Bella looked around the vehicle.
“It is rather nice.”
Mary smiled.
“It’s a total and utter luxury, but to be honest I like the idea of a tough car, I don’t think I could bear to break my legs again in another accident.
Bella settled back and then almost screamed as she suddenly realised that she was where the driver would normally be, but had absolutely no control over the vehicle. On the short journey to Ipswich she kept stamping her right foot onto the floor. Mary just smiled.
“Funny,” she said. “All my passengers do that.”
Mid afternoon Mary closed her notebook and sighed. Despite all the odds her mother was right and her mother’s great-grandfather had indeed been hung for grave-robbing. She decided to keep the information to herself and hoped that her mother would forget the whole thing. She took the census records back to the information desk and pushed them over to the young man behind the counter.
“Do you keep plans of buildings owned by the council here?”
He looked vague.
“Depends on which building.” He shrugged. “And why you want to look at them, not a terrorist are you?”
Mary wagged a finger.
“If I was would I say? It’s the period shops in Eastburgh I’m interested in, especially any original plans for the Palace Ballroom.”
He tapped his keyboard and studied the computer screen.
“You’re in luck, those we have and they’re on general viewing.”
He glanced at her hands.
“Take a seat and I’ll bring you the file.”
She went back to her table and the young man brought over a pair of box-files.
“Top box is structural drawings, bottom box is photographs and suchlike.”
Mary spent half an hour looking at the old photographs before tackling the box of drawings. In it were exactly the same drawings she already had copies of and no real further information. She was just about to give up when she discovered some folded blueprints at the bottom of the box, their label caught her eye. ‘Palace Ballroom, basic structure, declassified 1999.’ She opened out the top blueprint to be instantly confused by the symbols and diagrams, but why, she wondered, had these been classified in the first place? She suddenly became aware of a man close to her and looked up, a large man in a brown boiler suit smiled down at her from a short step-ladder.
“Sorry luv didn’t mean to disturb you, just got to change this camera, won’t be a sec.” He explained.
He unscrewed the CCTV camera and walked out with it. Mary folded up the blueprint and then, on impulse, looked around. There was no-one behind the desk, nobody else in the reading room and obviously no CCTV camera. Without knowing why she stuffed the blueprints into her carpet cloth back-pack and then returned the box files to the counter. An older woman appeared and Mary instantly felt guilty as she said she had finished. The woman gave a professional smiled and retrieved the box-files. Mary left the building as the CCTV engineer walked in carrying a new camera.
Mary arrived before her mother, she studied her set of calendars; tomorrow was her mum’s day for a morning appointment at the hospital followed by her friend Marjorie coming round for afternoon tea. Mary finished by looking at Sunday and her heart sank. Normally she took her mum to church in the morning and lazed about in the afternoon, but the calendar had the dreaded words ‘barbecue in minister’s garden.’ “Well bang goes my Sunday afternoon” she muttered to herself before starting to prepare a light tea and wondering how not to tell her mother that she was the great grand-daughter of a Victorian felon.
Thursday at the library went without a hitch until early afternoon, that is until Mary felt the bookshop pager vibrating in her pocket. She went downstairs to be confronted by a small group of angry customers. Catherine, the part time member of staff on duty virtually ran up to her side for a swift briefing.
“They all bought copies of Samantha Egleton’s new novel Prima Donna in Purple Aspic here this morning, it’s just come out in paperback.”
“Then why are they complaining?”
“Because the supermarket down the road is selling them at less than half-price if you spend more than £15 on food.”
Mary’s mouth dropped open.
But they don’t usually sell books even though their bigger stores do. They haven’t got the space.”
Catherine rolled her eyes.
“Well they’re selling this one and we’ve got another two hundred copies in the basement and it’s Serena’s day off.”
Mary did a mental calculation, but she instinctively knew that they could not afford to sell the novel at less than half-price; on the other hand they could not afford to alienate customers. She rang the attention bell on the desk, and looked around.
“Ladies and gentlemen, the supermarket promotion up the road has somewhat caught us by surprise. I am sure that you realise that we stock a wide range of books and as an independent book shop cannot possibly compete with the discount offered by large food outlets.”
There was a murmuring, but Mary ignored it.
“However, as a gesture of good will if you can show us the receipt we will refund £2 per copy of the novel.”
Someone moaned.
“I haven’t got a receipt, I threw it away.”
Mary pursed her lips into a no-nonsense pose.
“Sorry no receipt no refund; I must protect myself against people buying the book down the road and then trying for a receipt here.”
Catherine suddenly stepped in.
“It’s all right Mr Johnston, I remember serving you and you can have your refund.”
There was more murmuring, but no real aggression, and customers lined up to collect their refunds. Catherine managed the till and muttered to Mary.
“We’ll be selling at zero profit.”
“Not quite, I reckon we’ll get 2p per copy.”
Catherine licked her lips.
“Well I hope they don’t do this with any other books, it would play havoc with our profit margins.”
Mary could not but agree.
Since Thursday afternoons were usually very quiet Mary decided to take a walk to the supermarket. On entering her blood ran cold; in place of the usual racks of beer, wine and spirits there was a shiny new bookstall populated by the various paperbacks and hardbacks plus a large selection of travel books; all heavily discounted and certainly way below the price at which she could sell them. There were also two new stands for greeting cards, but that didn’t interest her. She sought out a member of staff she recognized.
“Can I have a word with Derek?”
“You mean Mr Jones the manager.”
“Yes.”
The girl gave a weak smile.
“He’s not here any more.”
Mary took a step back.
“He’s gone? I was only speaking to him last week.”
She shrugged.
“I believe he’s left the company.”
“Well can I see his replacement?”
The girl looked around.
“That’s Ms Shropshire, I’ll ask; you are the Library manageress aren’t you?”
Mary nodded and then re-examined the bookstall in the hope that it was a temporary summer affair. However, it looked solid and purpose built. The young girl reappeared and led her out the back to a poky office sandwiched between a bare mess-room and a set of smelly staff toilets. One look at Ms Shropshire caused Mary’s heart to sink; Ms Shropshire was small, hard-faced and shrew like. She tried for a friendly introduction.
“Hi, I’m Mary Webb from the book shop up the road.”
Ms Shropshire put down a fat ledger and shook hands, her grip was firm, but soft round the edges.
“Sue Shropshire; I’ve been expecting you.”
“I’m surprised you’re selling books.”
“So are we.”
She looked into Mary’s eyes and then glanced away. Mary decided she’d have to fish for information.
“Surely alcohol must carry a better profit margin, especially at this time of year?”
Sue Shropshire grimaced and sighed.
“My predecessor managed to loose our alcohol licence for us.”
Mary decided that there might be the light at the end of the tunnel.
“Surely you’ll get it back”
Sue Shropshire leant against the table and placed her hands by her sides, tightly gripping the edge of the table.
“Not for at least a year. It’s the new government policy, even then it’s not guaranteed as we lost it due to selling to underage customers. If what they say is to be believed it will be a minimum two years with absolutely no guarantees at the end.”
Mary tried a different approach.
“But aren’t there more profitable things for you to sell? At the sort of prices you are charging, even with a heavy purchase discount, you can’t be making much profit.”
Sue gave the ghost of a smile.
“I must make money where I can; the company required profit margin hasn’t changed, just what I am allowed to sell.”
Mary tried to hold her temper.
“You’re selling them at a price that is below what I can buy them for.”
“Then buy them from us.” Sue snapped back. “I’m sorry Miss Webb, but I have a store to run and a profit to make and it’s all the harder without alcohol sales. Books are staying until we get our licence back.”
Mary let her irritation show.
“How would you like it if I sold oranges?”
Sue twitched her nose.
“If you can sell them cheaper than we can you are welcome to do so.”
Mary left muttering under her breath. As she walked back she did some sums in her head. Three months they could cope with, even if it was during the summer season. Six months they might. But one year would probably be the death-knell for the book shop and two years definitely so. She diverted to her favourite coffee shop, The Red Cabin; she needed to think.
Mary managed to get a table to herself by out manoeuvring a couple of little old ladies. As they glared at her she smiled sweetly and stirred her coffee. She pulled out a battered calculator and did some rough sums and sipped her coffee while contemplating the numbers. The equation was all too simple. To run the library they needed access through the back of the downstairs shop, which used to be the ballroom foyer and cloakroom. Running a book-shop there had been the logical thing to do when John had first opened, but now she was not so sure it was still the right decision. Maybe a café or newsagents might be better; but Eastburgh was peppered with coffee shops and there were already two newsagents running a cut-throat price war, a third wouldn’t survive a week. It just had to be a book-shop, especially with the library above. The library normally never held more than two copies of any book and that often meant people who could not borrow the book upstairs, bought it downstairs. She mused over the problem for a few minutes and came to no solution; she wondered about e-mailing John and then instantly put the idea out of her head. She broke off a piece of shortbread and wondered about the overall viability of the whole set-up because if the book-shop/library set-up was so financially unstable now as to be affected by one supermarket up the road selling books, what would it be like in two years time? She looked up to see a woman staring at her, Mary’s mind went into overdrive and then she smiled.
“Hello Charlotte, I didn’t know you worked here?”
Charlotte expertly cleared the table next door and wiped it over.
“Been here for three months, but only Thursdays and Saturday afternoons.”
Mary racked her brain for information.
“And how’s young Jonathan?”
Charlotte’s face fell.
“He lives with his father,” she mumbled. “He’s married and has a large house.”
“Do you see him much?”
Her face fell further.
“They’re in Canada.”
Mary decided to change the subject.
“Why didn’t you come back to us, we must pay better than here.”
She twisted her wiping cloth.
“Didn’t think you’d have me, not after…”
Mary recalled the reason for Charlotte’s departure; she had all but emptied a bookcase by throwing the books one by one at her child’s father while screaming at the top of her voice. “If Tom’s in Canada I doubt that we’d get a repeat performance.”
Charlotte shrugged.
“I also work at the supermarket Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Friday afternoons.”
Mary’s interest rose.
“Been some changes there.”
Charlotte nodded disconsolately.
“Mr Jones got himself sacked over losing the alcohol licence and his replacement is everything Mr Jones wasn’t. She’s hard on the staff, brutal on disposing of non-profitable lines and has already halved the casual staff and cut back on shifts on the grounds of economy.”
Mary’s spirits rose, maybe the supermarket would fold up before the book-shop. Charlotte suddenly had a brief look of panic.
“Must go, it’s been nice talking to you.”
Mary watched Charlotte as she worked her way across the coffee-shop floor; she moved with economy and flow, even clearing tables.
Mary wandered back to the library and set about working on the month’s accounts. A computer program did most of the hard work, but it still needed the correct data fed into it. She still had not really solved the problem of the book-selling supermarket and had to temporarily park the problem, but she knew in her heart of hearts that some positive steps would have to be taken at some time in the not too distant future and more than likely before John returned.
Mary arrived home to find her sister Jenny cooking the evening meal while her other sister, Cathy, was talking to her mum. Mary gave her a formal kiss and then looked at the contents of the saucepan.
“I hope you’re not planning on giving mum Vegetarian Chilli Con Carne.” She said quietly.
Jenny scowled.
“Just because it’s vegetarian doesn’t mean that it’s not wholesome.”
Mary rolled her eyes and gritted her teeth.
“It’s not the vegetables, it’s the spices, they’ll play havoc with her digestive system and she’ll be up all night.”
Jenny paused stirring and blinked.
“She used to like it, it was her favourite.”
Mary snorted.
“Ten years ago. Look there’s some frozen chicken in the freezer, how about I microwave that for her?”
Jenny sighed and turned away.
“If you must.”
Cathy appeared at the kitchen door and Mary provided her second formal kiss of the day. Another kiss of family greeting without real friendliness. Cathy looked around the kitchen.
“Shall I lay the table?”
Mary once again gritted her teeth in sheer frustration.
“If you remember our dining room table is in Jenny’s living room, we’ll eat off our laps, the armchair table is easier for mum now.”
Cathy looked perplexed for a few seconds and scowled.
“Must we be so common?” She said rather offishly,
Jenny instantly took on the older sister roll.
“Well if it’s better for mum it’s right for us.”
Mary sighed inwardly, she could cope with her sisters, but strictly on a one at a time basis; when they were both together it usually meant tension of one sort or another. Eventually they all trooped into the lounge and had dinner, which proved to be a none too relaxing affair.
An hour or so later the three sisters were back in the kitchen and Cathy peered round the door into the lounge.
“Looks like she’s asleep.”
Mary had had enough; she sat on her kitchen stool and crossed her arms.
“OK girls, what’s this all about? You two haven’t come together to see mum for years, even on her birthday you manage to avoid one another.”
Cathy went slightly pink, but Jenny looked her straight in the eye.
“We thought it was about time we discussed mother’s will.”
Mary blinked in surprise and indignation.
“Pardon?”
Jenny took on the older sister expression and folded her arms.
“I said we think that it’s time we discussed mother’s will.”
Mary tried to control her anger.
“I rather think that is a matter for mum, not us.”
Cathy leaned against the sink while Jenny stood in the middle of the floor with her arms crossed and a sour expression on her face.
“We don’t want you manipulating her,” she said bluntly.
Mary’s mouth almost dropped open; she wagged a finger at Jenny.
“I have never discussed her will with her. I do not intend to discuss her will with her and I would never be so crass as to try and get more than my fair share.”
Cathy sniffed and sniped from the sidelines.
“Well Father left you a special legacy.”
Mary began to see red.
“It was my money anyway and he was keeping it for me. If you remember when he died it still took me ten minutes to walk up the front garden path on my Zimmer frame. He left me the money to buy a car when I could manage to drive so that I could be mobile; I didn’t see either of you complaining at the time! I seem to remember I ended up six months later taking mum to church while you two swanned off every Sunday with your boyfriends.”
Jenny kept her arms folded, but leant forward slightly.
“Well you are with her all the time, it would be easy for you to put ideas in her head.”
Mary gave a sly smile.
“So which one of you is taking mum on a summer holiday? Eh? Which one of you is having her for Christmas? It’s not as if I haven’t tried, but neither of you seems willing to lift a finger to look after her.”
Cathy rolled her eyes and sniped again.
“Oh, so you’re the little martyr are you?”
Mary swung herself round on the stool to face Cathy.
“Don’t you dare! I love looking after mum and there’s nothing about martyrdom in it, but from time to time you two ought to show at least willing once in a while.”
Jenny inspected her immaculate fingernails.
“I’ve two kids you know, it isn’t easy.”
Cathy nodded.
“We haven’t got a spare room downstairs; you’ve got a stair-lift.”
Mary snorted.
“Which was installed for me and which mum is terrified of. And don’t give me the sob stories, if you loved mum enough you’d find the time.”
Jenny went cherry red, but Cathy stepped in before she said anything.
“We’re straying from the point, we came to talk about the will.”
Mary looked Jenny straight I the eyes.
“Look, as far as I know there isn’t a will; so that means that the four of us will get equal shares. But I sincerely hope that that will not be for many years to come.”
Jenny cocked her head to one side and her lips made a thin straight line.
“Does that mean that you’ll also reimburse us a quarter of what Dad left you?”
Mary gritted her teeth and snarled.
“No it does not! What Dad left me is between him and me, and whatever mum leaves me will be between me and her; and frankly I think that you two are bang out of order.”
Cathy stood upright.
“What about the house?”
Mary suddenly exhaled and the penny dropped.
“So that’s what this is all about, you disgusting pair of vultures think that mum will leave me the house.”
Jenny inspected her beautifully manicured fingernails.
“It had crossed our minds.”
Cathy brushed down her silk blouse.
“After all when she dies you will have nowhere to live.”
Mary couldn’t believe her ears, she wiggled off the stool.
“And which of you two helps with the household bills? Which of you pays for the upkeep?” She took a step forward and hissed.
“And I do it not because I have some mercenary vision in mind, but because I love mum and if we have to sell the house after she dies so be it, but mark my words, it certainly won’t be before, so whatever you two are after you can forget it now.”
Cathy coughed and said casually.
“We only wondered if mother might be better off in a home…”
Mary struggled past them and opened the front door.
“You’d better go now; if she goes to a home it will be over my dead body and you had better believe it!”
Jenny picked her coat off of the banister knob.
“Just thought you should know where we stand.”
They trooped out and Mary almost slammed the door, remembering at the last moment that her mother was asleep. She turned round to find her mother standing in the lounge doorway.
“Think I’m deaf do they?”
Mary walked up to her.
“How much did you hear?”
Her mother scoffed.
“All of it of course, they never come as a pair unless they want something. They never could stand one another from the day they were born.”
She suddenly smiled.
“And there is a will, it’s lodged at our solicitors and your uncle George is the executor.”
Mary took her hands.
“You haven’t done anything silly in it have you mum?”
Her mother swayed her way towards the shower room cum WC.
“I’ve done what I think is right and let that be an end to it.”
She closed the door and Mary suddenly felt exhausted; she swore under her breath and went back to start loading the dishwasher.
Mary was falling. She was falling when she knew that she should be floating. She tried flapping her arms, but she was still falling. She passed through a cloud and found herself in the middle of a pile of flower pots. She tried to stand up, but her legs were all bendy. Then all of a sudden she felt her legs in a crushing machine and she screamed. Mary woke up in a dead sweat and wondered for the umpteenth time if she had actually screamed or if it was it only a mental scream in the nightmare. She had lied to Bella; she still had nightmares, but thankfully not every night. And on the dreadful day of the accident she had felt the pain in her legs; not at first admittedly, but as soon as the paramedics had moved her the agony had clicked in and she could not forget it, or put it out of her mind. She reached over and looked at the clock and then lay back on the bed; her heart was racing and she knew from experience that it would be at least an hour before she would get back to sleep.
Mary's mother lay in the bedroom below. She may have been elderly, but she still had that mother’s instinct that something was wrong with her child. Admittedly she did not now scream every night, or every week, but at least twice a month she did scream in her sleep. Her mother fretted over the problem, as far as she remembered Mary had had terrible nightmares for two years after her accident and then they had suddenly tailed off for no reason she could fathom. She thought that there had been a space years with no, or few, nightmares. However, eighteen months ago the nightmares had started again. There appeared to be two types of nightmare, the single scream variety, as she had just heard, and the prolonged moaning variety that could go on for up to fifteen minutes. Mary’s mother turned over and lay listening, something was not quite right with her child and it worried her. Perhaps, if she could find out what had disturbed her child’s equilibrium, she might find the answer. She sighed and realised that she was in reality worrying about a thirty-something woman, but once a mother always a mother.
Mary was still in bed, but there was something wrong; she was lying on her belly and her legs felt like lead and her arms were all covered in bandages. Her nose was running and she couldn’t wipe it. She found it irritating and humiliating, especially as her nose was dripping all over the bedclothes and it was dripping blood. Suddenly her mother was beside her; not the mother asleep in the room below, but her mother of fifteen years ago. She tenderly wiped Mary’s nose and kissed her on the forehead. It was so comforting to have her there, so comforting that she knew she could sleep safety and she would wake up safe and well.
Saturday morning Serena, the bookshop manager, waylaid Mary grinning from ear to ear.
“Solved the problem of Prima Donna in Purple Aspic.”
Mary smiled in response to her smile.
“How?”
“It’s selling so well that the warehouses are short. I sold our stock to Bridgeson’s. He took it at his cost-price which is 20p per book higher than our supplier; so we’ve got rid of the stock and made £40 in the process.”
Mary almost screamed, but managed to stay calm.
“But the supermarket is sold out of copies; they’ve changed their offer over to Henry Gomer’s Long walk on a rippled lake. So we might now get people looking for the book.”
Serena still grinned.
“The secret is that it is not really selling well, at least not in book shops; according to the literary press over 90% of its sales are through heavily discounted promotions.”
Mary relaxed.
“Well done and thanks, but I nearly had a heart attack. How many copies of Long walk on a rippled lake do we have?”
“Three, it’s a dreadful book; all doom gloom and depressive introspection.”
Mary relaxed, maybe they couldn’t beat the supermarket on price, but they might by selling books that the public actually wanted.
Ten minutes later Mary was trembling with suppressed rage, she’d opened two letters from the County Council, both were not good news. Since John had run the library he had enjoyed the luxury of only paying full business rates for the shop and 50% of the full business rates for the library as it was classified as a public amenity, but the County Council were now going to charge him 70% from next April. Their argument was that the Internet Café was a full business and not a public amenity. The second letter stated that the rent for the property – book-shop, library, Internet Café, Storerooms and the flat - was going up by 100% from next April. This letter also reminded Mary that they had to rent the flat, the store rooms, the Library and the basement as access to them was via the book shop; there was no option they either rented it all, or none of it. To rub salt in the wound there was also an invoice for £250 for repairs to the metal staircase used as the external fire escape, the Council deemed these repairs ‘essential,’ but had not consulted Mary about them. Mary took a few deep breaths and turned to her overall finance spreadsheet. It confirmed her first instincts; they could not afford the rises unless they increased prices almost to a point that was probably unacceptable to the public. She sat back and thought, and decided she needed more information. She picked up her phone and called Sally, an old school friend; after the usual pleasantries Mary popped the question regarding the rent and rates. Sally laughed.
“Who’s not been reading their council minutes then?”
“What have I missed?”
“Your local councillor, Mrs Freda Church, pointed out that Eastburgh’s population had now past the 15,000 mark and therefore is entitled to a public library. There was a bit of argy-bargy and the usual barracking from the opposition councillors, but in the end it was agreed that a public library is to be funded for Eastburgh and that the target was to have it in place in two years time. I don’t know what you’ve done to offend Mrs Church, but she insisted that the council also explore ways of reducing the subsidy for your library in the meantime. I suspect she wants to squirrel money away for some pet project she has not yet disclosed.”
Mary was flabbergasted.
“But would they want to put their library in the old ballroom?”
Sally groaned.
“Of course not; the scheme would be to extend the library at the college and open it to the public.”
Mary was now confused.
“But it is already open to the public.”
“Only from ten to three and not weekends, and it currently has very little fiction apart from the classical sort.”
“Did they give any ideas how much this will cost them?”
Sally tut-tutted.
“It’s no good Mary it will only cost them for the books and a few shelves. The staff is already in place and the hall next door to the current library is not used by the college since they ceased to offer physical education courses.”
Mary clutched at a last few straws.
“What are the odds of a reversal of council policy on this?”
“Nil, or as near zero as you can get. Mrs Church’s party has a large overall majority and even some of the other councillors backed her. It’s the principle as far as they are concerned; people pay the rates and therefore are entitled to the benefits, ergo a free library.”
Mary put the phone down and almost swore out loud. With the supermarket, the rent and the rates and the council’s intention, the writing was clearly on the wall; the library and book-shop appeared to be doomed. She leant back in her chair and considered e-mailing John, but was struck by a simple thought; if she was far away and received such an e-mail there were only two options, go home and tackle the problem or instantly pull the plug and recoup what money you could. Mary sighed, she knew that John has already effectively lost interest in actually running his business; he liked being there and mingling with the public, but his heart was really with his far-away daughter and not in the business. She was sure that he would, without hesitation, pull the plug. Mary looked down the library at the two single mums behind the counter, the various people choosing books and the almost full Internet Café and decided to wait before talking to John; after all he had given her full executive authority, so she might as well use it.
Fifteen minutes later Mary was feeling slightly better, at least as far as the threat from the new public library was concerned. She’d taken a straw poll of customers and every one had dismissed the concept of using a library in the college. As one grey-haired old lady put it, ‘it’s a mile out of town, full of aggressive youngsters and I couldn’t pop in there while I do my shopping.’ Mary wasn’t so sure about the aggressive youngsters, but the public libraries location was certainly interesting and would entail a special visit rather that combining the visit with a trip to the town centre. She made a few other discreet enquiries and also found out that there would be no Internet access as the students used classroom computers on a college network that would be unavailable to the public. Mary smiled to herself, maybe just like the supermarket’s book sales; this public library could be fought off, mainly by location and Internet use, but at what price and over how long?
However, later that afternoon, having completed an exhaustive financial prediction, Mary was not so sure. They could cope with the rent/rates rise, but only just and certainly not if either of the charges rose again or if they lost a substantial number of library customers. She was contemplating putting up the library charges in advance when the vibrating pager operated in her pocket necessitating a visit to the book-shop. Serena and her assistant for the day, Peter, were standing in the doorway preventing a tall youth from leaving. Serena was showing her patience.
“I’m sorry sir, but I have reason to believe that you are carrying a book that you have not purchased.”
The youth held up his hands.
“Where.”
Mary, from behind the youth, answered gruffly.
“Stuffed down the back of your trousers. The choice is yours; give the book back, pay for the book, or take a ride in a police car.”
The youth turned round and squared up to Mary.
“Prove it!”
Mary took out her mobile phone.
“Ever had a police body search?”
The youth took one look at Mary’s face and decided that she was serious and pulled a book out of the back of his trousers and placed it on the counter. Serena laughed.
“And the other one, you took two copies.”
The youth dutifully pulled out a second copy and turned to leave. Mary tried a trick.
“And the third book please, we have got CCTV you know.”
The youth scowled and placed a third, much smaller, book on the counter and then walked out of the shop. Serena placed the books back on the shelves; Mary looked round the shop.
“What’s happened to the travel section?”
“Sent the books back to the warehouse, we just can’t compete with the supermarket. We now sell limited edition books in their place from a set of local authors and I’m glad to say there has been quite an interest so far today.”
Mary smiled, Serena was not missing a trick.
“Any idea what’s next on the supermarket’s agenda?”
Serena giggled.
“My spies at the warehouse tell me that they’re stocking up on Janet Boyne’s Love is a sunlit junkyard. It’s her sequel to “Love is a quiet marketplace and has obviously been hurried into print, we haven’t sold a single copy in two months.”
Mary wanted reassurance.
“So we are holding our own?”
Serena nodded while rocking her head from side to side.
“But our profits were down by 6% last week up to yesterday. This month I hope to pick up a bit; the problem would escalate if the supermarket ever actually chose the right best-seller, that could hit us hard.”
The gentle ringing of a small bell upstairs signalled that the library was about to close; Mary smiled at Serena and held her arm.
“Thanks for everything; I’m not sure that I could run the book-shop as well as you.”
Serena smiled in return.
“Then just remember that in the Christmas bonus; I’ve got two small children who will want the entire toy-shop for Christmas!”
Mary went back to the library and noted that it was already nearly empty. An old lady stopped Mary before she left.
“You opening late when there is late night shopping during the summer?”
“Of course, if I can get the usual evening opening dispensation from the council.”
She half-smiled and Mary tried her with her current standard question.
“Tell me, will you be switching to the public library when it opens at the college?”
She screwed up her nose.
“Certainly not, it’s on the wrong side of town there’s never any free parking. They tried to have an exhibition centre there, but it didn’t work.”
She paused.
“Mind you if what Mrs Unger says is true then it might be a different matter.”
Mary tried to tease out the last drop of information.
“What does Mrs Unger say?”
“She says, though where she gets her information goodness knows, she says that the supermarket is going to close and that they will be putting the library there.”
Mary raised her eyebrows in disbelief.
“Why ever does she think that?”
“Well they must be in trouble ‘cause their not selling liquor and the building is owned by the council, it used to be the labour exchange.”
Mary laughed.
“That was a few years ago Mrs Stone.”
She fixed Mary with a glassy stare.
“Don’t you laugh at me young woman; you go and check; I’m telling you the building is owned by the council!”
Mary gave her a sweet smile, she didn’t want to upset Mrs Stone and her cronies.
“I’m not laughing at you Mrs Stone and I didn’t mean to offend; I’d just forgotten that it was once a labour exchange.”
Mrs Stone gave the glimmer of a smile.
“Labour Exchange, then the Main Post Office, then a bank, then a record shop and now a supermarket. Nothing every stays there long on account of the parking.”
Mary played the game.
“What parking?”
She poked Mary gently with her umbrella.
“That’s just the point; who these days wants a supermarket without parking.”
She wandered off and gradually disappeared down the escalator; Mary waited until she was clear and then turned them off. She went to turn out the lights and suddenly realised that Bill was still working and the master console.
“Problem Bill?”
He didn’t look up.
“Not really. I discovered two little tykes looking at a porno site and I just want to add it to the ‘forbidden sites’ list, but to do it properly takes a minute or two.”
Mary left him to it, just turning off the library lights, and wandering over to John’s favourite window and gazing out at the staff exiting from below. A few moments later Bill called out her was leaving and Mary gave him a casual wave. She finished turning off the lights and checking that the power was off to all the computer terminals and then stood thinking.
A few moments later she had struggled up the stairs and was on the top floor. She paced out the distance between the doors and then paced out the width of a storage room. The results were not illuminating. Each storage room seemed to be fourteen of her paces across and the doors just over seventeen paces apart. She looked at her watch and decided to call it a day. She carefully went down the stairs holding on to the banister rail like grim death; last year on these very stairs she had taken a tumble. She had avoided breaking anything, but she had severely frightened herself and was not taking any chances.
At home mother was trying to watch the news as Mary entered yelling.
“I’m home, dinner in two minutes.”
She pulled a paper parcel from her backpack and proceeded to unpack the fish and chips from the local chip-shop; this was a Saturday night tradition. She took the food through and placed it on her mother’s rolling table and sat down in front the television with her mum. She tasted the fish and added some more vinegar.
“How’s Ipswich doing?”
Her mother scowled.
“Beat Spurs five-nil.”
“And Norwich?”
Her mother scowled again.
“Lost to Portsmouth three-nil.”
Her mother suddenly smiled.
“Had a phone call from Jenny this morning, said she was just making sure that I was OK.”
Mary swallowed and tried to hide her thoughts.
“That was nice of her.”
Her mother made a sneering sound.
“She said did I know that there was a new retirement home opening in Harwich, just down the road from her.”
Mary stopped eating.
“What did you say?”
He mother chased an errant chip along he edge of her plate.
“I said that the only way I’d go into a retirement home would be in a coffin, especially in Harwich.”
Mary resumed eating.
“She only means well.”
Her mother thumped the arm of her chair.
“No she does not, she’s interfering.”
Her mother eyed her suspiciously.
“Are you in on this?”
Mary shook her head.
“No, you heard last night’s conversation. I don’t want you in a home I want you here.”
Her mother nodded and promptly changed the subject.
“Saw Mrs O’Reilly at the day-centre today, did you know her seventeen year old granddaughter has got engaged?”
Mary grinned to herself, she knew exactly where this conversation was leading.
“Really, that’s a bit young.”
Her mother fixed her with a stare.
“Well thirty-five is a bit old.”
She munched on another chip
“Not cramping your style am I?”
Mary wagged a finger at her.
“There are no men in my life mum and I’m quite happy that way, now shall we stop trying to pair me off and have some yoghurt?”
Her mother watched her leave the room, but the conversation with Jenny had unsettled her. She wouldn’t tell Mary, but Jenny’s main argument for her going into a home was that it was unfair on Mary to expect her to give up her life looking after her ageing mother. She recalled Jenny’s closing remark, ‘well mum you could easily live for twenty years and who’s going to want a fifty-five year old spinster?’ As usual Jenny’s arguments had enough grains of truth in them to disturb, but as she listened to Mary working in the kitchen, and thought about the nightmares, she wondered who was looking after whom.
Mrs Webb woke up at 2am to hear Mary moaning in the room above. After five minutes she swung her legs off the bed, grabbed her walking stick and made for the door. She switched off the Baby-Monitor in the hall and pressed the button to bring the stair lift down to the bottom. When it arrived she sat on it and pressed the ‘up’ button. She hated the stair-lift, it gave her the heebie-jeebies and in normal circumstances she wouldn’t use it. At the top of the stairs she quietly made her way into Mary’s room, this was the single room and at one time had been her nursery. Mary had resisted all attempts to move her into either of the two spare double bedrooms. Mary was lying on the bed and moaning constantly, her mother leaned over her and whispered gently.
“It’s all right Mary, I’m here, it’s all right.”
After a few attempts at this Mary suddenly stopped moaning and fell into a regular breathing pattern. Her mother perched herself on the bedroom stool and watched her.
Mary knew she was in bed, but there was something wrong; she was lying on her belly and her legs felt like lead and her arms were all covered in bandages. Her eyes were full of tears from the pain in her back and she could hardly see. She found it irritating and humiliating, especially as her nose was beginning to run as well. She needed her mother, but her mother wasn’t there. She tried to call, but only noises came out. She tried to move, but her body wouldn’t answer her requests for movement, she called again, and again and again, but her mother didn’t come. Suddenly she knew her mother was there, she couldn’t see her, but she definitely was there. Mary relaxed and knew she could sleep safety and she would wake up safe and well.
After about ten minutes her mother crept out and went down the stairs using the stair lift, once she was at the bottom she sent the lift back to the top so that Mary could use it in the morning. She turned the Baby-Monitor on and went back to bed via the toilet. Before she flushed the loo she inspected the contents of the WC bowl. She was passing blood, not every time, but most times; that, with the slight pain in her kidneys, was worrying. She flushed the loo and went back to bed. One thought dominated her mind, who would whisper in Mary’s ear when she was gone?
The following morning Mary fell into the going-to-church routine. Normally this meant popping a casserole in the oven before leaving, but in view of the impending church barbecue that was not necessary. She got her mother to the car by ten-twenty and commenced her pick-up round. Over the last three years she’d started to pick up some of mum’s friends as well as take her mother to church. She now had four stops on the way to church, each one taking about five or six minutes; with a little bit of luck and a following wind she usually managed to get the gaggle of old ladies into church on time, however sometimes it was a close run thing, especially if one decided to go to the toilet. Today she had them all seated at the back row but one of the church by five to eleven and took up position behind them. From here she could provide any necessary help with hymn books and suchlike, although most of the time the all managed to cope and helped each other out. As had become usual a young girl called Josie joined her. Every Sunday since just after Christmas her father had dropped her off outside the church. She had attached herself like a limpet to Mary and had resisted all entreaties to join the Sunday school. As she entered the pew she held up a book, Mary took t from here.
“Read it?”
Josie nodded.
“Brill.”
Mary pointed to her backpack and Josie placed the book in it and withdrew the one waiting on top.
“Oh,” Josie exclaimed.
“Another Enid Blyton.”
Mary raised her eyebrows and whispered.
“I thought you liked the Famous Five series.”
Josie smiled and her blue eyes sparkled.
“I do, but sometimes they seem very old-fashioned, they never seem to watch TV or play computer games.”
Mary suppressed a laugh.
“But what about the stories?”
Josie nodded seriously.
“They’re very good; I wish I had holidays like they do.”
The service started and they settled down to join in the singing, as usual Josie started reading her book during the sermon. Mary, on the other hand, was forced to listen; although she too would probably have preferred to read a book. The vicar droned on about what he called ‘the efficacy of honesty’ for his allotted twelve minutes and then the service continued towards communion. Eventually the distribution of the bread and wine commenced and Josie leaned over to Mary and whispered.
“Why don’t you go forward for the bread and wine?”
Mary whispered back.
“Because I haven’t been confirmed.”
Josie opened her mouth for a follow up question, but Mary put her finger to her lips; she needn’t have bothered as Josie ignored the action.
“You could go forward for a blessing, the vicar said.”
Mary felt that there was more to this than met the eye.
“Do you want to go forward?”
Josie became shy.
“I would like to, but not by myself, would you come?”
When the stewards arrived at the back Mary and Josie walked hand in hand to the front and knelt down. Actually Mary didn’t take communion because although God was definite in her mind, Jesus was an uncertainty and normally nothing would get her to the front. The vicar said a prayer over Josie and then, noting Mary’s hands below the communion rail, put his hand on Mary’s head; he seemed to hesitate and then prayed that Mary would find peace in her heart before moving on to the next person. Mary was slightly taken aback, she’d been coming with her mother long enough to know that the prayer of blessing was usually formulaic, so how did the vicar know that she was not at peace? They made their way to the back, followed by the vicar and a chalice bearer who give the five old ladies communion in their pew. For once Mary sat down and said a real prayer before the final hymn commenced.
Ten minutes later, as coffee was being served in the church, Mary and Josie sat on a low brick wall outside waiting for her dad to re-appear. Josie tucked into the chocolate bar that Mary had provided and managed to ask between mouthfuls if Mary was going to the barbeque. Mary nodded.
“Yes, my mother wouldn’t miss it.”
Josie suspended eating for a few seconds.
“Is the food good?”
Mary chuckled.
“Most of the time, except two years ago when the meat caught fire.”
Josie gave Mary a suspicious look.
“Really?”
“Really, they had to put it out with a garden hose.”
Josie finished her chocolate and handed the wrapper back to Mary, who put it in her pocket. Josie grinned.
“That was great, thank you.” She paused.
“Where is the Vicarage?”
Mary pointed.
“That big house behind the Oak trees.”
Josie looked.
“How do you know that they are Oak trees?”
Mary sighed, Josie was nothing but questions.
“It’s the shape of the leaves and because they grow acorns.”
Josie seemed to ignore the reply.
“Do you think my dad would enjoy the barbecue?”
Mary smiled benevolently.
“He might have already cooked you something.”
Josie tossed her head causing her two blonde plaits to swing violently.
“He never cooks till we get home and it’s Sunday so he’ll do a fish stir-fry.”
Mary looked up the road hoping desperately that her father would appear.
“Don’t you like stir-fry?”
Josie wrinkled her tiny nose.
“Don’t like the funny Chinese vegetables.” She looked down the empty road and muttered ‘toilet’ before running up the church path. Mary watched her go and wondered how her parents could possible just dump her at the church and expect a child-minding service. On the other hand she had to admit that Josie had brightened up her church attendance, which was more as a support for her mother than out of dedication to God.
A silver car came round the corner and pulled up; Josie’s father opened the driver’s door and stood up with the engine running, obviously intent on a quick getaway. Mary pointed towards the church.
“She’s inside, should be back in a minute.”
He reached inside the car, turned the engine off and came over to Mary. Mary had not seen him close up before and she was totally surprised at his lack of height, definitely shorter than her, and the fact that he had an olive coloured skin and dark brown eyes. The surprise was due to the fact that Josie was blonde, blue eyed, obviously destined to be tall and had a totally different bone structure to her face. He approached and held out his hand.
“Hi, you must be Mary. Just thought I’d say thanks for the books you’ve been lending to Josie; I never know what to get her.”
Mary gave him a rueful smile.
“No point in working in a library if I can’t encourage children to read.”
He laughed.
“She doesn’t need encouragement, she’ll read anything and everything.”
He looked at the church door.
“Not a problem in the service is she?”
Mary shook her head.
“No, she’s fine. She should really be in the Sunday School though, it’s more geared to her age.”
Josie’s father grimaced and sat on the wall.
“Can’t get her to join in with other kids, won’t even join the Brownies; she was bullied last year at school and won’t mix.”
Mary was astonished.
“Bullied, but she’s only seven!”
He grinned.
“Eight actually.”
Mary nodded towards the church door.
“You’re not worried about leaving her here though; the church isn’t really a child-minding service.”
He looked pained.
“Oh, is she a nuisance?”
Mary sighed loudly through her nose.
“No, of course she is not a nuisance. She is very well behaved and I rather like keeping an eye on her, I’m just saying that you took a risk.”
He sat further back on the wall.
“To be honest I didn’t know what else to do. I need to visit my mother and Josie won’t come.”
He noted Mary’s face.
“Mum’s in a secure nursing home for the mentally ill, she’s got a malignant brain-tumour and it’s affected her personality; Josie gets frightened by the place and the other residents. She told me that she’d rather not go and visit her grandma and wanted to remember her as a kind old lady not…”
He tailed off obviously having difficulty himself in describing his mother’s condition. Mary felt about two inches tall, she shrugged.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”
He tried to brush it off.
“Fact of life, parents grow old and die, I just wish that she wasn’t in so much distress.”
Before Mary could reply Josie came skipping down the drive and threw herself into her father’s arms. Once untangled she gave a suspicious looking smile to her father.
“Church is having a barbecue, Vicar said that food is at one o’clock and everyone is welcome.”
He half smiled, but obviously wanted to back off from the idea.
“I’ve got rather a lot of work on Josie and I really need to be at home this afternoon.”
Josie gave him a coy smile.
“I haven’t been to a barbecue for ages, it would save you cooking.”
He bit his bottom lip.
“I’m really sorry Josie, but I just have to get some work done.”
Josie’s face fell, but she didn’t argue. Her father looked at Mary.
“I don’t suppose…”
Mary gave a short laugh.
“I suppose I could, but only if Josie agrees to join in the games.”
Josie wrinkled her nose.
“Do I have to?”
Mary and her father both chorused “Yes” and Josie sighed. Her father looked at her.
“Remember the rules.”
Josie rolled her eyes and chanted.
“No orange juice, no chocolate and no cheese.”
Mary looked at her father, he flapped his arms.
“Cheese makes her sick and the other two have so many additives that they make her hyperactive.” He then smiled.
“But then so does church and that hasn’t got any additives.”
Mary almost burst into laughter, no wonder Josie found her Sunday chocolate bar so inviting.
“Have you got a phone number, just in case?”
He reached into his back pocket to give her a card. She looked at the grey embossed card which proclaimed ‘Robert E Handly, Architect’, he gave a self-satisfied smile.
“I work from home and I have an important contract to finish.”
He suddenly had a thought.
“What time does it finish?”
Mary made a helpless gesture with her hands.
“On past track records about three-thirty or when the rain comes, whichever is earlier.”
He turned to Josie.
“Got your mobile turned on?”
She rolled her eyes again.
“Yes dad and I charged it last night.”
He turned back to Mary.
“You sure you don’t mind?”
Mary smiled.
“It’s fine.”
He turned and waved to Josie before going back to his car. Josie put her hands on her hips.
“Now what?”
Mary gazed at the gaggle of old ladies.
“We have to run Mrs Castle and Mrs Hargreves home because their not staying.”
Josie hopped for foot to foot.
“Can I sit in the front?”
Mary ruffled her hair.
“No you can’t, you sit in the back of your dad’s car and you’ll sit in the back of mine. You're too short for the front seat because of the airbag.”
Josie went into her rolling eye routine.
“That’s just what dad says.”
They walked back towards the church and Mary casually remarked.
“You never told me that you dad doesn’t let you eat chocolate…”
Two hours later Mary was sitting at a rickety table finishing off a sort of strawberry cheesecake that had the consistence of marzipan on granite when the vicar suddenly appeared and sat beside her. The vicar was fairly new and had only been in charge of the church for six months so Mary knew little about him or his diminutive wife. However, she was certain of one thing and that was that the Vicar lived on a different planet to her. He smiled benevolently and nodded to Josie, who was taking part in a tug of way.
“Your daughter seems to be enjoying herself.”
Mary almost spluttered on her cheesecake, but kept quiet, he continued blissfully onward.
“Nice to see you at the communion rail this morning.”
Mary opened her mouth, but the Vicar wasn’t looking at her and was rambling on.
“May I ask why you didn’t take communion?”
Mary almost gave a sharp retort about minding his own business, but realised in time that it was his business.
“I’m not confirmed.”
He turned and looked at her, still smiling benevolently.
“I’m sure that wouldn’t stop you if you really wanted to take it.”
She considered her reply.
“I believe in God, I’m not sure about all the rest and I’m not sure he cares.”
He didn’t bat an eyelid.
“What makes you say that?”
Mary made a meaningless gesture with her hands.
“If he cares why do people die in pain, if he cares why does he let us fight one another, if he cares why doesn’t he stop accidents like the one yesterday where twelve schoolchildren were killed?”
The Vicar nodded.
“Difficult questions. But you can put them alongside why are we here? Who created the universe? Does God answer prayer?”
Mary watched Josie talking to another young girl, she turned back to the Vicar.
“One unanswerable question does not answer another unanswerable question.”
He smiled his far away smile.
“I know, but we have a little discussion group once a month on a Thursday evening. All sorts of people come with all sorts of questions, why don’t you come and bring yours; you may find some of the answers you are looking for.” He paused.
“And you may even find some peace in your heart.”
Mary swallowed.
“I’ll think about it.”
He smiled again with that unworldly look on his face.
“And you can always try a few prayers you know. You don’t have to wait for others to pray, try it for yourself.”
She smiled tolerantly and he stood up and moved to the next table. She remembered her last real urgent prayer; at about fifty feet up she’d screamed ‘oh God, let it be quick,’ but it hadn’t been quick, she lived and had two years of utter agony followed by two years of almost tolerable pain. Suddenly it started to rain and Mary signalled to Josie, who came running over.
“Time to go?”
Mary nodded.
“Most definitely.”
Once they were sitting in the car Josie tried phoning Josie’s father, to no avail. She turned to Mary.
“Just the ansaphone, shall I try his mobile?”
Mary nodded and Josie dialled, this time with some success; eventually Josie looked at Mary.
“He’s in his car at some place called Felburgh, says he can be here in half an hour.”
Mary drummed her fingers on the steering wheel.
“Tell him you’ll be at my house, that’s 21 Summertime Drive.”
Josie duly passed the information on and Mary did her reverse church run and dropped off her mothers remaining friends before going home. Once there her own mother announced that she was going for a lay-down and promptly disappeared into her bedroom. Josie looked around.
“Big house!”
Mary smiled tolerantly.
“It’s not that big.”
She wrinkled up her little nose.
“It’s bigger than ours and you’ve got a proper garden.”
She surveyed the lounge again.
“Got any computer games?”
Mary shook her head.
“No I read for pleasure.” She paused.
“Well actually I do have one, follow me.”
Mary went to the foot of the stairs, sat on the stair lift and started to ascend, Josie kept pace with her.
“Why do you use that?”
Mary patted her right leg.
“Had a bad accident a few years ago and I find stairs difficult.”
Josie looked at Mary’s hook.
“Is that when you…”
“Yes.”
They reached to top and Mary took her into a back room and sat her down at what looked like an ancient TV screen with two buttons and a sort of paddle on the front. Mary turned it on and patted it.
“It’s called space-invaders, you use the paddle to move the ship at the bottom left and right and the red button to fire the gun. You have to get the aliens before they get you.”
Josie looked at the green images on the black screen in disbelief.
“And that’s it?”
Mary smiled at the expression of disbelief on her face.
“That’s it, but each time you shoot a group of aliens the game gets faster, I’ve never managed to find out just how fast it ends up, look I’ll show you.”
Mary placed her hook in a small ring-bolt that was screwed into the paddle and pressed the green button’ the screen sprang into life and she zapped a few aliens with consummate ease.
Mary took her hands off the controls.
“You try it; press the green button to start, your score is in the top corner.”
Josie pressed a button and then started to play, within two minutes she was totally absorbed. Mary went downstairs, checked on her mother and then started making herself a cup of coffee, the kettle was just boiling as the doorbell rang. Mary opened the door, Robert entered.
“Where is she?”
Mary pointed upstairs.
“Playing space invaders, she’s just started, fancy a coffee?”
He hesitated and then nodded.
“I’d heard that they’d brought out some of the old games to run in the current operating systems.”
Mary grinned with pleasure.
“She’s not on a PC, she’s on an original machine; my brother bought it for me when I was indisposed, at first I thought he was mad, but it kept me sane.”
She poured him a coffee and handed him the mug, then she took him through the lounge into the conservatory where there were two armchairs facing the garden; it was still raining. He sipped the coffee.
“Was she any trouble?”
“Not in the least, in fact I think she made a friend, a girl called Nell.”
Robert’s face almost creased into two.
“Is that Nell De Jaunt?”
Mary chuckled.
“Something like that, I can never pronounce it.”
Robert nodded.
“That’s good, their in the same year at school.”
He sipped his coffee again.
“Hate to be a pain, but have you any sugar?”
Mary retrieved some sugar and brought it to the conservatory. Robert dropped two spoonfuls in his coffee.
“Thanks for this afternoon. If I can repay you in any way let me know.”
Mary hovered by her chair and then collected her back-pack from the lounge. She handed him the blue prints.
“I guess if you’re an architect you can read these.”
He took them from her.
“Got a table?”
“Sorry no.”
He walked into the lounge and spread the blueprints out on the floor.
“What am I looking for?”
She perched herself on the edge of her mother’s armchair.
“They’re the plans for my library building, on the top floor there are five dormer windows to the west of the entrance lobby, but only four doors in the corridor. My modern plans show five doors and five rooms, so I obtained these original drawings.”
He studied the label.
“These were classified at some time, that’s curious.”
He spent three or four minutes crawling between diagrams and Mary watched his movements. Eventually he looked up.
“There’s something not right here, these are structural plans, so they won’t show door furniture and suchlike.” He paused.
“But what they do show is that the room halfway down the building has no indication of a doorway at all it is totally walled in – why would anyone build a room with no doorway?”
Mary relaxed, so she wasn’t going mad.
“Exactly, that’s what I keep asking myself.”
He studied the diagrams and absent-mindedly drank his coffee as he did so. Eventually he looked up and muttered.
“I’d like to look round this building, any chance?”
Mary unconsciously rubbed her right knee.
“Any time, but Wednesday afternoons would probably be best.”
He folded up the drawing.
“This Wednesday OK?”
“No trouble, come anytime after two.”
He handed her back the drawing.
“Be sure and give these back to the records office won’t you, someone might need them if the building ever needs a major repair.”
She felt herself blushing.
“How did you know?”
“They’ve got a records office mark on the back.”
He stood up and sat in the other armchair, in the silence they could hear the distinctive sound of the space-invaders game upstairs. Mary nodded up to the ceiling.
“Summer holidays start next week.”
He raised his eyes upwards and sighed.
“Tell me about it, I’ve got a major contract to try and finish next week so I can take her on holiday the week after.”
Mary wondered about Josie’s mother, but didn’t want to appear nosy.
“You could always drop her off at the library for the odd half day. If she likes reading then I can give her a glimpse of heaven.”
Robert looked as if he’d been offered a life-time’s supply of gold bars.
“You serious?”
Mary grinned and nodded.
“She’d be no trouble.”
He laughed and wagged his index finger.
“Don’t you believe it, she can be a little minx.” He became serious.
“You couldn’t manage Monday and Tuesday mornings could you?”
Mary considered this.
“Monday is normally my day off as I work Saturdays, but we’ve got some problems so I will be there, so yes.”
He closed his eyes and sighed.
“You don’t know just how much that helps me, at least the rest of the week she will be with her grandparents in Aldeburgh.”
He drained his cup.
“Thanks for the coffee, see you Wednesday.”
Mary heaved herself to her feet.
“You’ll have to come in through the book-shop, it will be closed, so ring the bell and I’ll let you in.”
She walked towards the door.
“Josie’s this way.”
She went to the stairs and sat on the stair-lift and started to go upstairs. He kept pace with her, she smiled sheepishly.
“I don’t do stairs, least not if I can help it.”
He nodded professional.
“Great things these stair-lifts, they allow the physically challenged to get to all sorts of places.”
Mary considered this statement and decided that she didn’t like his off-hand reference of ‘physically challenged.’
“It’s not that I can’t use the stairs, I just that I choose not to.” She replied smartly.
He did a double take.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to be…”
But Mary was already walking into the bedroom. Josie was still totally absorbed in the game, which was registering a score of over two hundred. Mary walked up behind Josie and waited for her to polish off the last two aliens at the current speed, before gently saying.
“Sorry Josie, your dad’s here, it’s time to go.”
Josie spun round and gave her dada a huge smile.
“This game’s brill.”
She looked at Mary.
“What’s your top score?”
Mary gave a superior smile.
“Three-thousand two-hundred and twenty-nine.”
Josie’s eyes became like saucers.
“Wow!”
Mary became serious.
“Then again when I played it I had nothing better to do.”
Robert studied the Space-invaders cabinet.
“This must be worth a few bob now you know, original machines in working order must be hard to come by.”
Mary patted the cabinet.
“I’m not so sure that it’s completely original, my brother has tinkered around in the innards and I think he had to replace some original parts with modern ones to get it going.”
They walked to the stairs, Josie looked at the stair-lift.
“Can I have a go?”
Robert’s mouth opened, but Mary was quicker.
“Of course, just sit there and don’t move – and don’t be tempted to jump off!”
Josie glided down the stairs and then back up, they then all went downstairs, this time with Mary on the stair-lift and then Mary showed than out. As Josie skipped down the path Robert turned to face her.
“I didn’t mean to offend you, and I’m sorry if I have, sometimes professional detachment is not a good thing.” He stopped.
“I’m digging a hole for myself aren’t I?”
Mary managed a weak smile.
“Well stop digging and thanks for the apology.”
He turned and left, Josie waved and Mary waved back and closed the door; just what was she getting herself into? For years she’d tried to avoid entanglement and friendship with anyone and to lead her own life in her own way. She consoled herself that she was just being good-natured and went to check on her mother.
At 11pm, just before she was due to go to bed she sat on the edge of her bed and put down the phone. Somewhere during the day she had decided that the library was John’s lifetime investment and that she had no right to keep the recent events to herself, especially if it meant less profits and potential disaster. John had been philosophic; he was obviously having the time of his life with his daughter and Eastburgh must have seemed like a million miles away. His response had been simple, the rates were not due until September and he only had to give six months notice to quit the building. Thus the end of September was the decision deadline. John said that he would bear one six-month period of higher rates, but that was all unless things improved. Mary sighed; two months, she had two months and a few days to make a go of the library, or at least point it in the right direction, or she and all the others would be unemployed cum April. She lay back in bed and tried to consider her options; should she take her planned week’s holiday? Should she make an appeal against the rate-rise? Should she call it a day now and retrieve as much of John’s investment as possible? She turned over and drifted off to sleep, the one bonus of all these problems being that she did not have any nightmares, even if she did dream of supermarkets becoming libraries and libraries lending out cabbages.
Monday morning Mary opened up the library to find that her first customer was Josie. Robert looked embarrassed.
“You did say…”
Mary smiled and turned to Josie.
“Ever been here before?”
Josie shook her head, Mary pointed.
“Junior library is down there, go and have and explore, you can read any books you like.”
Josie looked down the library and at the customers streaming in.
“Can I read the books at your table?”
“Of course.”
She trotted down the library and Robert beat a hasty retreat; Mary settled down to compose a rates appeal letter. After ten minutes she noticed Bella standing beside her and looking worried. Mary motioned and she sat down. Bella unconsciously rubbed her hands and blurted out a series of short sentences.
“I’ve been thinking about what you said last week. I know that you’re kind and that you’ll tolerate more than most employers. But I’ve had a long talk with my doctor. I’ve decided not to try and push myself too far too quickly. When you first interviewed me you said that you might consider a job-share. Is there any chance that I could work mornings? I’m much better in the mornings. And you get someone else for the afternoons?”
Mary looked at Bella’s anxious face and she tried a reassuring smile.
“We always knew that you might struggle for a little while; you were very honest about your ME at your interview.”
Bella rubbed her hands together again.
“But I feel I have let you down. I thought I could manage all day every day, but I now realise that I’d be foolish to try that too soon; perhaps next year.”
This was not quite the outcome that Mary had expected from her little talk with Bella, it had been meant to encourage her, not turn her away.
“You sure? We would be patient you know”
Bella gave a bleak smile.
“I know, but lets be honest, I can do a good mornings work, but the afternoons will be crap for some time to come. I want to take it in easy stages.”
Mary had some sympathy with this approach.
“When did you want to go part time?”
Bella gave her bleak smile again.
“Next Monday, sooner if possible.” She then added hastily.
“If that’s a problem…”
Mary held up her hand.
“We’ll cope, but I want you to tell me when you think you can cope with more, perhaps the odd afternoon?”
Mary paused to think.
“If I can get a replacement before next week, would you be prepared to give them a run-down for a couple of mornings? You understand the software better than I do.”
Bella looked dubious and sucked her bottom lip.
“Of course, but if they’re not conversant with the operating system it may take more than just a couple of mornings”
Mary smiled.
“I understand.”
Bella nodded and then gave a broad smile.
“Thank you for being patient and for understanding, I thought you would. After our talk in the café I knew you’d understand.”
Mary leaned forward and said feelingly.
“I told you, I know what it’s like when the spirit is willing, but the flesh doesn’t respond, don’t try and run a marathon too soon; you will get there in the end.”
Bella brightened up.
“You sound just like my father.”
Mary chuckled.
“Well then perhaps you might listen.”
Bella stood up and walked back to her desk leaving Mary considering her staffing options.
Josie reappeared with a pile of five books and settled down at the end of Mary’s desk. She didn’t move until eleven o’clock when Mary took her to the little room beside the Internet café that housed the computer network server and the fuse-boxes. There was just enough floor space for two wooden chairs and a small wooden table. Mary opened her locker and pulled out a can of fizzy drink and a banana. She passed them over to Josie.
“Elevenses.”
Josie gave a sly smile.
“No chocolate?”
Mary laughed and shook her head.
“Not a chance.”
Josie looked worried.
“Not even on a Sunday?”
Mary gave a wicked grin.
“That depends how good you are.”
Josie opened her drink and then, before Mary could do her one handed trick, opened Mary’s for her. She looked around.
“Does everyone eat her?”
Mary sipped her drink.
“No, there’s a staff room upstairs and another in the basement, most people use the basement one.”
Josie looked serious.
“But why don’t you use it? Aren’t you allowed to?”
Mary considered an easy reply, one that wouldn’t lead to a host of questions.
“It’s has stairs and there isn’t a stair lift.”
Josie wrinkled her nose.
“Well I think that’s unfair.”
Mary patted her arm.
“And I like it in here, it’s my own secret space.”
Josie looked around and then looked at Mary.
“And you’re sharing your secret with me?”
Mary put her finger to her lips.
“Don’t tell.”
Josie nodded seriously, Mary pointed to the equipment.
“And don’t touch.”
Josie nodded again and they chatted about the books she was reading before they went back to Mary’s desk. By the time Robert arrived Josie had read two of them and discarded another two as ‘too young.’ Robert quickly thanked Mary and beat a hasty retreat, perhaps she had managed to send out the right message; so far, but no closer.
By closing time Mary had not found even a hint of a suitable replacement for Bella. The job centre had no suitable applicants and the two marginal candidates they tried to give her had both expressed a desire not to work on computers all day. The local temping agency could not help, at least not at a price that Mary could afford, and even her usual source of employees – that is asking the current staff about their friends – had also drawn a blank. Mary suddenly recalled her conversation with Charlotte; one half of her brain told her that she was desperate; the other said that she was not that desperate. Charlotte’s problem was that she had a very short fuse and that there was no discernible transition from pleasant woman to screaming uncontrollable harridan. One minute Charlotte could be having a friendly conversation and a microsecond later she would be transformed into a ranting maniac. Mary gave a tired smile as she recalled the day she had casually mentioned that pushchairs could be a nuisance. Charlotte had berated her for ten minutes about the difficulties of having a child in a pushchair whilst shopping and on the poor design of most pushchairs, which just must have been designed by men. As usual her simmering down had been almost as quick as her blowing up, but for a short time she had been almost totally out of control. Mary turned to John’s trusty card index and looked up Charlotte’s card; it had an address, but no phone number. Mary glanced at the clock and rushed out, asking Catherine to lock up. She briskly walked to The Red Cabin, but they were closed. However, Charlotte was still visible inside cleaning tables. Mary waited by the front door and after ten minutes Charlotte appeared; she looked perplexed when she found out that Mary was waiting for her. Mary began to feel somewhat foolish, especially as other staff had noticed her presence.
“Can we have a word?”
She shrugged.
“My appointment calendar is hardly full, but I am tired and hungry.”
Mary pointed to the local burger bar.
“Buy you a burger.”
They settled in a window seat and Charlotte ordered the full works, double cheeseburger with large fries and a large hot chocolate; Mary opted for a small bacon roll, she would eat properly later with her mother. Charlotte smiled nervously at Mary.
“Can’t afford to look a gift horse in the mouth.”
The drinks arrived and Mary studied Charlotte across the table. Painfully thin, sunken cheeks, bags under blue eyes, mousy hair inexpertly hacked to a ridiculously short length, well-worn clothes and badly manicured bright red fingernails. Mary knew from the card index that she was twenty-eight, but she looked about forty. All in all the epitome of a beautiful woman destroyed by tiredness and overwork; Mary tried to picture her as they had first met here five years ago, but the image would not come and she gave up. Charlotte put her cup down and encircled it in her hands as if for warmth.
“What’s all this about Mary?” She asked huskily.
Mary tried for a friendly smile.
“I’m in a fix. I’ve got a full-time member of staff wanting to go part-time and I need a replacement fast and I thought of you.”
Charlotte gazed in amazement through the steam of her hot drink.
“Serena is reducing her hours?”
“No, not Serena; Bella - she manages the Internet Café.”
Charlotte’s eyes took on an even-sadder look.
“I haven’t touched a computer since I left and that was two years ago.”
“You were good then, you’d be good now.”
The food arrived and Charlotte didn’t have to reply, instead she ate like a ravenous wolf. Charlotte wiped up the last remains, licked her lips and looked at Mary.
“I can’t say that I’m not tempted. The job at the supermarket is becoming dreadful.”
Mary probed gently.
“Why two jobs Charlotte and why not mornings?”
Charlotte flashed back.
“None of your damn business!” And then bit her lower lip exposing a pair of untended front teeth. She looked at the table.
“I owe a bit of money and I work at the launderette in the mornings every day, it’s hard work, but good money.”
Mary did not risk probing that subject further.
“Want a pudding?”
Charlotte nodded.
“Could I have apple pie?”
Mary ordered and re-examined Charlotte; she seemed to have lost her all her previous self-confidence and inner vitality. Mary decided to risk a dangerous question by asking about her temper. Charlotte studied the ends of her fingers.
“I’m working on it; I’m going to anger management classes.”
Mary was surprised and it must have shown. Charlotte toyed with her serviette before blurting out.
“If you want to employ me you’d better know. I was sent to them by a magistrate, she said it was either that or a £500 fine and I couldn’t afford the fine.”
“What did you do?”
She glanced around.
“Lost my temper in a pub and threw a glass tankard into the mirror behind the bar.”
Mary half smiled.
“In other words you missed what you were aiming at; who was it, your child’s father?”
“His interfering mother.”
Charlotte looked straight at Mary, pleading in her eyes.
“Are you serious about the job?”
Mary, who had started planning strategies of withdrawal, let her compassion rule her better judgement.
“Yes, start as soon as you like.”
Charlotte closed her eyes and for a moment Mary thought that she was going to burst into tears. She replied in a strained voice.
“Thank you Mary, it’s nice to know that someone still has confidence in me.”
Mary breathed an inner sigh and hoped to high heaven that Charlotte would not reciprocate by loosing her temper, but unfortunately only time would tell.
Mary arrived home to find Cathy talking to her mother. Mary, now highly suspicious, shepherded Cathy into the kitchen to find out what was going on. Cathy immediately put her hands on her hips, always a bad sign.
“We’ve booked a last-minute holiday in Devon and there’s room for mum, so I thought that I’d give her a break.”
Mary’s blood began to boil.
“You’ve not taken mum on a holiday in living memory, so why start now?”
Cathy gave a false smile.
“Well maybe it’s time I started. We leave tomorrow and we’ll be back on Wednesday or Thursday in two weeks time.”
Mary became worried.
“You’re not doing one of your driving marathons are you? I’m not sure that she’d be able to cope with a long drive.”
Cathy gave a supercilious grin.
“We’re stopping overnight at Aunt Vera’s, I don’t think that mum has seen her cousin in years as you haven’t taken her.”
Mary rolled her eyes.
“You know full well that mum can’t stand Aunt Vera.”
Cathy shrugged.
“Well it’s only one night.”
Mary sighed.
“Well I’d better give you enough medicine for mum.”
Cathy’s eyebrows rose slightly.
“Can’t she take it herself?”
Mary snorted.
“There are four tablets every morning, one at lunch-time and three with her evening meal; and that is definitely before the meal and before eight o’clock. The tablets are very small and mum often drops them if you don’t put them in an egg-cup for her.”
Cathy glanced at the doorway and lowered her voice.
“I didn’t know she was that bad?”
Mary suddenly gained a malevolent streak.
“Oh she’s not that bad, but you do have to sort out her tablets and you do have to shower with her.”
Cathy’s face took on an aura of disgust.
“Shower with her?”
Mary sighed.
“She fell over in the shower five years ago remember? That’s why I moved back in. She’s slipped twice since and I’m not risking her breaking a hip in a shower fall, it could kill her.”
Cathy shrugged.
“There’s always a bath.”
Mary rolled her eyes and almost stamped her feet.
“You try getting her out of a bath.! But I guess you and Jenny together might manage.”
Cathy paused, plainly realising for the first time that taking mother might not be an easy option. In a swift decisive action Cathy crossed her arms.
“Well Jenny's there to help me, she’s coming down as well.”
Mary’s eyes widened.
“You and Jenny on the same holiday! God forbid.”
Cathy tossed her head.
“We’re reformed characters, we’ve decided that we’re twin sisters and that we should get along.”
Mary gave a derisory laugh.
“I haven’t seen hell freezing over or pigs flying in formation.”
Cathy took umbrage and went to escape from the kitchen.
“Where’s mum’s suitcase?”
“Back room, on top of the double wardrobe. Her toiletry case is inside.”
Cathy trounced out and went up the stairs two at a time; Mary shot into see her mother. To her surprise her mother was grinning from ear to ear. She hissed to Mary.
“Don’t you go worrying about me, I rather think that I’m going to enjoy this.”
Mary sat down and held her hands.
“You don’t have to go mum. I’ve got a holiday next week and we could go somewhere nice together; somewhere you wanted to go.”
Her mother broke back into her lopsided grin.
“Of course I don’t need to go, and they needn’t think that after all these years they can bribe me with a cheap holiday. Besides having Jenny and Cathy there together could be fun.”
Mary rubbed her mother’s hands.
“Now you won’t go playing one off against the other will you?”
Her mother merely smiled and then leant forward.
“I know that you’ve got time off booked next week and I worked out that you haven’t had a holiday by yourself since you came home from university. So you go ahead and have a holiday free of me, after all who knows what the future holds.”
Mary became suspicious.
“Are you not telling me something; you are alright aren’t you?”
Her mother nodded.
“Fit as a flea.”
She gave another sly smile.
“And I rather think that I am about to be pampered beyond all reason.”
Mary held her mother’s hands.
“You be careful.”
She looked Mary in the eye and said with feeling.
“I know you care,” she pointed upstairs.
“But I don’t think they do, least not in the same way as you.” She smiled again. “But we might as make hay while the sun shines. Besides, I haven’t been able to annoy our Vera for years.”
Cathy reappeared and Mary stood up.
“I’ll pack for mum, at least I know where everything is.”
Her mother made a coughing noise.
“Don’t forget my swimsuit.”
Cathy’s face said it all.
Mary arrived at the library on Tuesday morning feeling harassed and angry. Jenny had turned up to collect her mother and had been sharp-tongued and acerbic when she found that mother had not even eaten her breakfast. Mary had not failed to notice that the sharp-tongue and acid comments had been directed at her, whilst her mother got the full silk tongued verbal caress. To make matters worse when she eventually arrived at the back of the library the rubbish collection lorry was sitting across the entrance and she had to wait six frustrating minutes. Finally she managed to drive into the car-park and park in the bay with the fading disabled sign that John had insisted on having painted when she had first arrived six years ago. She was now running fifteen minutes late and had to open up the library and Internet café in less than ten minutes. Muttering to herself she entered through the back to find the lift engineers working on the lifts. She looked at the taller of the two.
“Any chance of going up?”
He shook his head and she inwardly groaned. She walked to the staircase to find a harassed looking Serena, who instantly held out her hands.
“Keys, I’ll unlock and turn on the escalator.”
Mary sighed with relief and handed them over. She walked through to the book-shop and spotted Robert and Josie waiting outside, muttering darkly under her breath she opened the book-shop door and let them in. Robert gave a sheepish smile.
“Sorry were so early, I’ve got to drive to Stansted Airport to pick up her grandparents and bring them back.”
Mary sighed, but managed to hold her temper.
“And you expect to do that by 1pm?” She replied through gritted teeth
Robert gave a schoolboy grin.
“If everything goes to plan and I see no reason why I shouldn’t.”
Mary took a deep breath to control herself, she was having a bad morning.
“If it doesn’t go to plan, don’t worry Josie will be OK here.”
Robert displayed relief on his face.
“Thanks, but I’m not expecting trouble, according to the airline everything is on schedule.”
“Where are they coming from?”
He looked surprised that she should ask.
“Norway.”
Just then the escalators started up with and Robert looked at them; he suddenly became enthusiastic.
“I hadn’t noticed before, these are Krull escalators, nice piece of work these, they’ll run on for ever, shame their so wasteful of energy though, must cost you a fortune to run.”
Mary was not in the least interested, he looked up at Serena coming down.
“And the engineers always put the on/off switches at the top, idiosyncratic that, everyone else puts them at the bottom.”
Mary decided she had had enough small talk of one day.
“Thought you were desperate to get to the airport?”
He suddenly looked at his watch and scuttled out the door, stopping to give Josie a brief kiss on the way. Mary looked at Josie and pointed upwards. They rode up the escalator and near the top Mary pointed to the far end of the library.
“Run down to the bottom of the library and turn on every light switch you can find.”
Josie nodded.
“Want me to turn on the computer in the junior library as well?”
Mary nodded.
“If you can.”
They reached the top and Josie scuttled off down the library while Mary turned on the power to the Internet Café and started up the computers. She was half-way through the boot up routine, and wondering where Bella was, when Josie reappeared by her side.
“It’s asking for a password.”
Mary smiled at her eagerness.
“The password is Jupiter, can you spell that?”
Josie nodded excitedly.
“J-U-P-I-T-E-R, it’s the planet next to Mars.”
Mary was surprised.
“How do you know that?”
Josie grinned.
“’Cause I’ve got a poster of the solar system on the wall of my bedroom, dad gave it to me.”
She ran off down the library and, fortunately, Bella appeared. Mary gave her an inquisitive look, Bella gave a sheepish smile.
“Sorry, one of those mornings.”
Mary stood up.
“Tell me about it.”
Mary pointed to the screen.
“See you’ve ironed out nearly all the quirks in the start-up software for me.”
Bella shrugged.
“Helped pass the time when business is slack.”
Mary looked at the clock.
“At nine o’clock your afternoon replacement will turn up for a briefing of how all this works. Be kind to her she hasn’t touched a computer in two years, she’s called Charlotte.”
Bella gave him a funny look.
“Do you mean Charlotte Smith?”
“You know her?”
Bella laughed.
“I know of her. My brother was in her class at school, you do know that she was thrown out of the sixth form for trying to take the headmaster’s head off with a snooker cue?”
Mary nodded.
“Yes I know, she worked here for a time.”
Bella gave Mary a worried look.
“Seriously, do I need a hard hat for this hand-over.”
Mary chose her words diplomatically.
“She’s mellowed somewhat.”
As if on cue Charlotte appeared at the top of the escalator and walked over, she appeared very nervous; she was wearing jeans and a tee-shirt. She looked apprehensively at Mary.
“Sorry about the jeans, my only dress is in the wash.”
Mary studied her attire.
“Dress code has changed since you were last here, jeans are now acceptable, but not suggestive slogans on tee-shirts.”
Charlotte nodded.
“I’ll wear a different one next time.”
Mary smiled, mostly with relief that Charlotte had actually turned up.
“Glad you could give us some time this week.”
She shrugged.
“Owed some holiday by the laundry, so I took it today and Thursday, is that OK?”
She looked so apprehensive and unsure of herself that Mary gave her what she hoped was a beaming smile.
“That’s wonderful, when you’ve talked with Bella come over and we’ll sort out your contract, give me an hour or so, it’s been one of those mornings.”
Mary introduced Charlotte to Bella and Charlotte smiled.
“You’re not Vernon’s little sister are you?”
Bella nodded and Mary left them chatting.
Two hours later Mary took Josie into the small room for some drink and a snack, as they entered Josie dived for the locker and took out two drinks, she paused to look at a picture on the locker door.
“Is that your parents?”
Mary nodded as she handed Josie a small nut-bar.
“It was taken a long time ago.”
Josie peered at it.
“You dad was tall.”
Mary didn’t particularly want to go down this road.
“He was a policeman.”
Josie nodded.
“My mummy’s tall.”
Mary’s curiosity was suddenly aroused.
“Really?”
Josie nodded seriously.
“Well taller than dad, I’ve got a photo.”
Something in her tone made Mary change the subject.
“Your dad said that you’re going on holiday next week, do you know where to?”
Josie practically started bouncing up and down in her chair as she opened both cans of drink without asking.
“London, he’s going to take me to The Planetarium.”
Something clicked in Mary’s mind.
“Do you like the stars?”
Josie nodded.
“Dad said that one year we can go to Norway and see the Aura Bora…”
Mary stifled a smile.
“Aurora borealis.”
Josie nodded.
“They’re supposed to be brill. We’ve got a DVD of them, but dad says that it’s nothing like seeing them.”
They chatted about the stars and Mary eventually opened the door.
“Please would you go and see if the children’s computer is still working.”
Josie nodded and set out on her mission, Mary closed the door and swung round. While she had been talking to Josie she had been idly inspecting the various fuse boxes, each fuse box had a little Bakelite label saying what it controlled and the fusebox that had been above Josie’s head was labelled ‘Escalators and Auxiliary circuits.’ What had caught Mary’s attention was it’s position. For a start it was on a different wall to the other fuseboxes and whereas the other fuseboxes seemed to be connected to the electricity meter, this one seemed to go directly into a totally different power cable. She stood staring at it for a few minutes, she was no electrician, but there was something wrong; if it wasn’t connected to the meter how did the electricity company know how much to charge her for the electricity used by the escalators? And Robert had said that they used rather a lot. Eventually she gave up and went downstairs to the book-shop and sought out the children’s section. Serena wandered up as Mary thumbed through some books.
“Looking for something?” She said gently.
Mary took a step back form the shelf.
“Wondered if we had any copies of Nat Wilson’s Space Journey left.”
Serena pointed to a higher shelf..
“Only one and it’s one of the original hardback versions, they were a bit overpriced, but the paperback is a real good seller. I’m expecting some more next week.”
Mary puckered her lips and then made a decision.
“I’ll take it, can you put it on my tab?”
Serena looked doubtful and said diplomatically.
“I know that you’re the boss, but your tab is rather large at the moment.”
Mary looked at her with surprise.
“Didn’t I pay it last month?”
Serena shook her head.
“Nor the month before, it stands at nearly a hundred pounds.”
Mary raised an eyebrow.
“Why ever didn’t you tell me?”
Serena shrugged looking lost for words; Mary patted her on the arm.
“Sorry Serena, I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”
She pulled her credit card out of her back pocket and tendered it to Serena, who took it gratefully.
“Book you want is third from the end, the one with the purple spine, I’ll knock off your 15%.”
Mary signed for the transaction and headed up the escalator.
Ten minutes later her mobile phone rang and she swiftly answered it so as not to disturb the customers; it was Robert. He sounded somewhat subdued and said he had what he called ‘a bit of a problem.’
Mary couldn’t help rubbing it in.
“Not all going smoothly then?”
She could hear the frustration in his voice.
“No, some charter airline had managed to try and land without it’s undercarriage locked, no-body’s hurt, but they’ve closed the runway, the only runway. The plane I’m waiting for will be diverted, probably to Heathrow, possible Gatwick.”
Mary sighed.
“Just send me a text message, Josie’s OK.”
There was a silence and he made a sort of half-strangled noise.
“I might not make it back before 3pm.”
Mary tried for a reassuring voice, but it came out more like miffed schoolteacher.
“It’s all right, I’m quite happy having Josie here, she’s no trouble.”
He thanked her and rang off as a shadow fell across her desk and she looked up at Bella. Bella sat down on the chair Josie was using.
“Charlotte’s gone off to her afternoon job.”
Mary gave Bella a straight look.
“Will she be OK?”
Bella shrugged.
“She’s a bit rusty and has never seen a site-filter like the one we are using, but I think she will cope, she is quick on the uptake.”
Mary cocked her head to one side.
“So what’s wrong?”
“She’s terribly afraid of doing something wrong. She keeps saying that this is her last chance at a decent job and doesn’t want to make a muck of it. That makes her over-cautious and she’s hesitating over even the simple things.”
Mary gazed at the Internet Café.
“Let’s hope she gains confidence.”
Bella looked out the window.
“If you wanted, I could probably manage till 2pm for a few days, give her a chance to get used to the software again and give her some back-up.”
Mary reached out and touched Bella’s arm.
“That would be great, but don’t push yourself too far.”
Bella smiled and wandered off; Mary thought about the cost of the extra hours Bella would be working.
At just before 4pm Mary received a text message on her mobile saying that Robert was ten minutes away. She looked down the library for Josie, but to no avail. Mary got up and wandered around the library, but no Josie. She was just starting to get worried when Josie suddenly appeared up the escalator. Mary gave her a serious look and said sternly, hands on hips.
“And where have you been?”
Josie stopped dead in her tracks, apprehension in her eyes.
“Only to the toilet.”
Mary cocked her head to one side.
“What’s wrong with the toilet on this floor?”
Josie became nervous and started shuffling from side to side.
“I can’t lock the door, daddy says that I must always lock the door.”
Mary closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
“Sorry Josie, I should have shown you; you push the handle up and it locks the door.”
Josie looked at the floor, still clearly disturbed by Mary’s manner.
“I didn’t mean to upset you Mary, I went straight down and came straight back up.”
She looked so pathetic that Mary suddenly wanted to give her a hug, instead Mary took her over to her desk and they sat down. Mary held Josie’s hand.
“I was just worried because I couldn’t find you, but I am sorry if I was nasty.”
Josie looked her straight in the eye.
“Does it mean I can’t come again?”
Mary gave a genuine smile.
“No it doesn’t, of course you can come again.”
Mary reached into her desk drawer.
“And I got you this. I thought that you might like to read it on your holiday.”
Josie’s eyes became like saucers.
“We’ve got this in our school, it’s brill.” She smiled at Mary.
“When do I have to bring it back?”
Mary grinned with the pleasure of having a gift received.
“You don’t have to bring it back, it’s yours; I got it from the book-shop downstairs especially for you.”
Josie fingered the cover, and said in a pitiful voice.
“Dad says that I shouldn’t accept gifts from strangers.”
Mary realised the seriousness of this.
“Am I a stranger? We’ve known each other for nearly six months.”
Josie’s face lit up. She jumped up and kissed Mary on the cheek just as Robert appeared at the top of the escalator. She turned to him.
“Look what Mary’s given me – and she’s not a stranger!”
Robert looked at Mary, bewilderment in his expression.
“You didn’t have to…”
Mary stood up.
“I wanted to.”
She turned to Josie.
“Have a good holiday.”
Josie gave her a broad grin, Robert pointed to the escalators
“Gran and grandad are at the bottom of the escalator.”
Josie waved to Mary and raced to the escalator, Robert turned to Mary.
“That’s an expensive book, are you sure?”
Mary gave him a withering look.
“If I didn’t want her to have it I wouldn’t have given it to her.”
Robert beat a hasty retreat.
Tuesday evening Mary set about giving her mother’s bedroom a thorough spring clean, as she manhandled the bedside cabinet to vacuum behind it a book fell out. Mary picked it up and went to stuff it back inside and then she stopped. It was an old medical dictionary and there was a bookmark in it. Mary opened the dictionary, the bookmark was in the section on cancer of the kidneys; Mary sat on the bed and was suddenly overcome by a single violent tremble. She read the passage in the book and then rushed to the kitchen and rummaged through the dirty linen throwing unwanted garments on the floor until she found a pair of her mother’s knickers. She inspected them closely, and another pair, and a third pair. She sat down weakly on the kitchen stool, all of them had very small, but still discernible, blood stains. She suddenly waved her hook and shouted at the ceiling.
“No God, not my mother, do you hear? Not my mother!”
She had another violent tremble and said, weakly.
“Not my mother, please God not my mother” and burst into tears.
Mary knew she was in bed, but there was something wrong; she was lying on her belly and her legs felt like lead and her arms were pinned by her side. Her nose was running and she couldn’t wipe it. She found it irritating and humiliating, especially as her nose was dripping all over the bedclothes and it was dripping blood. She needed her mother, but her mother wasn’t there. She tried to call, but only noises came out. She tried to move, but her body wouldn’t answer her requests for movement, she called again, and again and again, but her mother didn’t come. She realised that she was all alone and screamed.
Mary woke up in a sweat and found herself trembling, the house seemed absurdly empty and she pulled the bedclothes tight around her; she didn’t like being alone in the house, she didn’t like it one little bit.
The following morning passed without incident and Mary managed to maintain a façade of normality. Only when the library had closed did she sit at her desk and shake, fifteen minutes after closure her mobile phone rang, she looked at the screen of the mobile and then spoke into the mouthpiece.
“Mother!”
Her mother sounded chirpy.
“Said I’d ring you today, library shut?”
Mary sighed yes, how are you? Where are you?”
“Some dreadful motorway service station, I’m in the disabled toilet, only place to get some peace.”
Mary sighed,
“Are they treating you well?”
Her mother laughed,
“What do you expect, thumbscrews?”
“I mean are they looking after you?”
Her mother laughed again.
“Well Cathy and Jenny have been arguing about the best route to Devon for an hour, the two children have been asleep each side of me, so all is normal.”
Mary took a deep breath.
“I’ve been cleaning your room and I found the medical dictionary in the bedside cabinet – I wasn’t prying, it just fell out.”
“Oh.”
Mary waited and got no further response.
“How long mum, how long have you had blood in your urine.”
There was more silence, then she spoke hesitantly.
“About a month, maybe a couple of weeks longer.”
There was more silence and then Mary’s mother spoke with her stern no nonsense mother’s voice.
“And don’t go thinking the worst, there are at least six diseases of the kidney that lead to blood in the urine and it might be any one of them, or nothing at all. It hasn’t been getting worse.”
Mary took a deep breath.
“But you will go to the doctor when we get back?”
Her mother snorted.
“Only if you insist, can’t abide doctors pulling me about.”
Mary said firmly.
“I insist.”
She could almost feel her mother sighing.
“Well I’ll go then, but just for you mind, just for you.”
Mary decided to push the point.
“And if it gets worse you’ll go to a doctors in Devon?”
Her mother snorted.
“Only if it gets worse, I’m not letting these two think that you don’t look after me.”
There was a hammering sound in the background and her mother sighed again.
“Looks like we’re about to go. Take care.”
Mary sniffed.
“You take care. Love you.”
“Love you to.”
Mary put the mobile down and sighed, her mother was right, Mary had been on the Internet for an hour and discovered numerous diseases that left blood in the urine, some minor, most curable, but some highly undesirable. She wandered over to the Main Internet console and looked at the screen, every Wednesday afternoon they updated their virus checking software and did a sweep of the entire system; today’s download seemed to be enormous and was only half-way through. She was contemplating a quick lunch in the next door tea rooms when the doorbell rang. She made her way down, via the lift, expecting a book delivery, but it was Robert at the door. She opened it and must have looked bewildered as he smiled.
“You said I could have a look round, remember?”
She felt a fool and opened the door wide. She took him up to the library and over to her desk, she pulled out the plans and as she unfolded them she tried for polite conversation.
“You eventually got Josie and her grandparents to Aldeburgh OK?”
He grimaced.
“Not till nearly eight o’clock; A12 was blocked just north of Wickham Market and we sat for two hours on the dual carriageway going nowhere.”
Mary looked at him.
“What was the problem?”
He gave her a funny look.
“It’s been on the news, some protest about a fourth nuclear reactor at Sizewell. They parked four old caravans on the road and then set light to them, with all the holiday traffic it literally took hours to put them out – apparently they filled them with old paint – and tow them off the carriageway and then lay gravel for the traffic to go over at a snail’s pace. I came home a different route or I wouldn’t be here yet.”
Mary shrugged.
“Haven’t seen the news this morning, other things on my mind.”
He studied the plans, both old and new, and stroked his already smooth chin.
“I see what you mean; five rooms each side here with five doors, but only four doorways here.”
He looked at her.
“But nobody in their right minds builds rooms without access, can I take a look?”
Mary pointed to the back stairs.
“Help yourself, but if you don’t mind I’ll stay here.”
He smiled and walked away with all the manner of a child on a treasure hunt, Mary went back to her download.
Half an hour later, in the stillness of the closed library, Mary could hear Robert banging about upstairs. She smiled to herself, she’d already given the walls a good beating, but not found any hollow spots. She automatically raised her eyes to the ceiling and then squinted. She walked down the library and turned off the main overhead lights and walked back and once again looked up. She smiled to herself and picked up her mobile phone and dialled Robert’s number which she had entered for safety into the phone’s memory bank. She heard the phone ring and then Robert answered, all professional.
“Robert Handly.”
Mary smiled to herself at his professional tone.
“Hi Robert, it’s me, Mary, I think that I’ve found our access.”
He muttered something and then appeared from the stairwell a minute later. She pointed upwards.
“Two hatches in the ceiling directly in line with the centre windows.”
He looked up and said sarcastically.
“And you haven’t noticed them before?”
She rolled her eyes.
“I’m not in the habit of examining the ceiling, I’ve better things to do.”
Robert nodded, still in professional mode.
“Most people never look up. A ceiling is a ceiling is a ceiling.”
He turned to her.
“Have you got a ladder?”
“No, why would we need one.”
He grinned.
“To enter two of your rooms most likely!”
He pointed across the road.
“I’ll see if I can borrow one from the hardware shop over there.”
He set off on his mission and Mary finished her virus sweep of the Internet Café software and closed the system down. She wandered over to the window and saw Robert struggling across the street with what looked like a huge triple aluminium ladder. She grinned as she watched him struggle against the usual sea-breeze up the High Street and then went to turn the escalator on. He arrived upstairs with his burden.
“Thanks for the escalator, good idea that.”
He took out a small pair of binoculars from his coat packet.
“Keep these in the car.” He muttered.
He surveyed the hatch nearest the High Street and then manhandled the ladder into position. He expertly shinned up the ladder, opened the hatch and disappeared from view. Mary waited for about five minutes and then he reappeared and climbed down.
“You have just got to come and see what’s up there.”
She looked at the ladder.
“There is no way I am going up there.”
He smirked.
“Afraid of heights?”
She scowled and replied tartly.
“No I’m not afraid of heights, but I’m not risking my legs on a ladder, they can only just about bloody well do stairs so a ladder is out of the question!”
He blinked and a look of comprehension of what he had just said sank in; his face took on a sheepish expression.
“Sorry, I should have remembered that you used a stair-lift at home.”
She simmered down.
“I’m rather touchy about it.”
He nodded.
“There is another way to get you in the room, but you might not like it.”
She decided that she was not going to be beaten by his manner.
“Try me.”
“I could take you out of the window of the adjacent room, along the parapet and in through the window of the hidden room.”
This sounded even worse than a ladder as she knew that the parapet was only just over a foot wide, but she had her pride and one admission of failure a day was enough. She put on a brave face
.“Sounds fine.”
He gave his schoolboy grin and shot up the ladder, there was some banging and then he came down.
“Don’t reckon that that window has been opened for fifty years.”
They walked up the stairs and Robert watched Mary struggle up beside him. She dot-and-carried, moving up one step at a time, always leading with the left leg and pulling on the banister rail as she moved up. Halfway up he decided to take a risk, especially knowing how touchy she was on the subject of her mobility.
“Would it help if you hung onto me?”
She gave him a withering look, but still tucked her left arm into his right elbow. He tried for a light hearted comment.
“Bet you don’t come her often.”
She stopped on the half landing, gave him a curious look and then, when he was expecting a sharp retort, gave a genuine laugh instead. He could feel her shaking through their linked arms. The joke seemed to lift the air of antagonism between them and they climbed up the rest of the stairs. They walked to the adjacent room and Robert opened the window and climbed out, he climbed back in again.
“Wrong room, parapet from here looks a little wobbly.”
They proceeded to the next room and once again he climbed out and climbed in. He looked around the room, basically a storage area for old books, and then proceeded to make a progressive pile under the window. He stood back.
“Health and Safety wouldn’t like it, but I reckon it will do.”
He looked at her.
“Go up it backwards and sitting down, then I’ll help you stand up once you’re through the bottom half of the open window.”
Mary swallowed, going out the window onto a foot wide parapet was one thing, going out backwards and trusting him for help was quite another.
She had to admit failure.
“I won’t be able to stand up, I won’t be able to bend my knees far enough back.”
He didn’t comment, but looked at the sash window.
“If I open the top unit instead of the bottom, could you stand on the window ledge and get over it?”
She gulped at the prospect, but was not going to be beaten, especially with him there.
“I’ll give it a go.”
He thought for a moment.
“Stay there, I’ll just adjust the window next door.”
He almost ran from the room and Mary perched herself on the edge of and old table and waited. A minute or so later she heard some more banging from the next door room, then an oath followed by a sliding noise. He came back into her room shortly after. She grinned.
“Heard your Spanish.”
He gave a slow grin.
“Damned window dropped onto my hand.”
He walked up the pile of books, climbed over the window and then stood looking at her. He gave an encouraging smile.
“Window is so wide you won’t have to bend your knees, just sit on the top of the bottom window and swing over.”
She slowly climbed his makeshift book-staircase and sat on the top of the bottom half of the sash-window and swung her left leg over, she then tried lifting her other leg over and would have failed if he hadn’t grabbed her ankle and eased her leg over for her. The next bit was as easy as he said and within a minute she was standing on the parapet. He turned his back on her.
“Now grab hold of me and I’ll walk you slowly to the next window.” She hesitated and wanted to do it by herself, then felt the sea-breeze on her face. She walked up close to him and put her arms round his chest. They shuffled slowly along the parapet and then he helped Mary slip over the window and she stood on the window ledge inside the hidden room. He said in her ear.
“I brought a step-stool up, it should be in front of you. She turned to face him, he placed her hands under her armpits and somehow they managed to get her down the step-stool. Once she was down he came and stood beside her. She surveyed the room, it was lined with green filing cabinets on one wall and a huge desk on the other with three wooden chairs, she gratefully sat down. The hatch came up directly beneath the table. Robert did a backward mini-jump and sat on the table. Mary continued looking round.
“What is this place?”
He half-shrugged and swung his legs.
“I’ll tell you my guess. This place was built in the 1950s just as the cold-war was starting. I think it’s some sort of war-room in case of a catastrophe, the cabinets seem to be full of plans of every building in Eastburgh and the layout of sewers etc.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“I thought they built bunkers for that sort of thing?”
He shrugged again.
“So did I, seems a funny place for a war-room.”
She looked at the window and suddenly exclaimed.
“I never realised those windows were so big before, I can’t stand on my window ledge at home.”
He gave a professional smile.
“It’s a matter of proportion. Your library is more than double the height of a normal room and the shops below must be around one and half times as high; so to keep the appearance right you give the top-story high windows with a reasonably low sill and from the outside it all appears to be in order.”
He jumped off the table and walked over to the door that Mary had ignored, he opened it and there was a breeze-block wall.
“My guess is you come up through the hatch and knock out the doorway and bingo, a fully kitted out war-room.”
He pulled out a few drawers, as he had said they all seemed to be full of plans. Eventually he got to the last cabinet, it was locked.
“Got a jemmy?”
She smiled at the preposterousness of it.
“Always keep one in my back pocket.”
He inspected the cabinet and smiled before manhandling in out from the wall. He then got behind it and tipped it forward, he grimace.
“Can you give the top drawer a sharp tug.”
She grabbed the handle and pulled, the drawer slid open. He let the back of the cabinet drop to the floor, came round, took out the top drawer, which was empty, fiddled with the mechanism inside and the put the top drawer back. He started opening the other drawers. She laughed.
“I shan’t ask where you learnt that trick.”
He shrugged.
“Old war-time cabinet, they skimped on the thickness of the metal sheet, they’re supposed to be screwed to the wall.”
His labours appeared to be in vain as the top three drawers were empty, he pulled out the bottom drawer and both their mouths dropped open. He inspected the contents and counted.
“I make it about two hundred.”
“What are they?”
He picked one of the coins up and handed it to her.
“Guineas, I think that they are gold guineas.”
He returned to look at the drawer.
“Make that four hundred, there’s two layers.”
Mary suddenly shivered.
“Surely nobody in their right mind would leave hundreds of gold coins just lying about.”
He sat down on a chair.
“Surely no-body in their right mind would invent a bomb that could destroy even the biggest city.”
“But surely someone must know they are here.”
He closed the drawer and manhandled the cabinet back against the wall.
“Who knows? I must admit I would have thought that when the cold-war ended they would have been retrieved.”
He glanced around.
“Notice anything else.”
She looked around.
“No.”
“There’s very little dust, the window has a special rubber seal and there’s no air-brick; ventilation to keep the place from damp is via the hatch, it has some small holes drilled in it.”
He suddenly looked at his watch.
“We’d better go back down , I promised the hardware store that I would return the ladder before five.”
She took a deep breath.
“Lead on Macduff, but please don’t throw me over the edge now you know I have a fortune stashed away.”
He chuckled.
“I’ll wait till you’ve made out your will,” and started to help her climb the step-stool, which she did by placing her forearms on his shoulders and using the strength of her arms to take most of her body-weight; it was probably excruciatingly painful for him, but he gave not a single grunt.
After clearing up the books they made their way back downstairs with Mary once again tucking her left arm into Robert’s right elbow. Once in the library Mary sat down to heave a sigh of relief while Robert scuttled up the ladder, closed the window and came down carrying the step-stool. He looked at his watch and moved the ladder over to the other hatch. He scuttled back up the ladder and heaved against the hatch to no avail. He rattled the hatch and then came back down.
“Your not going to believe this, but I think it’s bolted from the inside.”
Mary sat still, her legs felt like jelly for no good reason; she’d given them far more exercise in the past.
“But surely that’s impossible?”
He shrugged.
“Perhaps there’s a way in via the room’s ceiling. Anyway I’d better get this ladder back.”
He expertly closed the ladder and made his way to the escalator, once he was out of sight she pulled out the golden guinea that she had slipped into her pocket. She cleaned it with a tissue and it glittered in the sunlight. She slipped it back into her pocket before he returned. He flopped down in a chair.
“I’ve closed the front door and bolted it.”
She nodded “Thanks.”
He looked at the ceiling, clearly enjoying the adventure.
“Can I come back tomorrow night and try through the roof-space?”
She smiled.
“You can come and try during the day, I’ll just say that you’re an architect doing an inspection, after all most of that is true.”
He grinned.
“Tomorrow morning it is then.”
He stood up and hesitated.
“Have you eaten?”
She carefully considered her answer and decided that they were partners in crime, well not crime exactly, but fellow adventurers.
“No.”
He was clearly undecided.
“But I guess you’ve got to go home and cook for your mum.”
“She’s on holiday with my sisters.”
He suddenly broke into a beaming smile.
“Then may I take you to dinner, or high-tea, or whatever you want to eat?”
Her legs had virtually stopped shaking so she heaved herself to her feet.
“Next door, but it’s strictly Dutch.”
He took on a wounded look.
“I would like to thank you for looking after Josie, she’s rather taken with you.”
She half-smiled.
“Well just this once.”
She turned the escalator off.
“We can go to the restaurant next door through this way.”
He followed her like a lamb being led to the slaughter.
Forty minutes later they started eating their respective meals, she had rice and savoury mince, him a full plate of ham egg and chips plus extra onion rings. They had already practically exhausted their joint range of small talk. Each carefully avoided asking any questions about the other, specially the burning questions each would like to address out of curiosity. Mary went to take a mouthful of rice.
“Does Josie see her grandparents often?”
Robert swallowed a hot chip
.“Once or twice a year, but they are not really her grandparents.”
Perplexity must have been displayed on Mary’s face because Robert paused his conveyance of food from plate to mouth. He poked out his jaw.
“Shall we try and be real with one another? I’ll try and answer the questions that I think are on your mind and vice versa?”
Mary was slightly taken aback and his direct approach, but nodded. Robert smiled.
“Lets start with the grandparents and Josie’s mother.”
He took a small mouthful of ham.
“Josie’s mum walked out of our lives when Josie was two and a half. We’d met at University and she had studied Egyptology and Archaeology. I went to University slightly late in life as I had spent five years backpacking round the world, so I was happy to get married at the start of our last autumn term. Josie was born the following August, she was not planned and Marcia had serious post-natal depression following her birth. Marcia recovered from her depression and I thought that all was well. Her leaving was a total and utter surprise to me and I’m pretty sure now that it wasn’t planned, but a spur of the moment decision; when she left she took only her handbag and passport; I had to send the rest of her chattels on later. She left me a curt note that said that she was not willing to put her career on hold and was leaving to join an archaeological dig in Cairo. She had the decency to leave a small silver cross on a chair for Josie, but that’s all. I did fly out to see her, but it was a painful and unfruitful meeting.”
Mary was astounded.
“Did she have a breakdown?”
Robert shook his head.
“She had an offer from her old professor and a chance to dig in the sand and she decided that took preference over bringing up Josie. She’s never been back and never contacted Josie.”
He sounded bitter. He ate a chip.
“We divorced two years ago, as far as I know she living by herself.”
Mary watched his face.
“That must have been hard.”
He gave a fleeting smile.
“That is an understatement. I had just joined a practice as a fledgling architect and I had to leave that and work at home to look after Josie. I started my own business drawing plans and gaining planning permission for people who wanted house extensions. It’s not what I really wanted to do, but it brought in the cash.”
Mary pried a little.
“Is that what you still do?”
He nodded.
“More or less. Planning permission has become harder to get in certain areas and more and more architectural practices are contracting out the drawing work as it’s seen as unglamorous. On the other hand since Josie has been at school I have re-forged some links with my original partner and do some slightly more ‘sexy’ work with him.”
He fell silent and she felt that she had to fill the void.
“I had a parachuting accident.”
He gave a self satisfied smile.
“I know.”
Mary was taken aback.
“How?”
He looked mildly embarrassed.
“I checked you out.”
He noted Mary’s expression and hastily continued.
“I was leaving Josie in your care, I didn’t know you from Eve.”
Mary took a deep breath and held back a sharp retort, after all it was a reasonable explanation.
“So what did you find?”
Robert finished off his last chips.
“I put your name in an Internet search engine and came up with a couple of hundred pages, I was quite surprised. They ranged from the magazine article, ‘the girl with a thousand stitches’ to a gory blow by blow description in some special edition of a medical journal about treating people with severe trauma.”
He leant back.
“I also found out that you were the County schools champion for the 200 metres sprint and set a blistering record that wasn’t broken for five years. And that you resigned from the County library service over their policy of allowing pornographic books to be taken out by all ages.”
She grinned.
“But I wasn’t on a pervert’s list.”
He shook his head and leant forward.
“Did you really have a thousand stitches?”
She winced.
“Actually I never counted them, but believe me falling into a pile of glazed flowerpots from a great height wasn’t a bright thing to do. It was actually the sharp edges of the broken pots that caused the most damage, they tore the muscles and tendons in my right leg into shreds and didn’t do much for my left leg either.”
He nodded and gave her a broad grin.
“And the article said that your buttocks were very interesting!”
She gave him a withering look.
“Lets leave my buttocks out of this shall we?” She laughed. “Actually I couldn’t sit down for months and had to lie on a special mattress with holes in the right places.”
The waitress cleared away the plates and he ordered a piece of apple pie; the waitress turned to Mary.
“Usual?”
“Yes please Joan.”
Robert looked at her.
“Bet you come her often?”
She smiled at the repeated joke.
“Often enough.”
He nodded through the wall.
“How long you worked here?”
She thought.
“Just under six years. I came here from the council job; all I know is books and there is no way I could work in a book-shop”
He nodded.
“Because you’d be on your feet all day.”
“Exactly; here I’m at the desk most of the time and on the odd occasion when I am behind the counter there is a cut-down high-stool for me to use.”
Mary flashed Robert a nearly dazzling smile.
“Your turn - tell me about the non-grandparents.”
He chuckled.
“When Marcia left me I saw this article in the local press about this church near me that was offering surrogate grandparents. I contacted them and got put in touch with Grace and Michael, they sort of adopted Josie as their granddaughter. It was all carefully managed and approved by Social Services. It’s been a Godsend. But they moved to Norway to be near their own daughter last year, so Josie hasn’t seen much of them lately, least not in the flesh; they have web-chats at least once a week.”
Mary unconsciously rubbed her left knee.
“With webcams?”
“Of course.”
Mary gave a concerned look.
“What about Marcia’s parents?”
Robert shook his head.
“They didn’t approve of me, didn’t come to the wedding and only saw Josie at her baptism. Marcia said that given time they would come round, we obviously didn’t have enough time for that to happen.”
The pudding arrived and Robert looked at Mary’s plate.
“What on earth is that?”
She picked up a spoon.
“Minced bread and butter pudding. I gained a liking for it when I was in hospital, there is nothing quite like it.”
Robert shook his head in disbelief.
“You can say that again.”
He suddenly looked at her.
“And what do you intend to do with the gold coin you slipped into your pocket?”
Mary laughed.
“Don’t miss much do you? I’m going to take it to Bill the Jeweller down the road for a valuation.”
He nodded.
“Sensible, but then I guess you are always sensible, you strike me as the sensible type.”
She deliberately ignored the comment.
“So what’s it like bringing up a young girl as a male single parent?”
He grimaced.
“Difficult. She needs a woman in her life and her non-grandparents are now too far away.”
Mary chuckled and with only half her mind on the conversation replied.
“So what are you doing about it?”
He smiled.
“Talking to you.
Following Robert’s remark the world seemed to slow down for Mary and the background noise faded away. Robert seemed to be sitting opposite her with an over-smug smile on his face as the rest of the restaurant faded from her consciousness. She gulped for air.
“Pardon?”
Robert went to open his mouth, but she held her hand up.
“Was that a proposal?”
A look of extreme horror crossed his face.
“Good grief no, absolutely not, I was thinking more of you as a friendly aunt.”
Mary’s heart started to beat again.
“So the lady’s not good enough for a wife, but good enough to be a surrogate aunt until somebody better comes along.”
He rolled his eyes in exasperation.
“I didn’t mean it like that! Why do you have to take everything so…”
He didn’t finish the sentence but took a deep breath.
“Let me try again. Josie thinks an awful lot of you, more than any other woman she has come into contact with; you seemed to have naturally bonded. I was just suggesting that it may be good for Josie to get to know you better.”
Mary replied sharply.
“Then I suppose you hope that she’d realise what a bitch I am and lose interest.”
Robert looked appalled.
“I don’t mean it like that at all, your twisting my meaning again. I think it would be good for Josie to get to know you more .”
She tossed her head.
“Because I am sensible.”
Robert sighed.
“Partly, but also because I think you would be good for her; you’ve already done wonders for her self-esteem.”
Mary took a moment to simmer down, uncertain of the cause of her anger. He used the time to re-think his strategy.
“Look, let me put it another way, I want the best for Josie and I thing you are the best.”
Her nose twitched.
“The best of a bad lot, or the best.”
He reached over the table and placed his hand over her left wrist.
“The best.”
She was not sure about the absolute meaning of his words, but his actions spoke volumes. People normally avoided touching her left wrist, whether from fear of hurting her or disgust she didn’t know, but he had no such inhibitions. She said, in a more passive voice.
“What did you mean about self-esteem?”
He smiled.
“You haven’t been condescending to her, or treated her like a three year old; over the last few days she’s almost visible grown in confidence. Now I know what comes swiftly can go equally swiftly, but no-body else has had that effect on her.”
The waitress came and poured out some coffee, Robert sat back and let go of Mary to give her room. Mary stirred her coffee, he poured two sugars straight into his cup, he looked up.
“Would you like a sugar?”
“Please.”
He opened a packet and poured it in her cup; she stirred her coffee again.
“What would you expect me to do?”
He shrugged.
“Be yourself, talk about girlie things, take her shopping.”
Mary tested her coffee for temperature.
“Can I sleep on it?”
He sighed with exasperation.
“What’s there to sleep on, I’m not asking much.”
Mary gave him a stern look.
“Oh yes you are. You know and I know that if I do this properly then I’m going to get emotionally involved with her. The more I see her the more ‘bonding’ there will be and the more the relationship will move from the impersonal to the personal. If I’m going to do it properly I don’t want to be bounced into it I want to make a positive decision in my own time.”
He nodded, looking slightly disappointed.
“Sounds fair enough.”
She mellowed a little.
“Look this is all new to me. I never see my sister’s children and I’m not sure if I really am the best person to teach a little girl anything.”
He looked mildly surprised.
“I don’t want you to teach her anything, I just want you to continue what you’ve been doing, that is being natural with her.”
He suddenly looked at his watch and an anxious look crossed his face.
“Do they mind mobile phones in here?”
Mary nodded and passed over her keys that were on the table.
“Go in the library.”
He shot out the fire exit and Mary had some time to think, but came to no conclusions.
Robert returned and gave her back the keys.
“Eerie place your library.” He smiled. “Josie sends her love and says that the book you gave her is brill.”
Mary laughed.
“Doesn’t she have any other positive adjectives other than brill?”
When Mary got home she took her mother’s bedclothes from the tumble dryer and remade her bed, leaving the duvet turned down to let it air. She pottered about doing a few jobs, undertook her leg exercises and then inspected the gold coin again. Eventually she got ready for bed and sat on the edge of it; she said aloud, and self consciously.
“Look God, I didn’t ask for any of this. I didn’t ask to be involved with this little girl and I’m not sure if I’d be a good influence anyway.”
She paused wondering how to go on.
“I just want peace of mind when I make the decision. I don’t want to upset the girl, but equally I don’t want to start something I’m not capable of finishing.”
She swung herself into bed, she was still not sure about this praying lark, but if God was God, why not talk to him?
Mary was falling. She was falling when she knew that she should be floating. She tried flapping her arms, but she was still falling. She passed through a cloud and found herself in the middle of a pile of flower pots, everybody was staring at her, people were screaming. She tried to stand up, but her legs were all bendy. Josie appeared from nowhere, looked at her and screamed. Mary woke with a violent start, her heart racing and her pulse audibly in her head. She took some deep breaths and then burst into tears and pounded her pillow.
“Why me God, why me.”
She lay back in the bed feeling totally drained and a curious thought entered her head, if not her then who else? If someone had to sky-dive into a load of pots, who should do it if Mary didn’t have to? She imagined the local traffic warden doing a nose dive and the dreadful slob in the filling station plummeting to a grisly end. And then she saw in her dreamy minds eye Josie getting ready to jump from an aeroplane. She screamed, ‘no not Josie, I’ll jump, let me jump, not Josie, no not Josie.’ She ran forward as if to catch Josie and found herself running her best ever race. It was a balmy spring day, she could feel the warmth of the sun on her face and the anger in her heart that her sisters had told her to lose he race as they had bet on someone else. She could feel herself pounding down the track and ran straight through the winning tape into her bedroom, where Jenny pinned her to the bed and Cathy unmercifully beat the back of her legs with the loo brush. And once again she awoke in a dreadful sweat. Trembling she swung herself to sit on the edge of the bed and put her head in her hands and took some deep breaths to regain some control; she moaned to herself. After a few moments she laid back down, she knew that she had to do something about the nightmares, but what?
The following morning, after opening the library, she went to the jewellers and sought out Bill, she passed him the gold coin. He looked at it, weighed it, sought information from a book and then turned to her.
“Curious piece this, I’ll just phone an expert.”
Mary studied the cases of ear-rings and wondered if she had enough courage to get her ears pierced. Bill sidled up to her.
“Fairly painless you know, quick pop and they’re in.”
She smiled.
“Don’t think so, my mother always told me that if we were meant to have holes in our ears we’d have been born with them.”
Bill laughed.
“Come through to the back.”
Mary went through to his little workshop and he passed her a chair.
“Interesting little coin this, I suppose you want to know what it’s worth?”
She nodded and held her breath
He tapped it with his fingernail.
“For starters it is gold so there is always the value of the gold. It’s supposed to be a guinea, but the last English guineas were issued in 1813, so you could say that it is a forgery as it is dated 1952.”
He made a circular motion with his hands.
“On the other hand my coin expert says that there was a strong rumour in the 1960s that the government had some gold guineas minted just after the war and stashed them away in their nuclear shelters. The theory being that if law and order had broken down gold coins would be a useful currency. It’s only a rumour mind and no one has ever turned up with one.” He smiled. “If they did, of course, it would be worth a small fortune, especially if they could get the Mint or the Bank of England to verify that it was genuine.”
Mary smiled, hardly breathing.
“What’s a small fortune?”
He tapped the telephone.
“My mate says he’d pay £10,000 for one and still make a profit at auction.”
Bill smiled again.
“He also said that if you had two the price would probably hold, but five would start to bring the price down as the rarity factor diminished.”
He passed the coin back to Mary.
“I don’t suppose you’ll tell me where you got it?”
Mary smiled and shook her head.
“But if I do sell any I’ll come to you first.”
He nodded and led her out into the shop, she stopped.
“Is it really painless?”
He was mystified for a moment and then smiled.
“I’m told it throbs a little afterwards.”
She looked at the earrings.
“Can you do me now?”
Bill waved to his female assistant, who came over. He said to Mary gently.
“Kylie does the ear piercing, she puts in basic gold studs and then, when the holes are nice and formed, you put in what you like.”
Kylie inspected Mary’s ears and made a short humming noise.
“You’ve got nice big tapered lobes, just made for two rings.”
Mary closed her eyes.
“Go ahead, but make it quick. I’ve waited twenty years to have this done.”
Kylie pressed a leaflet into Mary’s hands.
“Read and follow the instructions and you’ll have no problems, now just hold still…”
Mary went back into the library wondering if she had lost her mind. Serena stopped her and then broke into a broad grin.
“Mary, you’ve had your ears done!”
She touched her nose and Mary squirmed.
“Ears are enough Serena.”
Serena smiled.
“Well I’ve got good news for you, takings over the last two days are 5% up.”
“How come?”
Serena grinned.
“I’ve worked out what’s happening. Each supermarket manager can make their own decisions about books and our lady up the road is taking whatever book she can buy cheaply in bulk from the warehouse. I don’t think she realises that most of the time the bulk stocks they have are books that don’t sell well and have been returned to the warehouse under sale or return. However, she never stocks any supplementary books. At the moment they’re offering Meredith Mannett’s Fratricide by candlelight, I didn’t like it at all, you knew by page 12 that the handyman was the culprit. The point is that it is a slim book of around 60,000 words, far below the normal novel word-count. I’ve stocked up on the others in the series, Homicide by limelight, Suicide by sunlight, Matricide by moonlight, and Patricide by firelight. They’ve all been selling well and I’ve even taken some advance orders on the next offering.
“Regicide by starlight.”
Mary burst into laughter.
“Just how many books can he get in that series?”
“According to the book-press there’s two more to come, one on suicide and one on tyrannicide, apparently he’s going to give infanticide a miss.”
Mary nodded at the re-instated travel section.
“What’s happening with travel?”
“The supermarket only sells books on foreign countries or big cities, so we’re selling books in Suffolk and East Anglia again.”
Serena hesitated.
“I’ve been getting the murder books on a sale or return basis, I know the profit margin is less, but I thought it was a bit risky.”
Mary patted her on the arm.
“Wise decision, I now know why you run the book-shop, I’d never have thought of stocking sequels.”
Serena beamed and then briefly closed her eyes.
“Sorry, almost forgot, there’s some architect chappie poking about upstairs, said you’d know all about it.”
Mary nodded, she did know, but then again she had forgotten.
Ten minutes later Mary looked up from her desk to see a thin spotty youth standing on the other side of the desk. The girl managed a smiled.
“The people at the counter said I had to see you.”
Mary smiled in return.
“What about?”
The girl sort of writhed inside her dress, she said timidly.
“I wondered if you’d have a summer job.”
Mary motioned the girl to sit down. In some respects she reminded Mary of herself. She’d seen the girl in the library before, she was always on the edge of the crowd, never in the centre and always seemed reluctant to push herself forward. Mary said quietly.
“Tell me about yourself.”
The girl’s face adopted a terrified appearance and she half-shrugged.
“Just taken twelve GCSEs, hoping to do three A levels next year.”
Mary tried for a reassuring smile.
“What subjects?”
“English Literature, History and Latin.”
Mary pointed to the shelves.
“What books have you read recently, and I don’t mean schoolbooks.”
The girl was now on more solid ground, she rattled off ten titles and Mary questioned her closely about the story-lines of two of them. Mary said.
“So if I employed you, what would you want to do?”
She took a deep breath.
“Work in the book-shop.”
There was some laughter from the Internet café and the girl shivered. Mary looked over to see a mixed group of youths laughing. Mary looked at the girl.
“What’s going on?”
She turned a shade of pink.
“They don’t think I stand a cat’s chance in hell of getting a job.”
All of a sudden Bella was wagging a finger at the lad who seemed to be the ringleader and even at a distance Mary could see that his cheeks had turned red. Mary turned back to the girl.
“What’s your name and how old are you?”
“Jasmine Felicity Cook and I’m sixteen.”
Mary nodded and rummaged in a drawer, she passed some papers across to Jasmine.
“Fill these in and get your parents to sign the consent form at the back and I’ll give you a summer job five days a week, but that would include Saturdays as they are our busiest days. And I can’t promise it will always be in the book-shop, but they have been asking for an extra pair of hands.”
Jasmine hesitated and blurted out.
“Do I have to work Sundays?”
Mary shook her head.
“None of us work Sundays and even though a lot of shops are open on a Sunday we don’t open the book-shop.”
The girl grabbed the papers.
“When can I start?”
“Bring me the forms in the morning and if they are OK, you’ll be on the payroll, but I’ll still expect names and addresses of two referees.”
Jasmine froze and then echoed in a weak voice.
“Referees?”
“People who will tell me that your trustworthy.”
She opened and closed her mouth like a goldfish. Mary decided to help her out.
“A school teacher, your Vicar, a previous employer…”
The girl relaxed.
“Could I give my Minister and the lady who runs the stables?”
Mary raised her eyebrows.
“Why the lady who runs the stables?”
“I help out with the riding scheme for the disabled; mostly it’s leading the ponies up and down.”
Mary nodded.
“They’ll be fine.”
Jasmine smiled in total relief and perhaps in triumph. She wandered away and Mary remembered her first summer job in a children’s book-shop. She had loved every minute of it, especially as her older sister’s wouldn’t be seen dead in a shop that only catered for the under twelve’s. Mary got up and went to the Internet Café to see Bella.
“What was the problem?”
Bella shrugged.
“Nothing I couldn’t handle.”
Mary sense there was something Bella didn’t want to say.
“I didn’t say you couldn’t handle it, I wondered what the commotion was all about.”
Bella looked away from her.
“They just made some rude remarks.”
Mary gave her a curious look and went back to her desk; Bella sighed with relief, she hadn’t wanted to tell Mary that most of the youths called her Mistress Hook or Old Miss Sourpuss.
Mary worked steadily to lunch-time on her rates appeal and was just about to sneak away to her hidey-hole when Robert came out of the back-staircase doorway. He walked straight over, he looked agitated.
“Anywhere we can talk?”
She led him to her little room and closed the door. Robert grinned.
“This must be your secret place Josie was on about.”
Mary put her fingers to her lips.
“Shush, don’t tell.”
He chuckled and pulled a laptop computer out of his oversize briefcase.
“There is no way in via the remarkable small roof-space, so I used a fibre optic lens. Drilled a small hole in the ceiling and poked it through.” He turned the laptop towards her. “I can record what it sees on here.”
Mary looked at the screen and he pressed a button, a distorted view of the room appeared on the screen and the camera lens slowly swung through 360 degrees. It was a weird show. One wall seemed to be taken up with what looked like wet suits and full face gas-masks, Mary counted twenty, each with a large pair of over-boots underneath. The smaller wall with the window had a bench seat, under which were three wooden chests. However, it was the third wall that held her attention. She looked at Robert.
“Are they what I think they are?”
He nodded.
“I can’t record everything, but I did have a good look on high resolution. I think the rack holds nine rifles and three shotguns, plus – I think – two revolvers hanging in some sort of canvass webbing.”
His head was so close to hers as they looked at the screen she could smell his aftershave.
“And I think the suits are radiation suits, not wet-suits.”
Mary stood upright.
“So your idea about a war-room cum nerve centre was bang-on. If they were expecting unrest, you’d need properly equipped soldiers to handle the situation.”
Robert nodded.
“But now what?”
Mary sat down.
“I’ve no idea, but I guess we can’t just sell the stuff. Just because it’s in our building doesn’t mean that we own it.”
Robert gave a short laugh.
“But I bet you’ve been paying rent on those rooms for years.”
Mary gave him a peculiar look; that aspect of the situation had never occurred to her. She replied.
“I guess I’ll have to go and see someone in the council, when I find out who will you come with me?”
He smiled and Mary thought that he was still treating it as a schoolboy adventure.
“Love to.”
Mary reached into her locker and offered him a sandwich, he hesitated and then took one.
“What are they?”
“Marmite and tomato.”
He put it back. Mary almost choked with laughter at the expression on his face.
“Not to your taste?”
He almost shuddered.
“Josie loves the stuff, but I can’t even bear the smell.”
Mary stopped chewing.
“And I’ve slept on it; I will be Josie’s surrogate aunt.”
His face practically split into two.
“Actually I’ve had an idea. Josie has never been baptised, so I wondered if we could change you from aunt to Godmother, it would be a natural step for Josie to think of you as Godmother.”
Mary sighed and he held up his hands.
“Let me guess, you want to think about it?”
She nodded.
“Aunt is one thing, Godmother is quite another.”
They sat in silence for a few moments with Mary eating and Robert grimacing at every mouthful. He suddenly said, with exaggerated carefulness.
“Josie told me that your on holiday next week.”
Mary nodded as her mouth was full.
“Anything planned?” He said.
Mary shrugged.
“I was going to take mum out for days, but she’s in Devon with my sisters.”
He shuffled his feet.
“Now I don’t want you to get the wrong idea and I’m not making any sort of improper suggestions, but if you wanted you could come to London with us.”
Mary looked at him in total amazement.
“Pardon?”
He hurried on with eagerness in his eyes.
“We’ve got plenty of room; I’m borrowing a friend’s London flat and it’s got two bedrooms and a fold-out sofa. It would be a good chance for you to get to know Josie better and you’d be in the centre of London for a week, so you could do some shopping.”
The look on Mary’s face made him carry on without pausing.
“And we could take in some shows and suchlike, Josie would love that.”
He petered out and then managed a feeble.
“It was just an idea.”
Mary reached for her second sandwich.
“Have to take my car.”
He looked startled.
“Pardon?”
“Have to take my car, it’s insured for any driver so you could drive it, but I wouldn’t want to be without my transport, just in case.”
He blinked as if not quite believing what she had said.
“Josie said that your car was sort of funny.”
“It’s left hand drive and automatic.”
He looked surprised and then understanding crossed his face.
“Of course; leaves your right hand for the auxiliary controls, that must be a boon.”
He hesitated.
“So you’ll come?”
She nodded.
“Haven’t been to London for years, but I won’t come out with you every day mind.”
He looked like a schoolboy who had found a cache of cream cakes.
“Wouldn’t expect you to.”
He looked at his watch and Mary brushed some crumbs off her jeans.
“When do we leave?”
He suddenly looked sheepish again and re-shuffled his feet.
“Friday evening; I’m supposed to pick Josie up at Aldeburgh at seven?”
Mary tut-tutted.
“Don’t give a girl much time do you? I’ll pick you up after work at about five-forty, OK?”
He looked at his watch again, Mary decided on a tease.
“Boring you am I?”
A momentary look of apprehension crossed his face before he saw the smile on hers.
“Got a planning committee presentation at two-thirty, it’s my third attempt to get an extension on the old-people’s home on the cliff-top.”
Mary started peeling her banana.
“What’s the problem, I thought space in old-people’s homes was at a premium.”
He shrugged.
“Local conservation society is objecting; the original building is Edwardian and they want an Edwardian style extension, but that is economically unfeasible.”
Mary gave a malevolent smile.
“Town Hall is Edwardian, but that didn’t stop them sticking a glass and plastic monstrosity on the back of it?”
Robert gave a slow smile.
“You know I’d never thought of that.”
He hesitated for something to say and then turned and stopped at the door.
“You sure about London?”
She gave him a withering look.
“If I say yes I mean yes.”
He scuttled through the door without answering.
When Mary finished lunch she checked the library and then went down to the book-shop. She waited while Serena served a young boy and then said quietly.
“I’m popping out shopping for a moment so your in charge; upstairs seems all quiet, Bella is briefing Charlotte; Lorna and Sally are on the desk. I’ll be about an hour.”
Serena nodded and Mary left the shop for the high street. Olga gave Serena a mystified look.
“What’s up with her? She normally never stops working, but this week she’s taken time out to have her ears pierced and now gone shopping!”
Serena gave her gentle smile.
“Don’t begrudge her a little time off, we owe our jobs to her.”
Olga looked up from pricing the sale books.
“Pardon? I thought John was our employer, not her.”
Serena half nodded and half shook her head.
“You haven’t been here long, but six years ago everything was a lot more uncertain. John had lost interest following his wife’s death and the place was a financial disaster area, down here we were living from hand to mouth. For two months I had to wait till Saturday to get paid and take the money straight from the till. When he hired Mary it was like a breath of fresh air, she’d turned the place around within a year, enlarged the children’s section, stocked up with cheap romances and opened the Internet Café; mark you she worked ten or twelve hours a day. John may own the shop and library, but Mary is the one who keeps us employed. John just likes to come in and be the figurehead, I think he treats it like a glorified hobby, but everyone is aware that without Mary he’d have a serious problem.”
Olga considered this.
“But she can be so prickly at times.”
Serena slightly shrugged.
“It’s her way, we’re all different; she may be prickly, but she’s never rude and she always respects other points of view.”
Olga picked up the pile of sale books.
“I suppose you’ll be queen bee next week while she’s away.”
Serena nodded.
“Reluctantly. I like the book-shop, but the library is not really my cup of tea.”
Olga sniffed.
“Guess it just runs itself really.”
Serena smiled.
“Have you ever seen the staff rota? Have you any idea what happens when someone goes sick?”
They both laughed.
Mary returned just after three and staggered to her desk. She sat down and took some deep breaths, her right leg ached really badly and she’d had enough of walking around. She got straight down to tackling her paperwork to clear the decks as much as she could to make it easier for Serena the following week. Just before closing time she looked up to see her Vicar smiling down at her, he waved his hand around.
“I can’t seem to find the reference section?”
Mary nodded.
“That’s because we haven’t got one; we’re a lending library not a public library.”
He seemed taken aback.
“I just wanted to look at an encyclopædia.”
Mary pointed down the library.
“See either of the two ladies at the main console and they’ll log you on to an on-line encyclopædia.”
The concept seemed beyond his grasp, but he smiled benevolently at her.
“Don’t forget, if you want to come, there’s my discussion group this evening.”
It took a few seconds to remember what he was talking about.
“Sorry, off on an unexpected holiday tomorrow so I’ve got to pack.”
He smiled in understanding.
“I guess your daughter will like that.”
Mary had a million things to do, and explaining her relationship with Josie to the vicar was not one of them. However, one thought did cross her mind.
“But I would like to talk to you sometime about something private.”
He rotated his Panama hat in his hands.
“Before or after your holiday,?”
She hesitated and he read the inner anguish somewhere inside her.
“I could see you early evening tonight, say about six?”
He looked round absently.
“Or if you want I could hang on, I think you shut soon.”
She looked at her watch in surprise and looked back at him.
“I would be grateful, but I don’t want to trouble you.”
He smiled.
“No trouble at all.”
He ambled over to talk with Charlotte and Mary began to wonder if she had made a wise decision.
Forty minutes later Mary sat the other side of one of the library windows from the vicar, she was beginning to wonder if this was a good idea. She looked at him.
“I don’t know where to begin.”
His eyes took on a far-away look.
“Begin anywhere, I’m sure you’ll say all you want to in the end.”
She looked out of the window and then looked back.
“This is confidential.”
He face took on a look of absolute understanding.
“Between you, me and God; nobody else.”
She hesitated and paused for what seemed like an age; he didn’t stir. Eventually she said in a matter of fact tone.
“I’ve been getting nightmares. Two years ago it was one a year, one year ago it was once a month, now it’s nearly every night.”
He didn’t bat an eyelid.
“What sort of nightmares?”
She swallowed, knowing that she was going to eventually reveal some family secrets.
“I had a bad accident fourteen years ago, I keep re-living that in a surreal way.”
He nodded.
“And is that the only one?”
“And I was bullied when in my early teens, I dream about that. If I’m honest just about anything gets caught up in them and I always come to a sticky end.”
“But there is always one of the same two core subjects?”
She looked out of the window.
“And I’m frightened of being alone.”
She turned her head to look him straight in the face.
“I don’t mean frightened as in mildly alarmed, I mean frightened as in absolutely bloody terrified. So frightened that I’ve accepted a holiday with people I don’t know so as not to be in the house alone.”
She saw some perplexity in his eyes and she added.
“Josie doesn’t live with me.”
He said quietly.
“What makes you so frightened?”
She gave a fleeting smile.
“I can analyse it in my head, but it doesn’t stop the nightmares. When I was young if I was alone at home and my sisters came in I got bullied. When I had my accident I couldn’t communicate as I couldn’t use either arm and my tongue and nose were so swollen they had given me a tracheotomy. No-one seemed to understand what I needed and I felt dreadfully isolated. That is until my mother arrived; she just knew what I needed.”
He seemed to backtrack.
“You said that you were bullied in your youth, when did it stop?”
Mary looked out of the window, she knew that she could end the conversation now, but she also knew that her family secret would go no further.
“It stopped when my mother caught my sisters red-handed.”
She studiously studied the sweet-shop across the road.
“It was the Easter holidays and my sisters favourite trick was to roll me in a blanket so that I couldn’t move my arms or legs, stuff my mouth with a couple of pairs of their dirty knickers and then sit on me. They even did it once or twice when my parents were downstairs. They’d lay me on my belly and Jenny would sit on my hips so she could pull my hair while Cathy sat on my legs so she could nip the skin on the soles of my feet between her fingernails.”
Mary didn’t realise that tears were beginning to roll down her face.
“But that Easter they got it wrong, they were sitting on me in mum’s bedroom and using her make-up thinking that she had gone to work, but she had forgotten her purse and came back and found them. She made them take the blanket off me and once she saw the bruises on the back of my legs she knew that there was something dreadfully wrong.”
He didn’t say anything so after a moment she continued.
“She went ape. I think she would have thrown them out, I was fourteen and they were seventeen. In the end Dad prevailed, I think he preferred them anyway, firstborn and all that; so we all went to a family therapy unit.”
He murmured.
“Was it helpful?”
Mary shrugged.
“It stopped the bullying if that’s what you mean, but I came away thinking that I must have done something frightful to provoke them. I think only mum understood that the bullying had been happening on and off for years in different ways.”
She suddenly realised that she was crying and pulled a tissue out of her sleeve.
“Six years ago I had a drink with my younger brother and he became slightly drunk, he would have been ten when it all came out in the open and he wasn’t involved in the group therapy, he told me that they’d bullied him as well.”
She looked at the vicar.
“I’d spent years believing that I was to blame, when it was just them.”
The vicar nodded and there was another silence, he suddenly spoke gently.
“So it was your mother who found out about the bullying and your mother who helped you after your accident.”
Mary nodded.
“And my mother who nursed me when I came home from hospital and found out that I could do sod all.”
She suddenly realised who she was talking to.
“Sorry.”
He smiled.
“Don’t mind me, I was in the army for ten years.” He leant forward. “And how is your mother now?”
She went quiet and then said hesitantly.
“I’m not sure, she says that she is OK, but her angina is getting worse and her blood pressure can be out of this world.”
She looked out of the window again.
“I know, I know, she has to die sometime.”
He sat back in his chair slightly.
“But you’d rather it wasn’t now?”
She looked at him for a moment and then said passionately.
“I’d rather she didn’t die in pain. I hate pain, I’ve always hated pain, even as a child I wouldn’t brush my teeth with cold water in case one of my teeth gave a twinge. I can’t bear the thought of her dying in pain, I spent two years in absolute bloody agony and I wouldn’t wish that on anybody, especially her.”
He nodded in understanding.
“But how she dies is out of your power, unless your suggesting…”
A look of horror crossed her face.
“I could never kill mum, no matter what the provocation. She couldn’t kill me when I begged her to and I couldn’t bring myself to kill her either.”
She calmed down.
“It’s just the nightmares, I can cope well now, it’s just the nightmares.”
He looked out of the window and said almost casually.
“And how’s the pain now?”
Mary froze and then shrugged.
“I’ve got use to the aches, there’s nothing you would really call pain.”
“So which part of what you don’t call pain is getting worse?”
She looked out of the window and said in a flat voice, almost as if she was talking about an abstract object and not her own body.
“They always told me that I’d have trouble with my right leg; they initially wanted to amputate it, but Mum threw a wobbly. It took most of the energy out of my fall and suffered in the process. They said that they doubted I’d ever be able to walk on it properly, but after three operations and months of physio I managed to walk and a year later walk unaided. But the knee joint is aching more than usual and when I do my leg exercises I can’t lift as much weight with it as I used to.”
She closed her eyes.
“I know I should go and see the doctors, but I need to be mobile. My mother needs looking after and I haven’t got the time, or the energy, for another operation.”
She suddenly looked at him.
“But you’re right. I can’t keep putting it off, my mum might live another twenty years.”
He smiled.
“Practically speaking, can you give your knee a rest, perhaps you’ve been working it too hard?”
She gave him a withering look.
“Do you know how awkward a walking stick is when you only have one hand?” She blinked. “Sorry; you’re probably right, my physio always said ‘so far and no further’, and that ‘trying too much generally causes problems later on.’”
She stopped talking and the vicar didn’t respond for a moment, then he said.
“You only really wanted to talk, but may I say a prayer?”
She laughed.
“You can if you want, but he never answers.”
He gave a gentle smile.
“Maybe it’s us not wanting to hear the answers we get.”
They prayed and he left. Mary sat in the dark building for a while considering what she had said. Just talking to him made her feel more at peace. After some while she reached out for the phone and made a call.
She spent the evening packing, arranging for a neighbour to look after the house and generally sorting things out. She got to bed, past midnight and fell into a deep dreamless sleep.
The following morning when she arrived Jasmine was standing by the back door. As Mary dismounted for her car she grinned at her.
“Keen aren’t we?”
Jasmine smiled and was clearly exited.
“Didn’t want to be late and the bus arrives at half-past.”
Mary looked down the empty back road.
“Well wait out the front tomorrow, I don’t like you waiting here.”
Jasmine shrugged.
“I’ll be alright.”
Mary fixed her with a stern gaze.
“I wasn’t giving you the option, wait at the front or don’t have a job.”
Jasmine unconsciously took a step back from Mary.
“I didn’t…”
Mary suddenly smiled.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to snap, but I can’t have my staff mugged in a back alley.”
They entered and Mary pointed into the bookshop.
“Make yourself useful, turn on the lights and go and introduce yourself to Serena the book-shop manager, she knows your coming and mainly working with her. Come back at tea-time and I’ll fill you in about discounts etc. Jasmine looked surprised and Mary smiled at her innocence.
“You’ll be a full member of staff just like the other part-timers, so you get 15% discount in the book-shop, free lending and a free hour a day on the Internet, two if there’s nobody waiting.”
Jasmine’s smile should have been photographed, she virtually skipped down the library. Mary settled down at her desk and then mentally swore, she’d left her reading glasses at home.
At 4pm Mary had had enough, her head was pounding like a steam hammer and she’d done about as much as she could. She sought out Serena, handed her the safe keys and left for home. Jasmine watched her leave and then got on dusting the bookshelves, she was unsure what to make of Mary, but she had given her a job and full-staff status, so she couldn’t be all bad.
Mary drove home and found her reading glasses in the toilet, she packed them in her back-pack and checked the house over. She lay down for an hour, but the headache didn’t abate. In the end she took two of her first-class pain killers and drove to Robert’s. He opened the door to her and grimaced.
“My god you look ill.”
She managed a weak smile.
“I’ve taken some tablets, but that means that you’ll have to drive, at least to start with as they send me to sleep.”
He carried what seemed like an endless stream of bags to the car and Mary stopped him before he picked up the last one.
“Has Josie got an MP3 player?”
“No.”
“On her phone?”
“No.”
Mary decided this was hard work.
“Have you packed any of Josie’s CDs?”
His face said that it had not crossed his mind.
“No, why?”
She managed a superior smile.
“I’ve brought my personal CD player along, she could listen to her music in the back of the car.”
His face brightened up.
“Brilliant idea!”
He went upstairs and returned with a fistful of CDs and they made their way to the car. Robert looked at the controls and Mary half smiled again, but her head was really killing her. “If you fold the accelerator flap on the left forward, clip the long U-shaped rod up above your feet, move the knurled nut from right to left and you’ve got normal controls and a foot-rest for your left foot. You can remove the steering wheel knob if you want to, it has a quick release catch, and then you are ready to go.”
He followed her instructions.
“Nice little trick that, makes the car dual use.”
He sat in the drivers seat, Mary climbed into the passenger seat.
“And it’s an electric seat, you can raise it if you want, it will remember my settings.”
Robert whirred the chair forward.
“Any thing else I should know?”
She pointed to the offside mirror.
“Small mirror on top which is supposed to help you overtake, frankly I never trust it, oh and they’ve beefed up the power steering at low speed.”
He started the engine and she snuggled herself against the door, within three miles she was asleep. He drove up the A12 and turned off for Aldeburgh, it took him nearly an hour with the holiday traffic, but Mary didn’t stir. He glanced at the car’s dials and drove into a petrol station. It took him a few minutes to find the fuel flap release and fill up the petrol tank, Mary seemed lost in her own world. He drove out of the fuel station and glanced at her, she seemed so peaceful, and at least her colour had changed from ashen grey with a tinge of green to something more approaching normal. He stopped outside the hotel where Josie was staying and crept out of the car to find Josie running down the hotel steps. She flung her arms around him.
“That’s Mary’s car!”
He held his finger to his lips.
“Sssh, she’s not been feeling to good and she’s sleeping.”
Josie replied in an exaggerated whisper.
“What are you doing in Mary’s car?”
Robert whispered back.
“She’s coming on holiday with us.”
Josie’s eyes became like saucers and she bounced up and down, Robert grabbed hold of her hand and took her inside.
Ten minutes later Mary woke up and found herself on the sea-front at Aldeburgh. Her head felt much better and she left the car to cross the road and to stand gazing at the sea while leaning on the sea-wall. As usual there was the evening sea breeze and she let it blow across her face and gently wake her up to full consciousness. The tablets were the best she had, but they always caused sleepiness and had a slight lingering after-effect like mild disorientation. She felt like she had been plucked from the library and placed on the sea-front at Aldeburgh; she stood and enjoyed the breeze without a care in the world.
Josie’s surrogate grandmother looked out of the hotel window and whispered to her husband.
“But who is she? He’s never mentioned a Mary before.”
He chuckled.
“Looks a bit of all right to me!”
She dug her elbow in his ribs.
“But is she all right for Josie?”
He considered the question.
“Guess she must be the Mary who gave Josie that space book, the one she’s been reading every evening.”
The woman continued to gaze out of the window.
“She said she got it from the lady at the library.”
He made a snorting noise.
“Well there’s you answer then, Mary must be the lady from the library.”
The woman rolled her eyes in exasperation.
“But what is she doing with Robert? I hope they’re not intending to play nooky in the flat while Josie is there.”
He gave a low snigger.
“Chance would be a fine thing.”
His reward was a much sharper dig in the ribs.
Mary turned to find Josie standing beside her; she had not yet left her soporific state and was nowhere near normality. Josie was all beaming smiles.
“Dad says that you’re coming with us to London.”
Still in a bit of a daze Mary put her arm round Josie.
“Wouldn’t miss the chance of a holiday with you.”
Josie almost burst with pride, she suddenly looked at Mary’s ears.
“And you’re wearing ear-rings.”
Mary fingered her ear-lobe.
“Well I figured if you could have your ears pierced then so could I.”
Josie said seriously.
“You have to keep them scrumptiously clean.”
Mary laughed.
“You mean scrupulously, scrumptious means wonderful to eat.”
Josie laughed at the idea of eating Mary’s ears and they stood looking at the sea.
The surrogate grandmother watched the two of them and decided that they fitted well together; it seemed Mary made Josie laugh and that was good enough for her. She turned to Robert.
“Josie seems to like her.”
Robert looked out of the window at the two of them and had to agree; he turned to face the couple.
“Thanks for having Josie, it’s so good for her to see you again.”
The both smiled and the man nodded.
“We’ll be back down here in late August, so we can give her another long weekend.”
Robert felt embarrassed.
“You don’t have to you know.”
The woman smiled and turned to look at Josie.
“We love seeing her, she’s growing so fast.”
She became serious.
“I don’t suppose Marcia has been in touch?”
Robert’s face took on a hard expression.
“Not a note, not a word, not even a birthday card; absolutely nothing.”
He suddenly realised that the grandmother was looking at Mary. He laughed.
“You can stop dreaming now, she may be good enough for Josie, but she’s a might too grouchy for me.”
She muttered.
“Shame, you could do with a good woman.”
Robert watched his daughter snuggle under Mary’s arm and hoped it wouldn’t all end in tears.
Two hours later they entered the outskirts of London and Mary woke up again, this time she was fully awake, the effect of the tablets having worn off. She stretched.
“Where are we?”
“Stratford.”
She looked in the back, Josie had her earphones on, but was fast asleep.
“She looks peaceful enough.”
He grinned.
“Quietest journey I’ve ever had, she was asleep by Woodbridge.”
He stopped at some traffic lights.
“Nice car this, easy to drive and well kitted out.”
She stretched again.
“Courtesy of the girl with a thousand stitches.”
He looked mystified and she added.
“My dad decided that he had to do something when mum was nursing me, so he set about building up a mobility fund for me. He sold my story to a number of magazines and I took part in a TV documentary on parachuting accidents, I got £5000 for three minutes of videotape. We used the money to install the stair-lift, buy numerous labour saving devices and saved up money to buy a car when I could drive. My first car was a converted Rover, then two years ago I splashed out on this. The high seats and wide doors make it easy for mum.”
He looked bewildered.
“I thought there were grants for that sort of thing.”
She laughed.
“There are till you try and claim them, you could die of old age before they come through. We found it easier to pay first and claim later.”
She looked at some passing road signs.
“Where are we going?”
The City of London and the Barbican complex, a firm which contracts work out to me has a flat there. It’s mainly for overseas clients, but they let their staff and contractors use it.
“So Josie’s been there before?”
“Three times for a weeks holiday, but she wouldn’t remember one of them as she was only eleven months, and we’ve had a few long weekends there as well. However, she might not recognise it as I’m told it’s had a complete make-over”
He drove into the underground car park associated with the flats and made for the far side, he stopped by a car-parking space that was full of a large Toyota. He banged his hand against his forehead.
“I forgot, they told me that one of their best clients had parked his car here while he’s abroad.”
Robert sat still, obviously wondering what to do, he muttered to himself.
“There aren’t any free visitors spaces, so now what?”
Mary pointed to an empty parking bay, he shook his head.
“Can’t park there, it’s got a disabled sign.”
Mary rummaged in the glove box and brought out a disabled parking permit and stuck it on the windscreen. He looked amazed.
“Didn’t know you had one of them.”
She grimaced.
“I’m not exactly proud of the fact.”
They parked and almost instantly a security guard came running over, he stopped at what he thought was the driver’s door. He said officiously.
“Can’t park there luv, it’s for the knackered.”
She tapped the permit with her hook.
“Is this knackered enough?”
He instantly backed off.
“Sorry luv, haven’t seen you before.”
Robert leaned over.
“Hello Jake, still here?”
His craggy face broke into a smile.
“Yes thanks Mr Handly, here for the flat again?”
Robert nodded and Jake turned to Mary.
“No disrespect meant ma’am.”
She laughed.
“None taken.”
He sauntered away and a voice from the rear murmured gently.
“What’s knackered mean?”
Five minutes later they were all standing outside the door to the flat while Robert searched his pockets for the key. Finally he produced the correct key, turned it in the lock, punched in a code on the keypad and opened the door. Mary stepped inside and stopped dead.
“Good grief, it’s life something out of a fashion magazine!”
Robert struggled past her with a couple of bags.
“Don’t forget that they are out to impress their clients, so remember the golden rule, nothing is quite what it seems.”
Josie, who had woken up at record speed, bounded across the lounge and into the corridor at the far end. Mary looked at a huge wall-painting.
“That’s a bit gross.”
Robert smiled.
“Well I’ll change it later if you like, it’s a plasma display that is really the TV screen, but doubles up as a wall painting.”
She gave it a serious look.
“And they leave it on all the time?”
Robert chuckled.
“Definitely not. The flat comes alive when you punch in the code on the door lock and there are movement detectors around the flat; if there’s no movement for half an hour the flat shuts down till there is.”
Josie came back from the corridor looking concerned.
“Can’t find any beds in my bedroom.”
They trouped down a short corridor, past what looked like an executive bathroom and a pristine kitchen to the bedrooms, as they reached the doors Josie turned to her father.
“Can I share with Mary?”
Both adult chorused “No,” at the same moment and then smiled together.
Josie opened the bedroom door. The room was tastefully furnished with a dressing table, a couple of armchairs and a wall to wall built in wardrobe. Robert smiled and crossed the room.
“It’s a fold-away bed”, he slid open a wardrobe door and pressed a button, the centre of the ‘wardrobe’ to folded downwards and steadily dropped a double bed onto the floor. He looked at Mary.
“This is usually Josie’s room.”
Josie confirmed the fact by jumping onto the bed. They walked across the corridor and into the second bedroom, Robert announced.
“This will be your room, it’s got an en-suite bathroom through the door in the corner.”
Mary surveyed the furniture and said quietly to Robert.
“There is no way I can sleep in here if the only bed is that futon.”
He half heard her.
“Each room also has it’s own air-conditioning unit, so you can set what temperature you want.”
He suddenly stopped his patter.
“Too hard for you is it?”
She said in a menacing growl.
“No it’s too low, I need to be able to sit down on the edge of the bed and slip into bed, not fall into it.”
Understanding dawned, Mary quickly added.
“Lets have a look at the one in the lounge.”
They went back into the lounge and Robert ran his hand along the back of a white leather three-seat settee and then crouched down on his haunches, he muttered under his breath and stood up.
“They’ve changed the furniture, this is a three seat settee with independent moveable leg supports, you stuff your hand down between the cushions and there’s some buttons to move the supports up and down, but it’s not a sofa-bed.”
Mary felt the cushions.
“That doesn’t matter I’ll sleep on the settee as it is.”
He responded firmly.
“I’ll sleep on the settee, I’m short enough to still be able to stretch out and anyway your our guest and guests don’t sleep in the lounge.”
She looked at him and whispered.
“But Josie loves the room she’s in.”
Robert winked and went to find Josie; she was tucking a red teddy-bear into the bed. Robert sat on the edge of the bed.
“Josie, we’ve got a problem, I think Mary will need to sleep in here.”
Josie smiled.
“With me?”
Robert wagged his finger.
“No not with you, you’ll have to move into the other room.”
She stared at her father for a moment and then grinned.
“The room with its own toilet?”
Robert nodded, she smiled from ear to ear and removed her teddy from the bed.
“Okey-dokey.”
She went off to investigate and Mary looked at Robert.
“Where ever did she learn that expression?”
He shrugged.
“Too much telly I guess.”
Robert went to gather some more cases from the car and Mary suddenly called after him to also bring the walking stick from the boot, he turned and gave her a quizzical look. She gave a feeble smile.
“I’m trying to give my right knee a rest.”
She went to check out the bedroom; it too had a picture that doubled as a TV, plus a refrigerated drawer built into the dressing table and a remote control that, if she read the annotations correctly, controlled the lighting, curtains TV and radio.
Mary was just investigating the kitchen when Robert returned, laden with bags. He calmly paused.
“Fridge/freezer is probably full o food, we can eat what we like and don't have to replace anything,”
She opened the door of a large stainless-steel monstrosity and did a double take. She turned to Robert.
“But it's stuffed full of food from Harrods and Marks & Sparks! Are they made of money?”
He reappeared at the doorway.
“Basically yes, they had a turnover of five million last year, so a little client hospitality gets lost in the small change.”
She pulled a box out of the freezer.
“Well I haven’t eaten, so who's for supper?”
Two hours later, at just past midnight, Mary turned off the TV, removed her bluetooth earphones and sighed. The bed was sheer luxury, but owing to her long sleep in the car she still felt wide awake. She reached for the book on being a Godparent she had obtained, much to Serena's surprise, along with a book on prayer from the book-shop and started to read. She was just thinking about what she had read in chapter three when the door slowly opened and Josie peeped in. With the door open gentle snores could be heard emanating from the lounge. Josie looked apprehensively at Mary.
“I can't sleep, the beds too hard and there's funny noises.“
Mary put her book down.
“What sort of funny noises?”
Josie just stood in the doorway looking pathetic and holding on tightly to her red teddy bear. She shuffled from foot to foot rather like her father.
“There’s no room to sleep with daddy, I‘ve looked,”
Mary said gently.
“Would you like to sleep in here?”
Josie nodded, Mary patted the other side of the bed.
“Well just tonight.”
Josie was round the bed and into the other side like a shot. She picked up a battered brown teddy bear.
“Is this yours? What's his name?”
“Bertrum Bear.”
Josie placed her bear next to Bertrum and snuggled down, within five minutes her breathing was regular end even. Mary turned off the light, slipped between the sheets, and commenced a long and dreamless sleep.
Mary woke up at 10am and found Josie reading a magazine next to her. Josie gave her a fresh-eyed smile.
“Dads still asleep.”
Without thinking Mary threw back her bed cloths and swung round to sit on the edge of the bed. Josie crawled across the bed to sit beside her, she stopped dead when she saw Mary‘s legs. She said slowly, and in wonder.
“Ooh! Gruesome!”
Mary couldn't help laughing, though she was normally very self-conscious about her scars. Josie said softly.
“Was that your bad accident?”
Mary nodded.
“I was in hospital for a very long time.”
Josie turned her attention to Mary's left wrist, she said, with obvious concern.
“Does it hurt?”
Mary moved her arm so that she could see it better.
“No, it sort of itches sometimes, but it doesn't hurt. You can touch if you want to.“
Josie slowly reached out and touched Mary's wrist and then ran her fingers over the stump.
“Starfish grow their legs back, why don’t we?”
Mary smoothed down her baggy tee-shirt.
“Our legs are harder to grow as they do more things.”
Josie opened her mouth, but Mary pointed to the door.
“Time to wash.”
Josie nodded and then said gently.
“Would you like to use my bathroom?”
Mary responded with feeling.
“I think I'd like that very much.”
Josie beamed with delight.
Following breakfast in the all-singing all-dancing kitchen Mary put her empty tea-cup down.
“What’s on the agenda today?”
Josie looked bewildered so Mary added.
“I’m mean, what are you doing?”
Josie’s face lit up.
“Tower of London and Tower Bridge and St Paul’s.”
Robert smiled tolerantly.
“We may not manage all three Josie, we’ll have to see how the time goes.”
Mary relaxed, she had no decisions to make here.
“Well if you don’t mind I’ll give that lot a miss, I’d rather slop about here. If you like I’ll have food ready for seven, you should be back by then.”
Embarrassment crossed Robert’s face.
“I didn’t invite you to be chief cook and bottle-washer.”
She tapped the table with her hook.
“I don’t mind being chief cook, but I’m definitely not doing the washing up.”
Before Robert replied she turned to Josie.
“Have you any dirty washing? Your father didn’t give me much warning I was coming so I had to pack some dirty clothes, you must have some if you stayed for three days with your grandparents.”
Josie nodded.
“It’s in my suitcase, daddy wouldn’t unpack it.”
Robert opened his mouth, but Mary stood up.
“I don’t mind, honest. Besides I’ve always wanted to see what difference it makes using a washing machine that’s probably worth as much as my car.”
Ten minutes later she shooed them out the front door, Robert turned as he left.
“In case you go out, the combination for the flat door is 24-24-42#.”
Mary closed the door and sighed, she was glad they had gone somewhere she didn’t want to go and in any case she wanted some space to think. The simple act of Robert asking her to be a Godparent had caused her to think about her own faith. She wandered into Josie’s room, found the suitcase and extracted a pile of dirty underwear and three dirty tee-shirts. Lying at the bottom of the suitcase was a tatty exercise book and Mary idle flicked through it. Josie had obviously amused herself with her grandparents by doing drawing; all of a sudden she reached the middle pages and in junior scrawl across the top it announced ‘friends’. There were two drawing, one of a small girl holding an unrecognizable animal, with the name ‘Aruna’ underneath and a bigger drawing of a thin woman with the name ‘Mary’ underneath. At the bottom of the page she had written a brief description: ‘Aruna is my best friend, she comes from India and is always singing, she has a pet rabbit called Kushal. Mary is very nice and has soft brown hair and her face is nice when she smiles, but she is very sad inside.’ Mary burst into tears, not only had Josie drawn her with two hands, she had also summed her up correctly; she was indeed sad inside. Sad that she had never become the journalist that she had wanted to be, sad that she was watching her mother struggle to come to terms with old age, sad that she hated her sisters and sad that she had no-one whom she could label as her best-friend.
They both arrived back looking equally worn out at half past six. Robert flopped onto the settee and in answer to Mary’s unspoken question said.
“Tower of London, Tower Bridge, St Paul’s, The Monument and Cheapside.”
Josie held up a tee-shirt that had a picture of the Tower of London on it. Mary smiled.
“Looks a bit big.”
Josie gave a tired grin.
“I’m not going to wear it, I’m going to sleep in it.”
Mary fingered the tee-shirt, it was soft and fresh.
“But you already have a nice night-dress.”
Josie sniffed.
“But you sleep in a tee-shirt.”
Robert sighed.
“Only while your on holiday Josie, next week it’s back to normal.”
Josie’s head nodded, but her eyes told a different story.
Two hours, and an exquisite cottage pie, later Mary and Robert were sitting in the lounge, neither watching the TV, but neither wanting to engage in small talk. He was lying across the arms of a luxurious armchair and she was seated on the settee using the moveable leg rest. Robert stretched.
“What did you do today, reckon you chose the soft option?”
She shrugged.
“Slopped about, watched an old movie - have you seen the collection of DVDs behind that false fireplace? And thought about whether or not I should be Josie’s Godmother.”
Robert looked away from the TV towards her.
“And?”
She shrugged again.
“And it’s a big responsibility if you do it properly. You’re suppose to be a moral guide, someone who will talk to them about their spiritual life and help them as they both grow up and grow in faith. Plus, if I’m to believe the book I have just read, be someone who is willing to pray for them and generally form a loving relationship with them.”
Robert raised an eyebrow.
“So what’s the problem?”
Mary glanced at the honey-glazed meringue that a TV chef was removing from a spotless oven.
“Well I’m not sure about my own faith, so how can I help Josie in hers? Plus I’m not sure how good I’d be at forming a relationship of trust with her.”
Robert eyed her and a look of exasperation raced across his face.
“I’ve just had seven hours of ‘I wish Mary could see this’ and ‘isn’t it a shame that Mary’s not with us’ and ‘please daddy can I have a tee-shirt to sleep in like Mary does.’ I reckon that whether you realise it or not you are having an influence on my daughter.”
Mary nodded.
“Influence is one thing, spiritual guide is another.”
Robert didn’t answer, so Mary decided to pry a little.
“So who would be the other Godparents?”
The look on his face said it all, she exclaimed.
“You haven’t even thought about it!” and threw a cushion at him. “I’ve been gazing at my navel wondering if I’m good enough and you haven’t even thought about the other two Godparents!”
He caught the cushion with his left hand and replied irritably.
“I’ve had a lot on my mind. It’s not easy being a single parent and running a business and having my mother in hospital. I can’t think of everything at once and I’m not little miss perfectly organised.”
He threw the cushion back with added venom. She ducked and it struck the curtains. She did a double take.
“Little miss perfectly organised! Is that how you think of me?”
He became slightly more irritated.
“Well you are perfectly organised. Your car is so clean I could eat off of the floor mats; you’ve set out the kitchen like a military exercise; your life is so ordered that I bet you know what you are going to have for breakfast every day next week.”
She threw another cushion at him and replied with venom.
“You stupid stupid man, that’s how I cope, OK? I don’t like surprises, I don’t like things I can’t handle and I don’t like being labelled. So I organise my life and there’s nothing wrong in that! And I didn’t come here to be mad fun of.”
The cushion flew over his head, Robert opened his mouth to reply and then closed it. He mentally counted to ten. He said softly.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make fun of you, that’s not what I meant. It was meant as a sort of compliment, you know, I wish I could be as organised as you.”
She gave him a sarcastic smile.
“Do you sell double glazing as well? Nice try, but it won’t wash.”
He took a deep breath, he looked absolutely shattered and obviously was in no mood for any word-games.
“Look I didn’t invite you here to make fun of you, or argue with you. I don’t need the hassle. I invited you because I really believe that you are a good influence on Josie. Is that good enough for you?”
She simmered down and then felt guilty, after all she was getting an all expenses paid holiday in the centre of London. She decided to eat humble pie.
“Sorry Robert. You’ve been very generous, I’m just a bit touchy sometimes.” She paused. “And I am glad that I am here, but if I’m getting in the way of you and Josie, you only have to say.”
He rubbed his hands over his eyes.
“Getting in the way?”
“I mean coming between you and Josie. I’m not trying to do that.”
He gave a tired grin.
“I’m not worried about that at all. She needs a female influence that says that it is all right to sleep in a tee-shirt at times.”
He paused not wanting to cause another argument, but also not wanting to leave things unsaid.
“But I am a might tired of being told that everything must be brown.”
Mary raised an eyebrow.
“Last week we went to by some shoes, they had to be brown. We went to a chemist’s and she pointed out the brown hair-dye. Today she wanted a brown tee-shirt, fortunately they only had white or green.”
Mary still did not comprehend. He rolled his eyes.
“Must I spell it out? You wear brown, she wants to wear brown.”
Mary’s mouth fell open.
“But brown’s a terrible colour for her complexion.”
Robert sighed.
“Well would you mind telling her that; gently.”
Mary went to reply, but Robert held up his hand.
“And before you say anything I have, but I am only a man, what do I know?”
The desperate tone of his voice and the resignation in his eyes made Mary giggle. He threw up his hands in mock despair.
“Now who’s making fun of whom?”
Mary’s giggle turned into a laugh and eventually he joined in, laughing with her not at her.
Just past midnight, and following an enjoyable movie, Mary checked on Josie and then went to bed. Before she settled down to sleep she sat on the edge of her bed. She said softly.
“Look God I’m not good at this, but I’ve got to start somewhere. For starters I need help; if I’m going to seriously consider being Josie’s Godparent then I need help. I can’t expect to help Josie if I’m all at sea myself. So please help me to sort myself out. Secondly I need help with this prayer lark. The book says that it’s just like talking to a friend, but help me to understand your replies, even if I don’t like them. And I don’t want this to sound like a shopping list, but how about some help on the physical front? I’m worried about my knee and I don’t know what to do for the best.”
She paused and then said the Lord ’s Prayer. When she had finished she swung her legs onto the bed, hesitated and swung them off again.
“And please help me to stop being so touchy about things that really don’t matter in the wider scale of things.” She hesitated again, feeling very self conscious. “And Josie, please keep her, and my mum, safe.”
She sat up and suddenly realised that she still hadn’t finished.
“And my sisters.”
She swung her legs onto the bed and sighed, just where was all this leading?
Mary woke up at 6am and felt something warm in the small of her back. She carefully turned over to find Josie fast asleep beside her. Josie looked utterly peaceful and without a care in the world, Mary wished that she could be a child again, to experience the innocence of childhood and the exuberance of youth. Mary drifted off to sleep wondering how Josie would grow up.
When Mary woke up for real later Josie was nowhere to be seen and Mary wondered if she’d had one of her vivid dreams. However, as she pulled back the clothes Josie’s red teddy bear rolled onto the floor; Mary smiled and placed it next to her teddy bear. Mary was still sitting on the bed when Josie burst in.
“Dad says that breakfast is ready.”
Mary grinned to herself at the energy of childhood.
“Don’t you ever knock?”
Josie’s eyes widened.
“Sorry, but breakfast is ready and it’s getting cold.”
She ran round the bed.
“Would you like your dressing gown?”
Mary considered her options and wearing a dressing gown was not one of them.
“You run on and I’ll catch you up.”
Josie shot out like a scalded cat and Mary pulled on a pair of slacks and put on her slippers before leaving for the kitchen. Breakfast turned out to be the full works; bacon, egg, sausage, mushrooms plus tea and toast. Robert smiled apologetically.
“On holiday we tend to have a large breakfast and then dinner in the evening, makes it easier.”
She mopped up the remaining egg-yoke with a piece of bread.
“Sounds like a great idea. So what’s on the menu today apart from a fried breakfast.”
Robert looked at Josie, who replied.
“London zoo, but not till this afternoon and I can watch a film this morning.”
Josie looked at Mary for a response. Mary sipped her tea.
“Well I’m off to meet an old friend this morning, then I was coming back here.”
Josie eyes took on a sad look.
“Not coming to the zoo, they’ve got elephants.”
Mary surveyed her disappointed face.
“I’d love to come, but the truth is I can only walk for an hour or so before I have to stop. I might managed a bit more with my stick, but zoos are large places and I don’t walk very fast so you’re not going to see all the animals if I’m with you. If wouldn’t be fair for me to come and then you not see everything because of me.”
Josie considered the problem.
“You could use a wheel chair, there were lots of people in wheelchairs last time we came. Daddy could push you.”
Mary mentally shuddered, wheelchairs were way off her agenda.
“Wouldn’t be fair on your dad having to push me around.”
Josie looked at her with sad eyes.
“So you won’t see the elephants?”
Mary tried to be serious.
“I’m afraid not.”
Robert stroked his chin.
“Could we go for a compromise? You be with us for an hour and then find a place to sit, or walk a bit and ride a bit.”
Josie’s face lit up.
“Would you, the elephants are ever so big and you should see their toenails.”
Mary’s mind internally squirmed, she remembered when she had had to be pushed about in a wheelchair and she had absolutely and unequivocally hated it. She had felt that everyone was staring at her and no-one ever talked to her, only whoever was pushing her. She had felt like a total non-entity. The concept of actively choosing to use a wheelchair nauseated her, it spoke too much of an admittance of her physical limitations and of adopting a negative attitude. She shook her head.
“No.”
Josie nodded and walked off towards her bedroom. Robert looked at her.
“She was looking forward…”
She snapped.
“Look I can’t manage it OK! I’m not superwoman.”
She stood up and walked out of the kitchen, pausing at the door.
“But thanks for the breakfast.”
She walked towards her bedroom and stopped at the open door to Josie’s bedroom. She stepped inside, Josie was sitting on her bed crying. Mary sat next to her, she touched Josie’s shoulder.
“I’m sorry Josie, I really am.”
Josie nodded.
“I understand.”
But she patently didn’t understand and Mary sighed.
“We’ll do other things this week together.”
Josie shook her head.
“I thought you’d like the zoo, you’re always lending me books on animals.”
Mary rubbed her shoulder and said.
“We can’t always have what we want.”
The words seemed to echo off of the walls and resonate in Mary's head.
Mary thought for a minute, there was always the possibility that Josie was being manipulative, but she did seem genuinely upset. On the other hand the obstacle here was her own pride and the fact that she didn't want to be seen in a wheelchair. She weighed up the priorities. She had prayed the previous evening about seeing the wider view, so what was more important Josie's happiness or her vanity? She rubbed Josie's shoulder again.
“If I do come do you promise that you won't let your dad push me around too fast?”
Josie looked at her for a full three seconds and then flung her hands round her neck.
“I promise, you really will like the elephants, they're the best animals in the zoo!”
Mary went back into the kitchen, it was time to swallow some more pride. Robert was still loading the dishwasher, trying to fit the giant frying pan somewhere in the bottom tray. Mary perched herself on the edge of the table as Robert stood up and slammed the dishwasher door shut with a vengeance. He turned and looked at her. She gave a feeble smile.
“Sorry, I've been a bit of a grouch. I'm just a little sensitive about my mobility, perhaps over-sensitive. The spirit may be willing, but the flesh is definitely weak. I will come to the zoo and I'll try not to be a pain.”
He leant against the sink.
“Why the change of heart? I could see in your face that the idea of a wheelchair was not exactly a moment of great joy.”
She said quietly, so that Josie would not hear.
“I decided that Josie’s happiness was more important than my pride.”
He gave her a curious look.
“What's pride got to do with being sensible?”
She sighed.
“It's not being seen in a wheelchair, it's having to use one, it's an admittance of failure.”
He read the effort this was taking in her eyes. He responded with surprising gentleness.
“You're not being a failure, you're being a realist. There are no prizes for pushing ourselves too hard, believe me I know.”
She was about to reply when Josie walked into the kitchen, she walked round the table and grabbed Mary's left arm, Robert noticed how natural the act was and wondered for the umpteenth time what he had started.
Mary went to see her friend by taxi, she knew just how horrendous parking was at the hospital where her friend worked. She walked from the taxi into the A&E department and it seemed larger than she remembered. A tall handsome triage nurse shot out of his cubicle and surveyed Mary.
“What’s the problem?”
“No problem I'm here to see Dr Susan Meradith, she knows I‘m coming.”
He surveyed her walking stick and her hook-hand.
“Past customer?”
She smiled.
“Unfortunately.”
He pointed.
“She's in consulting room number four, but she's not on duty.”
“I know, this is a social call.”
She walked over to the appropriate consulting room, knocked and entered. Within a few seconds she was hugging Susan. When they parted Susan looked her up and down.
“Still wearing brown I see.”
Mary sat down.
“And you're still dying your hair that gorgeous shade of burnt sienna.”
They past a few pleasantries, caught up on old times and then Susan reached out and held her hand.
“So what brings you here? I‘m due to come and stay with you next month and I‘m looking forward to it.”
Mary nodded.
“I didn’t want to mix business with pleasure.”
Susan gave her a half-smile.
“I’m not you doctor Mary.”
Mary cast her eyes downwards.
“I just wanted some advice.”
Susan knew her friend well.
“Just advice?”
Mary nodded.
“My right knee is starting to ache, it’s not too bad if I’m moving and sitting, but if I want to go shopping it starts to hurt after about forty minutes and really hurts if I try for an hour.”
Susan stood up.
“Come on then, step out of your slacks.”
Susan knelt down at Mary’s feet and put her hands on her right knee. Mary squirmed slightly
“Ooo your hands are cold.”
Susan smiled and felt around the top of the knee where the knee cap should have been.
“But not as cold as you heart, when are you going to let a man into your life?”
Mary grimaced as Susan probed around the knee joint.
“When I find someone with the right qualities.”
Susan chuckled as she felt round the back of the knee.
“I rather think that the arch-angel Gabriel is taken.”
Mary didn’t reply as Susan started on her examination routine.
“Right now push against me… now pull… try sideways pressure left…and right…now your thigh muscles up…and down. She changed position to examine the ankle,” flex left…right…up…down…curl your toes, point as far down as you can. She then felt Mary’s lower leg, fingering the muscles and feeling the tension inside them. She moved up to the thigh muscles and knelt forward.
“This may hurt a bit.”
She held onto Mary’s bent lower leg and pulled it away from the thigh and then tried to rotate it. On the clockwise rotate she heard Mary gasp. Susan sat back on her haunches and tenderly massaged Mary’s knee. She then repeated the entire process with Mary’s left leg and once again sat back on her haunches. She looked at Mary and started to massage the right knee again. She said quietly “What do you think it is?”
Mary couldn’t bring herself to look at Susan.
“The knee joint itself, I don’t think it’s the tendons or the muscles this time.”
Susan nodded.
“I’d need an X-ray and a CT scan to be certain, but I’m pretty sure that there’s a degree of lateral wear in the knee joint.”
Susan rose to her feet and sat on the chair next to Mary.
“We knew that the way you have to walk would cause problems in the long term with that knee joint. Your left leg’s fine by the way. See all that kneecap surgery was worthwhile.” Susan tried to sound reassuring.
“The fact that you are still walking largely unaided is a minor miracle in my book, but the rolling gait puts some sideways pressure on the joint and as good as what muscles you have are, they are not designed to hold together a joint that was rebuilt with the medical equivalent of string and sealing wax.”
Mary did not move, she said quietly.
“So now what? Will it just fall apart?”
Susan held her friends hand.
“Get an X-ray and have the pin that’s holding the top of the joint together checked, but for what it’s worth – and strictly off the record – I don’t think that the joint will collapse; progressively wear yes, sudden failure, no.”
Mary took a deep breath.
“So I just have to grit my teeth and bear the pain.”
Susan shook her head.
“Definitely not. If your body is saying ‘please help’ then listen to it. The stick is a good idea as it takes some of the weight-load off, but it doesn’t stop the lateral movement.”
Mary rubbed her knee, Susan’s little rotation trick had nearly sent her through the roof.
“So are we talking artificial knees?”
Susan cocked her head to one side.
“Well you wouldn’t notice any change in your mobility, you shouldn’t bend that knee more than 90° anyway and you’ve still got very little power in it below 120°, but the answer is probably not yet; though you should really be talking to your orthopaedic surgeon and not me. They didn’t fit an artificial joint after your accident, although they were sorely tempted because of the surrounding bone and tissue damage and the lack of a kneecap. Even now fitting one would not be easy, but it is possible. They could probably also lengthen the leg a little and reduce the roll. But for you that’s probably a little way down the road.”
The relief on Mary’s face was apparent, major leg operations were not high on her agenda of pleasurable experiences. Mary frowned.
“So what can I do?”
Susan rubbed the back of her friend’s hand.
“Have you thought of a lightweight plastic knee brace. If you get the correct type they can seriously minimise the lateral knee movement in the joint.”
Mary shuddered.
“I remember using one when I was recovering, it was awful.”
Susan gave a professional smile.
“That was a full length brace that also provided angle support. No I was thinking more of the braces used by sportsmen and extreme skiers. They’re lightweight, strong, durable and, under those slacks, not noticeable. Plus if you want to wear jeans, you can wear them on top, as long as you have a knee stocking on to prevent chaffing, denim is horrid on skin.”
Susan gave Mary a serious look.
“With the correct brace the pain might even go away and you’d certainly lengthen the period to when you will need an artificial joint. If you do nothing it can only get worse. The more wear the more slop, the more slop the more energy in movement and the more pain, it’s a vicious circle.”
Mary nodded, Susan scribbled an address on a piece of paper.
“Here’s the address of a really good sport’s shop, the staff there are very good and, more to the point, knowledgeable about sport’s knee braces. But don’t go for the short type that only fastens above and below the knee with one gripping point; to prevent the sort of lateral movement you are experiencing you need a double fitting above and below the knee.”
Susan looked into her friends eyes.
“Have you still got plenty of money in your special fund?”
Mary nodded.
“But I bought a car last year and it took a hammering.”
Susan grinned.
“Well don’t stint, buy the best they recommend; your body’s worth it.”
She hesitated.
“And you might want to consider a mobility scooter.”
Mary’s face hardened.
“You mean what wrinkles use.”
Susan laughed.
“Don’t be so derisory about them. You can get them adapted for one hand and just imagine, you could go to a modern shopping mall and visit every shop.”
They both relaxed and steered away from the subject of Mary’s legs and in the end, much to Susan’s delight, Mary invited her to dinner in the flat that evening. Mary had no idea what Robert would think of this, but she was still rattled by Josie’s drawing of Aruna as her best friend and had decided that Susan was her best friend, in fact she was her only friend.
Mary arrived back to find Robert cooking beans on toast, she chuckled at his attempts to get any sort of decent toast from the toaster.
“What happened to the large breakfast and minimal lunch?”
He wiggled his eyebrows.
“Josie.”
He dished up two plates and went to open another can of beans, she interrupted his progress.
“Not for me thanks, I’ll stick to fruit.”
They ate their lunch and Josie seemed really subdued, she said very little and ate mechanically. Mary began to smell a rat. After the meal Josie left immediately and went to her room. Robert seemed a closed book so Mary went into Josie’s bedroom, she had put the bed away and was sitting in an armchair doing nothing. Mary sat in the other armchair.
“What’s a matter Josie?”
She got a doleful reply.
“Nothing.”
Mary leaned back in her chair.
“Oh well if there’s nothing wrong everything must be all right, so why have you got a face like the back end of a camel?”
Josie didn’t even give a hint of a smile, eventually she mumbled.
“Daddy said that I was being a nuisance and that if I was a nuisance you wouldn’t like me.”
“What were you doing?”
She became slightly belligerent.
“Nothing, I was only looking at the shopping channel.”
“And wanting to buy everything I suppose.”
She back Mary a mournful look.
“I just said that I liked a dress, it was my size and I liked it.”
“What sort of dress?”
“A brown dress with bows on the sleeves.”
Mary sighed, it was the ‘brown’ thing.
“And you pestered you dad for it?”
She shrugged, Mary decided on some sideways tactics. She leant back in the chair and said carelessly.
“Brown’s nice, but I think it’s had it’s day. I was thinking of buying some new clothes, perhaps orange.”
Josie looked at her in disbelief.
“But you always wear brown.”
Well perhaps it’s time for a change, I could even change my hair dye!.”
Josie began to come out of her mood.
“You dye your hair?”
Mary leant forward to show her hair roots.
“See, the roots are a different colour and I’ve got grey hairs.”
Josie’s eyes widened.
“What colour is your hair?”
“Mouse coloured, and who wants to look like a mouse?”
Mary leant forward and fingered Josie’s blond hair.
“I might even become a blonde like you.”
Josie’s face broke into a huge smile
.“You wouldn’t.”
“If we find a chemist, I’ll buy some dye today, I’m fed up of brown.”
Robert’s voice came echoing unintelligibly down the corridor and Josie ran from the room. Mary sighed, what on earth was she doing? Brown was safe, brown was inconspicuous; blonde was bloody dangerous.
Mary got herself ready and then met the others in the lounge. Josie was her normal effusive self and she demonstrated this by hopping from foot to foot. Robert pointed down the corridor.
“Toilet.”
“Don’t need to.”
He pointed again and she set off on a swift mission. Mary turned to Robert.
“I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve invited my friend Susan around for dinner this evening. She’s working the rest of the week and tonight was the only choice.”
He merely nodded.
“I’ll take Josie to a cinema somewhere.”
Mary was horrified at the thought.
“No, there’s no need for that. I thought that we might have dinner together and then Susan and I could chat in Josie’s room and she could start the night in my bed.”
He smiled tolerantly.
“We could go into her room.”
She became firm.
“It’s your holiday and your flat and I am not going to chuck you out of your own lounge.”
He held his hands up in surrender. Mary smiled.
“Does Josie eat Chinese?”
Robert rolled his eyes..
“She eats anything, but preferably with ice-cream.”
London Zoo proved both a hit and a revelation. It was much better than Mary expected and considerably changed from the one previous visit she had had in her early teens. She had walked about for half and hour and then decided that she was being silly as her knee started to twinge. Robert, from somewhere, produced a wheelchair and pushed her round for the rest of the afternoon. Somehow it was different from before; maybe it was because she could leave the wheelchair when she wanted, maybe she just didn’t care what other people thought. In any case the wheelchair meant that she saw far more than she would normally have dared to. The only downside was for Robert, as Mary had predicted, pushing wheelchairs over a long period of time can seriously damage your energy levels. However, Josie enjoyed the afternoon, Mary enjoyed the afternoon and Robert appeared to enjoy the afternoon even if towards the end he seemed to sit down a lot.
When they finally arrived home, much later than intended, the taxi dropped them off at the entrance to the flats and Josie pointed across the street.
“Chemist is open, they might sell hair dye.”
Mary surveyed the shop.
“They might not have the sort I like; we’ll take a look, but I am not buying another make.”
Robert, who had not really been listening, hesitated and then made for the flat. Mary, firmly hand in hand with Josie, crossed the road and looked around the shop. They did sell hair dye and, much to Mary’s surprise, a full range of colours of the type she liked. They spent an enjoyable forty minutes comparing all the blond hair dyes with Josie’s hair and then trying to work out just what shade to buy so that when added to mousy-brown it would come out exactly the same shade as Josie. Then Josie spotted the perfume counter and went up and smelt an expensive looking sampler, her nose wrinkled in disgust. Mary joined her and smelt the same perfume, with the same result. She looked at the perfume on sale, all branded varieties and all cheap. She turned to Josie.
“Well if we’re going to have the same colour hair, how about the same perfume, what do you like?”
Josie’s eyes became like saucers.
“Dad won’t let me wear perfume, says I’m too young.”
Mary smiled.
“Well I’ll just have to buy it and squirt it on you by mistake.”
Considerably later they left the shop armed with hair dye, shampoo, perfume and bubble bath; Mary was on a mission.
Richard woke at the sound of the doorbell ringing. He gathered his thoughts for a few seconds and then went to the door. He opened it to find an apparition of beauty. Tall, slim, luxurious reddish-brown hair, tapered waist and a face that the paparazzi would chase for miles. The apparition smiled.
“Hi, I’m Susan, I think Mary’s expecting me.”
Robert smiled back and let her in; she walked passed him and cast her eyes around.
“Hm, this is a bit of all right.”
Robert smiled, he was thinking exactly the same thing, but not about the flat.
“She should be back at any moment, she’s just shopping with Josie at the Chemist’s over the road.”
He offered her a seat.
“Drink?”
She nodded.
“Mineral water please, I’m on duty this evening.”
He poured her a drink from the mini-bar in the lounge.
“Solicitor?”
She laughed, the gentle sound was music to his ears.
“Doctor.”
He sat down and stifled a yawn.
“Sorry, been pushing Mary about in a wheelchair all afternoon.”
Susan’s eyebrows rose.
“You managed to get her into a wheelchair voluntarily?”
He laughed, it sounded false to his ears.
“Not me, my daughter.”
He mentally decided to put Susan straight about his non-relationship with Mary.
“Mary is really a friend of my daughter, she’s a little too grouchy and dull for my taste.”
Susan gave him a peculiar look and put her drink down.
“Do you know Mary’s story?”
He nodded and said indifferently.
“Read all about it on the Internet.”
Susan’s eyes narrowed and she said forcibly.
“Well I was there. I was shopping at one end of the greenhouse when I saw a young girl point upwards; I looked up just in time to see Mary come through the roof. I will never forget the noise of her plummeting into those pots and the red dust in the air afterwards. It was a life changing moment for her; have you any idea what she went through? One moment her life was full of horizons to be sought, adventures to be experienced and a body that did what it was told without question; the next second everything had changed. Horizons would never be reached, adventures were out of touch and she had a body that refused to be ignored. People deal with major trauma in different ways; some give in and die, some rant against the world, some get up and get on and go for the best they can. Mary is one of those. She suffered an accident that one in a thousand survive; she didn’t walk away, but she damned well did her best. The fact that she managed to stand on her legs afterwards was amazing, the fact that she walked on them was astounding and the fact that she walks about now without any physical support is frankly astonishing. And you know what? She did it all without decent painkillers because she wouldn’t take barbiturates in case she got hooked. Personally if I’d gone through all that I’d feel entitled to be a little bit grouchy. Life kicked her in the teeth and she got on with living. She’s made a good life for herself when many would have succumbed and gone under; I think she’s had enough excitement in her life and just wants to have a normal life, if you think of that as being dull then I pity you.”
Robert felt verbally shredded and desperately wanted to get off of the subject of Mary. “Were you a doctor when it happened?”
Susan picked up her drink.
“I thought I was; I had just qualified and was considering whether or not I should be a plastic surgeon or a paediatrician. It was a life changing moment for me as well, after dealing with her I opted for A&E, I’ve never regretted it.”
Just then the doorbell rang again and Robert let in an excited Josie and an apparently equally excited Mary. Susan suddenly thought, for the second time in the day, that she had never in all the years she had known her seen Mary looking so contented and self-confident.
Mary smiled at her friend.
“Hi, sorry I wasn’t here to meet you, we’ve been doing some serious shopping.”
She looked at Josie.
“Put these in my bedroom, wash your hands, lay the table and then you can help us in the kitchen.”
Josie shot off and Susan looked round the lounge.
“What table?”
Mary smiled.
“Robert will show you, come through when you want.”
Robert walked over to what looked like a bookcase and pressed a button on the side. The edges of the shelves moved up to hold the books in and then Robert tilted the entire thing forward until it locked in the horizontal position. He then folded out four flaps.
“Bingo, one table.” He said triumphantly.
Susan walked over to it.
“Now that’s what I call a space-saving device.”
Robert grinned like a schoolboy, Susan nodded to the small corridor.
“Toilet down there?”
He nodded and she wandered off, leaving Robert smelling her perfume and watching her languid hip swinging walk. Mary came out of the kitchen and back into the lounge.
“Can you tell Josie that I’ll use a normal fork tonight?”
Robert nodded and Mary smiled.
“And you can put your eyes back into their sockets, she’s happily married .” She walked back towards the kitchen muttering.
“Men, they only have one thing on their minds.”
Robert watched her hobble away and decided there was no contest, Susan made his hormones race; Mary didn’t even wake them up.
Mary turned on the electric wok and began piling ingredients into it from various frozen food bags. She recognised none of the brands, but if previous meals were anything to go by the food would be excellent. Susan joined her.
“Smells good.”
She watched Mary at work.
“Still using the old-fashioned split hook I see.”
Mary tossed the ingredients around the wok.
“I prefer it, I went off the silicon hand when it melted on me.”
Susan shrugged.
“Ten years is a long time, there’s been some wonderful advances with small electronic microswitches and motors working off minute muscle actions.”
Mary shook her head.
“I’m happy with this, it does all I want.”
Susan came close to her.
“He’s a bit of a boor.”
Mary gave a sideways grin.
“He’s not too bad. He’s one of your trauma victims, I rather think his wife walking out on him and leaving him with a young child left him a bit wary of women.”
Susan checked the door.
“Left him for a taller man did she?”
Mary chuckled.
“Actually she left him for a pile of sand, but there’s two sides to every story and I haven’t heard hers.”
Josie suddenly appeared and all conversation about Robert instantly ceased. She bounded next to Mary, nearly knocking Susan out of the way.
“Can I help?”
Mary pointed to the other work-surface.
“You see that Frozen Roulade in the blue box? It needs careful opening and the Roulade needs to be put on that white plate in one piece, can you manage that, I’m not sure I can do it?”
She nodded furiously.
“Okey-dokey.”
Susan spent the next ten minutes chatting to Mary and observed the relationship between her and Josie, to the uninitiated they could have been mother and daughter.
Dinner proved to be less awkward than Mary expected. Robert turned on the charm and the conversation moved easily between subjects. Both Robert and Mary took pains to keep Josie in on most of the conversation, on the other hand they did not let her dominate the meal with an incessant string of questions. When they had finally finished off the roulade Robert picked up the plates.
“I’ll load the dishwasher.”
He turned to Josie.
“And you’re for bed, get ready and I’ll come thorough in a minute.”
Mary stood up.
“I’ve found some expensive looking coffee beans, can you grind them for us?”
Robert wandered off and a few seconds later a plaintive voice came from the kitchen enquiring as to the whereabouts of the said beans.
Mary rolled her eyes at Susan and made for the kitchen. Susan almost burst out laughing, but instead turned to Josie, who had not yet left.
“Are you having a good holiday?”
She nodded, her whole body vibrating.
“Yes.”
“Mary says that you’ve been here before.”
She cocked her head to one side and kept an eye on the kitchen door.
“Yes, but it’s much more fun with Mary.”
Susan’s curiosity overcame her.
“Why’s that?”
Josie thought, but an explanation was beyond her, so she shrugged her shoulders and then spying Mary’s shadow looming from the kitchen she shot down the corridor at full speed.
Susan watched her go.
“Seems to be full of energy.”
Mary laughed.
“And full of questions, I have never known a child ask so many questions.”
Susan nodded remembering when her daughter was only eight. Mary read her mind.
“And how’s Rebecca?”
Susan groaned.
“All make up and boys, I hope I wasn’t as dreadful as that at thirteen.”
Just before midnight Mary crept into bed, she decided that it wasn’t worth moving Josie, who was fast asleep in what was rapidly becoming her side of the bed. In any case she had a plan for the morning.
Just on seven o’clock Mary felt someone rubbing her shoulder and she came out of a wonderful dreamless sleep. She hadn’t slept so well for so many consecutive days for some time. She turned over to see Josie waving a piece of paper, she whispered.
“You said wake you up at seven.”
Mary smiled, she had placed the note and a large alarm clock next to Josie in the certain hope that she would wake up first. Mary swung her legs off of the bed and sat up. Josie scrambled beside her.
“What are we doing?”
Mary yawned.
“First of all I’m having a cup of coffee, and then we’re going into the bathroom.”
Josie became dubious.
“We?”
Mary nodded.
“I’m re-dying my hair and your having a bubble bath.”
Josie looked even more dubious.
“Why?”
Mary looked her straight in the eye.
“Trust me, you’ll enjoy it.”
A short time later they went into the bathroom and Mary read the appropriate instructions. “Right, first off I’ve got to wash my hair in this special shampoo, it’s supposed to get all the dye out, it never does, but it washes out most of it.”
She pointed to some plastic gloves.
“But I’m going to need help, so put a pair of those polythene gloves on and give me a hand.”
Josie obliged and Mary placed a small metal stool into the large walk-in shower and sat on it after turning on the water and getting the temperature just right.
“Right then, lets get started.”
Nearly an hour later Robert woke up in the lounge and lay listening to the muffled shrieks of laughter coming from the bathroom. He pondered on the improbability of what had happened. He’d asked Mary to join them because he thought that she’d be a good influence on Josie and he really had mentally pictured some sort of aunt-niece or child-Godparent relationship developing. He had not expected the nearly instant rapport between them. He knew that it was not just because Josie lacked any real female figures in the family. He’d taken women home before who had been kind to Josie, but Josie had not responded in the way she had with Mary. He turned over as another burst of laughter echoed through the closed door. The rouble was what next? Would it all fizzle out as swiftly as it had arisen? And after the holiday, what then? He sighed and moved position to ease his slight back-ache; he lay thinking and decided that if only Mary wasn’t the female equivalent of a milk-float he might have known what to do next and went back to sleep before he had a full answer.
In the bath-room Josie was wallowing in the giant bath with bubbles all around her and Mary was sitting on the edge dangling her legs in the water. The hilarity had ensued when Mary had turned on the ‘Whirlpool’ feature and the bubbles had rapidly multiplied almost beyond control. Mary watched Josie wash herself in the bubbles as she felt the water jets intermittently play against her legs, almost like the hydro-pool they had used during her rehabilitation. When she judged that the time was right she leant over and manipulated the control on top of the taps.
“Time up.”
Josie pulled the plug and stood up. Mary swung round, carefully placed her feet on a cork mat and started to dry herself while sitting down. Josie watched her and then sat almost next to her and did the same thing. Mary elbowed her in the ribs.
“Stand up lazy, I have to sit down, you don’t.”
Josie dried herself and then pointed to Mary’s hair.
“Shall I give it another dry?”
“Gently please, I want some roots left.”
Eventually they hung up the towels to dry. Mary bent down and picked up her cork mat.
“You go and get dressed and then come in my room.” She stopped at the door.
“You sure I can borrow your Tower of London tee-shirt?”
Josie broke into a big grin.
“Of course.”
Mary went to her room, got dressed and then sat at the dressing table and looked at herself. She fingered her earrings and then applied some surgical spirit, combed her hair and sat back. She’d not only died her hair, but also her eyebrows, she was now a fully-fledged blonde. She stood up and looked at herself as Josie scrambled into the room. Mary smiled.
“Now go out and knock, I could have been undressed.”
Josie’s mouth fell open at the absurdity of the statement, but she did as she was told. Once back in the room Mary picked up the perfume.
“Now the secret of this stuff is to put enough on that you smell nice, but not so much that you stink. It’s very powerful, so one tiny squirt is enough, just like this…”
Robert was re-awoken by Josie hammering on the door, he grabbed his dressing gown and staggered over to the door. Josie was full of her morning bounce.
“Mary says that breakfast is ready, it’s French toast.” Josie skipped back to the kitchen and Robert followed, he rounded the door and ground to a halt. Overnight Mary’s hair had become exactly the same shade of blonde as Josie, she was also not in a brown outfit, but Josie’s white tee-shirt that was tucked into black slacks. He did a double take.
“You’ve dyed your hair!”
Mary shrugged as she put French toast out onto some plates that Josie carried to the kitchen table.
“Fancied a change.”
Robert sat down; Mary the brown he could deal with, Mary the blonde was a bit of a shock.
They ate breakfast while Robert found it increasingly difficult. Not only was Mary’s hair the same shade as Josie, their eyes almost perfectly matched; it wasn’t a true shade match, but it was close enough to cause him problems as she looked more like Josie’s mother than Marcia ever had. Mary and Josie chatted away about the latest book Josie was reading, Robert ate his breakfast in silence. Eventually Mary finished her coffee.
“Josie tells me that your off to the London Eye this morning and the Planetarium this afternoon.”
He nodded and she responded.
“I’ve got a couple of visits this morning, can I meet you outside the Planetarium at two?”
He nodded again, she stood up.
“Good, I’ve got to go.”
She walked out of the kitchen and Josie stood up and put her hands on her hips.
“Well I’m not doing the dishes by myself!”
Mary’s first port of call was the shop called X-T-R’me Sport’s that Susan had recommended. It turned out to be a huge store on three floors. Mary entered and as she surveyed the store guide a young man in a crisp track suit seemingly appeared from nowhere.
“Can I assist you madam?”
She pointed to the store guide.
“Where would I find the department that has knee supports?”
He smiled.
“Top floor along with trainers, go to the left hand side and there’s a small room especially for knee and ankle supports.”
She surveyed the stairs.
“You have got to be kidding? I assume you have a lift?”
He looked slightly embarrassed.
“Not for the public, we only have a goods lift.”
She fixed him with her stern librarian gaze.
“Well if you want me to spend some money you’d better revise that rule right now.”
Two minutes later she was standing on the top floor, again she was approached by a well groomed young man offering help.
“I want to look at your knee braces.” She said hesitantly.
He smiled, displaying his remarkably uneven teeth.
“Come this way and I’ll serve you.”
Mary hesitated and the young man understood instantly.
“Would you prefer one of my female colleagues?”
She nodded.
“Yes please, no offence, but I’d rather a woman.”
He disappeared to be replaced by a young woman who was all suntan, pony-tail and organic bounce.
“Hi I’m Suzï, how can I help.” She intoned professionally.
Mary pointed to a display dummy.
“I’m after a lightweight knee brace.”
Suzï nodded.
“Any special requirements?”
Mary smiled.
“Maximum lateral knee support, minimum discomfort and I’ve got to be able to put it on and off with one hand.” She waved her left arm slightly.
“My doctor mentioned a MKJ Mark V.”
Suzï shook her head.
“Not a chance, they’re designed for hunky man with chunky legs and no feelings.”
She motioned for Mary to sit down and then sat on a little stool at her feet.
“Can I have a look at the leg please.”
Mary pulled up her tights, Suzï hardly batted an eyelid.
“That must have been some car accident.”
Mary said quietly.
“Parachuting actually, I’ve got a matching pair.”
Suzï turned a deathly shade of white and Mary thought for a moment that she was going to faint, after a few seconds Suzï tucked her head between her knees and took some deep breaths. When she finally sat upright Mary pointed to the little parachute motif on Suzï’s shirt.
“You jump?”
Suzï swallowed.
“Skydive.”
Mary nodded.
“Enjoy it?”
“Nothing like it.”
Mary patted her leg.
“I’ve only got myself to blame. You know the procedure; every jump check and pack the main ‘chute and then check and pack the reserve ‘chute. I checked and packed the main ‘chute, but it didn’t deploy. The reserve did, but shredded itself. The truth is I’d got sloppy and after each jump I’d just put the reserve ‘chute, still packed, in my locker. I couldn’t have touched it for three months. The instructors always warn you about getting sloppy and you always think it will never happen to you, but it did to me.”
Suzï was still the colour of parchment.
“How far?” She croaked.
Mary shrugged.
“To tell the truth I don’t know . We jumped from two thousand feet and after the main chute failed the reserve did work for a while, but it wasn’t a soft landing.”
Suzï sat transfixed by Mary’s legs until Mary said softly.
“What would you recommend?”
Suzï clicked back into serving mode and measured the diameter of Mary’s upper and lower leg. She sat back.
“Well there’s not a shred of fat there.”
Mary replied dryly.
“Hell of a way to slim.”
Suzï gave a nervous laugh and rubbed her hands to warm them slightly.
“I can offer you two choices. Firstly we’ve got a range designed for anorexic female skiers, secondly we’ve got a range that is designed for long distance skiing.”
“Which would you recommend?”
Suzï looked Mary in the eyes for the first time since they had sat down.
“Why do you need a brace, muscles or tendons or bones?”
Mary grimaced.
“Probably all three as I popped both knees, but this knee joint isn’t complete, there’s no kneecap and some of the outer edge of the lower joint is missing. It is now starting to move about sideways a little too much.”
Suzï swallowed at the thought.
“Ankles?”
“Both.”
“Hips?”
“Only stress fractures.”
Suzï swallowed and began to go white about the gills.
“Spine?”
“Severely twisted, but not broken.”
Suzï, obviously with a great mental effort, took her mind off parachuting and got back to the task in hand.
“There’s only one option and that’s what we call our Double Cuff. The problems with sideways knee movement is the appalling about of leverage available in the bones above and below the knee.” She hesitated a fraction. “The Double Cuff is an excellent brace, but I’m afraid it doesn’t come cheap.”
Mary shrugged.
“I’ve only got one pair of legs, I’d better look after them.
Suzï went to a store-room and reappeared holding the brace.
“This is really top of the range, exceptionally lightweight, it’s made from carbon fibre not plastic, and you can adjust the amount of friction in the joint, limit the rotation of the joint and once it’s been fitted properly, take it on and off easily.”
Suzï hesitated.
“Would you mind a knee stocking?”
Mary wrinkled her nose.
“Must I?”
“Save chaffing, but the brace was designed to go on bare skin.”
Mary rubbed her upper leg.
“Rather not have a knee stocking, but I’ll take a couple just in case.”
Suzï carefully fitted the brace and then showed her the different adjustments.
“The secret is, “she said confidently. “To have it tight enough to stop the sideways knee movement, but loose enough to feel comfortable. Since you only want lateral support I’ve set it for zero joint friction and no limit on knee bend, but you can see they’re easy enough to change.”
Mary watched carefully Suzi’s deft movements.
“Can you set it to limit forward rotation to 180°, it’s always been prone to try and go past straight if I’m not careful.”
Susan made a few adjustments and Mary tried walking up and down, the brace was definitely lightweight, superbly slim and gripped Mary’s legs in two places about eight inches apart both above and below the knee. As Mary walked it felt uncomfortable, but there was no doubt it helped. She sat down.
“How do I make sure it is in the right place?”
Suzï smiled.
“They are absurdly easy to get right, but in any case I’ve got a trick up my sleeve.”
They fiddled about with the various fittings for half an hour until Suzï was satisfied. She pointed to a pair of small levers.
“These automatically compensate for small adjustments in diameter, for instance if you put on some weight. Also, if you want to wear it on you leg with a stocking move the levers up one; to wear it on the top of jeans move it up three.”
Mary peered at the levers.
“What on earth is six for?”
Suzï laughed.
“Would you believe a wet suit?”
She produced an indelible pen from her pocket.
“Now I’m going to mark your skin, line up the marks with these little arrows on the first cuff and you’ve got it in the right place.”
Mary nodded.
“First can I try and fit it by myself?”
Half an hour later Mary rolled down her slacks and held Suzï’s hand.
“Thanks for you help, you’ve taken an awful lot of trouble.”
Suzï shrugged and handed over some cream.
“Put this on if you get chaffing, you’ll probably find it better than the stuff you normally use on your stump; it comes from Australia where sweat-chaffing is a real problem.”
Mary stood up and pointed to Suzï’s slacks.
“Do you sell those here?”
“Of course, we stock a large range of clothes, even children’s sizes, and there’ll be plenty that would be loose enough on you not to catch on the brace.”
Mary nodded.
“While I’m up here I’d like some trainers, nothing special, but they’ve got to be comfortable and,” she rummaged in her backpack and produced a tapered plastic insole. “This has got to fit inside.”
Suzï smiled.
“Must it be trainers? We do some lovely soft-leather gym-shoes with non-slip soles, but…”
Mary laughed.
“But they don’t come cheap.”
Suzï grinned.
“White, soft-grey, brown or black?”
Mary grinned back.
“I’ll look at the white and the grey, but I’ve gone off brown.”
Suzï finished serving Mary and watched her leave her part of the store for the clothing department. Suzï then rushed to the loo and was violently sick. While she had been serving Mary she had been racking her brains; she reckoned that she’d last checked her reserve parachute over ten jumps ago, that was one mistake she would not make again.
Mary finally left the sport’s store sporting her knee brace, a new pair of shoes and a new top, to her utter amazement the rest of the items she had purchased would be delivered to the security office below the flat free of charge. She smiled to herself, she had spent well over a thousand pounds so a free delivery was not too much to ask. She waved to a taxi and sat in the back, now for her second call of the day.
The taxi dropped her right outside the Bank of England and Mary walked inside, still conscious of her unseen knee brace. She stopped at an imposing reception desk and smiled at the spotty youth behind the desk.
“Hi, I’ve an appointment with Mr Jamerson.”
He looked at his computer screen.
“Is that Mr Jamerson our numismatist or Mr Jamerson of equities control madam?”
She smiled at his formal manner, it definitely did not go with his appearance.
“The former.”
He peered at the screen again.
“Would you care to go to our interview room number three, Mr Smith will escort you.”
Mr Smith turned out to be a burly man squeezed into a smart uniform; he led her down the corridor matching his pace with hers, he did not speak. At the appropriate room he opened the door and ushered her inside; it was all embossed wallpaper, oak panelling and mahogany desk, it positively oozed tradition and stability. Mr Jamerson entered the room a couple of minutes later, he oozed arrogance and disdain. He sat down, did not introduce himself and started the interview by looking at his watch.
“I believe Miss Webb you wanted to discuss gold coinage.”
Mary tried a smile, but was rapidly beginning to think that this was not one of her best ideas. “I have a gold guinea minted in the 1950s that I’d like you to look at.”
He gave a supercilious smile.
“Let me guess, a guinea with two crossed palms on one side and the number one on the other. They were issued by Saudi Arabia in 1959, hence the Arabic writing around the one.”
She tried another smile.
“No, this one is dated 1952 and has the head of George VI on one side and the Union Jack on the other.”
He almost rolled his eyes and adopted a haughty manner.
“Then it’s a forgery. You won’t find the Union Jack on any gold guineas and the last golden guinea, known as the military guinea, was issued in 1813 in the reign of George III.”
Mary began to lose her patience, he had not even asked to see the coin.
“I’m told that they were never in general circulation, but issued as a fallback currency should there be a nuclear war.”
This time he did roll his eyes and shook his head.
“Highly unlikely.”
She leant forward slightly and said acidly.
“And of course you would know, I mean you are the coinage expert for the period in question.”
He was taken aback at her manner.
“Actually I specialise in post Seventeenth century Bronze Coinage, but I am certain on this point.”
Mary didn’t move a muscle; he sighed through his nose.
“But if you insist I will check our database, have you got the coin with you?”
She passed over the coin and he swung round through ninety degrees and started tapping on a computer keyboard. In the end he pressed the ‘enter’ key and sat back; now, for the first time, he took a good look at the coin.
“Surprising the forgers bothered really, there are not that many gold coins and if you’ve got this much gold then you might as well sell it at face value.”
He suddenly stopped and peered at the screen, he tapped a few keys and looked at the coin again. He picked up the phone beside him and dialled. Mary listened to the conversation. “Hello George? I’ve got a lady with me and we’re talking about gold guineas, she has a coin that purports to be a guinea, but has too late a date. But, I’ve entered the basic data into our database and got a response I’ve not seen before, it says ‘restricted coinage category CW2’, can you help?”
She watched his face as it went from curiosity to bewilderment to disbelief, he put the phone down and turned to Mary.
“Mr Young, he’s our top coin expert, is coming to see you. If you don’t mind I’ll just pop out to meet him.”
He stood up and made for the door, Mary verbally waylaid him.
“Excuse me – the coin, I’d rather keep it in my sight.”
He had the grace to look sheepish and handed it back.
Mary waited for nearly ten minutes and then Mr Jamerson re-entered followed by his complete antithesis. The second man was short, rotund, had a full head of grey hair and enough wrinkles to strike a match. He held his hand out.
“Good morning, I’m Mr Young, but call me George, everybody does. I believe you have an interesting coin?”
Mary passed the coin over and he looked at it and then compared it to a coin he had in a little wooden tray. He turned his specimen coin over with a silk ribbon and then looked at Mary.
“May I ask where you found this?”
Mary smiled.
“In Suffolk near the sea.”
She studied his face.
“I take it that it is not a forgery.”
George smiled thereby significantly increasing his quota of wrinkles.
“Oh I can’t say that.”
Mary pointed.
“But there is a 1952 English Gold Guinea, after all your little sample coin is not a figment of my imagination.”
He gave a reassuring smile.
“Not necessarily, we also keep some coins that never went beyond the prototype stage.”
George sat down leaving Mr Jamerson standing, he fingered Mary’s coin and then nodded to himself.
“When I joined the bank I was told an apocryphal story that was one of those ideas that seemed right for a time. Your talking about the cold war period, paranoia about another world war etc. etc. There story goes that there were a few thousand 1952 gold guineas minted, but production ceased when the King died. They were meant to be kept in the various bunkers and war-rooms that were planned, but by 1954 the government decided that it was not the right approach and they were withdrawn and melted back into gold bars. I rather think that the government felt that if knowledge of gold coin storage got out it would attract thieves.” He gave a rye smile. “However the story has a twist in that they were supposedly not all returned.”
He fingered the coin again.
“Especially from Suffolk. It’s said that Suffolk lost one of it’s coastal war-rooms in the floods of 1953; it was so severely damaged they filled it with concrete, legend has it that was before anyone remembered the coins in the floor-safe.”
He smiled at Mary.
“If that were true I would guess that you found this on some Suffolk beach. With coastal erosion the way it is I guess that if there is any credence to that story that war-room could now be yielding up its secret.”
Mary merely smiled and George smiled back. All of a sudden he produced a small yellow cloth and cleaned the coin, he then slipped it into a small plastic wallet and handed it back to Mary.
“If I were you I’d keep that very safe.” He said seriously.
Mary self-consciously tucked it in her pocket.
“So what happens if I take it to an auction house?”
George sighed.
“Is that a formal request for verification of the existence of the coinage?”
“Yes.”
He gave a broad smile.
“Well that’s going to ruffle a few feathers. Can I have your address?”
She wrote her address on some of the vellum paper on the desk and handed it over. He gave her a stern look.
“You will keep that thing in a safe place, I’d hate to cause a fuss and then have you lose the coin.”
“Safe as houses.”
He nodded.
“We’ll be in touch.”
She smiled, not moving.
“What happens if I had more than one?”
George froze for a moment and then said quietly.
“One would be worth a small fortune in coin collecting terms. Two may raise some suspicions, but if you have more than ten I’d start to think about forgery.”
Mary nodded.
“But I guess you have a way of checking for forgery built into the design.”
He gave a huge wrinkle enhancing smile.
“I couldn’t possibly say.”
She laughed and stood up. He said in almost a whisper.
“If you have got a shed load, put them on the market before Christmas won’t you; I retire at Christmas and I’d love to be here to watch the fun.”
Mary shook his hand and walked out of the room to find Mr Smith waiting to escort her back to reception. Mr Jamerson gave George a curious look.
“Is all that true?”
George held up his specimen coin.
“Well this didn’t come from nowhere.”
“Can you check for forgery?”
“Yes, but in my opinion her coin is absolutely bona-fide.”
Mr Jamerson leant against the wall.
“Then wherever did she get if from?”
George smiled and rubbed his chin.
“The war-room the Suffolk Authorities lost was reputedly near a small village called Shingle Street. I’d start on the beach there, after all gold coins don’t float.”
The young man sighed.
“How many coins were supposedly lost?”
George smiled.
“Records of the period aren’t all they should be, but certainly more than two hundred and probably less than six hundred.”
Mr Jamerson smiled, perhaps a weekend in Suffolk with his metal-detector would be a good investment of his time. George just smiled in remembering; he’d been told the story by his boss when he’d joined the bank and, full of the exuberance of youth, had spent many pleasant weekends in Suffolk combing the beaches around Shingle Street. He’d spent so many weekends there he’d married the daughter of the local coastguard, but he’d never found so much as one single gold coin, so wherever Mary had found the coin he was pretty certain it was not Shingle Street. On the other hand Orfordness, a once closed and secretive island just off Aldeburgh, was now a bird reserve and open to the public, perhaps he’d visit there next time they went to see his sister-in-law. The only curious thing was that the coin was in near-mint condition, it had obviously not been pounded by sand and he was pretty certain it had not been immersed in sea-water. That left mud, he began to wonder if there were any mud-banks on or near Orfordness that were worth a visit.
Mary arrived outside the Planetarium at just before two o’clock to find Robert and Josie in the entrance queue. They shuffled along and were soon enjoying the astral show. Josie was mesmerised, so much so they paid extra and stayed on for the second show, which was not on stars, but the planets. Josie was totally spellbound for the whole show and they only extracted her from the building with a promise of a return later in the week. Even so a visit to the gift-shop was obligatory. As Josie looked through a huge poster display Robert and Mary stood nearby and kept an eye on her. Robert nodded towards Josie.
“I think she enjoyed that.”
Mary laughed.
“Enjoy hardly covers it, total delight may be better. What have you got planned next?”
He shrugged his shoulders.
“Wondered about the waxworks next door, but she didn’t seem keen.”
Mary grimaced, waxworks were not her cup of tea either.
“I wouldn’t mind going to the Tate, they’ve got a special showing of paintings by Lowry.”
A look of horror crossed his face and Mary almost burst out laughing, but instead made an offer.
“Look, why don’t I take Josie to the Tate and you go off and do whatever men do.”
His face brightened up.
“You wouldn’t mind?”
“Of course not.”
Josie suddenly appeared with a star-map for the Northern Hemisphere; Robert looked at the price and winced. Josie smiled.
“If I had this poster to cover up my old wallpaper you wouldn’t have to decorate my bedroom.”
Robert rolled his eyes and muttered.
“Wherever does she get it from” and took the poster to the cash desk. Josie grinned at Mary and whispered.
“Don’t remind him he’s already bought the wallpaper,” causing Mary to almost have a choking attack.
One lemonade and cream-puff later Josie and Mary walked into the exhibition of Lowry’s paintings. Mary and Josie strolled around the first gallery until Mary sat down and patted the bench beside her, Josie sat down. Mary said quietly.
“Now we’ve had a quick look, we need to seriously look at one or two; let’s try this one, remember every picture tells a story.”
Josie puckered up her nose.
“But everyone in this painting looks so sad.”
Mary pointed to two little match-stick figures.
“Those boys seem happy enough.”
Josie scoffed.
“That’s ‘cause they don’t know what’s going on.”
Mary smiled.
“So what is going on? Come on, you look at the painting and tell me the story.”
Josie stared at the painting.
“Well there’s lots of smoke and dirt and …”
They arrived back at the flat to be greeted by the smell of cooking, Robert appeared from the kitchen and Josie ran up to him and unrolled a poster.
“Mary bought me a Lowry poster; see.”
Robert gave her a hug and looked at the poster.
“Lancashire Fair; do you like it?”
She nodded.
“We’re going back later this week.”
She skipped off into her bedroom and Robert gave Mary a quizzical look. She grinned.
“Every picture tells a story, she liked that story.”
He pointed to the piece of modern art on the TV screen.
“So what does that say?”
Mary’s face cracked into a dazzling smile.
“It says ‘I belong to a high-tech flat and if you don’t understand me you’re not cool.’”
Robert burst into laughter and made for the kitchen.
“Dinner in five minutes and Jake’s brought up a million shopping bags, they’re in your room.”
He suddenly stopped and returned to the lounge, he said quietly.
“I bumped into Stephen in a computer shop, his practice owns this flat, he’s invited me out for a drink tonight, but…”
Mary repeated her dazzling smile.
“That’s fine by me, there’s plenty of DVDs to work through.”
He hesitated.
“Are you sure?”
“Positive.
“You go and spend some time with your friend.”
He relaxed and she asked.
“Known him for long?” more out of politeness than curiosity.
He nodded meaningfully.
“We were at university together, originally we were going into partnership together, until…”
Josie came out of her bedroom and finished the sentence for him, Mary began to realise for the first time just what Robert had sacrificed for his daughter.
The dinner of pizza, chips and peas was not a culinary experience to be repeated; even the normally ravenous Josie gave up half way through. Mary picked up the frozen pizza box and surveyed the cooking instructions, she said nothing and put the box in the refuse bin. Josie looked at her father.
“Can I have a shower?”
He nodded and she tripped out. Robert looked at Mary.
“Well?”
“Well what?”
“Well what did I do wrong with the pizza?”
She shrugged.
“Nothing as far as I could see. Defrost for ten minutes in the microwave and then twenty minutes in the oven at full bore.”
Robert slapped his forehead.
“Defrost? I never saw anything about defrosting!”
They both laughed and he stood up.
“Coffee?”
“Tea, if you don’t mind.”
He put the kettle on and turned round.
“She obviously enjoyed today.”
Mary smiled.
“She’s bright, full of life and wonderfully secure with you, why shouldn’t she enjoy life?”
Robert looked startled.
“You really think that? That she’s secure.”
Mary grinned.
“If she says ‘daddy says’ to me one more time I might just scream.”
He sighed.
“That’s nice to know, not that you’ll scream, but that she’s secure.”
Mary was curious.
“What makes you uncertain?”
He shrugged.
“She’s always on about Aruna’s mother and the mothers of other girls at school.”
Mary watched his face, angst was not far away.
“What about their father’s, I bet a good few have single mums?”
He looked out of the window.
“But she’s a girl and I’m never sure if it’s the same thing.”
Mary said quietly.
“Believe me she’s got a stable home and she’s quite quite happy, you’re doing a really good job with her.”
Robert looked at her.
“Thanks, it’s nice to hear it from someone else.”
Josie reappeared in the doorway clothed in a huge bath-towel.
“Shower won’t work, it keeps beeping at me.”
Robert grinned and pretended to swipe her across the head.
“That’s because you haven’t got the shower cubicle door closed my girl, but this shower won’t let you get away with it.”
She laughed and scampered away, Mary wondered for the umpteenth time what she was doing with them. Josie was clearly a happy girl and Robert was clearly coping excellently as a single parent, so just why was Robert so keen to have her as Josie’s Godmother? It didn’t quite make sense.
They had coffee and Robert opted for a shower a couple of minutes before the door-bell rang. Mary opened the door and gave her best smile, who said the arch-angel Gabriel was taken. Her angel smiled and proffered his hand.
“Hi, I’m Stephen, you must be Mary.”
Mary shook his hand and he made his way into the flat, declined a drink and sat in an armchair. Mary re-settled herself onto the end of the settee and pressed the button to bring up the leg-support to exactly where she wanted it. Mary waved her right hand.
“This is all your idea?”
He nodded.
“Can’t always get in exactly what we want, but we do the best we can.”
Mary nodded and smiled like a star-struck school-girl. Stephen was tall, dark-haired, handsome faced and had wonderful pale blue eyes, her pulsed raced.
“Obviously your targeting the fabulously over-paid footballer and suchlike.”
He seemed surprised.
“How do you know?”
She laughed.
“I’ve seen the visitor’s book – you could probably sell that for a fortune at auction.”
He leant back and crossed his long Armani clad legs.
“So what do you think?”
She half-smiled.
“Not bad, but I wouldn’t want to live here, it’s too cold and impersonal.”
He chuckled from deep in his sun-tanned throat.
“Neither would I. So any improvements we could make?”
She thought.
“Personally I would like an electric carving knife and a lightweight stool in the kitchen.” She smiled. “I have what is termed as limited mobility and standing still while cooking is not easy.”
He nodded having noticed her gait as she had walked to the settee.
“Polio?”
“Parachuting.”
He pulled out a little notebook and scribbled.
“Anything else?”
She brushed some hair out of her eyes.
“I don’t like the sharp corners on the metal kitchen top, not good when it’s head height for children. And talking of children there’s no toys around.”
He looked dubious, she tried for a winning smile.
“Even famous over-rich footballers have children and they dote on them obscenely if I recall. So some good quality toys and a family of teddy-bears would go down well. You could also put some decent children’s books in the bookcase and throw out the shelf of old classics, they may look impressive, but nobody reads them, least not in your market sector.”
He laughed.
“Wouldn’t know what to buy.”
She gave him a withering look.
“Try asking your staff, surely some of them have children, they can tell you what toys are in vogue. And I could easily give you a list of decent children’s books, it’s my specialism.”
He nodded, writing furiously in his notebook. He gave her a smile that melted her heart.
“So what’s the best thing about the flat?”
She smiled broadly.
“This settee, I’ve never found one so comfortable and the ability to move the leg support in both directions without moving the back is marvellous. I could die for this.”
He chuckled.
“What about the armchairs?”
She shrugged.
“Control is on the left hand side so I haven’t used them.”
He got up, walked across the room and lifted up the seat cushion of one of the armchairs.
“The control is moveable,” he pulled the control out on it’s curly cord. “You can put it either side to reach it down beside the cushion or have it hanging out.”
He gave a big smile.
“And this chair has a boost in the seat to aid the elderly to rise, so.” He pressed a toggle switch and the base of the rose and tilted forward.
“Have to watch it though. Wouldn’t like to shoot the old dears through the wall.”
She laughed and then pointed to the large flat TV screen.
“And this plasma TV screen has a dreadful viewing angle, it’s fine from the settee, but pale from the armchairs.”
He went back and sat down.
“It’s LED technology, not plasma and it’s being changed next week.”
He paused.
“And the worst aspect, the thing you would like improved most?”
She answered without hesitation.
“The bathroom, it's smoothed tiled with an enticing bath, but I know if I got in it I would never get out.”
He looked surprised.
“Why ever not, it‘s a huge bath.”
She made a face.
“You try getting in and out of a bath without bending your knees beyond 90°. You don't need those ghastly white handles, a few firmly fixed sunken soap dishes would at least help.”
She paused.
“And if footballers are your main target, they often have leg injuries don't they?”
He looked surprised and then nodded.
“What do you do at home?”
“I've got a bath-lifter. Its a sort of collapsing seat that fits in the bath. It lowers me gently and I pump myself up at the end. It works on hydraulics and uses the bath-water as it's fluid. But that wouldn't be any good for your bath, it would destroy the whirlpool action,”
He closed his book.
“You've given me more ideas in ten minutes than my best architect.”
She laughed.
“Just send the fee to my agent.”
He smiled.
“Seriously, send me an e-mail of your children's book recommendations and I'll read it with interest.”
Robert suddenly appeared and Stephen stood up and walked over to her.
“Nice meeting you, enjoy your holiday.”
She smiled.
“And the toaster, it's awful; doesn't go beyond the mildly brown.”
He smiled tolerantly and they left. She thought to herself, ‘toasters! What on earth was I gabbling on about toasters for?’
Robert and Stephen entered the lift to go down to the basement and Robert said.
“Sorry about that, she can be a bit of grouch.’
Stephen laughed.
“Actually I thought she was very respectable. I can see why you brought her.’
Robert shook his head.
“Not my type, too plain, too down to earth, too sensible.’
Stephen patted him on the shoulder.
“I'd forgotten you go for he glamour-puss type, just remember where that got you last time. Sensible is OK in my book.”
Robert gave a treacherous grin.
“Oh and you'd know all about women wouldn't you; wife number three is it now?”
Stephen thumped him on the shoulder.
“And she's very sensible and we're very happy.”
Robert laughed.
“And, of course, she's not the least attractive - I don't think!”
They both laughed and exited the lift.
Just before eleven Robert returned and quietly entered the house, all the lights were out and as he stepped through the door he waved his arm to alert the motion detector. The lights sprang into life in soft mode to reveal Mary and Josie fast asleep on the settee. Mary was languishing on the end seat and Josie was tucked up under her left arm. They looked so peaceful together he was reluctant to wake them up. He stood there looking at the pair of them and remembered her words: ‘every picture tells a story.’ He paused to savour the moment and after a few seconds Mary opened one eye and then the other. She looked at her watch and then at Robert. He went over and scooped up Josie and took her, still sleeping, to her bedroom. When he got back to the lounge he said quietly.
“Cup of cocoa?’
She nodded sleepily and he went to the kitchen and after a few minutes returned with the hot drink. He placed he drink on the small table beside her and sat in an armchair.
“Good evening?”
She smiled in recollection.
“We watched the movie Annie, Josie’s not seen it before and I’m sorry to say we'll probably have some of the songs all day tomorrow. You?”
He sipped his drink.
“Yes thanks, haven't had an evening out with him for a long time.”
She moved her footrest slightly.
“Do you regret not being in partnership with him?”
He thought for a moment.
“Not really, he's gone through two divorces and is on his third marriage. You don't get to be a top architect by saying at home, so he's never there and the women he chooses never wait.’
Another little piece of hope inside her died.
“Third wife? He doesn't seem old enough.”
Robert gave a tired smile.
“Looks never tell the whole story.”
He suddenly looked so forlorn she could have hugged him; however, it didn't take much effort of will to resist the temptation. But Stephen’s words flashed through her mind: ‘you do the best you can.
“But you had a good evening.”
“Yes thanks.“ he hesitated. “He's invited me to a computer exhibition on Wednesday
She smiled at his hesitancy.
“Then you go, Josie and I will be OK.”
He seemed uncertain and said carefully.
“You will be able to cope, all day I mean, she can be very tiring.”
She was touched by his concern,
“we'll be fine.”
He flashed a smile.
“Thanks.”
“Where’s the conference?”
He gave a tired grin.
“Amsterdam, we'll fly out from the City Airport.”
She scolded him in a mock manner.
“Well you behave yourself, I know what Amsterdam is like.”
They laughed and he stretched.
“What did you do this morning?”
She considered her answer and decided to tell him of both visits.
“I bought myself a fancy knee brace and went to the Bank of England.”
He looked surprised.
“Why?”
“To talk about the gold coin we found.”
He shook his head.
“I mean the knee brace, I thought you were managing OK?”
She was suddenly touched by his concern.
“My right knee has been getting worse for some time. Susan reckons that the joint is wearing abnormally and I have to prevent lateral knee movement to prolong it's life.”
“Does it help?”
“Amazingly so, I should have done it months ago, perhaps years ago. You don't realise how bad things are getting until you take action.”
He gave her an thoughtful look.
“Can't they give you an artificial joint?”
She visibly winced at the thought.
“Apparently it's quite difficult if you haven't got a kneecap and in any case I've already had two operations on that particular leg and artificial joints have a limited life.”
And the bank?”
“Now that,” she said. “Was very interesting…”
Mary was falling. She was falling when she knew that she should be floating. She tried flapping her arms, but she was still falling. She passed through a cloud and hovered above a greenhouse, she closed her eyes and found herself in the middle of a pile of flower pots. She tried to stand up, but her legs were all bendy. Then, all of a sudden, she felt her legs in a crushing machine and Susan was pulling her about, rocking her backwards and forwards. Mary woke up to find Josie shaking her shoulder and calling her name over and over again. She rolled over to face Josie.
“Sorry Josie, did I frighten you.”
She didn’t need an answer as it was written all across Josie’s face. Mary reached out to touch her.
“Did I scream?”
Josie nodded, still obviously frightened. Mary wondered what to say and decided on the truth.
“I had a nightmare.”
Josie looked bewildered and her eyes opened wide.
“Was it full of scary animals?”
Mary smiled.
“No. You know I had a bad accident, sometimes I dream of it and it frightens me.”
Josie’s face changed from fear to concern.
“Daddy says that dreams are our brains way of emptying it’s trash can, just like a computer, and that I’m not to worry about nightmares.”
Mary gently ruffled Josie’s hair.
“That sound very sensible to me.”
Josie gave Mary an anxious look.
“Are you alright now?”
Mary considered her answer.
“I am for the moment Josie, but I can’t promise that I won’t have another nightmare.”
Josie suddenly threw her arms around Mary and Mary cuddled her, knowing that she had severely frightened Josie and that she was only a child. She stayed with her arms around Josie until Josie’s breathing became even and regular, she then carefully untangled herself and rolled over. She whispered out a prayer.
“Look God, I know that nightmares might be part of my lot and I can cope with that, but please please don’t let me frighten Josie again, it’s not fair on her. I’m not asking for you to take my nightmares away, just stop me screaming when I’m with her.”
She suddenly realised that she was crying, but she was not sure why. Was she crying for the sudden loss of her youthfulness, for frightening Josie or her fear of the future? She fell asleep with the tears still on her face.
Robert was walking with Marcia through a restaurant, he could see men ogling Marcia as they passed by, but he didn’t care as Marcia was on his arm. They ate sashimi and laughed with each other. They walked home in the moonlight and he became terribly sick, he looked up to see Mary looking at him and telling him that’s what you get for eating raw fish in horseradish sauce. He wanted Marcia, he wanted a pretty woman on his arm, he didn’t want Mary and her prickly manner. He hunted around the house and found a note with a small silver chain attached, it just said ‘goodbye.’ He ran through the house, he didn’t want to be alone, but Marcia had gone. He ran out of the house and down the road and straight into the local fishmonger. Mary dumped a piece of cod on the marble counter and told him to cook it properly. Josie popped up beside her and they both started looking at a strange picture on the wall. He walked through the counter and saw that it was a picture of his wedding, but Marcia looked at him from the picture and waved goodbye, she left without blowing him a kiss. He looked back in the shop and it had become a park with Josie and Mary dancing in the sunlight, holding each other’s hands, leaning back and twirling round singing ring-a-ring-a-roses. They suddenly fell down and the green grass became a white settee with the two of them sleeping peacefully, Stephen whispered in his ear, ‘sensible is fine by me’ and the room swallowed him up. Robert turned over in his sleep, the dream would be unremembered, but the thoughts were in his head.
Josie dreamt of living in an American orphanage and of singing and dancing with the other girls, especially Aruna. Finally they was rescued from the orphanage by Mary and taken to a huge house where her father lived, and everyone was happy, including Betrum the bear.
Mary woke first and a full bladder compelled her to take a trip to the bathroom; from there she went into the silent kitchen and made herself a coffee, it was only 6am. She sneaked back into bed and, not feeling tired, picked up the book on prayer that she was reading. Josie woke up an hour later and found Mary propped up on some pillows fast asleep with a book on the covers. She reached over and picked the book up. The print was closely packed, there were no pictures and it looked boring. She read the back cover and then read it again. If she understood correctly it said that God answered prayer and that you should be honest with him and tell him what was on your mind. She smiled and whispered to the ceiling.
“Please make Mary happy and stop her having nightmares and please make her stay with us.” She thought a little. “And please don’t be angry with Aruna that she doesn’t go to my church.”
She carefully placed the book back on the bed and picked up her Space Journey book. She’d read it at least twice, but it was a special book.
Mary woke up some fifteen minutes later and felt Josie fidgeting beside her. She sat up, Josie smiled and Mary pointed to the book.
“Still reading that?”
Josie nodded.
“Why do they call something that is very very large a dwarf just because it’s red?”
Mary gave a sleepy grin.
“That’s one for you father.”
She looked at the clock and whispered.
“Why don’t we get up quietly and cook you dad a breakfast?”
Josie made to scamper for her own room and Mary stopped her. Mary handed Josie a small purple paper carrier bag.
“I saw these in a shop and thought that you might like them.”
Josie opened the bag and pulled out a lightweight honeydew coloured sport’s top with a small anteater motif and thin chartreuse coloured edging; her eyes practically bulged.
“For me?”
Mary nodded.
“Feel it.”
Josie rubbed it between her fingers.
“It feels so soft.”
Josie peered in the bag again and pulled out some grey slacks.
“Can I wear them today?”
“Of course, but be sure to wear your white trainers with them.”
Josie became suspicious.
“Why?”
“You’ll see, now go and have a proper shower, not one of your five second jobs.”
Josie shot off like a jack-rabbit and Mary made her way to the bathroom. Fifteen minutes later Mary was fastening her knee brace when Josie burst in. Mary opened her mouth and Josie exited and knocked on the door. Mary said formally.
“Come in.” and Josie re-entered.
She looked at the knee brace.
“What’s that?”
“I bought it yesterday, it stops my knee from going all wobbly.”
Mary rolled down her slacks and stood up, Josie fairly bounced up and down.
“You’ve got the same clothes as me!”
Mary held her finger to her lips.
“Sssh, don’t want to wake your dad do we?”
Mary pointed to her snow white shoes and then to Josie’s grubby white trainers.
“And I think they could do with a clean, don’t you?”
Josie left for her bathroom and Mary sat down, the knee-brace didn’t feel right. She rolled up her trouser leg and sought out the pencil mark on her leg, she was about quarter of an inch out. She re-aligned her knee brace, rolled down her slacks and looked in the huge dressing table mirror. The mirror displayed a woman sitting all alone in a huge bedroom and Mary suddenly, and inexplicably, burst into tears. She mopped them up and pulled herself together as Josie reappeared.
“Clean enough?”
“They’ll do.”
Josie looked at Mary’s face and was about to say something when Mary reached out.
“Now, how about a squirt of perfume?”
Robert was woken by Josie some while later and solemnly informed that breakfast was ready. He nodded and his head responded by pounding mildly he ran his tongue round his mouth, which felt full of sawdust and he longed for another hour in bed. However, he managed to stand up a and stagger to the kitchen via the bathroom, where he ran his head under a cold shower for a full minute. Once in the kitchen he had a sense of déjà vu; yesterday it had been the same hair-colour, today it was matching outfits. He gulped down some coffee and said to Josie.
“New outfit?”
She did a twirl.
“Brill isn’t it?”
She came close.
“Just feel the top, it’s so soft.”
Mary placed scrambled egg on toast on the table.
“Just you remember my girl, hand wash only or on the most delicate setting on your washing machine.”
Robert eyed the scrambled egg with suspicion and then decided that it would be for the best. Mary suddenly tucked a piece of kitchen towel into Josie’s top rather like an impromptu napkin.
“Don’t want tomato ketchup on your top do we?”
Before Josie could protest she stuck a piece of kitchen roll in her own top and started to eat.
When breakfast was over Josie went to her bedroom for something and Robert turned to Mary.
“How much for the clothes?”
Mary shook her head.
“They’re on me.”
Robert tried to put his brain in gear and said quietly.
“I didn’t ask you here to spend your money on my daughter.”
Mary stopped rinsing out the cups and replied softly.
“I enjoyed buying them, please don’t deny me a little retail therapy, I don’t have many pleasures in life.”
Robert wondered how to respond as Mary thrust another cup of coffee under his nose.
She sat down and whispered.
“Please don’t think that I’m trying to buy my way into Josie’s heart, because I’m not. I really did enjoy buying the clothes for her.”
Robert reached out and put his right index finger through her steel hook; she obviously couldn’t feel his touch, but the casual action sent a momentary frisson through her heart. He said gently, and with feeling.
“I’m not accusing you of anything of the sort, you don’t need to buy your way into Josie’s heart, we both know that. It’s just that I don’t want you to be out of pocket because of my daughter.”
He watched her carefully.
“Look, let me give you some money to take Josie shopping tomorrow. She needs some new casual clothes, a party dress for her friend Aruna’s birthday party and some school shoes, black is obligatory. I’m sure you’ll make more appropriate choices that I would”
Mary gave a Robert a stunning smile and caught him totally unawares.
“I’d love to take her shopping, but you get the change.” She smiled again. “That is if there is any.”
Josie burst back into the kitchen and saw her father withdraw his hand from Mary.
“I’m ready,” she said.
Mary looked at Robert, who gave a weak smile.
“I think it will be a morning in the open air; Hyde Park, Buckingham Palace and the Serpentine.”
Mary almost laughed, but managed not to, perhaps his evening out with an old friend was having more than a few hangover effects.
“What about the afternoon?”
He shrugged, Mary helped him out.
“How about the Natural History Museum? I love that place and haven’t been there for years.”
He leapt at the idea.
“Great, we’ll come back here and then all leave for the museum.”
Mary took away his empty cup.
“Will you want a snack?”
Robert gave her a indecisive look and she added.
“I don’t mind getting something easy and cold. So you come back at what time you want.”
Robert felt his stubble.
“Shave first Josie my girl and then we’re off. You give Mary a hand with the plates, remember she is our guest and should not be doing all the work.”
Josie made a face, but still came over to help Mary clean up. Mary handed her a spray bottle of wipe-down disinfectant and wordlessly they started working together. Robert beat a hasty retreat, he still could not really cope with the sight of them standing side by side in identical outfits. It looked too much like mother and daughter.
Just after they had left the doorbell rang and Mary found Jake at the door.
“Special delivery from Mr Forbes.” He said holding out a small pile of parcels.
She took in the parcels and almost burst into laughter. The parcels contained an electric carving knife, a ultra lightweight metal stool, a family of four teddy-bears, a lightweight bath-lifter and a swish toaster with a note affixed that read, ‘proper brown toast - guaranteed, I hope!”
She muttered about some people being overtly efficient and distributed some the goods around the flat before sitting down and rattling of a thank-you e-mail to Stephen and added a list of suitable children’s books. She tried out the toaster, had another cup of coffee and took the ultra-thin lightweight stainless steel bath-lifter into the bathroom. This one was not hydraulic, but worked on a screw and ratchet principle. She sat on the toilet seat and looked longingly at the bath. Her mind made up she collected her toiletries, placed the bath lifter in the bottom of the bath and started running the water.
One long relaxing whirlpool bath later she reached over the edge of the bath and picked up the bath-lifter that she had left propped up against the outside of the bath. It was so thin and light she’d been able to extract it from underneath herself and enjoy the full effect of the water-jets. She shuffled it underneath her, made sure that she was sitting squarely on the narrow seat and started moving the lifting lever back and forth. She rose no more than two inches before there was a muffled bang from under the water and she dropped to the bottom of the bath. She inspected the device to find, to her horror, the long threaded screw drive had broken between the ratchet and the seat levers. Basically it had become a useless piece of junk. She threw it over the edge of the bath in disgust before pulling the plug and letting the water out. When talking to Stephen the previous night she had not been quite truthful, in theory she did have a way of getting out of the bath, but she had not actually had to use it in anger since her physiotherapist had shown it to her years ago. The theory was simple if somewhat undignified: roll onto her front, wriggle until her feet were against the end of the bath, use mainly her arms to push herself up into a crawling position with her weight on her good knee, grab hold of the edge of the bath with her right hand and pull herself across to lean over it; then lift her weak leg over the edge of the bath , sit upright astride the bath lip and finally swing the good leg out of the bath. That should leave her sitting on the edge of the bath. The trouble was she had only ever done it once, found it excruciatingly painful for her left knee and had practised it in a shallow plastic bath. She sat composing herself and mentally running through the routine. Finally she grabbed her towel, folded it into a pad and lay back to roll over onto her front. She pushed herself up onto her good knee with the towel underneath it and balancing her weight between that and her left forearm; she reached over for the edge of the bath. He left forearm promptly skidded across the bottom of the bath causing her to fall back onto her front and bang the side of her eye against her arm. She took a deep breath, she had practised in a dry bath with much more friction between arm and bath. She lay in the bottom composing herself again, determined not to be beaten. Once again she pushed herself up into the crawling position and this time much more carefully balanced her weight between forearm and knee. She reached out for the edge of the bath and grabbed hold of it, as soon as she tried to transfer her whole weight to her knee to get fairly upright and be able to lean over the bath edge she knew it was a probably no-go. Last time it had been like crawling onto the bath-lip, this time it was more of a climb and the knee was screaming in protest. She managed to get her right armpit over the bath-edge, but then she had no leverage to pull herself the extra few inches to be able to effectively lay her rib-cage where her armpit now was. In the end, after a few excruciating seconds, she let herself tumble back into the bath. She pounded the bottom of the bath in sheer frustration. She lay there for a few moments and muttered to herself ‘is there a plan B?’ She recalled a talk she had had once with a young wheelchair bound girl; she’d got out of the bath once by placing her bath-lifter over the taps at an angle and shuffling up it as if it were stairs. However, she had had fearsome upper body strength and in any case Mary had been sitting the wrong way round and the bath lifter was now out of reach. However ignominious it was, she’d have to wait until Roger returned. In truth she was too frightened about damaging her one and only good knee to try anything else. She rolled over and got herself back into a seated position. She put the bath-plug back in and decided that while she waited she might as well have another bath, she had nothing else to do.
While Mary was trying unsuccessfully to extricate herself from the bath Robert and Josie were sitting beside the Serpentine Lake eating ice-creams. He felt much better after time in the open air. He watched a duck and said casually to Josie.
“Enjoying the holiday.”
She took her nose out of the giant double cornet with strawberry topping.
“Brill.”
He watched her for a second.
“Don’t you dare get any of that strawberry topping down your new top, Mary would kill me.”
Josie smiled.
“No she wouldn’t, but she might tell you off. She’s good at telling people off.”
Robert shuddered at the thought.
“Are you glad we invited Mary?”
She nodded eagerly. Robert tied a different tack.
“Do you think she’s enjoying it?”
Josie stopped eating and looked at her father over an unstable pile of ice-cream.
“I think so, but she was crying this morning.”
Robert watched her eyes.
“Crying? Are you sure?”
Josie nodded causing the ice-cream to wobbly dangerously.
“She didn’t want me to know, but she was all red-eyed.”
Robert was baffled.
“I didn’t notice.”
Josie licked the most unstable part of the ice-cream and a great dollop fell off, Robert expertly caught it before it hit her slacks and tossed it into a waste-paper bin. For a few seconds Josie attacked the rest of the ice-cream with vigour. She then said with absolute certainty.
“You’re not meant to notice silly, she doesn’t want to spoil our holiday.”
Robert wondered how far he should push the conversation.
“Do you know why she’s crying?”
Josie shook her head and finished the last piece of cone.
“She’s sad inside, like aunt Joan, only different.”
Robert pondered the statement and passed her a tissue.
“Aunt Joan has depression, I don’t think Mary is depressed.”
Josie watched him.
“She’s still sad.”
Robert tickled her ear.
“But do you like her?.”
Josie beamed.
“She’s brill,” she gave a sly smile. “Much better than Fiona, she just wanted me out the way.”
Robert sighed, Fiona had been his last attempt at a girlfriend, but it had become clear after only a couple of visits that as far as she was concerned children should be unseen and not heard. Josie held her father’s hand.
“Are you and Mary going out, is that why she’s on holiday with us?”
He was totally stunned by the question and for a moment didn’t know how to respond, eventually he formed an answer he thought Josie might accept.
“She’s here as a friend, nothing else, and we are definitely not going out.”
Josie watched his eyes to see if he looked shifty, if he looked shifty she knew that he was lying. Robert watched her face to see what reaction he got. She wasn’t sure if he was looking shifty and he saw disappointment written all over her face. He didn’t, however, duck the subject, Josie was too precious to him to be fobbed off with a half statement.
“Look Josie, if your going to go out with someone there has to be something special between you. Something more than friendship, something much deeper.”
She rolled her eyes.
“You mean love and kisses.”
He nodded.
“Mary and I haven’t got that specialness.”
Josie sat still for a moment and stated.
“But the specialness can grow. Aruna’s mummy and daddy didn’t love each other at first, but now they do.”
Robert tried to understand where she was coming from and then smiled.
“But they probably had an arranged marriage, their parents chose them for each other.”
Josie slumped back on the bench.
“But the specialness can grow can’t it?”
Robert gazed at a young couple necking on the grass.
“I think so, but only if both people want it to.”
Josie opened her mouth, but her father stood up.
“Time we went back, Mary will wonder where we are.”
Mary heard them come in and put her book on prayer down. She’d brought it in on the off-chance she’d want to read in the bath, she’d now finished it and re-read some chapters she hadn’t understood the first time. She heard Josie call out and when she judged that Josie was outside the bathroom door she responded.
“Josie, I’m in here, can you come it?”
Josie peeped round the bathroom door and then entered.
“Why are you sitting in the bath with no water?”
She leant forward.
“Because I’m stuck, can you run to my room and get my sleeping tee-shirt for me?”
She sped from the bathroom and handed Mary her tee-shirt. Mary sighed, this was the undignified bit.
“Can you now get your daddy?”
Josie’s eyes bulged and Mary said quietly, so as not to frighten Josie.
“I really am stuck Josie, I just can’t get out by myself, I’ve tried.”
Josie hopped from foot to foot, for some indefinable reason she was reluctant to get her father.
“Can I help?”
Mary reached out and held her hand.
“I’d really love it if you could, but sometimes you just have to have a man.”
Josie left to find her father and Mary sighed, this was her worst nightmare. Josie found her father standing in the kitchen. He was obviously irritated that Mary hadn’t fulfilled her promise and prepared a snack lunch. Josie ran up to him.
“Daddy. Mary wants you in the bathroom.”
Robert looked down at her.
“Pardon?”
He noticed that she looked uncertain and slightly worried.
“She’s stuck in the bath and can’t get out, she says she needs a man.”
Robert would have burst into laughter if it wasn’t for the concerned look on Josie’s face. He followed her down the corridor and into the bathroom. Mary was sitting in the bath with a Winnie-the-pooh tee-shirt on and her matchstick legs sticking out in front of her. She gave a weak smile.
“Sorry Robert, I’m stuck.”
He dragged his eyes away from her dreadfully thin multi-scarred legs.
“What happened?”
She pointed to the discarded bath-lifter.
“Stephen sent me a bath-lifter, but it broke.”
He picked it up to put it to one-side and then looked at the bottom if it and grinned.
“Well you were being ambitious, it says ‘max load 40 kilograms.’”
She nearly lost her temper, she was sitting in a bath feeling highly embarrassed and he was burbling on about max loads. He put it down.
“He must have sent you the children’s model by mistake, now tell me what to do.”
She let out a deep breath.
“There’s only one easy option; do you think you can squat down behind me and lift me straight up – I don’t want you damaging your back, but I will not be able to assist you as there is nothing for me to grab onto.”
He smiled with a confidence he did not feel. He climbed in the bath and squatted down behind her and tentatively put his arms under her armpits. She immediately blurted out.
“Not there, grab me round the chest and get a firm grip, I don’t want you dropping me.”
He recognised fear in her voice and suddenly realised that she was nowhere near as calm as she looked. He put his arms around her and felt her breast pushing against his arms. He thought for a minute and let go.
“I think it would be easier if I held you the other way round, then you could also hang onto me. He changed position, placed his legs astride hers and squatted down and put his arms around her, she responded and grabbed him in a crushing bear hug. He took a deep breath and lifted; she squealed, but he got her to her feet. He went to let go and she almost screamed.
“Keep hold.”
They stood entwined in each other’s arms until he felt her take a deep breath and she said more calmly.
“I’ll need help getting out, can you help me sit on the side of the bath?”
The bath was wide enough for them to shuffle round and he carefully lowered her onto the edge of the bath; before they finally let go of one another he realised that she was trembling. She sighed with relief and swung round so that she was sitting with her feet on the floor, Robert hovered in case she slipped off the bath edge. She smiled.
“I’ll be OK now.”
Robert climbed out of the bath and she looked him in the eyes and said softly.
“Thanks for being gentle.”
He didn’t know what to reply, but Josie replied for him on a different tack.
“What have you done to your eye?”
She looked in the mirror and realised that she was developing a small bruise.
“I banged my eye when I was trying to get out.”
Robert was unsure what to do next, so Mary smiled.
“I’ll really be OK now, honest.”
Robert nodded and left, Josie hung around. Mary reached out and held her hand.
“Thank you, Josie.”
Robert called from the kitchen and Mary rubbed Josie’s hand.
“You go, I really am OK, honest.”
Josie suddenly kissed her on the cheek and ran to her father. But in reality Mary was far from OK, she was severely frightened. What if she’d been alone, could she have somehow escaped from the bath or would she have slowly staved to death within yards of a freezer full of gourmet food? Her head told her that she was being irrational and stupid, and that she should have remembered to put her mobile phone in a plastic bag and take it into the bathroom with her; her heart pounded and gave her an entirely different message.
Robert made some sardine sandwiches for himself and some Marmite sandwiches for Mary and Josie. As Mary had not yet appeared he phoned Stephen and told him, without the gory details, what had happened. Mary still had not appeared when he had finished the phone call, so he passed Josie her sandwiches saying that he’d check on Mary. He walked to her bedroom and tapped on the door; he got no response. He tapped again; still nothing. He carefully pushed open the door and peered inside, Mary was sitting on the bed, still in her tee-shirt with tears streaming down her face, she was visibly trembling. He was at a total loss, as far as he was concerned it had been a trivial incident and yet it seemed to have considerably shaken her. He went and sat next to her.
“You’re not OK are you?”
She shook her head.
“Give me a few minutes.”
He said gently.
“What’s the problem?”
She shook her head again, unable, or unwilling, to answer. She suddenly hissed.
“I just frightened myself, so just go away.”
She saw his surprised expression in the mirror and grabbed hold of his arm.
“Sorry Robert, I didn’t mean that, you were wonderful. Just give me a few minutes, I don’t want Josie to see me like this.”
She let go and he stood up, reluctant to leave her in this state; he lingered and then, as if she were Josie, he bent over and kissed her on the head before leaving.
Forty minutes later she appeared in the kitchen looking her usual confident self, one look in her eyes told Robert that it was an act solely to reassure Josie. He still could not comprehend why she was so rattled by the incident, but he was grateful for her attempt to protect Josie from whatever was troubling her. Josie virtually jumped across the kitchen and hugged her.
“Are you OK now?”
“Yes thanks Josie, now what’s for lunch?”
Robert decided on a plan of action.
“Josie, you’ve finished and if you want to watch some of your film I’m sure Mary won’t mind.”
Mary sniffed her Marmite sandwich and decided that it must have enough Marmite in it to feed an army.
“Of course I don’t mind, but we’re leaving for the museum in half an hour.”
Josie instinctively knew that she was being disposed of and she also had that in-built female instinct that told her that Mary was still upset. But she left for the lounge anyway. Mary opened the sandwich and shuddered at the thickness of the spread.
“Do you put it on this thick for Josie?”
He looked surprised.
“She eats it.”
Mary tried scraping some off, but the fresh bread crumbled.
“You just need the merest smidgen or she’ll be sick.”
Roger went to make a sharp retort, but hung back. Instead he said gently.
“Would you like something else?”
“Toast and syrup please, the new toaster works fine.”
He tried for a joke.
“Which is more than you can say for the new bath-lifter.”
She didn’t laugh and he added gently.
“But you can call on the reserve bath-lifter any time.”
She half smiled.
“But it’s so ignominious, not being able to cope and having to rely on others.”
He turned and popped some toast in the toaster and turned back.
“I know, why do you think I invited you here?”
Mary whispered.
“You’ve got to be joking, you’re a marvellous father.”
He gave a weak smile.
“But I don’t know what clothes to buy her, what films I should let her watch, what sleep-overs I should let her go to, if I should really let her wear make-up or a trillion other things.”
He did his reaching out and holding her hook trick.
“You know all that by instinct. I’d never have bought her that top and those slacks, but they’re obviously just right. You’re good for her.”
Mary smiled.
“And she’s good for me.”
Robert let go of her when the toaster yielded up it’s burden. He buttered the toast, spread some syrup on it, pushed it over to Mary and said quietly.
“Still want to come to the museum?”
She nodded and then stopped eating.
“Do you really want to come? I get the feeling that you’re not keen on natural history.”
He shrugged.
“I don’t want to burden you, you’ve probably had enough for one day.”
Mary, without warning, gave him her dazzling smile.
“Being with her takes my mind off my own inadequacies and does wonders for my self-confidence.”
Robert grinned.
“Then so be it. What time will you be back?”
She chewed the toast, it had enough butter to float a battleship and enough syrup to stick an elephant to the floor.
“Sixish.”
“Then I’ll have dinner ready, your not cooking today and that’s an order.”
She gave him a mischievous grin.
“Oh I do like masterful men.”
He laughed, uncertain of her demeanour and wondering why on earth her had blurted the truth out to her. She was good for Josie, but was she any good for him?
Exactly half an hour later Mary and Josie climbed into a taxi. Mary leant forward.
“Natural History Museum please.”
The driver nodded.
“Which entrance luv?”
“Cromwell road please.”
She sat back in the seat next to Josie and pulled the seat belt across her towards Josie, who suddenly took it off her and plugged it in the clasp. Josie then put her arm through Mary’s elbow and leaned against her. Mary was almost overwhelmed with emotion, how could anybody walk out on this child?
The taxi deposited them right between the museum’s twin towers and they went in through the grand entrance. Mary walked her straight into the first huge gallery. Josie stopped dead.
“Wow! That’s ginormous! What is it?”
Mary smiled recalling her own wonder when she had first seen this dinosaur skeleton.
“It’s a Diplodocus.”
“How old is it?”
“About 70 million years, that’s seventy thousand thousand years.”
Mary answered a string of questions and then pointed to the museum’s own description. From then on Josie was enraptured.
After an hour Mary walked her the short distance to the first café area and sat down.
“Time for a rest.”
Josie clearly didn’t want a rest, but she didn’t argue. Mary had a cup of tea and Josie had a small lemonade and a forbidden chocolate bar. She took a huge mouthful and munched. Mary gave her a stern look.
“Smaller mouthfuls if you don’t mind, your not a Diplodocus.”
Josie almost choked with laughter, but the next bite was a reasonable size. When she had finished she said casually.
“Do you like my dad?”
Mary gave her a sideways look as she sipped her tea.
“He’s nice.”
Josie was not satisfied.
“Just nice, not special?”
Mary squeezed some more lemon in her tea.
“I’m sure he’s special to you.”
Josie looked at her with sad eyes.
“But he’s not special to you?”
Mary thought that Josie was trying to understand her relationship with Josie’s father.
“He’s been very kind to me and I’m very happy to be on holiday with you, but we are not going out, we’re just friends.”
Josie nodded as if in understanding.
“That’s what daddy says.”
Mary did exactly the same as her father in trying to add clarification.
“If you’re going out with someone then you’ve got to have a special feeling that makes you want to be with them and no-one else.”
Josie sighed.
“Love and kisses.”
Mary nodded in relief.
“Exactly.”
Josie repeated her former statement to her father.
“But the specialness can grow. Aruna’s mummy and daddy didn’t love each other at first, but they do now.”
Mary pondered the statement and said quietly.
“You can’t force it Josie, it’s either there or it isn’t. Aruna’s parents were lucky.”
Josie again had the innate female instinct that Mary was saying one thing and hoping another. She finished her drink.
“Well I had head lice and I didn’t know it, maybe people have the specialness inside them and don’t know it.”
Mary smiled at the absurdity of the connection. Josie gave her a longing look.
“Can we go and see the whales now?”
They set off in a hunt for the big blue whale, but not before Mary hired one of the three-wheel buggies that were stored at the edge of the café.
Mary and Josie arrived back to the smell of cooking and Josie rushed into the kitchen to show her dad her latest acquisition. He looked at the poster of a Diplodocus.
“You’re soon not going to have any wall left to put posters on my girl.”
She laughed.
“Mary says that I can always stick the star chart on the ceiling.”
He rolled his eyes.
“Dinner in fifteen minutes.”
She tripped off to her bedroom and Mary surveyed his cooking. He turned round to the grill.
“How do you like your steak?”
“Well done, but not charcoaled.”
He expertly turned the steak over. She moved behind him and put some plates in the plate-warmer and murmured.
“Would you mind cutting up one of those steaks before you put it on the plate.”
He concentrated on his frying pan full of onion rings.
“It’s OK, Josie can manage a steak knife.”
Mary murmured, with force.
“Not for Josie, for me. I can manage a steak knife, but it means holding down the steak with my hook and changing back and forth between knife and fork. I’m just plain lazy.”
He half turned towards her.
“Sorry, should have thought.”
She sighed.
“It’s not your problem.”
He smiled.
“Fancy some wine?”
She hesitated.
“I know it’s infra-dig, but I wouldn’t mind some white.”
He tossed the onion rings.
“White it is then.”
Ten minutes later Robert judged the steaks were thoroughly cooked and took them out from under the grill. He picked up the electric carving knife and paused, he then proceeded to slice up all three steaks into 2cm cubes and place the meat on the pre-warmed plates.
The all sat down at the kitchen table and Robert put the food on the table. Josie opened her mouth to protest that she didn’t need her meat cut up and noticed that all three meals were the same; instead of talking she placed a chip in her mouth. Robert poured out wine for himself and Mary, Josie gave a sly smile.
“Don’t I get any?”
Mary reached for another glass and gave Josie a small amount. Not believing her eyes she picked up the glass and took a sip, her face took on a puckered look. Mary nodded.
“Your quite right, red wine is much better with red meat.”
Robert opened his mouth to protest that white wine was her idea when she Mary gave him a broad wink. As the meal progressed it became increasingly obvious that Josie was tired out. At first she tackled the meal with gusto, halfway through the pudding she had trouble keeping her eyes open. In the end Mary reached out and touched her hand.
“I think you ought to be in bed.”
She gave a smile with her eyes half closed.
“Not bedtime yet.”
Mary patted the back of her hand.
“Bedtimes got nothing to do with it. My friend Susan is always telling me to listen to my body, yours is yelling ‘let me sleep.’”
Mary added enticingly.
“And tomorrow we're going shopping and I don't want a grouch, grouches don't get many new clothes and if they do they are always bright pink,”
Josie shuddered at the thought and heaved herself to her feet, kissed her dad and staggered towards the door. She stopped halfway, came back and kissed Mary on the cheek and then disappeared into her bedroom. Robert raised an eyebrow.
“I haven't seen her so tired in years.”
Mary laughed.
“The galleries in the Natural History Museum are very large and she insisted on coming back to my buggy and telling me everything she had read on every exhibit.”
“You had a buggy?”
“Three wheeler with a tiller design, trouble was you push down on the tiller for the back brakes and the motor is in the front wheel, so before I got the hang of it I left tyre marks all over their lino.”
Robert chuckled and piled the plates up in front of him.
“Looks like a quiet night. Why don’t you go out and see a friend.”
Mary picked up an errant pea.
“Susan’s working.”
Robert finished his glass of wine.
“What about other friends?”
“There’s only Susan.”
Something in her tone made Robert change the subject.
“Evening in then.”
She tossed the pea into the sink.
“Actually I was thinking about watching the TV drama tonight, it’s a new adaptation of Vera Hollingworth’s Biscuit factory, if it lives up to the hype it should be good.”
He looked bemused.
“Never heard of it, should I have?”
She laughed.
“The book won two major prizes and the original TV series produced numerous TV awards.”
He shrugged.
“Must have passed me by.”
She looked at the clock.
“Starts in half an hour, I’ll watch it in my bedroom if you want to see something else.”
He stood up.
“I’ll join you, bit of culture might do me good.”
Mary giggled.
“Riveting story it is, culture it isn’t.”
She left him clearing away and, after collecting her toiletry bag, went into the bathroom. Her left wrist had started wildly itching. She knew it was pointless, but she wiggled out of her moulded prosthetic and thoroughly cleaned out the inside of it with an antiseptic wipe. She then washed the stump. As expected it made no difference, it wasn’t a real itch, but a phantom itch, if she didn’t know better she could have easily thought that it was the palm of her hand that was itching. She rubbed some of the wonderful new cream she had got from the sports shop into her stump and then removed her leg-brace. There was a minute amount of chaffing and she applied some more cream on her leg. She then carried the hook and brace into her bedroom and dumped them on the bed before heading for the lounge. She was settled on the end of the settee by the time Robert arrived, he held up the wine bottle.
“Want to finish off the wine with me?”
“Why not.”
He placed a glass on her small table and then hesitated. She patted the settee.
“You can sit on the settee to see a good picture on the screen you know, I won’t bite.”
He sat at the other end of the settee with an empty space between them and Mary turned the TV on. They began to watch the programme like an long-married couple.
Half an hour later Mary groaned.
“Sorry Robert I can’t stand anymore of this.”
He sighed.
“I’m glad it’s not just me.”
She wrinkled her nose.
“Why must they take a perfectly good story and ruin it? It should be set in Exeter, but they’ve translated it to Glasgow and given it an incomprehensible dialogue. The heroin should be a red headed Irish Girl and they’ve made her an Essex blonde and the unsuspecting hero should be afro-Caribbean and they’ve made him Swedish!”
Robert smiled.
“Now if that were Shakespeare you’d say it was a daring and adventurous approach and that it was the story-line that was important.”
She fixed him with a glassy stare.
“And they changed the story from heroin runs over hero in her grotty van to hero tries to commit suicide beneath the wheels of her lorry.”
He raised a hand in mock surrender.
“Point made.”
She flicked through the TV channels, but they mutually agreed that there was nothing on. She turned the TV off and the supposed piece of modern art re-appeared on the flat TV screen. She sighed.
“Did you say you could change this?”
He didn’t stir.
“Press the two orange buttons and a menu of pictures will appear.”
She did as instructed and looked down the menu.
“I don’t know who half of these artists are.”
He chuckled.
“Join the club.”
She spotted a painting she knew and flicked up a Constable landscape, she surveyed it for all of ten seconds.
“The colours are all wrong.”
She went back to the menu. After ten minutes she gave up and reverted to the original coloured splurge. She drank some wine and turned on the radio and tuned it to a classical station. They sat listening to Mozart for a few minutes and she murmured.
“Why did you never re-marry.” She knew it was the wine talking, but she couldn’t bear the silence.
He moved in his seat slightly.
“Guess I hoped she’d come back. I thought that she’d gone off to do her own thing and when she’d got it out of her system she’d come back, but she never did.”
He looked at her.
“Call me silly if you like, but it took me four years to realise that she’d gone for good.”
Mary said gently.
“Would you have had her back?”
He nodded and she added.
“You must really love her.”
He took on an indefinable expression.
“Did love her. Then one day I woke up and realised that in four years there had not been one note, not one query as to Josie’s health, not one contact and I realised that she’d closed the door.”
“And since then, nothing?”
She meant contact from Marcia, he took the statement a different way.
“One or two women, but they either backed off when they learnt of Josie, or it’s not worked out.”
She moved her leg-rest slightly.
“Not looking for another Marcia are you?”
He sighed.
“I guess I was at first, I’m not now.”
Mary would have followed the remark up, but he beat her to the first word.
“What about you, why haven’t you married?”
She look away from him.
“Never met the right guy.”
He noted he expression.
“Did any come close?”
She shrugged.
“Actually never met any guys, least not since I fell out of the sky. I had a boyfriend for a while at university, but I wouldn’t have sex with him and he dumped me for an obese art-student one week before my accident. He never visited me. Since then zilch.”
Robert opened his mouth, but Mary, who was not looking at him, added.
“Not strictly correct. One customer did ask me out a few times last year, but he was married and I wouldn’t play.”
They sat in silence until he looked at the wine bottle, stood up and poured a few drops into her glass, he then sat down beside her. He paused and placed his right hand over her left wrist, his fingers dangling over the stump.
“Poor pair aren’t we? Can’t find the right person, perhaps were looking to hard for the wrong sort.”
She felt his gentle caress and didn’t know what to do, he half whispered.
“What happened this morning? What turned the usual extremely self confident Mary into a gibbering wreck?”
She felt like telling him to take his hands off her and go away, but she did nothing of the sort. She murmured back.
“You’ve no idea what it’s like, to be helpless and utterly dependant on others. You think that you’ve got it all under control – remember you called me little Miss Organised – and then it all falls down around your ears. I know it’s stupid and irrational and that you’ll think of me as a weak and feeble female, but I dread living alone. I can manage, but only when I think there are others around to scoop me up when I fail; isn’t that just totally foolish?”
He didn’t answer, he just lightly massaged her stump, it was extremely comforting and slightly erotic; it certainly had banished her itch. He suddenly blurted out.
“I worry about Josie. Suppose I got run over by a bus or died of a heart attack? Who would look after her or who would look after us if I was incapacitated?”
They sat in silence effectively holding hands in their respective loneliness
Mary said, wistfully.
“I wonder if Josie is right and love can grow?”
Robert glanced at her.
“I think it depends on the level of commitment and willingness to change. If you enter a relationship for life, meaning life and not just until you get bored, then I think it could be possible.”
He put his head right back onto the settee back.
“And as long as your willing to share your life and not try and act as a single person who just happens to live with somebody else; it must be more than just being like flatmates.”
Mary tensed and relaxed her left wrist in response to his massage.
“And there is no threatening to leave. You know, ‘unless you stop eating garlic I'm leaving.’”
He laughed and murmured.
“The question is would you take the risk?”
She was uncertain of his meaning.
“Is that a hypothetical question or are you actually asking me?”
He didn’t answer for a full forty seconds and Mary wondered how long her heart could pound so hard. Eventually he said.
“It wasn’t hypothetical.”
She wondered how to answer and he suddenly let go of her.
“Cards on the table before you answer. I have to admit that you didn’t set my pulse racing at first sight. I have to admit that I find you grouchy at times and sometimes I have absolutely no idea where you’re coming from. On the other and we seem to have slotted together like I never imagined possible and in truth I’ll miss you when your not around. And yes I would take the risk.”
He held her wrist again and she enjoyed his touch. She said flatly.
“My cards. You’re not my idea of a knight in shining armour and sometimes I find you too objective for you’re own good. On the other hand I haven’t felt so secure with anyone for a long time, well ever actually. When I said Susan was my only friend I meant it and that was because she persisted in the early stages of the friendship, not me.”
She hesitated and let the wine drive her on.
“But there is one thing you must know. There wouldn’t be any children, not because I wouldn’t, but because I can’t; I’ve already gone through the change.”
She saw the surprise on his face from the corner of her eye.
“It happens you know, not all women have their menopause in their forties, mine started when I was twenty seven.”
She added bitterly.
“So it’s a hell of a risk for you, taking on a barren cripple.”
He burst out laughing; she was seeking understanding, tenderness and compassion and he burst out laughing. She went to pull her arm away, but he held on.
“I’m not laughing at you I’m laughing a fate. Too true we wouldn’t have children, I’ve had the snip.”
She was surprised and it must have shown in her face, he shrugged helplessly.
“Marcia had a dreadful time having Josie and I mean truly dreadful. She made it plain that one child would be enough and that she wouldn’t take the pill for life, so I had a vasectomy and Josie would be the only child.”
Mary smiled.
“One child then.”
He squeezed her wrist.
“You haven’t said if you’d take the risk on me - a single parent who still half loves the image of his former wife.”
She closed her eyes, was this the best she could do? She turned to him.
“We’ll have to talk in the morning, when the wines stopped working, but yes, I’d take the risk. But let’s be honest from the start, I’m driven to take the risk from fear of being alone and you’re driven to the risk by fear of Josie being left alone.”
He replied tenderly.
“It’s not what drives us to the risk, it’s what drives us beyond.”
Mary concentrated as best she could.
“Of course it’s not as easy as that, there’s complications, my mother for a start, I’m not abandoning her.”
He moved his hand from her wrist to her thigh, she moved it back . He sighed.
“Lets not think of complications. If the we really believe the risk is what we want to take we’ll find a way of overcoming them. But your mother is not the only one, there’s my house.”
“Your house?”
“It’s a late Victorian pile with two impossibly steep staircases and no double room.”
She began to feel like an echo machine.
“No double room?”
He shrugged.
“Four years ago, in a fit of reality, I made the double bedroom into my study. I sleep in the box room and Josie has what passed for a small double bedroom.”
He gently massaged her stump and she whispered.
“I wonder what we’ll think in the morning?”
He replied quietly.
“We’ll probably think we were mad to even contemplate such a liaison, but sometimes in a fearful world madness is the best option.”
They sat for another ten minutes just holding hands when Josie suddenly appeared at the door looking lost and bewildered. Robert got up and tended to her and the moment passed. Mary heaved herself to her feet and made for the loo.
Later Mary sat on the side of her bed wondering if she should go to him; she decided that would make her look, and feel, like a trollop and slipped into bed. Robert sat on the settee and wondered if he should go to her; he decided that would make him look and feel like a gigolo and he lay down. Josie dreamt of riding a Diplodocus across blue fields with giant haystacks and a herd of pink pigs.
The following morning Mary heard a noise and wondered if Josie was sleepwalking again. She put on her dressing gown and peeped out into the corridor. She made her way to the kitchen and found Robert filling the kettle. She looked at the clock.
“You’re running late aren’t you? You get ready and I’ll get you a breakfast.”
He gave her a tired smile.
“Would you mind? My all-singing all-dancing battery alarm clock didn’t bleep.”
“Of course not, you just open the marmalade jar before you go.”
She went back to her bedroom, popped on her hook and then set about preparing toast and cereal. After ten minutes he arrived looking somewhat more alive. He gulped down the cereal and set about the toast, after his second mouthful he peered at it.
“Is this marmalade?”
She pointed to the jar.
“You don’t have to put half a jar on every slice.”
He decided not to argue as time was against him and concentrated on eating the toast and drinking the scalding hot coffee. Halfway through the coffee he reached for his wallet and handed over his bank-card.
“Code is 6-8-2-9, please don’t spend more than £150.”
She gave him a scathing look.
“You want a party dress, casual clothes, shoes and a new pair of trainers for less than £150?”
He rolled his eyes.“£180 then.”
She took the card from him and he hastily swallowed the remains of his coffee and headed for the door.
.“Enjoy your conference,” she said softly and turned to put some dishes in the sink.
He went to leave, paused, and went up behind her and kissed her on the nape of her neck before virtually running for the front door. She stood stock still at the sink and listened to him go; is this what he really wanted, a kitchen skivvy? She made herself a cup of coffee and sat down in the quiet to think, she definitely needed to get her thoughts straight before he returned.
A little while later Mary heard Josie’s TV coming to life and she got up to look round Josie’s door. Josie was watching a cartoon. Mary walked in.
“Morning Josie, want some breakfast?”
Josie scowled.
“I’m watching TV.”
Mary was slightly taken aback, was this the Josie she knew? She tried a different, and more direct, tack.
“Well I’m not sure that I like that cartoon and I’d rather you came and had breakfast.”
Josie didn’t move.
“Dad lets me watch this.”
Mary’s eyes narrowed dangerously, this was going to be difficult.
“Well I don’t like it, it’s too gory, and full of disgusting images, so please turn it off and come and have breakfast.”
Josie glanced at her.
“You’re not my mother and you can’t make me.”
Mary left the room. Josie watched a few seconds of the cartoon, but the pleasure had gone. She was feeling exceedingly grumpy and tired, but even in that state she knew that she had done something dreadfully wrong. She turned the TV off and crept across the corridor to carefully peer round Mary’s door. Mary was sitting on the edge of the bed looking thoroughly miserable and Josie knew it was her fault. Mary looked up at Josie with sad eyes and Josie burst into tears. Mary held out her hand and Josie rushed to her and buried her head in Mary’s chest. She sobbed.
“I’m sorry Mary, I didn’t mean it; I wish you was my mother.”
Mary stroked Josie’s hair and held her close, Josie sobbed into her chest.
“Other girls have mothers and you’d be the bestest mother around. I didn’t mean it, honest I didn’t mean it, please don’t be angry with me.”
Mary felt her sobs and said quietly.
“You were rude Josie, but I love you all the same.”
Josie came up for air, all red-eyed and miserable.
“Please don’t go.”
All of a sudden Mary realised that Josie blamed herself for her mother leaving and wondered what Robert had said to her. Mary murmured gently.
“I’m not going anywhere, you’re stuck with me, at least for this week.”
It proved no comfort as Josie broke into a wail and sobbed again.
“I don’t want you to go, I wish we could stay here forever.”
Mary let her cry for a bit and then squeezed her shoulders.
“I think you are over-tired my young lady, so it’s bed for you.”
Josie looked horrified and obviously thought that she was being sent to bed for being naughty. Mary smiled at her.
“This bed that is. You get breakfast in bed and then I want you to sleep, we’ve got some serious shopping to do this afternoon and maybe we’ll also a see a show.”
Josie climbed in the bed.
“Can I cuddle Bertrum Bear?”
“Of course.”
Mary made her a light breakfast and as Josie ate it as Mary got dressed. Josie was already lying down by the time Mary got round to putting her knee brace on. Josie said sleepily.
“What’s the red marks on your leg?”
Mary rubbed her skin.
“It’s called chaffing, it’s where the knee-brace clamps rub on the skin, in the end the skin gets used to it.”
Josie half closed her eyes.
“Why don’t you wear tights?”
‘Tights and slacks make my legs too hot in this weather.”
Josie sniffed.
“Wear a skirt then, my legs are always cold in a skirt.”
Mary made a snorting noise.
“And show off my gruesome legs, no fear.”
Josie smiled.
“I mean a long dress, Aruna’s mother wears some beautiful floaty long dresses.”
Mary went to answer, but Josie was asleep, so she said to herself, ‘floaty long dresses, now there’s an idea.’
Robert and Stephen sat next to each other on the flight to Amsterdam. The exhibition was within the airport complex, so they planned their respective paths round the stands while still on the plane. Finally, as they started the landing approach to the airport, Stephen put away his papers and said idly.
“How’s it going with Mary? Has she driven you to distraction yet?”
Robert smiled.
“Actually she grows on you.”
Stephen laughed.
“So goes fungus it you’re not careful.”
Robert smiled politely.
“No, I mean you get to the stage when you wonder what it’s going to be like without her.”
Stephen punched him on the shoulder.
“See I said sensible was OK!”
He gave Robert a curious look and added.
“As long as it’s ‘sensible’ your after and not just ‘available’. Don’t choose the wrong one a second time. If divorce one was difficult, divorce two was bloody misery. You’ve had you’re first chance, don’t blow the second.”
Before Robert could respond the plane bounced onto the runway and started taxiing towards the main terminal.
Josie turned over in the bed and momentarily woke up, she cuddled Mary’s night-time tee-shirt closer too her. It smelt of Mary and somehow it made everything alright.
Meanwhile Mary was sitting on the settee with her legs on the support and turning events over in her head. She remembered her prayer, ‘I don’t want to upset the girl, but equally I don’t want to start something I’m not capable of finishing,’ and her prayer that she would understand what God was saying. She mulled a little more and tried to put things in categories. Firstly there was Josie: Mary knew that she’d had already upset the equilibrium, probably more than she realised. Robert could invite her here for a holiday with no strings attached, but Josie’s emotions didn’t know that and for that matter neither did hers. Secondly there was her irrational fear (well irrational in daylight) of being alone: the bath incident had frightened her, she’d had to sit in the bath for two hours waiting for release. Her logical thinking brain told her that if she’d had to she could have escaped, even if it meant injuring herself in the process. Her insane fear told her that she’d cripple herself for life in the attempt. Thirdly Robert: admittedly he didn’t set her pulse racing, least not when he wasn’t stroking her wrist. Could she live with him for life? Could she grow to love him? And suppose she agreed to take what he called ‘the risk’ and found that she hated him; what damage would that do to him and Josie? Fourthly herself: she knew in her heart that she was a failure when it came to relationships. Susan had persisted at their friendship at a time when Mary had been immobile and literally unable to run away; otherwise she usually shied away, not wanting people to get to know the real her in case they disliked her. She had not lied to Robert, apart from the lecherous customer she’d not even been asked out by a man in the last fifteen years, let alone had a relationship. Robert had only managed to get close because of the flat and because of Josie, in normal circumstances she knew that she would have run away from him days ago. She dreamt of a handsome man arriving on his white charger, but she knew it would never happen and that if she let this chance, however slim a chance it was, pass her by she would probably die a spinster. For some people that was a happy prospect, but not for her. She suddenly said out loud.
“So this is my chance for happiness, not with the man of my dreams, but with the man who happened to walk into my life and who’s pulse I don’t set racing.”
Sayings involving birds and bushes crossed her mind and she sighed and said to herself.
“God help me I’m going to take the risk.” She looked up at the ceiling. “Did you hear that God? I’m prepared to take the risk and for goodness sake stop me if I’m wrong.”
She moved the footrest back to it’s storage position and muttered to herself.
“Anyway by now he’ll be trying to think of a diplomatic withdrawal, least he will if he’s got any sense.”
Robert was not thinking about diplomatic withdrawals, or any sort of withdrawals, he was concentrating on watching a saleswoman manipulate a light pen on a graphics tablet. She burbled on and Robert realised that this was not the computer package for him and slunk away. In any case he’d already bought an upgrade for the software he currently used and that was good enough for his sort of business. He found a coffee bar and sat down. Halfway through a seriously boring piece of shortbread he realised that he’d not worried about Josie since he left the flat. Normally he worried about her at least once an hour with questions like, was she being bullied again? Is that cough the start of pneumonia and are those spots contagious and deadly? These frequently passed through his mind along with other thoughts about bringing her up properly. But today he’d had not one worry and he knew that was because of Mary. He knew Josie was safe with her and he was sure that if push came to shove Mary would put Josie’s well-being before her own. He sat back and pushed the shortbread away and nursed his cup of coffee. He reverted to his engineering background and started weighing up the influencing factors. First and foremost Josie: he was in no doubt there wasn’t a problem there in the short or long term. He’d never seen her react to anyone like she reacted to Mary and he could tell it wasn’t an act. Then there was his nervousness about Josie being left without him and he had no doubts that Mary would not abandon Josie, at least not willingly. He sighed, but what about his needs? Mary was no glamour–puss, but she was not ugly, just sort of bland. She certainly didn’t physically inspire him into a romantic chase, unlike Marcia. On the other hand she was easy to be with and they seemed to have a joint understanding on some subjects without even discussing them. She could definitely be a grouch, but she could also be pleasant and sometimes funny. He sighed, the major question was, of course, could he live with this woman for the rest of his life? He knew he dreamt of a super-model walking into his life, but also knew that it was an unrealistic expectation. Since he’d managed to overcome what he thought of as his Marcia disease he’d actually taken out seven women with the intention of more than just a one night non-sexual liaison. Only two had gone out with him a second time and they had both rapidly backed off after meeting Josie, one of them had even been a single parent. He’d also met other women, what he termed as husband-hunters; women who wanted a husband at any cost; any husband. He’d always veered away from them; however, no matter how he thought of Mary, husband-hunter was not in the description. Finally he thought of Mary’s needs. It took him a little while to realise that not once had he thought of her physical disabilities, they were just an integral part of her make-up. He did, however, remember her standing at the sink in her skimpy thin dressing gown with her match-stick legs and her pronounced buttocks, and he did not find the image displeasing. He put his cup down; happiness in a relationship had eluded him and he knew it. Marcia had been lovely to look at and loads of fun, but she had also been a harridan at times, too many times. So was this his last chance at happiness? He looked at the clock, he had a couple more hours to finally decide, but at the moment, if she was willing, he’d take the risk.
A few hours later Mary and Josie were standing in the clothing department of a large store, they already had nearly as many bags as they could carry. However, Mary was on a double mission, clothes for Josie and clothes for herself in her new non-brown freedom. Mary gave her equivalent of a twirl and Josie turned her nose up.
“Makes you look like one of those women who stop you in the street and ask you questions.”
They went back into the changing booth and reappeared with Mary wearing a different dress. Josie cocked her head to one side.
“Possible, but I can see through it – you said you didn’t want that.”
They tried for the third time, Josie beamed and Mary looked in the mirror; the dress was long, pale blue, slinky and opaque, Mary added it to their little pile. She looked at her watch.
“Time’s up, got to go home.”
Josie pointed to a baseball cap on a mannequin. Mary turned up her nose.
“You’re dad didn’t say anything about baseball caps.”
Josie gave her wicked smile.
“He didn’t say anything about toilet bags, crop-tops and knickers either, he never talks about them and lets grandma shop for me when she comes.”
Mary sighed, picked the cap off of the mannequin and dropped it on her head.
“I must be a very soft touch?”
Josie shook her head.
“You wouldn’t buy that sari for me.”
Mary laughed.
“At the price they were charging, definitely not. We’ll find a bazaar somewhere and get a proper one.”
They struggled to the cash desk and paid up. A taxi home was obligatory.
Robert arrived at the flat just before six, he still found it amazing that he could go to Holland and come back during the normal working day. As he entered the smell of cooking assailed his nostrils and he made straight for the kitchen, only to be waylaid by Josie on the way and dragged into her bedroom. Her bed was covered in the trophies of the shopping expedition. He smiled at the gold party dress and most of the casual clothes; he picked up the school shoes and felt them, they were not the ‘sensible’ ones he would have chosen, but they were acceptable. Josie excitedly showed him some other items and he had to examine them all. Finally he said.
“Did you have a good day then?”
She nodded and glanced at the door, she drew alongside him and whispered.
“But I upset Mary this morning.”
He sat on the bed.
“Have you apologised?”
She nodded and became all demure.
“She said that she forgave me and she’s been brill, but…”
She tailed off not knowing how to finish and then blurted out.
“I don’t want to make her go away.”
Robert gave her a cuddle.
“Why don’t you do something special for her, you know draw a special picture.”
Josie’s face lit up and she gave her father a kiss. Robert stood up.
“Now you pack all these things away properly and wash you hands.”
He finally made his way to the kitchen to find Mary struggling to open a jar of mint sauce. He wordlessly took it from her and popped of the lid. She gave a shy smile .
“Lamb cutlets in five minutes, have a good day?”
He suddenly put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a little box.
“I got this for you at the airport, hope you like it.”
He opened the box and Mary extracted a silver chain on which hung a small heart roughly 2cm across. It looked like Amber, but was the colour of dark beetroot. She gasped.
“Oh it’s lovely.”
He took it off her, undid the clasp and put it round her neck.
“It’s a spinel ruby and it’s a thank you.”
She gave him a coy look.
“Just a thank you?”
Before he could answer Josie burst into the kitchen and came to a dead stop with her eyes almost out on stalks.
“Wicked!”
Robert smiled and put his hand in his pocket.
“I thought it was time you had one of these.” He fastened a small watch round her wrist and she positively beamed with delight. Mary inspected it and laughed.
“It’s an hour out.”
Robert looked bemused and flapped his hands.
“That’s what you get from buying it on the continent.”
They sat down and had dinner with Josie talking about the shops and all the different things they had seen and Robert giving a description of the exhibition. Mary stayed quiet and didn’t say much, but she was conscious of the red heart dangling round her neck.
At 7pm Josie looked at the clock and Mary smiled. Josie stood up and kissed her father, she then kissed Mary. Robert was bewildered.
“You’re going to bed?”
Josie gave him a serious look.
“I was overtired this morning. Mary and I have discussed it and we’ve decided that I should have an early night tonight.” She flashed a smile.
“I’m not going to bed early because I’ve been naughty, I’m taking the wise option so that I’ll enjoy tomorrow after all I don’t want to fall asleep in the middle of a show.”
She made for the door and paused looking at Mary.
“Half an hour TV?”
“That’s what we agreed.”
She nodded and left; Robert looked at Mary and whispered.
“She’s gone to bed early and without argument?”
Mary smiled.
“We discussed it, actually it was her choice.”
He grinned.
“I bet.”
Mary grinned back.
“Well I might have made a suggestion, but she didn’t argue. She knows that’s she behaved awfully for a few minutes this morning.”
Robert opened his mouth, but Mary shook her head.
“The matter is closed.”
By an unsaid mutual agreement Robert stacked the dishwasher as Mary made some coffee. She reached in her pocket and passed over £50 and his bank card.
“Your change.”
He looked at the money.
“How much did you draw out?”
“£180 as we agreed.” She passed over the slip from the cash-point machine, he took it from her, glanced at it and muttered to himself. He looked at her.
“It’s just a cash-flow problem, I’m owed money by a couple of large firms and they haven’t paid me yet.”
She shrugged.
“Not my business, but that’s a hell of an overdraft.”
He did his shuffle from foot to foot.
“They will pay up, but sometimes it’s not easy to get the money on time.”
She looked at him.
“Tried asking?”
He looked away.
“Not politic.”
She opened her mouth to give a sharp retort and then the penny dropped.
“Is it Stephen who owes you money?”
Robert nodded unhappily.
“Now you understand.”
“How much does he owe you for goodness sake?”
“£32323.73, he always pays up in the end, he just takes longer than most.”
She sighed.
“You daft twit; you won’t ask him because he’s your friend.”
He shrugged and Mary decided that, large as his overdraft was, it was not the problem of the moment. She gave Robert a smile, fingered her necklace, and gave him a peck on the cheek.
“Take the coffee into the lounge will you, I’ll just check Josie.”
Josie proved to be fast asleep, so Mary turned off the TV, gently placed the duvet over her and tiptoed out. She stopped in the corridor and whispered.
“Well God it’s make or break time. Please don’t let us do anything that will harm Josie, you’re supposed to be outside time and know the future, well I just want the best future for her.” She paused before adding. “And if that means that I get tossed aside help me to pick up the pieces.”
She then went forward to meet her destiny.
Mary walked into the lounge and sat down on the settee, Robert was already seated in one of the armchairs, she sighed to herself; maybe the armchair seating position meant nothing, maybe he was already putting distance between them. As she sat he murmured.
“Thanks for taking Josie shopping, I can’t believe you got all that stuff for £130, you didn’t spend your own money I hope?”
She manoeuvred the footrest to where she liked it.
“Not much I bought her the toilet bag and the cap, that’s all.”
Robert half rolled his eyes.
“What on earth does she need a toilet bag for at her age?”
Mary wondered where this was going.
“Soap, shampoo, bubble bath, skin cream, smellies.”
He grinned.
“I noticed that it was fully loaded, but skin cream?”
Mary grimaced.
“She’s got little cracks between her toes, probably because her feet have sweated too much in those awful plasticky trainers. The new pair will be OK, they’re much better quality.”
He didn’t look convinced.
“And that gold dress, it’s a designer label, how much did that cost?”
She smiled.
“£2.50, best Oxfam could supply.”
His mouth dropped open in total disbelief.
“You bought my daughter a party dress from and Oxfam shop!”
She shrugged.
“She saw it in the window and fell in love with it, where it comes from is not important, the fact that she loves it is.”
He opened his mouth to speak, but Mary cut across him.
“And I think you’re making small talk, if you want to say that last night’s conversation was the product of half a bottle of wine and a touch of the sun go ahead, at least it will be in the open.”
He closed his eyes and screwed then tight shut.
“You’re right, but I don’t know where to start and I’m rather frightened of the answer.”
She thought for a moment.
“I guess neither of us wants to give our decision first in case the other one has made the opposite choice. How about we close our eyes, I’ll count to three and we’ll open them, hands together on lap means we want to explore the idea of what we call ‘the risk’ further, hand not together means it’s a no-no.”
He nodded.
“OK.”
She closed her eyes.
“One – two – three.”
She opened her eyes and he was sitting with his hands together, she didn’t know whether to be relieved or scared. He said softly.
“So it’s move forward to the next stage.”
She took a deep breath.
“I’ve done nothing but think about it all day and I have loads of things on my mind.”
He grinned and fidgeted with his hands.
“So have I; you first, but no more than six points and then I’ll give six.”
It was almost like playing a game except the stakes were higher. She nodded.
“One; what we are considering will be regarded as sheer lunacy by our friends and families; we’ve only known each other for days not even weeks. If we go ahead we must back each other up to the hilt. I don’t care if the world laughs at me, but I don’t want you laughing at me.”
He smiled.
“Check.”
She gave him a questioning look.
“Does that mean agreed?”
“Yes.”
She swallowed; this was far more difficult than she had thought it was going to be.
“Two; I want a quiet church wedding not some hole in the corner Register Office.”
He kept folding and unfolding his hands, almost if he didn’t know what to do with them. “Check – Marcia and I got married in a Register Office, it was soulless and horrid.”
She smiled with partial relief.
“It’s not just that, there’s something about involving God in the marriage.”
He nodded. She resumed her mental list.
“Three; no sex before we’re married, I’ve waited thirty-five years to have intercourse and a few more weeks won’t matter. Besides I’d feel a fraud getting married in church if I’d…”
He looked utterly amazed.
“You mean you’re a…”
“Yes.”
She waited for a few seconds.
“Four; we tell Josie before anyone else.”
“Check.”
“Five; I want to continue working, I don’t want to be under your feet all day if you’re working from home, least not in the short term.”
“Check.”
“Six… ” She hesitated. “Oh hell I’ve lost my thread. No I haven’t. Six; we agree to work at it, our marriage that is, not just drift into a comfortable coexistence.”
He nodded.
“Check.”
Before he could jump in she blurted out.
“Seven, as soon as we’re married I want to adopt Josie, I want her to be as much of my daughter as she possible can. But, I will only do so if she agrees; if she wants to think of me as Mary then so be it, I will not force adoption upon her.”
He nodded.
“I’d thought of that, but not asking Josie - good idea.”
She picked up her coffee cup.
“Your turn.”
He took a deep breath.
“There’s no going back; once we’ve made our commitment there’s no going back. I don’t want us to tell Josie we're getting married and then you throw the ring back at me and break our hearts and her heart especially. If we agree to go forward we must be sure it’s what we want to do.”
She nodded.
“I understand.”
He squirmed in the armchair as if it were full of ants.
“On the same tack, but different, and I think you’ve already covered this, we need to get married and not just shack up. Marriage means an intention for permanence, shacking up means it can be temporary if we want it to.”
She nodded.
“Don’t disagree with one word of that.”
He began to look uncomfortable.
“We must be absolutely honest with each other. If I’m short of cash I’ll tell you and if you have any change in your physical condition you must tell me. I don’t want you struggling on like a martyr because you don’t want to make a fuss.” He hesitated. “I guess I’m saying that I want to be allowed to care for you.”
She nodded. He literally gulped for air.
“I don’t want Josie to forget that Marcia was her mother. I know she was a bitch and that she walked out on us, but she still gave birth to her and I can’t turn that particular clock backwards.”
Mary took a sip of coffee and looked at him over the cup before answering.
“I can’t say I like the concept, but you’re right.”
He suddenly became gentle in his manner, even the tone of his voice changed.
“Next, I don’t want you to think that I’m entering into this merely to get a housewife or a childminder for Josie. I want to enter into it to find happiness and love in a relationship, that’s something which I realise has been sadly lacking in my life.”
She swallowed back the lump in her throat before she replied.
“And I’m not just looking for a man to open jam-jars for me; I too want a proper loving relationship.”
He sat silent for a moment before he shrugged his shoulders.
“I’ve lost count, but the rest we can work out as we go along. You got any more major points?”
She gave a modest smile and shook her head.
“Between us we seen to have covered all the important element, least I think so.”
He fiddled with his ear-lobe, almost as if he had an ear-ring.
“I’ve got one more. I want to stop calling it ‘the risk’. I’d rather call it ‘our adventure.’”
She put her cup down.
“So do we actually go forward?”
He gazed steadily into her eyes.
“My turn to go first I think. I must confess that I agree with you that this could be regarded as sheer lunacy, but my answer is yes. In all probability give me two years in your company and I’d propose anyway for Josie’s sake, but I want you to understand that I’m doing this for me and for you. In ten years time Josie will be off to university with any luck and when that happens I don’t want us to be strangers living in the same house, but lovers enjoying life together.”
He sat back.
“There I’ve said my little speech,” he suddenly leant forward. “No I haven’t. One more thing I want to make clear. I’m not proposing this out of some misguided sympathy for you. You called yourself a cripple and I don’t think of you like that at all, perhaps someone who has shown triumph and courage over adversity, but not a cripple.”
He sat back in his chair again and she tried to calm her racing pulse. She took a deep, emotion stabilising, breath.
“We’re a bit too objective, we’re seeking love not proposing a business arrangement and all this detached discussion doesn’t help. But my answer is yes. I know that we both have inner drives, you for Josie’s well being and me for not being alone, but it’s not the drives I’m considering in saying yes, it’s your phrase; I want us to grow to be lovers not strangers.”
He let out a long sigh and then muttered.
“What the hell do we do now?”
She patted the cushion next to her.
“The least you could do is give me a kiss.”
He moved and sat next to her and wondered how to approach their first real physical contact. In the end he just leant over and kissed her on the lips. They parted after a few minutes; what had started as a stilted kiss had ended up an amorous embrace. Robert sat back in the settee and slipped his right arm over her shoulders.
“Now, how do we tell Josie?”
She tapped his leg with her hook.
“You mean, how are you going to tell Josie. I'm not going to be around.”
He spluttered.
“Me? Alone?”
She said quietly.
“Just supposed she hates the idea.”
He snorted.
“Hell might freeze over first.”
She reached up with her right hand and held his hand.
“Children can be very fickle and if she doesn't like the idea we could try all we liked, but she would get between us.”
He sighed.
“You right, of course, but I also think you are wrong. She'll love the idea you and I both know that.”
Mary smiled.
“Telling Josie will be easy, later on you've got to tell Stephen and I've got to tell my mother. I can hear her now.” She put on a quavery voice. “Choose in haste and repent at leisure.”
They both fell about laughing, but both knew there was too much truth in the saying.
Mary woke the following morning feeling the warmth of Josie, who was snuggled up to her. She gently turned herself over and looked at Josie. Mary knew that she still had time to turn back, to run to the kitchen and shout ‘no,’ but she also knew she would do no such thing. Josie stirred and looked at her with sleepy eyes and smiled, she said, still half asleep.
“What are we doing today?”
Mary kissed her on the forehead.
“It’s too early to get up yet, but today is going to be a special day, a very special day.”
Josie smiled again and turned over, in a few seconds she was fast asleep, leaving Mary turning the previous evening over in her head and trying to map out how she had got from isolated spinster to potential mother in the space of a few days. She decided that one thing was certain; she must find a way of allaying Robert’s fears that she would back off the idea and leave him, and Josie, in turmoil. She knew exactly where he was coming from, Marcia had walked out on them and he was worried that she’d do the same when the going got tough. So she had to find a way to convince him that she wouldn’t, something he would understand.
Breakfast turned out to be a quiet affair as Robert obviously wanted to talk about the previous night with Mary, but not in front of Josie, who for once didn’t seem inclined to bolt her food. In the end Josie looked up at her dad.
“Where we going today?”
He shrugged and sought help from Mary, who grinned, in fact she’d been grinning a lot through the whole meal.
“This morning I hope your dad is going to take you on a boat trip.”
Robert raised his eyebrows, she continued.
“Nine-thirty-five boat trip from Tower pier to Kew Gardens, then he can take you round the gardens for ninety minutes -–no more – and get the river bus back to Charing Cross pier. I’ll meet you both outside Covent Garden Tube station at one o’clock and we’ll take it from there.”
Robert grinned.
“Not like you’ve planned anything.”
Mary smiled.
“It will give you both time to talk.”
Josie slurped her orange juice.
“Weren’t we at Covent Garden yesterday, wasn’t that where the jugglers were?”
Mary nodded and Josie became animated.
“You must see the jugglers dad, they juggled with fire!”
Robert looked at Mary.
“Then what, I’m sure you’ve got something in mind?”
Mary grinned, she felt like a foolish schoolgirl.
“A bit of shopping, a snack and a matinée performance of the Sound of Music.”
He squirmed.
“Bit passé.”
Mary didn’t bat an eyelid.
“For you and me possibly, but I’m sure Josie will enjoy it.”
Josie screwed up her face in thought.
“Is that the one with the singing nun?”
“Yes.”
She beamed and ran out of the kitchen. Mary looked at the clock.
“You go or you’ll miss your boat trip, I’ll clear up.”
He whispered.
“Cunning plan huh! Sending me to Kew Gardens with her, where we can talk!”
Before she could reply he kissed her cheek and added.
“No cooking tonight, I’ve book us a meal, special day and all that.”
She kissed him back, but by the time Josie made it back to the kitchen they were six feet apart. Josie looked from one to the other, something was going on, but she wasn’t sure what.
A little later Mary was near Covent Garden standing outside the second shop of the morning. She had spotted this shop on the previous day, but gone nowhere near it as she had had Josie with her. She looked in the shop window and swallowed hard, this was not going to be easy, but in her mind it was necessary. She muttered to herself.
“Sheer lunacy, sheer bloody lunacy,” and went inside.
Meanwhile Robert was sitting on a bench in Kew Gardens wondering how to tell Josie of his intentions towards Mary. In his head this had been an easy thing to do, reality was proving harder. For a start she was so full of energy that she was looking at anything and everything and asking a string of questions, secondly he had no idea where to start. In the end he bought two ice-creams and they sat on the bench in the sunshine. She attacked her ice-cream with extra vigour as there had only been chocolate covered ice-cream available and so Robert had had to provide her with normally forbidden fruit. He decided to start casually.
“Still enjoying the holiday?”
She took her head out of the ice-cream.
“Brill.”
“Do you like having Mary with us?”
She licked some chocolate of her fingers.
“Brill.”
Robert waited until she had finished and passed her his handkerchief; she cleaned herself up and was about to run off back to the gardens when he put his hand on her shoulder.
“Hold it Josie, I want to talk for a minute.”
She eyed him suspiciously, the last time he had used that phrase was just before he told her that her real grandmother wasn’t well.
“Talk about what?”
He rubbed her shoulder.
“Mary, you do like her don’t you?”
Josie took her eyes off of a small boy flying a kite and looked at him.
“Course I like her.”
He said slowly and carefully.
“Suppose I decided to marry her, how would you feel about that?”
Josie didn’t move, or respond, for what seemed like an eternity, she just stared at him with a wide open gaze.
“You mean come and live with us and all that?”
“Yes, come and live with us and all that.”
“You mean marry in a church with bridesmaids and all that?”
“I don’t know about the bridesmaids, but yes.”
She surveyed her dad with wide open eyes and a look of amazement.
“For ever, not just a holiday?”
“For ever.”
Josie launched herself and flung her arms round her father’s neck. When he finally peeled her off she said slowly.
“Would I have to call her mum?”
Robert gave her an encouraging smile.
“No, you could still call her Mary if you wanted to.”
Josie was not satisfied.
“But I could I call her mum if I wanted.”
“Of course.”
Josie digested this and Robert said softly.
“It would mean that you have to do as she says.”
Josie screwed up her eyes.
“Even if she says I can’t watch Terr-aagh! Tails.”
“Especially if she says you can’t watch Terr-aagh! Tails.”
Josie’s face almost split in two with an enormous smile.
“Does she know?”
“Of course, but we wanted to tell you first.”
He looked at his watch.
“Look, I know Mary said we should stay here for ninety minutes, but if we catch the earlier boat I may be able to buy her a ring before we met her.”
Josie jumped up and promptly sat down again.
“You mean an engagement ring.”
“Yes.”
Josie seemed to be thinking hard.
“And Mary said we were to meet her at Covent Garden, where we went yesterday.”
Robert was itching to leave to get the boat, but obviously something was on Josie’s mind. Josie suddenly had a fit of giggles, she eventually said.
“I think Mary knows what ring she wants, we spent ages yesterday looking in a shop window and she was looking at rings, I was looking at ear-rings, they had some dangly sparkly ones.”
Robert relaxed.
“I bet they cost a fortune.”
Josie shook her head.
“£10.”
Robert became suspicious
“Are you sure?”
She nodded.
“The prices were nicely marked it said ten pounds and no pence.”
Robert grinned at his daughter.
“You mean 1-0-0-0.”
Josie wondered what he was getting at.
“Yes.”
He laughed.
“Jewellers don’t normally mention pence, I bet those were diamond earrings and I bet then were £1000 not £10 and no pence.”
She sniffed at his response.
“You’ll see, ten pounds and no pence.”
He suddenly stopped grinning, if Mary was looking in a jeweller’s window where earrings cost £1000, just how much would they charge for an engagement ring?”
Mary was waiting for them outside the underground station and Josie rushed up to her.
“Dad says that you’re getting married.”
Mary hugged her.
“Yes we are; are you pleased?”
Josie bounced up and down beside her.
“Oh yes.”
Mary squeezed her.
“Good, so am I.”
Robert pointed to a jeweller’s shop.
“Is this where you’re taking me?”
Mary laughed and shook her head.
“Good grief no, it’s far too pretentious.”
She led them down a back street to a different jeweller’s one with pawnbroker’s balls hanging outside. She pointed to the rings in the bottom right hand corner of the window.
“The one with the deep crimson ruby.”
He turned to Josie.
“You find me those earrings.”
She ran off up the other end on the window and Robert looked at Mary.
“It’s second hand, the overdraft will clear and I want to give you the best.”
“It’s Victorian; the woman who originally had it was engaged in 1899 and died in 1978 just after her hundredth birthday. She only married the one man and wore that ring nearly all her life. They were married for 73 years and lived through both world wars. I’d like a ring with a history like that, maybe I’ll wear it for seventy odd years.”
He gave a half-laugh.
“Done your homework then, have you tried it on?”
She gave him a peculiar look.
“Course not, you might have bought me a ring when I wasn’t looking.”
Robert took a closer look at the ring.
“If that’s what you want…”
She tucked her arm through his.
“It is, it definitely is.”
He gave Josie an anxious glance.
“You’re sure it’s not because of my overdraft is it, I mean…”
She elbowed him in the ribs.
“I’ve just fallen in love with that ring.”
They walked to the door and Josie pointed at the earrings.
“See, ten pounds and no pence.”
Robert laughed; they were not made of diamonds but zirconium. He turned to Mary and said.
“What do you think?”
She shook her head.
“Not a chance, that type of earring should only be worn by bridesmaids.”
Josie registered disappointment and then a calculating look crossed her face.
“Will you be having any bridesmaids?”
“Might.”
“Could I be a bridesmaid?”
Mary laughed.
“Thought you’d never ask.”
The ring was a perfect fit and after trying it out Mary gave it back to Robert, who looked perplexed. Mary smiled.
“I don’t want it passed to me like any old bought goods; I want it presented, special like. A girl only gets one chance at this and I intend to make the most of it.”
He slipped it into his pocket and they left for the Sound of Music, which Josie thoroughly enjoyed after Mary explained that it wasn’t Sister Act and she wouldn’t be seeing Whoopie Goldberg.
They arrived home just after five o’clock and Mary immediately turned to Josie.
“Right young lady this is the lie of the land. We’re going out for a meal this evening and it’s going to be very late when we get back. So I want you lying on your bed for an hour, you can read, or watch TV, but it’s going to be a special evening and I want us all to enjoy it.”
Josie opened her mouth to protest and then shut it for at least ten seconds. She glanced towards the toilet and whispered.
“Is he going to give you the ring this evening?”
Mary whispered back.
“I hope so, and I want you to be there and be awake.”
Josie eyes sparkled with delight and she tripped off to her bedroom. Mary went and put the kettle on and Robert joined her in the kitchen. He hesitated and then came over to her and kissed her.
“Where’s Josie?”
“Lying down for an hour, then we’ll start getting ready.”
Robert was incredulous.
“But we’re not due out till just after seven!”
She smiled.
“Special evening, special preparations.”
He made two cups of coffee and idly asked.
“Good morning?”
She perched herself against the table.
“I did something for us.”
The peculiar tone in her voice made him turn to face her.
“For us?”
She nodded.
“Roll up my right sleeve will you.”
He wondered where this was leading, but rolled up her sleeve. His eyes then became transfixed on her arm. Halfway between elbow and shoulder there was a one inch blue band of filigree type tattoo round her arm, embedded in the filigree, in calligraphy style font, was the word ‘Robert’. She said quietly.
“It’s to show you that I mean business and that there’s no going back and to remind me that this is about you and me and seeking love.”
He sighed.
“You didn’t have to…”
She nestled against him.
“Yes I did, now you know that I’m serious. You can take off a ring in a fit of pique, but you can’t lose a tattoo. You’re engraved on my arm and I’m not walking out on you or us.”
He squeezed her and whispered.
“Thank you,” in her ear before looking again at the tattoo, he touched it and she winced.
“Did it hurt?”
She grimaced.
“Let me put it this way, I am never, ever, having another one.”
They would have had a serious canoodle, but the doorbell rang and Robert rolled his eyes upwards.
“Blast, I bet that’s Stephen, he said he might drop some plans off for me.”
She kissed him on the cheek.
“I’ll wait, I’m not going anywhere.”
She sat on the stool and took a long sip of her coffee. In bed that morning she'd had the idea of the tattoo. She smiled to herself, it had taken nearly two hours, but it was worth it; she was now certain that he knew she did not intend to renage on their understanding. She also new that every time she looked in the mirror she'd be reminding herself that she'd given herself to him and their mutual cause of seeking love. She looked up to see a smirking Stephen in the doorway holding a large bunch of white roses. He proffered them to her.
"By way of apology for the stupid mistake over the bath-lifter."
She took them from him, sniffed them and smiled; he gave her a 'that's settled then' look and a mock bow.
“I hope that makes amends.”
She gave him her best smile.
“Almost.”
“Almost?”
She smiled again.
“You could finish the job by paying Robert the money you owe him. I believe he’s done the work you wanted.”
He took half a step back, surprised at her direct approach.
“It’s not as simple as that; it’s a matter of business.”
She put the roses down.
“Like to see you explain it like that to God.” She put on a sarcastic voice. “Sorry God that my best friend’s daughter died of starvation while he was waiting for me to pay him, but it was a matter of business.”
He gave a nervous laugh, uncertain of her manner.
“Oh come on, you exaggerate.”
She too a step towards him and her voice took on a sharp edged ominous tone.
“While you are accruing interest on the money you owe him he is incurring interest on the debt you have caused him. That might by good business in your book, but it’s exploitation in mine.”
He mumbled.
“I’ll see my accounts clerk when I get back to base.”
She gave a sly smile.
“Are they working now?”
“Of course.”
She handed him the cordless phone.
“Then ring them now. ‘When I get back to base’ is in the same category as ‘the cheques in the post’, ‘oh that must be an administrative oversight’ and ‘really, haven’t we paid you yet?’”
He took the phone from her and she stated in a firm voice.
“And make it a direct bank transfer, he doesn’t need a cheque from an obscure bank that takes umpteen days to clear.”
Stephen duly phoned his accounts clerk and Mary stood watching with her hands on her hips. He half turned away from her, but was conscious of her eyes boring into him.
“Hello Sarah? Stephen here, can you settle the Robert Handly account for me as soon as possible.”
He listened to the reply and shot Mary a glance, she hadn’t moved.
“No, do it today please and you’d better do it by bank transfer, we’ve got his account details.”
He listened again.
“No, in full and today.”
He turned the phone off and handed it back.
“Satisfied now?”
She gave him a softer smile and said gently.
“Yes thanks, but remember you and Robert are friends; good friends are hard to find and it would be a shame if your friendship were to be jeopardised by mere money.”
She turned away and picked up the roses, Stephen fled into the lounge and flopped into an armchair. He looked at Robert.
“I see what you mean when you say she can be a grouch; she brings a whole new definition to the word.”
Robert suppressed a smile.
“What did she say?”
Stephen looked at him in bewilderment.
“She’s just extracted all the money I owe you in one session, perhaps I should employ her to collect my debts.”
Robert’s mouth dropped open and he stammered.
“She did what?”
Stephen shook his head.
“She told me I should pay you; no, she commanded that I should pay you. You’ve heard how a lioness protects her cubs, well I rather feared that she would use her hook to extract my entrails one by one until I coughed up the money, - bank transfer mind not a cheque.”
Robert started to say something, but Stephen held up his hand.
“She also rather told me off for allowing money to jeopardise friendship and I must admit that she is right. I rather fear that I put you in a difficult position and believe me I won’t do it again.”
He paused.
“Actually I decided that if we pull off the Manchester contract I’ll pay you half of your fee up front.”
Robert blinked.
“That’s not your usual business practice.”
Stephen smiled.
“Don’t call it business, call it friends working together.” He glanced down the corridor. “And fear of lost entrails.”
He heard Mary talking to Josie in the corridor and hissed.
“If you don’t mind I’ll take my leave while I still have some dignity left.”
He gave Robert a casual wave, called out a goodbye to Mary and made rapid progress through the front door. Robert sat in his chair and pondered on the fact that in the short time he had known her Mary had solved his two major problems, stability for him and Josie, and Stephen’s withheld payment; he wondered what she’d tackle next.
Mary heard the front door close and resumed her talk with Josie.
“Go and get your clothes together, party dress, clean underwear and new sandals, and then put them in my room. Then I want you to get your toilet bag and join me in the bathroom.”
Josie grinned.
“Are we going to dye your hair again?”
Mary held out a small package.
“Not mine, yours.”
For a moment Josie was speechless, then she glanced down the corridor.
“But dad said…”
Mary chuckled.
“And your dad is right, you’re too young to permanently dye your hair, but this is party dye, it’s not like the dye I use. We put it on tonight and tomorrow – and it will be tomorrow – when you shower it will all come out, least that’s the theory.”
Josie glanced down the corridor again and whispered secretively.
“Does he know?”
“It’s a surprise.”
Josie took on a sly look.
“When I’m bridesmaid can I…”
“No, definitely not; so don’t even think about it.”
Josie laughed and shot into her bedroom, Mary ambled down the corridor. Robert was looking through the plans Stephen had bought him. He looked up.
“Stephen tells me you got him to pay up.”
She sat on the edge of the armchair.
“Well I knew that you’d have trouble asking him, you’re too soft. So I decided all for one and one for all.”
He folded up the plans and grinned.
“He said that he was worried you were going to use your hook to extract his entrails one by one.”
She waved her left arm at him.
“And I would have done!”
He laughed and she stood up.
“Josie and I will use the main bathroom and dress in my room, you can use Josie’s shower-room. If you want to extract your shaving gear before we start, you’ve got three minutes.”
“Well I was hoping to have a bath.”
“Two minutes fifty seconds and counting.”
He opened his mouth, but decided that he was beaten. He stood up and went over to her and kissed her hair.
“Going to be a special evening.”
She reached up and held his hand.
“One to remember.”
He gave her shoulders a squeeze.
“A once in a lifetime evening.”
They stood for a moment and then Mary said lovingly.
“One minute forty seconds and…”
Robert scurried to the bathroom.
Later, half way through shaving, he stopped to listen. From within the bathroom he could hear Josie and Mary singing, doh a deer a female deer, ray a drop of golden sun, together, he smiled into the mirror and continued shaving. Unbeknown to him Mary was finishing off Josie’s hair transformation, eventually she put the hairdryer down.
“Now you’ll have to plait you hair yourself, that’s if you want plaits. Josie looked in the mirror and tossed her hair around by shaking her head.
“Do I have to?”
“Not tonight.”
Josie tossed her hair around again.
“Think I will, it’ll look much better in plaits.”
“Right, you go and plait your hair and get dressed, and I'm having a swift shower.”
Josie smiled at herself in the mirror.
“Do you think daddy will like it?”
“I think he’ll be struck speechless with wonder. Now go and get dressed!”
Mary closed the door after Josie had left and had her promised shower. She then tidied up the bathroom, slipped on her dressing gown and made for her bedroom. Josie was already dressed by the time she arrived. Mary smiled at her.
“It’s up to you, but people normally wear their watch on their left wrist.”
Josie looked dubious.
“You and dad wear yours on your right wrist.”
“Your dad’s left handed and I have no choice.”
Josie still looked dubious and Mary laughed
.“Go on then, have it on your right wrist, we'll call it a family trait.”
“What's a trait?”
“Something we all do.”
She smiled and Mary took of her dressing gown knowing what to expect. Josie did not disappoint her; Josie gazed at her arm and virtually shouted.
“You've got a tattoo - and it's got my dad’s name on it.”
Mary smiled nervously, for some reason Josie's approval was important to her.
“What do you think of it?”
She surveyed it and gently touched it.
“You must love him very much.”
Mary relaxed.
“It’s my way of saying I’ll never walk out on him, or you. Every time I look in the mirror I'll remember my promise to you both.”
Josie gazed at it.
“But it’s only got my dad’s name on it.”
Mary held her arm up so Josie could see the other side.
“Look closely inside the pattern.”
Josie looked and the turned her head nearly upside down.
“It’s got my name too inside the pattern!”
Josie snuggled up against her.
“You’ll stay even when I’m naughty.”
“Even when you’re a teenager and are humungously awful.”
Mary looked at Josie in the mirror.
“But next time you’re in church I want you to pray for us, that we’ll be happy together,”
Josie sat up.
“You don't need to be in church, your book said that you can pray anywhere, anytime, anyplace and about anything.”
Mary was surprised.
“You read my book?”
Josie looked sheepish.
“Only the first three chapters, the next one was about copper prayer and I found it boring.”
Mary laughed.
“Corporate prayer - that means praying together, I found it a hard chapter too.”
Josie nodded seriously.
“I’ve already asked God to make you stay and he's answered that, so I'll ask him to make you happy.”
Mary gave her a cuddle.
“You do that Josie, you do that.”
Robert was sitting in the armchair patiently waiting when Mary walked into the room. She was wearing her silky long blue dress, her tattoo clearly visible below the short sleeve as was Robert's red necklace around her neck. She seemed to radiate joy. Robert stood up.
“You look stunning.”
He kissed her on the cheek and sniffed her perfume. Mary waved her arm.
“And for one night only.”
Josie appeared from the corridor and Robert was dumbstruck. She was wearing her gold party dress, dangly earrings and was clutching a small golden handbag, but her hair was absolutely bright ginger. Mary laughed at his expression.
“It’s party dye and it’s all coming out tomorrow.
Robert exhaled.
“Thank goodness for that.”
Josie twirled round, Robert grabbed her and gave her a kiss. He sniffed.
“I’ve smelt that somewhere before.”
Josie practically danced.
“It’s Mary’s, she lets me use it for special occasions, but it’s very expensive.”
Mary gave Robert a dazzling smile.
“Us girls got to stick together.”
He chuckled and looked at the clock.
“Time to go.”
He offered his arm to Mary, Josie ran round his other side.
“Where we going.”
“The restaurant downstairs in the Barbican, all the theatregoers will have left by now and it will be peaceful and just right or a special evening.”
They all trooped out arm in arm like any other happy family.
As Robert had promised the restaurant was quiet, but had a good view overlooking the fountains in the centre of the barbican complex. They ordered their food and the wine waiter appeared, Robert and Mary looked at one another and had some form of mutual unspoken agreement. Robert smiled at him.
“Sparkling mineral water only please, but we’d like champagne with our desert.”
The wine waiter’s eyebrows moved up a fraction of an inch.
“With the desert it is sir.”
As soon as the waiter had gone Josie started on one of the bread rolls, she looked at Mary as she ate.
“Have you got any brothers and sisters?”
Mary smiled.
“You mean are you going to get any aunts and uncles and extra Christmas presents?”
Josie grinned from ear to ear. Mary pinched a bit of her roll.
“I’ve got two older sisters and they are twins. We don’t see each other much and to be honest I’m not sad about that. They were very nasty to me when I was your age so I don’t go out of my way to see them. I used to call them my sinister siblings.”
Josie screwed her nose up.
“What’s a sibling?”
“A brother or sister by the same parents.”
“What’s sinister?”
“Nasty.”
Robert laughed.
“It also means left handed.”
Mary rolled her eyes.
“Only in a time when knights had round tables, don’t confuse the child!”
Robert grinned like a schoolboy about to receive an extra large jam doughnut and Mary continued.
“And I’ve got a younger brother called Daniel. He’s nice and at the moment he’s living in a commune in Brixton.”
Josie spread butter on another piece of her bread.
“What’s a commune?”
“A group of people living together, he lives with seven others in a big house and they share the costs, it makes it far cheaper to live in London. For a living he’s a landscape gardener, he always was good at growing things.”
Josie opened her mouth, but Mary put her finger over Josie’s lips.
“My turn. What’s your favourite pop-group?”
Josie pondered the question.
“Well I like Jasmine Jaunt and Kangi, but …”
All three of them talked through the starter and main course, finding out a little more about each other and taking the trouble to make sure that nobody was left out of the conversation.
After they had ordered desert Robert suddenly left his chair and knelt, on one knee, at Mary’s feet. He took the ring-box from his jacket and gazed into Mary’s eyes.
“Would you do me the honour of becoming my wife and joining into the adventure of seeking love?” He said tenderly.
Mary felt as if the lump in her throat would explode.
“Of course.”
He slipped the ring on the second finger of her right hand. The table next door broke out into clapping. Robert resumed his seat and Mary gazed at the ring on her finger. She dragged her eyes from it and winked at Josie.
“Give me the goods.”
Josie handed over a small package that she had had hidden in her clutch bag. Mary offered it to Robert.
“Men don’t get engagement rings, so I got you this.”
He opened the package and lying in the box was a silver pen with the single word ‘Mary’ engraved on the side. He took off the pen top and turned to Mary.
“It’s a drawing pen.”
She grinned.
“Man in the shop told me that it was the one that architects used most and it’s got a spring loaded nib and there’s a spare cartridges in the box under the pen holder.” She added softly. “It’s not an ornament, I want you to use it every day and think of me.”
Robert looked into her eyes.
“I don’t know what to say, but yes, I’ll use it every day.”
Mary turned to Josie.
“I wouldn’t want you to go away from here without having something to remember the evening. She delved into her own small handbag and passed Josie a small parcel. Josie tore the wrapping off, opened the box inside and extracted a necklace similar to the one her father had given Mary, except that the heart was made of dark Amber. Robert reached over and fastened it around her neck; Josie beamed like a lighthouse. Before she could say anything the wine waiter appeared.
“Am I right in saying sir that you just proposed to the young lady?” He said formally.
Robert nodded and grinned.
“Exactly right.”
“Then the manager says to tell you that the champagne is on the house.”
The finished their meal drinking champagne and eating expensive looking chocolate covered mints. Josie was allowed no more than four, but she managed six.
When they finally arrived back at the flat just before midnight Josie, who had been animated right up to the end of the meal, suddenly started yawning. Robert and Mary both gave her a kiss and she plodded off to bed. Mary made some coffee and took it to Robert in the lounge, she sat on the settee and he moved next to her. She popped off her hook and placed it on the small table, he gently took hold of her wrist.
“Thanks for a really special evening.” She murmured.
He massaged her wrist and stump with his fingers.
“First one of many I hope.”
He gave her a kiss and said very quietly.
Two cups of coffee, and much canoodling, later they sat holding hands with their heads touching and their eyes closed. Robert finally murmured.
“You’d better go to bed, if you don’t I might start something I know you’d rather not do until we’re married.” He rubbed her stump. “I know your views and I promise to abide by them and I don’t want to spoil a wonderful evening.”
She gave him a final kiss and departed for her bedroom, if all their days were going to be like this then she’d be in heaven. She knew it was a ridiculous hope, but she clung to it all the same. She was seeking love and the journey had started well.
Once Mary had spent more than a few minutes reliving the evening in her mind, and to some extend re-enjoying the experiences, she reached behind her to undo the dress’ zip and it stuck after about three teeth. She tried wiggling it up and down, looking in the mirror and flexing the fabric, all to no avail. She looked in Josie’s room, but she was sound asleep and Mary thought that it would be unfair to awake her. She contemplated sleeping in the dress, but decided that it was too expensive. So, in the end and after half and hour of frustration, she tiptoed down the corridor and opened the lounge door. Robert was still sitting on the settee looking like a contented cat and holding his silver pen. He was obviously surprised to see her and she said quietly.
“I’m stuck in my dress, wretched zip won’t budge.”
She turned round and he came up behind her, after a few seconds she felt the zip being run down the length of her back. There was a pause and he kissed the nape of her neck before enfolding her in his arms, still from behind. She felt him gently fondly her breasts and made a rapid appraisal of the situation before her own hormones took over. She instantly decided that if he continued she wouldn’t resist, after all she had come back to him and he may have assumed that the zip was a ploy. The more he kissed her the more her own pulse raced and after a few more seconds she knew that, despite her earlier statements, she was about to succumb to her own desires. Then, without warning, he stopped fondling and relaxed his grip. He kissed her gently below her right ear and whispered.
“You’d better go, I promised to wait and I will.”
She turned round, mouthed, ‘thank you’, and went back to her own room and sat on the bed. It took her ten minutes to recover full equilibrium; however, she knew one thing, there was going to be no problem with the physical side of things. In fact she was amazed at the strength of her own physical desire; it was something that she had never thought herself capable of. She looked in the mirror and studied her tattoo for a while and then completed her bedtime routine. As had now become usual she finally sat on the side of the bed and talked to God.
“Well God it’s been quite a day. I know things can’t keep at this level and that at some time I’ll have to face the cold light of day, but thank you.” She paused knowing what she wanted to say, but not knowing how to say it, eventually she blurted out. “And thank you for the peace in my heart, I know what Robert and I are doing is unusual, maybe we are just two lonely people seeking solace with one another, but I know with you help we can find love.” She paused again. “And Josie, she’s caught up in all this and I want with all my heart her to come to no harm. Help me to be patient with her and help her to be patient with me.” She then prayed for her family and finished with the Lord’s Prayer. She smiled to herself as she realised that her prayer times were getting longer, but one thing was now certain, what had started her on the road to prayer, being Josie’s Godmother, was now not an option; now she had even more of a challenge to face, that of being Josie’s surrogate mother.
They all awoke late the following morning and it was nearly eleven before they managed to start breakfast; they had only reached the start of the toast when Mary’s mobile phone rang. She glanced at it, furrowed her brow, and accepted the call.
“Hello mother.”
She listened to the reply and then squeaked.
“You’ve done what!”
Mary rolled her eyes at the unseen caller and said, in a more even voice.
“What time do you reach Paddington?”
She listened.
“No, don’t you dare try to get across London, I’ll meet you at Paddington.”
She put the phone down and turned to Robert.
“That was my mum, she’s put herself on a train to Paddington Station, she didn’t say why, but I bet my sinister siblings have something to do with it.”
Robert’s heart sank, no longer would he have her to himself.
“Fine, we’ll pick her up and she can stay here with us.”
Mary sighed.
“If only, but there’s no bed she can sleep in, and she won’t share with me.”
Robert nodded.
“Then it’s time to pack.”
Josie coughed.
“There’s a bed in my room.”
Mary ruffled her, still ginger, hair.
“That’s a futon, my mother couldn’t get down into that.”
Josie fidgeted with her hands.
“No I mean a real bed.”
Robert looked at her.
“What do you mean a real bed?”
Josie glanced at Mary.
“There’s a button labelled ‘bed’ on the remote control, you press it and a bed comes down from the ceiling.”
Robert slapped his forehead.
“Of course, it’s stored above the suspended ceiling.”
Josie gave a very worried look towards Mary, whose bed she had been sharing on pretext of a hard futon.
Mary gave Robert a warm smile.
“Well if there is a bed my mother can use, Josie can always share with me, it’s only for a few nights.”
Robert nodded.
“I'll go and check out the bed.”
He left the kitchen and Mary pinched Josie’s nose lightly.
“You little minx, how long have you known?”
Josie obviously didn't know whether to grin, or be worried.
“First night we arrived, I pressed the button by accident.”
She suddenly looked apprehensive.
“I… ”
Mary gave her a cuddle.
“It’s all right, I’m not mad, but in future… ”
Josie nodded in understanding. Robert reappeared.
“It’s a proper bed, bit like a four poster, but comfortable.”
Mary smiled as a thought crossed her mind.
“Have you looked at the lounge remote?”
A look of horror crossed his face and he shot out of the kitchen to return a few seconds later.
“Lounge has got an identical one, I've been sleeping on the settee for six nights and there's been a comfortable bed above my head!”
He looked so despondent that both Josie and Mary burst out laughing. Robert eventually joined in when the absurdity of it hit him.”
An hour later Mary drove out of the Barbican car-park and headed West for Paddington Station. She went round a couple of corners and Robert made a sort of suppressed squeaking noise. Mary glanced at him.
“Problem?”
He shook his head. Mary followed the road round and joined a one way system. She shot past an obelisk and Robert made another squeaking noise. Mary stifled a laugh. She joined the two way system again and went down a road where there were cars parked on both sides and a narrow two-way strip down the middle, Robert managed two cars coming at him, and just missing, before he made a sort of suppressed scream. Mary grinned.
“Finding sitting in the right seat difficult?”
He replied, through clenched teeth.
“Just a tad.”
“Want to take over?”
“No, I'll get used to… ”
He didn't finish the sentence, instead he stamped his left foot on the floor and mad a sort of ‘aagh’ noise as Mary pulled up behind a taxi that had seemingly stopped on a sixpence to pick up a fare. Robert let out a long breath; Mary resumed the journey, but after a few yards a white van overtook them and cut in, forcing Mary to brake slightly. Robert opened his mouth and Mary snapped.
“Not in front of Josie.”
Josie piped up from the back seat.
“He didn't say anything?”
May grimaced.
“No, but I knew what was on his mind - oh shit!”
She slammed the brakes on and swerved round a cyclist that had appeared in front of her from seemingly nowhere; Robert and Josie both fell about laughing. Robert managed to control himself for the rest of the drive to Paddington, but he clearly did not enjoy the experience. When they finally arrived at the station and Mary squeezed her car into a seemingly impossibly small parking space reserved for the disabled; Robert let out a heart felt sigh. Mary turned to him.
“Seriously, other people have said that being a driver and sitting in the right hand seat while I'm driving can be difficult, you can drive back if you like.”
Robert shook his head.
“I’ve got to get used to it.”
She tossed him the keys.
“Well let’s get you used to it in Suffolk and not London.”
He leant over and gave her a kiss, nothing else needed to be said.
The station was not too crowded and Mary checked the arrivals board and turned to Robert.
“Looks like her train will arrive early in a couple of minutes, why don’t you take Josie to that coffee bar and buy her a cake, I think I’d better meet my mother on my own.”
Robert nodded and steered Josie towards the coffee bar, Mary heard her remark on ‘the nice chocolate cake’ before their voices were lost in the background noise. Mary walked to the appropriate platform and waited at the barrier as the train pulled in; she said, under her breath.
“I think I’m going to need your help here God, this could be difficult.”
People started pouring past her and she kept an eye out for her mother, eventually she spotted a porter helping her down the platform. She came through the barrier and stopped dead.
“Well, what’s happened to you?”
She went and gave her mother a kiss.
“Had enough of brown.”
Her mother looked her up and down.
“Suits you, makes you look happy, not sour.”
Mary raised an eyebrow.
“I never looked sour!”
Her mother smiled.
“No, not sour; withdrawn.”
Mary sighed.
“You never said.”
“You never asked.”
Mary held her hands.
“Where’s your luggage?”
“Left a note telling Jenny to bring it back for me.”
She led her mother to a row of empty metal chairs and sat her down.
“What happened?”
Her mother grimaced.
“Started Wednesday night, they kept going on and on about my will and how I ought to write one. And they said some shameful things.”
Mary held her mother’s hands, furious with her sisters.
“Such as?”
Her mother squirmed in the chair.
“They said that you were only looking after me for cheap board and lodging and to squeeze the maximum inheritance out of me.”
Mary was speechless and her mother gave her a loving look.
“Don’t worry, I know it’s not true, not one blasted word of it. When I fell over and cracked my hip they didn’t want to know, you didn’t hesitate. It’s just one of their schemes.”
Mary rubbed the back of her mother’s hands with her thumb.
“They didn’t hurt you did they, because if they did…”
Her mother squeezed Mary’s hand.
“No, they just shouted at me. Last night I told them that I did have a will and they would just have to live with my decision. I knew if I stayed they would try and get that decision out of me, so I left when they all went to the beach.”
Her mother suddenly changed the subject.
“And what makes you so happy? I haven’t seen you like this in years; found a gold bar under a bush or one of your precious first editions in some seedy book-shop?”
Mary laughed and thrust her hand under her mother’s nose.
“No, I’ve got engaged.”
Her mother examined the ring, eyes agog.
“You serious?”
“Deadly.”
Her mother shook her head.
“I let you out of my sight for a week and you throw yourself at the first man who waggles his finger at you, who is it? Do I know him? It’s not that ghastly salesman who kept sending you flowers is it?”
Mary giggled.
“It’s Josie’s dad, you’ve met him once I think.”
Her mother looked thoughtful.
“Can’t remember, what’s he like?”
“You’ll meet him in a minute, he’s at the coffee bar near platform three. We’re staying in a flat here in London and you can stay with us, there is plenty of room.”
Her mother shot her a withering stare
.“You mean I can play the extra while you two make nookie in the next room.”
Mary smarted.
“It’s not like that at all and I’d rather hoped that you’d know me better than that. We’re in separate bedrooms and Josie is with us.”
Her mother trembled slightly.
“Sorry Mary, it’s just a bit of a shock, I didn’t even know you were seeing him, kept that a bit close to your chest didn’t you?”
Mary rubbed the back of her hands again, they were remarkably cold for a summer’s day. She said quietly.
“I haven’t been seeing him. He invited me on holiday and it’s all gone from there.”
Her mother’s eyebrows rose in amazement.
“And now you’re going to tell me that you love him passionately and your heart is bursting.”
Mary shook her head.
“I’m going to tell you that he’s special, that we get on extremely well together and that we’re seeking love. My heart is bursting, but not how you think.”
Her mother opened her mouth and then shut it, finally she asked brusquely.
“You are sure you’re doing the right thing?”
“Absolutely, well as near absolutely as I can manage.”
Her mother smiled.
“Well you are an adult even if you are still a child to me, it just takes a bit of getting used to.”
Mary sighed with relief.
“Robert and I have discussed it and you’re living with us, I’m not going to leave you out in the cold mum.”
She blustered.
“You won’t want an old woman living with you; I’d get in the way.”
Mary held her hands and looked into her eyes.
“We’re serious mum, you’re living with us. You know that you can’t manage on your own and I’d be worried to a frazzle if you tried. You’re coming with us, and it’s not for any inheritance, it’s because I love you.”
Her mother gazed back knowing that Mary meant what she said. She gave a weak smile.
“Still I suppose that I’ve got a few months to get used to it.”
Mary grinned from ear to ear.
“Four weeks more like, we want to get married in four weeks if we can. Robert thinks he knows a house we can buy that has a small annex on the back so that you don’t have to climb stairs.”
“Got it all worked out have we?”
Mary gazed back into her eyes.
“We wouldn’t buy it if you didn’t like it, but it’s in the next road from your church, so we wouldn’t be moving far.”
“What’s wrong with my house, I like my house?”
Mary started to answer, but stopped when her mother gripped her hand tight
“Of course you don’t want to live in my house, you want your house. I wanted my own house as soon as I could.”
She struggled to her feet.
“Let’s go and meet him then.”
They walked towards the coffee bar and her mother watched her from the corner of her eye, she eventually stated.
“You’re walking different, swinging your right leg out more and not limping so much.”
“I’m wearing a knee brace, Susan said it was about time I did.”
Her mother stopped dead again.
“And you didn’t argue?”
Mary shrugged.
“Taking the long term view, less damage to the knee now and it’ll be longer before I have to face an artificial joint operation.”
Her mother didn’t move.
“Has he seen you, naked I mean?”
“He’s seen my legs.”
She nodded.
“Good, if he really loves you he won’t care what you look like.”
Mary held on to her mother’s arm.
“He’s a good man mother.”
Her mother turned to her.
“He’d better be, because if he wasn’t good to you I might just kill him.” She gave a wicked grin. “And if he’s anything like Jenny’s husband Howard I’ll kill him in advance.” She looked around. “Well where is he?”
They arrived at the coffee bar and Josie said shyly.
“Hello Mrs Webb.”
Helen Webb did a double take.
“Good grief lass, what on earth have you done to your hair?”
Josie grinned.
“Mary dyed it for me yesterday, but I’ve got to wash it out tonight.”
Helen turned to her daughter.
“And are you washing the blonde muck out of your hair?”
Mary scowled at the indignity of her mother’s tone.
“No, mother I’m not. As I said, I’ve had enough of brown.”
Josie suppressed a grin. Mary looked around.
“Where’s your dad?”
“Gone to get you a coffee and Mrs Webb a tea. I told him that she has it white with one sugar.”
Helen looked at Josie, she couldn’t have her continually calling her Mrs Webb, not if Mary was going to become her mother, on the other hand it didn’t seem right if she was allowed to call her Helen.
“You can’t keep calling me Mrs Webb young lady, not if my daughter is going to marry your dad.”
Josie considered for a second.
“But I always call you Mrs Webb.”
“Not anymore, chose something else, but don’t even think of calling me granny.”
Mary thought quickly, she knew that Jenny’s children called her ‘Grandmama’ and she hated it.
“How about ‘Nan.’”
Helen screwed up her face.
“Makes me sound like a piece of bread, but it’s probably better than any other alternative.”
Mary looked at her mother.
“When did you last eat, did you have any breakfast?”
Helen snorted.
“Course not, breakfast is too much trouble for that pair.”
A look of horror crossed Mary’s face.
“Your tablet’s did you…”
Helen laughed.
“They’re in my handbag, I’m not going dolally just yet.”
Mary got up.
“I’ll get you something.”
She headed for the counter and Helen turned to Josie.
“What do you think of your dad marrying Mary.”
Josie’s face practically split in half with and enormous smile.
“I think it’s brill.”
Helen had no idea what brill meant, but her face said it all. Helen, using the directness that is only available to old people, asked.
“Do you see your own mum?”
Josie shook her head.
“Never. I know she’s in Egypt and daddy says that she is very happy, but I never see her.”
Josie face suddenly changed back to the wide smile.
“But Mary said that she’d never leave us, she’s got a tattoo to prove it.”
Helen’s eyebrows rose a long distance.
“A tattoo?”
Josie nodded.
“On her arm, it’s got my dad’s name on it and my name in it.”
Helen looked across the café to her, now non-brown, daughter; she was proving to have hidden depths that Helen had never suspected.
They arrived back at the flat and Helen flopped into an armchair, clearly worn out by the journey. Mary fussed around her.
“Do you want a lie down mum?”
Helen squirmed in the chair, Mary reached down beside her and pulled out the control box. “These chairs are fabulous, the white buttons move the footrest up and down and the grey ones move it in and out. Find a good position and then press and hold the back button and it will remember how you like it. The yellow button moves the backrest and the brown button remembers where it is.”
Helen sniffed.
“I prefer my lever on the side, and what’s the red button?”
“When you want to get out of the chair you press it and the footrest goes home, the backrest goes upright and the cushion gives you a lift.”
“Does it serve tea as well?”
Mary laughed.
“No, Robert does that and he’s in the kitchen right now.”
Helen indicated that Mary should come closer and she whispered.
“He’s quite nice, but he’s terribly short.” She grabbed hold of her daughter’s arm. “You are happy with him?”
“Very.”
“And you don’t mind him having a daughter?”
“I’ll never have one of my own mum, she’s already growing on me.”
Her mother increased her grip.
“You’re not just interested in him because of her?”
“No mum, I’m not that stupid.”
Helen smiled.
“Is there horse-racing on?”
Mary flicked through the channels and found some horse racing and left her mother marvelling at the sudden transformation of the picture into a TV screen. She found Robert in the kitchen, he whispered.
“She’s a nice old bat, while you and Josie were in the station toilet she told me that if I break your heart she’ll have a contract taken out on me and a nasty man in a black suit will break my neck.”
Mary laughed.
“She loves whodunits.”
Robert nodded.
“And she obviously cares for you. What was up with her staying with your sisters.”
Mary sighed.
“They have this bee in their bonnets about mum’s house. They’re trying to convince mum that I’m only looking after her for her money; if they only knew.”
Robert cocked his head to one side.
“If they only knew what?”
She glanced at the doorway.
“Mum hasn’t got any money, I should know. Dad left her a little, but not enough to clear the mortgage and that wasn’t insured. I only found out when I moved back in and she was in hospital and insisted that I become a proxy for her while she was inside.”
Robert took a guess.
“So you’ve been paying the mortgage?”
She nodded.
“It’s not very large, they bought the house years ago.”
Robert was confused.
“Surely they’ve lived there more than twenty-five years?”
Mary sighed.
“Too true, she’s lived there for virtually all her married life, but for some reason dad re-mortgaged the house when I was at university, about six months before my accident. I have no idea why he did that or what happened to the money he got from the deal; all I can find out from the paperwork is that he took out a twenty-five year mortgage, goodness knows how he got it as he must have been in his early fifties at the time.”
Robert smiled.
“And let me guess, you’ve never had the heart to tell your mother you want your name added to the deeds as you’re paying the mortgage.”
Mary shrugged.
“Sounds so mercenary.”
Robert poured out some tea.
“Your sisters don’t seem to mind.”
“My sisters are evil.”
Robert winced at the language.
“That’s a bit strong isn’t it?”
Mary looked him in the eye.
“They bullied me nearly all my young life. They bullied me so much that I though it natural that older sisters beat their younger ones.”
Robert was taken aback.
“How did you survive?”
She shrugged.
“You just had to get on with life, they weren’t around all the time and I became an expert at evasion. But believe me I shan’t be inviting them to our wedding.”
She reached out and touched him.
“I'll tell you about it sometime, but not now.”
Robert took the tea into the lounge and reappeared within a few seconds and made a sleeping motion.
He looked around.
“Where’s Josie?”
“In my bedroom watching a DVD.”
“There's a DVD player in your bedroom?”
“I didn’t know either, Josie showed me; you put the DVD in a slot in the top of the screen.”
Mary wiggled herself onto the stool.
“Look, there's no need for you and Josie not to go out, I’ll stay here till she wakes up and then come and meet you.”
Robert laughed.
“No thanks, I think that we’ll stay in, if Josie’s happy I’d rather just sit and talk to you.”
“Here?”
He shrugged.
“Good a place as any.”
Mary smiled.
“Let’s make some coffee and sneak into Josie’s room and use the armchairs.”
They did just that; Mary told Robert all about his sisters and Robert told Mary of his childhood and about some of his five years backpacking round the world. They would have continued all afternoon, except they were interrupted by Josie who proclaimed that she was hungry.
After the four of them had eaten Helen turned to Mary.
“You don't need to baby-sit me, you young ones go out and enjoy yourselves.”
Robert smiled.
“We were thinking of going to the new global cinema, you know the one where you sit inside the film. You’re welcome to come.”
Helen smiled.
“I’m sure you mean that Robert, but I’d rather stay here and watched TV, I’ve had enough excitement for one day.”
Mary reached out and touched her.
“You sure mum?”
“Go, just tell me where the telephone is in case you need to phone me, nothing in this place seems quite right.”
Josie smirked.
“It’s the little statue on the table, his chest opens out for the buttons and you speak into his feet.”
Mary smiled.
“Well I didn't know that, there’s also a phone in the kitchen on the wall behind you, it’s quite normal, almost like the one at home.”
She showed it to her mum, who just nodded.
Half an hour later Helen was in the flat by herself. She went to the lounge and sat in the armchair. She'd been totally surprised by Mary's engagement and still didn't quite know what to make of her relationship with Robert. They seemed happy enough, together, but obviously didn't know the first thing about each other. However, they were being honest in describing themselves as seeking love. Helen was already convinced that given time, and space, they would find it. She closed her eyes, over the past few years her greatest desire had been for Mary to find a decent man; it had been her one prayer and her one hope. She, of all people, knew that Mary should not live alone, it wasn't that she couldn't live alone, just that she shouldn't. She sighed, a great weight had been taken off her mind, but now what?
Mary, Robert and Josie arrived at the Globeview Cinema to find that the programme had been changed and that the film now being shown – Vampire Romp IV – was totally unsuitable for Josie and was definitely not on Mary’s hit list as a film worth watching. After a little family discussion, and a phone call, they went to a different West End Cinema and watched the latest Walt Disney movie. It followed the familiar formula, but was fun all the same. Frankly Robert and Mary could have watched anything and found it equally enjoyable; just being in the cinema holding hands was good enough for them to have a wonderful evening.
Mary woke with a start and realised that it was still dark. She wondered why she had woken up when Josie moaned beside her; she was fast asleep, obviously dreaming and not enjoying the dream. Mary carefully wiggled her arm under Josie and then cuddled her, she moaned once more, and then stopped. Mary lay awake for some time wondering what had caused the bad dream and then fell asleep with Josie still cuddled against her.
Josie was at school, at least in her dream, not her current school, but her old school. She was in the toilet and had locked herself in the cubicle. Katrina and her buddies were on the other side of the door, laughing and throwing water over the top of the door, she was already soaked through and anticipating worse to come, there was always worse to come. She was screaming at the top of her voice, but the teachers never came. All of a sudden the door burst open and Mary stood in the doorway, she scooped Josie into her arms and Josie knew that all was well.
Helen was also awake, she never needed a full night’s sleep these days and often lay awake in the early hours. She heard a child moan next door and then, after a few moans, go quiet and she remembered the day she had walked in on Jenny and Cathy bullying Mary. It had been totally unexpected, she’d forgotten her purse and walked into her bedroom to retrieve it. At first she had thought that Jenny and Cathy were sitting on the bed, then she had realised that Jenny had a fistful of Mary’s hair and Cathy was digging her long fingernails into the soles of Mary’s bare feet and drawing blood. She had screamed at them and they had jumped up and tried to convince her that Mary liked it. She had unrolled Mary from the blanket in which they had pinioned her and been amazed at the black and blue state of the back of her legs. Jenny had suddenly spat at Mary and exclaimed.
“She asked for it, she went and won the race when we told her not to.”
Cathy, as always, followed Jenny’s lead and muttered something about ‘she had it coming, the bitch!’
Helen felt tears on her cheeks as she relived that afternoon and Mary woefully telling her that it had been going on for years, not days or weeks or months, but years and she had never noticed. She had noticed that Mary never played with her elder sisters, or went out with them, but had assumed that was because the twins were twins and Mary was just self-contained. How wrong she had been and even twenty years on the pain of her failure to protect Mary still haunted her. Even worse she had failed to convince her husband of the seriousness of the situation, he merely assumed that it was a storm in a teacup and that Jenny and Cathy were just high spirited. He even went as far as to say that Mary was lying and that it was just a one-off event and that she merely wanted to get the twins in trouble. She sighed, he’d always favoured Jenny and Cathy, even to the extent of re-mortgaging the house so that they could set up two record shops, not one mind you, but two as nobody in their right mind would let Cathy and Jenny work together. She paused in her recollections for a moment to remember that she must tell Mary about the deeds, then she squirmed in the bed as she remembered the family therapy. It had ended up with the twins and her husband practically convincing the therapist that Mary was to blame; Helen had ended the sessions early once she had seen that they would be of no benefit to Mary, she was only glad that Daniel had managed to stay out of it all. She listened again as a different sound assailed her ears and then realised that it came from Robert’s snoring and her mind drifted off to wondering why all men seemed to snore before falling into a fitful light sleep.
Helen woke up to Mary bustling in her room with her breakfast on a tray. Helen smiled.
“You needn’t do that, not when you’re on holiday.”
Mary merely placed the tray on a table next to the bed.
“Sleep well?”
“Well enough.”
Mary nodded, expecting no other reply. Helen reached out and touched her.
“Let’s see it then.”
“See what?”
“Your tattoo, Josie told me all about it.”
Mary was taken aback, but offered her mother her right arm.
“Roll the sleeve up and have a look.”
Helen rolled the sleeve up and studied the tattoo, she mused.
“Remind me, this is my daughter who used to scream when I combed her hair and went through a tangle?”
Mary gave a timid smile, not really knowing how her mother would react. Helen touched it and Mary tried not to wince.
“Still sore is it?”
“Slightly.”
Helen nodded and noted the pierced ears.
“Serious then are you, about Robert that is?”
Mary nodded.
“Very, you could say it’s a chance of a lifetime.”
Helen held Mary’s hand.
“For what it’s worth I think he’s a good man. Not one that will set the world alight, but a good man.” She squeezed Mary’s hand. “I’m sure, if you work at it, you’ll be very happy.”
Mary kissed her mother on the forehead.
“I hope so mum, I hope so.”
Mary stepped back from the bed.
“We’re all off out to St James Park, we’ll be back before lunch, you will be all right won’t you?”
Helen smiled.
“You know me in the morning, never in a hurry.”
Mary smiled.
“Your tablets are in the little egg cup, don’t forget them will you.”
Helen smiled back.
“As if I dare.”
Mary left and there was a commotion outside the door and then silence as they all departed. Helen leant over and inspected the tray. Two soft boiled eggs, two croissants with jam and one bowl of cornflakes plus a pot of tea. Now this she could get used to.
Mary, Robert and Josie also had a lazy morning, but a different kind of laziness. They mooched about the park, ate ice-creams and generally relaxed together. Unlike other mornings there was no agenda. They ended up just sitting by the lake in the sunshine and not doing much at all.
Meanwhile Mary’s mother was also sitting, but in her case it was next to the telephone. She knew from experience that motherhood brought with it sacrifice. Not just sacrifice of independence and identity, but also the sacrifices of love. With the twins it had been her dignity that had been sacrificed as she’d pleaded with a string of people to save her daughters from ignominy. Pleading with the headmaster that they did not get expelled; with the shopkeepers that they did not get charged for their shoplifting; with irate parents that they did not get charged with grievous bodily harm and with the police that they got let off with a caution and not given a criminal conviction. With her son Daniel it has been honesty that had been sacrificed. Daniel was really the result of a stupid liaison with an itinerant gardener, but she had never told anyone that and the secret would go with her to the grave. But that meant lying to her husband, living a lie to the community and, worse of all, lying to her only son about his parentage. Mary was different, she hadn’t required sacrifice; she had required love and had returned it in equal measure. She smiled as she recalled that all Mary had needed as a child was a book and a glass of orange juice to be happy for hours. Sure it had been absolutely exhausting nursing her after her accident, especially in the early months. Not only physically, but also emotionally as she’d had to watch her most-loved daughter undergo painful procedures time after time. But, although exhausting, it had drawn her and Mary together into a bond that she had with none of her other children. She was absolutely certain that if she caught some horrible illness Mary would tend and care for her to the last spoonful of food and the last bedpan. However, Mary was now planning on getting married and although she was sure that Mary undoubtedly meant what she said about her living with them, she instinctively knew it would be the wrong thing to do. She had lived with her in-laws for the first two years of her own marriage and also had her own mother living with her and her husband for five years; both times had been difficult, sometimes excruciating. Although she thought Mary was being hasty, she also knew that if Mary and Robert were to make a go of their marriage, especially with a small child around, she should not add herself to the emotional mix. She sighed to herself for she also felt slightly guilty. She’d enjoyed Mary living her over the past few years, but knew in her heart that it had been at the expense of Mary’s freedom; not that Mary had moaned; perhaps she hadn’t wanted the freedom anyway. In any case the time had come for her to sacrifice for Mary. She picked up the phone and dialled a familiar number. When the person answered she put on a bright voice.
“Hello Eileen, Helen here, did I hear you say last week that there was a flat going at your home…”
They arrived back at lunch-time complete with a take-away pizza and a polythene bag full of fresh salad. After lunch they started to load up the car for the journey home with Robert muttering about multiplying clothes and over-stuffed bags. Just after they had completed the loading operation, and Mary was giving the kitchen a last once over, Stephen arrived with his wife. Stephen introduced Mary and Georgina to each other and then dragged Robert away into the kitchen. It had only taken one look at Georgina for Mary to feel drab. If looks were all that was necessary then Georgina could have had a successful career on the cat-walk. Mary offered Georgina a seat and sat down.
“Robert tells me that you and Stephen are staying here for a few days.”
Georgina turned up her nose.
“He likes to live in the flat once in a while, frankly I’d rather stay at home, this place is too clinical for me.”
Mary gave a small laugh.
“It does rather have an air of unreality, do people actually buy flats like this from Stephen?”
Georgina turned sideways in the armchair and elegantly sprawled over the arms, envy rose in Mary’s breast.
“Not flats. He sells the ideas and then converts wherever they live into something similar. Though to be honest, these days Stephen has the ideas and Robert does the hard graft of producing the plans; I think that this is the last of what Stephen calls the pre-Robert flats. Stephen is always having new things built into it just to show them off to clients. He’s sold another flat-load of goodies yesterday, that’s why he wanted to see Robert before you all left.”
Mary nodded.
“I believe that they’ve known each other a long time.”
Georgina laughed, it sounded like the last gasp of a dying ass.
“From back in the dark ages, I only met them when they sold one of these flat-ideas to my first husband.”
“But you didn’t enjoy living in it.”
She screwed up her face.
“The swine was really buying it for him and his mistress.”
Mary wondered what to say next and Georgina smiled.
“Don’t worry, I soon got over him. I joined Stephen’s company as their PR manager.”
Mary laughed.
“And married the boss.”
Georgina shrugged and stretched her arms.
“Eventually, fancied Robert at first, but he’s got a little brat - I don’t do children.”
Mary swallowed, she did not want this physical goddess pursuing her Robert at any cost. “Are you happy with Stephen.”
She stretched her long faultless legs.
“Actually I’m blissfully happy. I made the right choice, Robert’s a nice guy, but he needs a dumpy dull woman that is content to wipe his daughter’s nose.”
Mary didn’t know whether to laugh or scream, she chose a casual statement.
“Actually he’s my fiancé.”
Georgina’s mouth dropped open and she had enough embarrassment to go a beautiful shade of pink.
“I didn’t even know…” She stammered. “Oh my I am sorry, I didn’t mean that you were dumpy and dull. Oh hell I’ve put my foot in it well and truly.”
Mary burst out laughing at the woman’s discomfort.
“Don’t worry, no offence taken, we only got engaged on Thursday.”
Georgina swung round to sit properly in the armchair and automatically arranged her designer skirt to hang to maximum effect.
“You don’t mind the kid?”
“I love her.”
Georgian suddenly put her head back against the chair-back and exposed her long, thin, elegant neck.
“Then I envy you. I wish I could be a mother, not in the physical sense, but in the emotional sense. Children give me the heebie-jeebies, I never know what to say to them or do with them or….”
She tailed off and the anxiety was clearly visible on her face. Mary said kindly.
“They say it’s different if they’re your own; mother-baby bond and all that. You’d probably be alright with your own.”
Georgina sighed from somewhere deep inside her soul.
“But would you take the risk? I mean go through pregnancy only to find out that you hated the result? Then what? Years of having to pretend that you liked them, or risk losing the man you love?”
A penny dropped in Mary’s thought process.
“Does Stephen want children?”
“Does Romeo want Juliet?”
She went into a conspiratorial whisper.
“I’ve been on the pill since we met, but he doesn’t know it.”
She closed her eyes again.
“And I feel guilty ever month that passes, especially that I haven’t told him.”
Mary whispered back.
“And you haven’t discussed it?”
She shrugged.
“I know him, he’d find it inconceivable that any woman would be uneasy at the thought of having children.”
Mary leant forward.
“What are you going to do?”
She made a vague movement of her hands and took on an anguished look.
“I’ve already done it, stopped taking the pill that is. I’ve decided that I love him too much to lose him and if that means bearing his child so be it, who knows, you may be right and I may love it, I really hope so.”
Mary opened her mouth to reply, but a noise in the corridor told them that the men were about to come back and Georgina shot her a very worried look. Mary quickly whispered .“I’ll pray for you,” and Georgina mouthed ‘thanks’ in reply.
Stephen had dragged Robert into the kitchen to brief him on the most recent sale.
“He actually bought the entire flat from me, lock stock and barrel.” He said enthusiastically. “That means that we’ve got to build a new one and I’ve already earmarked a flat in the new development by the Bullring.”
Robert chuckled.
“Don’t tell me, you’ll want the design drawing yesterday. You tell me what you want in it and roughly where and I’ll do the rest, as usual.”
Stephen slapped him on the back.
“Good man.”
He glanced down the corridor towards the lounge.
“And I meant what I said, I’ll pay you half up front.”
Robert laughed.
“You don’t know how long it’s going to take me, so how do you know what half is?”
Stephen rolled his eyes.
“I’ll take a guess, I value my entrails.”
Robert grinned.
“Actually I’m glad you came, I wanted to ask you something. Would you be my best man?”
Stephen became slightly perplexed.
“Best man? You only need a best man if… Good grief you’re not marrying The Grouch are you?”
“As soon as possible.”
Stephen eyes opened wide.
“I say she’s not…”
“Definitely not because we haven’t.”
Stephen finally nodded.
“Love to, never thought you’d ask. After all, you’ve done it for me twice, might as well return the compliment.”
Robert grinned from ear to ear.
“Thanks, wouldn’t have anyone else.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Though I’d rather you didn’t tell the same story you told in your last best ,man’s speech, the one regarding our holiday in Gibraltar. I don’t think Mary would approve.”
Stephen gave a short laugh.
“Wouldn’t dream of taking the risk, I want to live.”
Robert grinned and nodded down the corridor.
“Georgina looks radiant.”
Stephen swelled with pride.
“She does, doesn’t she.”
Now it was Robert’s turn.
“I say she’s not…”
Stephen shook his head.
“And it’s not because we haven’t tried.”
Robert of all people knew what Stephen desired most, and that was a son and heir or a daughter and heir. Stephen sighed.
“Two years now, looks like it may never happen.”
He suddenly slapped Robert on the back again.“
Tell you what though, if it never happens it never happens; I’m not changing this one, love her too much, children or no children.”
He looked Robert in the eye.
“You sure she is the one for you.”
Robert nodded.
“I’m not saying that she’s swept me off my feet, or caused my heart to explode in passion, but she’s the one, the right one for both of us.”
Stephen gave a huge smile.
“Then I’m glad for you.”
He turned to go back to the lounge and then turned back.
“Make sure you don’t lose her. If she’s the right one hold onto her whatever the cost.”
He took on a momentary haunted look.
“And there’s always a cost, you just have to know if you’re willing to pay the price.”
Before Robert could answer he’d stepped out of the kitchen and started towards the lounge.
In Josie’s bedroom Helen and Josie were watching horse racing, eventually Helen threw up her arms.
“You win again, how do you choose them?”
Josie giggled.
“It had a nice name – Samson’s Sacrifice.”
Helen turned off the TV as the cricket came on, it was not her favourite sport. She looked at Josie.
“And are you happy with your dad marrying Mary?”
Josie looked surprised.
“It’s brill.”
Helen took this as a yes.
“You don’t mind sharing your father then?”
Josie sat and thought for a moment, she had not considered her dad marrying as sharing him, rather she had viewed it as gaining Mary. She shrugged.
“Don’t know what you mean.”
Helen took it slowly as she instinctively knew that the one person who could get between Robert and Mary was Josie.
“Well at the moment he’s only got you to think about, when he’s married he’ll have you and Mary to think about so you won’t have all his attention.”
Josie puckered her brow in thought; she’d not even thought about it but Mrs Webb – Nan – was right. She eventually shook her head.
“Be nicer having dad and Mary, I don’t mind if I have to share him with Mary.”
Helen relaxed and Josie gave her a sly look.
“Was Mary a naughty child?”
Helen laughed.
“She was very good and didn’t cause me any trouble.”
Josie, in a mischievous manner, pushed the point.
“What, she was never naughty?”
Helen chuckled and lowered her voice.
“Well there was this one time when….”
Stephen and Robert entered the lounge and Stephen came straight up to Mary and took her hand.
“May I offer you my congratulations.”
He kissed her hand and Mary felt a mixture of embarrassment and pleasure. He stepped back and smirked.
“And I have to thank you for something else as well.”
He sat on the arm of the armchair Georgina was occupying.
“We’ve got three of these flats, this one, one in Newcastle and one in Birmingham. They are almost identical, except that I have already placed some toys and most of the books you suggested in the flat in Birmingham. Yesterday I had one a fabulously rich footballer look round the flat. The upshot is that his children walked off with two teddy bears and an armful of books and I walked off with a sale.”
Mary laughed.
“So do I get 10%.”
Stephen waved his arms.
“Not quite, but you do get this three piece suite. It’s due to be replaced this week with a newer model and I’ll have this shipped to you as soon as possible.”
Robert’s mouth dropped slightly open.
“But this suite is worth…”
Stephen cut across him.
“A very reasonable fee for advice that aided a sale.”
Georgina leant forward and tapped her watch.
“Hate to break up the party, but aren’t we meeting Lord and Lady Bennett downstairs in the Barbican centre about now?”
Stephen jumped to his feet and dragged Georgina out of the chair.
“Time to go – see you at the wedding if not before.”
A few hundred yards outside of the flat Stephen pointed a thumb over his shoulder.
“At least we know he’s not marrying her for her looks.”
Georgina poked him in the ribs with her elbow.
“Unlike me you mean.”
Stephen chuckled.
“I married you for your pleasant disposition and because I fell in love with you.”
Georgina smiled and a passing stranger smiled back.
“Perhaps Robert is saying the same thing.”
Stephen made a snorting noise.
“Well I hope he doesn’t get on the wrong side of her, she managed to extract over thirty grand from me in less than three minutes and I felt afterwards that I’d got off lightly!”
Georgina laughed.
“Maybe I should take some lessons from her! But let’s face it you did owe Robert the money anyway, so it was no real loss; still it was nice of you to give her the suite, what’s wrong with her legs?”
Stephen shrugged.
“Some sort of parachuting accident I think.”
Georgina raised an eyebrow.
“Well you never can tell; I thought she was too timid to step off a kerb, let alone out of an aeroplane. In any case I think she was nice and that Robert is a lucky man.”
Stephen looked at her in wonderment.
“Nice! I can think of many descriptions, grouchy, prickly, crotchety, but nice doesn’t spring to mind.”
Georgina squeezed his arm.
“You can’t judge a book by the cover and I think she’s nice.”
She went into sotto voce mode.
“Which is more than you can say for Lady Bennett, just where did she get that pink tent she calls a dress from?”
Stephen laughed and they went forwards to meet the Bennetts and try for another sale.
Two miles outside London Josie sighed.
“I’m bored, how long will it take?”
Mary sighed inwardly, she’d forgotten to charge up the batteries in her persona stereo and was now paying the price.
“Couple of hours.”
Helen suddenly piped up.
“Well let’s play Pub Cricket, Mary can referee as she’s not driving.”
Josie looked at her in mystification.
“What’s pub cricket?”
Helen smiled and pointed out of the window.
“We score runs by the number of legs indicated in the pub signs on our sides of the road. See, that’s the ‘Horse and Rider’, so it scores six. First one to a hundred wins.”
Josie looked out of her window.
“There’s a pub…it’s the ‘Badger and Stoat’; that’s,” she thought for a moment. “Eight – I’m winning!”
Mary smiled to herself and remembered all the Pub Cricket her mother and brother had played with her on various car journeys. Robert whispered to her.
“I’d better take a detour, the ‘Four and Twenty Blackbirds’ is just up ahead.”
Mary laughed in contentment. She knew that their time in the ultra-modern flat was over and that they had to return home and back to reality, but she still had the journey to go.
Monday morning Mary dropped her mother at her friend Eileen's flatlet and drove round the block to pick up Robert. She stopped outside his house and immediately knew what Robert had meant. The house was very narrow, on three stories and had four steps up to the front door. Robert almost immediately came down the path and climbed in the passenger seat. Mary gave him a quick kiss.
“Where’s Josie?”
“Round her friend Aruna’s; she’ll be there till two.”
Mary gave Robert a smile.
“You sure you want to be passenger and not driver?”
He swallowed hard.
“Quite sure, it’s only a mile.”
Mary pulled out into the traffic.
“How ever do you sleep with all this traffic passing your front door?”
“At the back with very good double glazing.”
Mary chuckled and squeezed her large car between a lorry and a parked car; Robert did his best not to flinch. They turned off the main road and proceeded down a quite side road and then turned into a cul-de-sac and stopped. She peered at the house with a pale blue door.
“Is that it?”
Robert nodded.
“That’s it. I designed the granny annex for them three years ago, I also recommended a stair-lift installer, but I don't know if they had one fitted.’
Mary grimaced.
“That blue door would have to go.”
Robert smiled to himself.
“Just wait to you see the blush-pink dinning room.”
She stared at him.
“You are joking, I hope!”
They walked up the path and Mary noted the uneven paving stones. A small thirty something woman opened the door, she was wearing a yellow nylon dress and brown fluffy slippers. She shook Robert’s hand and smiled at Mary.
“Help yourselves and have a good look round. They entered the hall from the lobby and Robert stopped dead.
“Where’s the staircase?”
The yellow woman looked surprised that he had asked.
“We took it out, as you can see we’ve turned the hall into a useful family area.”
Mary looked around.
“How do you get upstairs?”
She smiled showing a mouthful of tobacco stained teeth.
“We had a spiral staircase put in the corner of the lounge, you should see the room we gained upstairs by extending the box-room into the landing.”
Robert sighed.
“I’m sorry Ms Husen, but we’ll have to leave it there, a spiral staircase is no good for us.”
They beat a hasty retreat to the Vaneo and Mary turned to Robert.
“Is there a plan B?”
He pulled out some estate agents leaflets.
“Two more likely prospects and two less likely, there’s one in the next street.”
Mary turned the car round and they drove to the next house on their list. Mary pulled up outside and Robert immediately gave a veto.
“Sorry no go. There's a huge willow tree right next to the house, they play havoc with the foundations.”
That set the tone for the rest of the morning; house number three was declared to have wood-worm. House number four had totally rotten window frames and a suspect roof. House number five was rejected by Mary on the size (or non-size) of the kitchen and finally house number six was rejected on the grounds of noise as it was adjacent to the headquarters of the rugby club and the public toilets. All in all it was a highly unsuccessful morning.
They picked up Helen from Eileen's residential home and drove her back to her house. When they pulled up she tapped Mary on the shoulder.
“You'd better come in, I’ve got something to tell you.”
Robert smiled at her.
“I’ll wait in the car.”
She fixed him with a stare.
“I want you too young man, I want to talk to both of you, I believe you intend to be a pair?.”
They trooped inside and Mary made a pot of tea; finally they settled in the lounge. Helen took her cup of tea and then held onto Mary's hand.
“Right, time to confess; I’ve bought the flatlet next to Eileen.”
Mary was temporarily struck dumb, then she blurted out.
“But you’re going to live with us!”
Helen shook her head.
“No I’m not. I’m sure that you both mean what you say, but it wouldn’t be right. You’d do your best and I’d do my best, but it wouldn’t be right. Eileen’s happy in her flatlet and so can I be, and before you ask there is a resident nurse who makes sure that all us oldies with addled brains take out tablets at the right time.”
Mary held onto her mother and replied gently.
“I’m not having this mum.”
Helen suddenly became stern.
“Yes you are young lady. I’m buying the flatlet and you three can live here, that is if you want this house.”
Mary instantly burst into tears.
“I feel that I’m driving you out, we never meant to drive you out.”
Robert coughed.
“Mary’s right Helen we’d rather you lived with us.”
Helen snorted.
“You’re both wonderfully kind, but I’ve made up my mind. I want a bit of independence and I want to know that you two have the best start you can.”
Mary dried her eyes on Robert’s handkerchief and tried a different tack.
“How you going to afford this mum?”
Helen gave a malevolent smile.
“By calling in a couple of loans.”
Mary blinked in disbelief.
“Loans? What loans?”
Helen sighed.
“I haven’t told you before because I didn’t want to hurt you, but when you were at University your Father re-mortgaged the house.”
Mary interrupted and said gently.
“I know that mum.”
Helen ignored her.
“The silly man decided that he needed to give Jenny and Cathy a start in life. So he re-mortgaged the house and gave them each a quarter of the money and lent them each another quarter. At least he did it all properly and through our solicitors. The loan part was lent at zero interest, but had to be paid back allowing for inflation at any time after ten years. I’ve never called in the loans because I figured that they’d have the loan cleared off when I died and it could be their bit of their inheritance. But their conduct last week has changed my mind and I’m going to call in the loans now; how dare they try and intimidate me into changing my will!”
Mary held onto her mother’s hands and said quietly.
“I’m not upset at that mum. He probably made the right decision they both still own the shops and have made a good living out of them.”
She turned to Robert.
“Jenny started off with a classical music and Jazz record shop, it’s evolved into a classical music and Jazz shop with a large second-hand vinyl section. Cathy started a pop music record shop and that has evolved into pop music and imported American Rock.”
Helen face changed slightly, as if she had bad indigestion.
“That’s not the problem Mary, he had the names changed on the deeds of this house, from single ownership by him to joint ownership by your father and Daniel. It was his intention that the house ended up in Daniel’s hands and not yours.”
She looked out of the window, but her eyes were unfocussed.
“I hated him for that. He said that as you were at university you didn’t need any support and you’d make your own fortune. I argued with him for hours over that, it’s probably the only thing we ever really argued over, but he was adamant.”
A single tear trickled down her left cheek.
“So when he died the deeds were changed to me and Daniel. So if I died without a will Daniel would automatically get over half of the house.”
She suddenly became firm.
“But I decided three years ago that that was wrong. I couldn’t see you frozen out, especially as you were paying the mortgage, in any case I still think your father was wrong. Do you know I even asked him to change his mind three months before he died, but he said that you had your trust fund.”
Helen gazed into Mary’s eyes.
“He did love you you know; he worked his socks off to get you that trust fund, but the obstinate old sod wouldn’t change his mind about the house.”
Helen paused to regain her train of thought.
“Anyway I made a will that leaves you my half of the house.”
Mary swallowed.
“Does Daniel know?”
Helen nodded.
“Of course he knows, he had to sign the changed deeds when father died.”
Mary let out a long sigh and muttered.
“So that’s why he paid for the re-felting of the garage.”
Helen smiled.
“So I’m calling in the loans and using the money to buy a flatlet. That means you and Robert and Josie can live here, if you want. Though you may want to buy out Daniel’s share if you want peace of mind that he won’t want to move back with his commune when he finally realises that living in London is a mug’s game.”
Robert suddenly appeared to wake up.
“How many bedrooms here?”
Helen smiled.
“Three. One real double, one very large single and a box-room, but there is also an attic. It goes over almost the entire house and it used to be Jenny and Cathy’s bedroom, it would make a beautiful office for you as it has huge dormer windows.”
Mary laughed.
“Missed your vocation mum, should have been an estate agent.”
Robert frowned.
“How do you get to it?”
Helen nodded.
“That’s the problem, we used to have two double rooms, but we had to shorten one to put in the staircase. It’s the door next to the airing cupboard, beware it’s very steep, I haven’t been up there for years.”
Robert looked at Mary, who shrugged and said quietly.
“Not been up there since I was seven. They wouldn’t let me go up there and after they’d left I didn’t want to tackle the staircase, there isn’t a banister rail as it’s so narrow.”
She touched him.
“You go and have a look.”
He stood up.
“You show me, I’ll help you up the stairs.”
Mary swallowed.
“I think I’d rather….”
Robert shook his head and said gently.
“You need to go up there sometime.”
Mary led the way upstairs using the stair lift and they stood on the landing facing the second staircase. Mary suddenly threw her arms around him.
“We don’t have to live here. I know it’s sensible and a cheap option and I’m used to the house, but I don’t want you to feel that you’re moving in with me in my house. If we live here I want it to be our house.”
Robert gave her a hug.
“Message understood, but after this morning’s little lot living here is not only a sensible option, it will be the right option, providing I can work in the attic.”
They turned and faced the staircase and Robert whispered.
“It’s not the steps is it?”
Mary shook her head.
“I was seven, they invited me up and then they hung me out of a window. I’ve never been up since.”
Robert kissed her on the cheek.
“Time then to face some old demons.”
Mary shuddered and held his hand before starting the climb.
When they finally arrived in the attic Robert gasped He walked around the space while Mary stood stock still. Somehow the room seemed smaller to her and, much to her relief, benign. Robert brought over an old chair for Mary and she sat down. Robert squatted at her feet.
"I could work up here, but I’d want to change a few things.”
Mary looked around.
“What?”
“For a start I’d want to increase the width of the staircase and install a stair-lift. I’m not going to work up here if you can’t come and join me. Secondly I’d want us to fit an intercom, I want to be able to know that you can contact me if you need to and vice versa.”
Mary bristled.
“You make me sound like an invalid.”
He rubbed the back of her left leg.
“You know I don’t think of you like that, I’m just being sensible, what’s the point of you flogging up two stair-lifts to tell me that dinner is ready.”
She swiftly retorted.
“What makes you think I’ll be cooking dinner in the first place.”
He ignored the comment.
“And thirdly I’d have to put a large hatch in the hall ceiling. There’s no way I could get my A0 printer up that staircase, even if I do make it wider.”
He hesitated and then added.
“And I’d probably want to put a shower cubicle in Josie’s bedroom.”
She held his hand.
“You wouldn’t mind living here?”
“Not one little bit. By selling my house we can probably easily buy off your brother and do the alterations and have a whizzo holiday.”
Mary sighed.
“Then we’d better tell mum. I just can’t understand what’s made her want to move next to Eileen.”
Helen had another pot of tea ready by the time they got downstairs. Mary gave her a hug.
“Robert likes it, but…” She sat her mother down. “But if we take you to the doctors and…”
Helen laughed and finished what Mary was saying.
“And if I’ve got something dreadful then the deals off. I’ve got kidney stones; I made Cathy take me to the hospital in Devon and they did and x-ray and one of those scan thingamajigs. It’s kidney stones and they say their small and should disperse easily, so you can relax.”
Mary rolled her eyes.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
Helen smiled.
“Because I’ve never seen you looking so happy and the news would wait.”
Robert suddenly jumped to his feet.
“Josie! Good grief it’s nearly three o’clock!”
Mary tossed him the car keys and he shot off. She turned to her mother and kissed her.
“Thanks mum.”
Helen cuddled her.
“That’s what mother’s are for, solving their children’s problems.”
Mary whispered.
“But if you do get ill; you’ll come back; promise?. I couldn’t bear the thought of you seriously ill in a home.”
Helen kissed her on the cheek.
“Promise.”
They sat holding one another, Mary enjoying the comfort of her mother and Helen enjoying her last real chance of having her daughter to herself.
The following morning Mary parked her car out the back of the library, took a deep breath, and walked in. She got as far as the lifts before she was spotted by Serena, who anxiously hurried over.
“Am I glad to see you, Ms Shropshire from the supermarket has been screaming to come and see us and John’s daughter has sent an e-mail saying that she wants you to ring her at eleven.”
Serena suddenly took a step back.
“My you’ve changed your hair, it looks great.”
Mary smiled.
“That’s not all I’ve changed.”
She held out her right hand and Serena’s eyes widened.
“An engagement ring? Who’s the lucky man?”
“Robert, the architect who was here inspecting the top floor.”
Serena put her head on one side.
“My, that was fast work.”
Mary grinned as she walked into the lift and pressed the ‘hold’ button.
“Give me ten minutes and then come up and brief me.”
The lift doors closed and Olga swiftly appeared by Serena’s side.
“Was that Mary dressed in blue and with blonde hair?”
Serena giggled.
“Yes, she’s obviously had a change of style.”
Olga whispered.
“And was she showing you a ring?”
Serena laughed.
“She’ll probably tell you in her own time, but she’s engaged.”
Olga looked amazed.
“Who’s the poor fella, I mean with a tongue like hers who needs a carving knife.”
Serena gave her a scowl.
“Don’t be unkind, she may be acerbic at times, but she keeps us employed.”
Olga nodded.
“So you say, but I’ve never even seen her with a man, let alone be with one long enough for him to pop the question.”
Serena didn’t reply, but she had to admit that Olga was right, just where did she meet him and how long had they been going out?
Half an hour later Mary put her pen down.
“So apart from our Ms Shropshire it’s all been dead quite and you’ve had no problems.”
Serena half nodded.
“But… well I… to be honest I’m not sure about Charlotte.”
Mary raised her eyebrows.
“Problems?”
Serena leant forward.
“Not as such, but she keeps disappearing, not for long, maybe for five minutes a couple of times an afternoon.”
Mary pondered the information.
“Is she popping out for a smoke?”
Serena shook her head.
“She doesn’t smoke, I checked.”
Mary looked at the clock.
“Our Ms Shropshire is coming over in five minutes, would you like to stay, I have a feeling it’s about books.”
Ms Shropshire appeared on time and Mary offered her a chair by the desk and the three of them looked at one another. Mary indicated Serena.
“This is Serena Krüll our book-shop manager. Now how can we help you?”
Ms Shropshire nodded and said to Serena. “Call me Sue” before putting her elbows on the desk.
“Actually I’ve come to ask you to sign a waiver for the council to say that you don’t mind if we sell books.”
Serena let out a half-laugh and Mary suppressed a smile.
“Why would we do that?”
Sue rolled her eyes. “The building we are in is owned by the council and we’ve still got five years to run on our lease, but Mrs Church, she’s a councillor, spotted a clause in our contract that says we mustn’t sell anything that other shops leased by them sell without prior agreement from the other shop.”
Mary nodded.
“All the council leases are the same, we had to agree to the charity shops selling second-hand books, but they haven’t invoked or mentioned that clause for years.”
Sue sighed.
“They want to prove us in breach of contract and lever us out. At the Council meeting last week they agreed that the College was the wrong place for a public library as it was out of town and badly served by the busses. Our building is the next obvious target, ergo lever us out and put a library in.”
Sue leant back.
“So it’s actually in your interest to sign.”
Mary nodded.
“But I want something in return.”
Sue turned pink.
“But it’s in your interest, you can’t possibly want a library just up the road, you’d be out of business in no time!”
Serena kept quiet and watched Mary, she leant forward.
“And you probably don’t want to go down in history as losing a store. So here’s the deal; we sign and you sell books, if you must, but only travel books and coffee table type books.”
Sue’s mouth dropped open.
“But I need the loss leaders to get people to look at the books in the store in the first place!”
“Then find a different loss leader, CDs or DVDs or bananas, but not books.”
Serena interrupted.
“Hang on.”
She looked at Sue.
“You could sell westerns and cheap romances, we don’t sell either as the profit margin for us is too low to make the allocation of shelf space worthwhile.”
Mary nodded in agreement.
“Good point, I’d be happy with that.”
Sue considered her options and then held out her hand.
“It’s a deal.”
Mary shook her hand.
“I take it the piece of paper you are holding is the waiver?”
Sue nodded and Mary turned to Serena.
“Will you fill it in and sign it on our behalf?”
Serena was slightly surprised as Mary usually kept all the paperwork close to her chest, but she didn’t argue and took Sue downstairs to fill in the form.
As Serena and Sue left, Mary looked at the clock and picked up the ‘phone. She consulted the e-mail on her computer screen and dialled the number, she only hoped that it wasn’t what she had first feared when John had first told her that he was going to visit his daughter in Australia; that it was really a prelude to him closing the library. She held onto the phone as it rang a few times and then it was answered and Mary wondered at the clarity, it seemed like his daughter was in the next room.
“Hello, Joanna, it’s Mary from the library, you asked me to ring.”
There was a silence followed by:
“It’s not Joanna, it’s her daughter, I’ll go and get her.”
There was silence and the sound of footsteps and a dog barking. All of a sudden the receiver at the other end was picked up and Joanna came on the line.
“Hello Mary, sorry about that, daughters expecting calls from boyfriends and all that.”
Mary furrowed her brow.
“Surely Brenda can’t be old enough for boyfriends.”
Joanna laughed.
“She’s sweet sixteen and hoping to be kissed.”
The tone of her voice suddenly changed and the hairs on the back of Mary’s neck rose.
“Mary, I’m sorry, but I’ve got some bad news, dad died on Sunday.”
Mary was stunned and managed only to mutter.
“Died?”
Joanna said in a wooden sort of a voice.
“He went to sleep on the patio after we had a barbecue and just slipped away, we had no warning.”
There was a pause as she composed herself.
“At least he went peacefully.”
Mary swallowed as her world did a quick orbit.
“Oh Joanna, I am sorry.”
More silence from the other end followed by the sound of a nose being blown into a handkerchief.
“We’re having the funeral out here once the coroner releases his body, I’ll let you know when it is.”
“Please, I’d like to send some flowers, John was more than good to me.”
There were some peculiar hiccup noises and then the voice changed to Norman’s Sunderland accent.
“Sorry ‘bout that Mary, Joanna’s rather upset, it’s all been a bit of a shock.”
Mary didn’t know what to say, so she stated the obvious.
“Tell her I’ll sort anything out at this end for her.”
Norman spoke a few words to his wife with his hands partially over the receiver and then came back on line.
“John told us that the library is at a sort of financial stalemate at the moment.”
Mary wondered what to disclose and then decided that Norman would probably either be her new boss, or close the place down.
“I hope it’s only temporary, but we’ve just bought some new Internet equipment and furniture. Currently the second-hand value of our library stock probably roughly equals the loan we took out to upgrade our Internet café. Given two years there should be a turn around, but for this year we’ll probably make enough money to pay the staff, keep the library stocked up and service the loan, but there won’t be vast profits.”
Norman grunted.
“So basically you’re running off turnover and a little hand to mouth.”
Mary said quietly, but with conviction.
“Just two years Norman. Five years ago the library was deep in debt and falling off the edge, we’ve come a long way, but I told John at the start that if he wasn’t prepared to use venture capital in would take at least eight years, I might beat that by one.”
Norman changed tack.
“What about the lease, how long has it got to run and can the lease-holder’s name be changed or was it to John personally?”
Mary racked her brains.
“As far as I remember it was to John personally, but it can be passed on, or bought off him. There’s twenty-five years to run and an option to extend it for another ten years or, now that John’s had it for more than fifteen years, you can hand it back with no penalty on six months notice.”
Norman made another grunting noise.
“Can you hang on?”
Mary waited and tried to compose herself and thought about what she would do in their position. She concluded that if she were on the other side of the world from a major asset she would either want a really good trustworthy manager or dispose of it. She hoped that they would see that there was no value in disposing of it while the Internet funding loan had hardly begun to be paid off. Joanna can back on the line.
“Mary, dad talked to us about the library after you rang to tell him about the rent going up. I think he’d already decided to stay out here, he was so at home.”
There was a pause and then she continued.
“He said that you’d turned the library/book-shop around, got him out of debt and were working towards making it a profitable concern, but that he’d really lost interest in the financial side of things.”
She took a deep wavering breath.
“When he got back he was going to offer you the chance of buying it off him. He said that he’d sell it to you for £1.”
Mary’s heart did a somersault.
“But that’s ridiculous, he put thousands in to buy the original stock and this library was the sum total of his life’s savings.”
Mary made a non-committal noise.
“Not quite Mary, he put a very large deposit down on our house out here and provided the start-up funding for our locksmith business. The library gave him endless enjoyment, especially after you took the management burden off of him. And we know that at present your assets roughly equal your debts. It was his last wish Mary and I’d like to honour it.”
Mary suffered temporal distortion and the entire background of the library faded away from her consciousness. She swallowed to try and regain her composure.
“Of course I’d love to buy the library, but I insist that I pay the legal charges of the transfer.”
Joanna managed an ‘I’m glad,’ before breaking down into sobs and Norman came back on the line.
“Joanna’s nodded to me, so I guess your buying the library, I’m glad about that, it’s what John would have wanted. Now talking of sorting things out for us over there, can you send us her father’s personal effects? Don’t bother about clothes or furniture, just his effects; hang on.”
There was mumbling.
“Joanna wants his glass chess board and crystal pieces, the rest of the furniture she’d like you to sell and give the money to the local Hospice… Oh and she’d like you to keep the piano if you want to.”
Mary made some notes.
“I’ll start right away, well as soon as I feel able.”
Norman mumbled something to Joanna.
“Can you ring in two days time, we’ll know more about the funeral then.”
“Will do, bye, and take care.”
She put the phone down, walked calmly into her little private room, closed the door and burst into tears. She’d remembered John as he had walked out of the library, happy to be off to see his daughter. She remembered him passing the time of day with the customers and she remembered him when she first arrived, taking great care that she had the right equipment. She remembered his gentleness and business naivety and she remembered how he had once gently captured a butterfly that had wandered in through the window. She sat and remembered and cried because for fifteen years he had been more of a father to her than her own father ever had.
Mary finally managed to compose herself about an hour later. She dried her eyes and went to the staff toilet to sluice her face with water. She’d been there about five minutes making sure than she looked presentable when Serena came in; Serena was not fooled in the least by her supposed calm appearance. She gave Mary an odd look.
“You OK?”
Mary shook her head and grabbed Serena’s hand.
“John’s dead. He died in his sleep on Sunday.”
Serena’s other hand flew to her mouth.
“Oh poor Joanna.”
Mary watched Serena closely, to her it was sad news, but only sad news. Mary gave her a small smile.
“Can you do me a favour Serena? Can you tell the others?”
Serena looked mystified.
“Me?”
Mary nodded.
“I’m not sure I can trust myself at the moment.”
Serena nodded in understanding.
“What do I tell them about the library.”
“For the minute just tell then that it is not closing and that their jobs are safe. And that is the truth. There will be other things to say later, but not now.”
Mary let go of Serena’s hand and she moved forward and hugged Mary. They didn’t speak because they didn’t have to. Eventually they parted and Serena said gently.
“Do you want me to take over for the afternoon?”
Mary gave a weak smile.
“I’ve only just got back. I’ll go next door and have stiff coffee, then I’ll be alright.”
“Do you want me to ring anybody?”
Mary gently shook her head.
“Thanks, but no. It was just a bit of a shock.”
Serena eye’s said that she understood.
“I’ll give you time to disappear and then I’ll spread the word.”
Mary gave Serena another hug and left for the restaurant knowing that she was ducking her first major issue as potential owner/manager, but also knowing it was the right decision for her.
Mary returned after lunch and noticed a sign on the counter that informed the public of John’s death and that the library would be continuing as usual, from somewhere a hospice donation tin had also appeared. Mary sat down at her desk and started to think things through; she would dearly have loved to talk with Robert, but she knew he was taking Josie to an exhibition of photographs of Earth from space. A few people came and spoke to her, but as most customers related to the counter-staff and not her so she was not inundated with condolences. Sometime mid-afternoon she looked up to see Charlotte disappearing into the power-room. Mary walked over and followed her in, Charlotte was standing facing the only bare wall with her head resting against the wall. She turned as Mary closed the door and gave a sheepish grin. Mary perched against the table and Charlotte shrugged her shoulders.
“It’s my anger management, when I start to get angry my therapist says I should leave the situation and calm down, this place is convenient.”
Mary sighed with relief.
“How often?”
Charlotte became defensive.
“Two of three times an afternoon, last Thursday I managed all afternoon without a break.”
Mary smiled.
“It’s OK Charlotte, you were up-front about the anger management and I’m glad it’s working for you, I’m not criticising.”
Charlotte closed her eyes and gave a deep sigh.
“Thanks, you’ve no idea what this job means for me.”
Mary studied Charlotte a little more closely, she did appear less worn-out and had a decent tee-shirt and jeans outfit.
“How you getting on with the software.”
Charlotte actually smiled.
“Well; Bella is a good teacher and I’ve got to grips with most of it. I still have trouble with the security configuration for non-English language sites, but it’s coming.”
Mary stood up and made for the door.
“Good, and use this room as often as you need to, I’d rather have you in here than murdering a customer.”
Charlotte gave a crooked grin.
“Then you’d better warn that little toe-rag called Spence, one day I’ll swing for him.”
Mary went outside and spotted Spence at a terminal. She sidled behind him and peered at his screen, it was an animated display of human sex in cartoon form. She coughed and he spun round; he held his hands up.
“It’s legit miss, we’ve got to write an essay on human reproduction.”
Mary slipped into the empty chair beside him.
“OK Spence, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt, but I want to ask you a favour.”
He gave her a suspicious look as she continued.
“Look, I know that you probably play ‘wind up the teacher’ when you are at school, to a certain extent we all did. However, this is not school and I’d be grateful if you and your mates didn’t plat that particular game here. This is a library, not a classroom.”
He sniffed.
“What’s in it for me?”
She picked up his library card and waved it at him.
“If my Internet managers say that you’ve become an exemplary character and are an example of good behaviour then I’ll alter this little card to give you free access for an hour a day.”
His eyes narrowed.
“Why?”
She sighed.
“Because bad behaviour spreads and I don’t want my staff wasting their time policing your activities when they could be doing better things and because I think you have a good brain and if you actually applied yourself to your homework rather than trying to wind-up my staff then you’ll have less hassle at school.”
He took the card from her.
“How long before free access kicks in?”
She laughed.
“One week’s good behaviour and you’re on. Mind you, to stay on free access you’ve got to stay good and try and stop your mates being nerds.”
He held out his hand.
“Done.”
She shook his hand and went to the book-shop. The cost of giving him free-access was trivial, but hopefully the rewards were great.
Down in the book-shop Serena was stacking a new set of books on the shelf, Mary looked at them.
“Thought we’d stopped selling that.”
Serena gave a beautiful smile displaying her even white teeth.
“We had, but last Wednesday a spotty young man walked into the shop seeking information on Shingle Street in the 1950s, this locally published book is the best source of information and I sold him our last copy. Since then there’s been a steady stream of people asking for it and rather than order the copies one by one in I got a pile, the author only lives around the corner. Would you believe I’ve sold over thirty copies.”
Mary frowned.
“Why the sudden interest?”
Serena shrugged.
“All the purchasers seem to want the same information; where was the cold-war bunker at Shingle Street, when was it destroyed and so on. According to the local paper yesterday there are literally hoards of people on the beach at Shingle Street all with metal detectors. The speculation is that someone has found a valuable roman coin that was probably disturbed when the bunker was dug.”
Mary suppressed a laugh.
“Has anybody found anything?”
Serena giggled.
“According to the paper there is now a nice pile of ring-pulls in the newly provided skip and a mass of old metal bottle-tops, but little else.”
They watched Catherine sell a copy of the book to an elderly man wearing camouflage type trousers. Mary nodded to the back of the shop.
“Can we talk?”
They squeezed into Serena’s tiny room at the back of the shop that housed her book-ordering computer and some unpacked boxes of books. Mary carefully sat on the pile of boxes.
“Keep this under your hat for the moment, but it looks like I’ll be buying the library and book-shop from John’s daughter Joanna.”
Serena half-nodded.
“I’m not surprised, if I was on the other side of the world I wouldn’t want the worry.”
Mary carefully avoided talking about the price.
“I’ve been thinking, when I do take over ownership I’d like you to totally run the book-shop and keep your own accounts. We both know that you know more about running a book-shop than I do and it’s silly to pretend otherwise.”
Serena’s eyes momentarily widened.
“You mean run the book-shop as an independent subsidiary?”
Mary nodded.
“Initially yes; the library will need some of the book-shop profits for two years, after that it might be better to make it wholly independent, then if the library fails the book-shop won’t automatically go under.”
Serena opened her mouth, but Mary butted in quickly.
“I can’t afford to up your salary, but I can afford to give you a linked bonus; say 10% of every pound over last years profits.”
Serena screwed up her nose.
“Lot of extra work Mary, accounts and all that. I know I give you raw accounts, but producing auditable ones is a different ball-game.”
Mary laughed.
“OK, what’s your figure?”
Serena rolled her eyes.
“Oh, I’m no good at this, especially with you, but 25% would be more realistic.”
Mary started to give a counter offer of 15% and stopped.
“Higher than I wanted, but OK. For the next two years lets say 25% of every pound over last years profits, then we’d better have a review or you’ll be skinning me alive.”
The surprise showed on Serena’s face.
“I should have asked for more!”
Mary laughed.
“No chance. As soon as I get the lease in my name I’ll put it all in writing. That OK with you?”
Serena nodded and Mary instantly changed tack.
“That also means that you’ll hire and fire your own staff, but I’ll still expect them to work upstairs if necessary.”
Serena smiled.
“Of course.”
Mary nodded to the shop.
“How’s Jasmine doing?”
“Bit quiet and shy with the customers, but accurate on the till and has a good knowledge of books on boy-bands. She’s proving to be an asset.”
Mary watched Serena’s face .
“But what?”
Serena looked embarrassed.
“I never said ‘but.’”
“You thought it.”
Serena sighed.
“But she keeps on at me to read that book and go to church with her and says that my Buddhist faith is a load of codswallop.”
Mary grimaced.
“Give me five minutes and send her up, I can’t have that.”
Serena shook her head.
“Not now your problem I believe. She’s a good girl and I regret to say I lost my temper with her this morning, I think she’s got the idea now.”
Mary raised her eyebrows.
“You! Lost your temper?”
Serena nodded.
“So much for striving to keep peace and tranquillity. I told her that I’d believe in her God more if I saw her faith in action in her work rather than in her mouth.”
“And?”
“And she’s been like a lamb.”
Mary laughed and stood up.
“Then I’ll leave you to it.”
She paused and took the book Serena had pointed to, it was called Live a Different life.”
She waved the book at Serena.
“Stick this on my tab.”
She made to leave, but Serena barred her way.
“Thanks Mary, I need a fresh challenge.”
Mary, on impulse, gave her a hug.
“Let’s hope we don’t get too many.”
Mary arrived home to find her mother banging about in the kitchen. Mary knew the signs well and that it meant her mother was in a mood. Mary opened the ‘fridge to take out the evening meal.
“What’s up mum?” She said as casually as she could.
Helen banged a cupboard door shut with enough vengeance to take it off its hinges. “Nothing!”
Mary turned on the oven and popped the pre-prepared cottage pie inside.
“Can’t fool me mum, something’s upset you, not that silly old man at the day centre is it?”
Helen slammed another door and then sat down on a stool.
“No, the day centre was fine and before you ask I had a good time with Elsie.”
Mary sat on the other stool and waited. Helen virtually leapt of her stool and made for the kitchen door.
“And I’m not a child, so don’t treat me like one!”
Mary waited for her to go into the lounge and she picked up the handset to the cordless phone that was on the kitchen table and checked out the numbers; no-one had called in, but someone had phoned a mobile phone and a local number. Mary interrogated the phone and found the numbers in the address book; the local number was their solicitor and the other was Daniel’s work’s mobile. Mary developed a strange sense of foreboding. She went into the lounge to find Helen sitting in her chair muttering to herself, she looked up.
“Not your fault either, it’s that pig-headed son of mine.”
Mary sat down next to her mother and held her hand.
“He’s my brother too and he’s not that pig-headed; in fact as brothers go I think he’s rather nice.”
Helen made a snorting noise.
“Did you know he was courting?”
Mary smiled at the phrase.
“I knew he was keen on a girl called Patricia.”
Helen made her snorting noise again.
“Don’t know what you mean by keen, did you know he was living with her and has been for the past two months?”
Mary sense of foreboding increased.
“No I didn’t, it’s really none of my business.”
Helen banged her arms down on the sides of her armchair.
“But it is your business, he says that if I’m moving out into a flatlet he wants to move up here, with this Patricia woman, and come and live in this house!”
Mary’s heart sank, but she tried to retain some control.
“Well half of it is his mum, so I suppose from his point of view…”
Helen banged her arms down again and half-shouted.
“Will you stop being so bloody reasonable! If he comes here then you can’t live her with Robert and…”
She stopped mid-sentence and Mary put her arm round her.
“Well the answer’s simple. You don’t move out and he won’t move in. As we’ve said a million times, we’d be more than happy for you to live with us.”
Helen shook her head and her eyes became filled with obstinacy.
“I’m moving into my flatlet and that’s the end of that.”
Helen squeezed Mary’s hand.
“At least he said that he’d buy me out so I can give you some money towards somewhere else.”
Mary opened her mouth and Helen gave her a fierce look.
“Don’t even think about saying no.”
Mary decided that acquiescence was probably the best policy, at least till her mother was in a better mood.
Robert arrived just after nine, much to Mary’s surprise as they’d agreed not to meet until the following day. He stood on the doorstep looking sheepish and to her unsaid question replied.
“She’s gone to the cinema with Nell and is sleeping over, it was a late invitation and I thought…”
Mary moved forward and kissed him.
“You don’t need an excuse, we’re engaged, remember?”
He entered at opened his mouth, before he spoke she said.
“In the lounge, fast asleep in her armchair.”
He smiled and she took him in the kitchen and put the kettle on. He sat on a stool.
“Had a good day?”
She paused in the movement of cups from cupboard to work-top.
“Actually I’ve had an absolutely rotten day; my employer’s died on the other side of the world and my stupid brother wants to move in here when mum moves out.”
He gauged the look on her face and held out his arms, she practically fell into them.
Later, after telling Robert all about her relationship with John and her disappointment at both her brother moving up and her mother still moving out she re-boiled the kettle and made the coffee. She sniffed.
“You must think I’m a wimp.”
He gave her a serious look.
“No, just a weak and feeble female.”
She opened her mouth and he burst into laughter.
“You should see your face!”
She joined in his laughter and then sat on her stool.
“I haven’t asked you how your day was.”
He shrugged.
“Not good. Had the house valued and it’s not worth as much as I thought. As the estate agent succinctly put it ‘no garage, no garden, on a busy main road and no entrance hallway – not exactly a buyer’s dream house is it?’”
He suddenly brightened up.
“One good piece of news though, the Vicar can see us Friday night about seven-thirty and he’s free on the Saturday in four weeks time.”
She laughed.
“Hasn’t got a spare house has he?”
He leant forward and kissed her cheek.
“Something will work out, it usually does.”
Mary whispered.
“And you house is definitely a no-go, do you know I haven’t seen inside it yet?”
He sighed.
“That’s the other bad news. I had a good look at it with different eyes and I’m in no doubt; the staircase is too narrow for a chair lift and the walls on either side are supporting walls so I couldn’t easily knock one out, besides, I’d have nowhere to work.”
He held her hand.
“I asked myself ‘what would I say if people living here needed to get to the first floor without walking up the stairs, what would I say?’”
He squeezed her hand.
“And I answered myself by saying that I’d advise them to move. Staircase is too narrow and there is no simple way of putting in a single person lift. It could be done, but at the expense of too much space.”
Mary gritted her teeth and forced herself to say.
“Do you think we’re being silly and taking it too fast?” And held her breath.
He kissed her hand.
“Definitely not, marriage in four weeks if we have to live in a tent.”
She let her breath out and he said quietly.
“And we’re living together, not separately until things work out, there must be a way, we just have to find it.”
That night before she went to bed she had a good moan at God and then realised that with after sharing with Robert and then sharing with God she felt a lot better. It didn’t alter the bare facts of John’s death and no house to live in after she was married, she just somehow felt at peace about the whole matter. And, despite her fears, after reading a few chapters of the book she’d bought that afternoon, she had an untroubled and dreamless sleep.
The following morning Mary arrived at her usual time to find a bunch of white roses on her desk. The card poked in amongst the stems told her that they were from Robert, with the simple message, ‘To help you have a better day’. She smiled and Bella said from behind.
“They certainly brighten up the place, he must love you very much”
Mary smiled and sniffed the roses.
“When did they arrive?”
“Florist was waiting on the doorstep, as she’d had the order as soon as she'd opened at eight.”
Mary wondered at the trouble Robert must have taken to get then to her; she’d never had a boyfriend, but if this was what it was like she thought that she was going to enjoy the next few weeks. She suddenly realised that she'd forgotten to ask Serena something and went downstairs. Serena was loading yet more books about Shingle Street on the shelf, she turned and smiled at Mary.
“Found these in the second-hand book-shop, same author, but different book.”
Mary glanced at Olga, who was down the other end of the shop.
“Serena, can I ask you a question?”
Serena nodded and recognised stress in Mary’s face.
“Is it that difficult?”
Mary swallowed.
“I know you’re a Buddhist, but would you be prepared to enter a Church?”
Serena laughed.
“Of course.”
Mary visibly relaxed.
“Well will you be prepared to be my matron of honour?”
Serena gave a huge smile.
“I’d be honoured. When will it be?”
“Saturday in just under four weeks.”
Serena momentarily lost her normal even composure.
“Four weeks!”
Mary smiled.
“I know what you're thinking, but I'm not pregnant, we just don’t see the point in waiting.”
Serena beamed.
“Four weeks it is then, do I get a dress?”
Mary laughed.
“I was going to talk to you about that… ”
By lunch-time Mary had re-read the lease and faxed the relevant pages off to Norman so that the lease could be transferred. She wanted to complete the transfer before she made the rates appeal or stirred up a hornet's nest by revealing the secret rooms. A shadow fell across her desk and she looked up.
“How did you get in, we’re closed.”
Robert smiled.
“Lady in a sari let me in.”
Mary giggled.
“You mean our matron of honour.”
Robert face took on a peculiar hue.
“Nice; must get married more often.”
Mary smiled at his foolishness and stood up.
“Why the ladder?”
“Want to look in the other room. I've studied the high resolution pictures and the hatch isn’t bolted and I really want to look in those chests.”
Mary shrugged.
“Is it important?”
He grabbed her hand.
“I had this nightmare, just suppose they're full of ammunition for those rifles. After fifty odd years goodness knows what state it would be in. I've only just found you, I'd hate to have you blown up.’
Mary saw the actual worry on his face, ‘they wouldn't put ammunition in a sealed room would they?”
Robert shrugged.
“I suppose they wouldn't put gold coins up there either.”
Mary took the point.
Robert wedged the ladder against a bookcase and extended it up to the hatch, he picked up a small lump hammer and then sighed.
“Blast, I’ve left my piece of wood in the car.”
“What piece of wood would that be?”
“It’s covered in an old blanket, save damaging the hatch when I hit it with this hammer.”
Mary grinned and pulled a book off the shelf.
“Try this.”
Robert studied it.
“Doesn’t anybody read Colridge anymore?”
“Not in this library, most classics go out once every two years if we’re lucky. We keep them to look learned.”
He laughed and climbed up the ladder, he steadied himself and then place the book on the hatch and gave it a mighty thump. Nothing happened, so he thumped again and again and again; the ladder began to shake and Mary was just about to tell him to stop when there was a popping sound and a slight chuff of air. Robert pushed the hatch back and almost immediately came down a few rungs. “Dreadful smell in here, something like rubber and dog muck.”
Mary called up.
“I know, I can smell it from here.”
He took a deep breath and scrambled into the room. She heard thumping noises and then the sliding of the window. He emerged looking slightly sick.
“That is horrid.”
He came down and she could smell the odour on him. He opened a window behind her and immediately they could feel the draught going up into the second secret room. He sat on her desk.
“When are you going to tell the powers that be?”
She shrugged.
“Got an appointment for Friday, but now John’s died I need to have the lease safely in my hands before I do anything, I wouldn’t want them closing us down.”
Robert look surprised.
“Why would they do that?”
She shrugged.
“Get the feeling at the moment that any excuse would do.”
He sighed.
“Councils can be like that. Remember that planning permission for the old people’s home I was after? I finally got it, but only when I pointed out that they had a glass extension on the back of the Town Hall and if I didn’t get it I might go to the press and talk about double standards. Then guess what? Surprise surprise my next two applications were deferred to the next meeting.”
He rolled his eyes.
“They’ve got a new chairwoman, or should I say chair, Mrs Freda Church, and believe me she is not to be tangled with.”
Mary half smiled and muttered.
“That’s who I’m seeing on Friday about the rates appeal and she is the one pressing hard for a public library.”
Robert raised his eyebrows.
“I didn’t think councillors got involved in the day to day running of the council, I thought that you’d be seeing some clerk.”
Mary sighed.
“I am, but Mrs Church is sitting in as an observer.”
He leapt off the desk.
“Time for a look.”
She stopped him by holding onto his jumper.
“You will be careful. If they are full of ammunition I want to bomb squad here lease or no lease and I don’t want you blowing yourself up, or handling the goods.”
He kissed her and scurried up the ladder. There was silence and then his head appeared over the edge of the hatch.
“All clear, they’re full of blankets and rolled up hammocks.”
He grinned.
“Want to come and see?”
She remembered her trip to the other room.
“Not unless I have to.”
His head disappeared and five minutes later he emerged, closed the hatch and came down. “Nine rifles, two shotguns, one dart gun and two revolvers, plus twenty truncheons, there’s one behind every rubber suit.”
Mary nodded.
“Did you close the window?”
“Yes, and I fastened it. I think the suits are deteriorating, hence the smell.”
She rubbed his shoulder.
“Thanks for looking.”
He gave a foolish grin.
“Suppose you think I let my imagination run riot.”
She kissed him on the cheek.
“Nothing of the sort.”
She hesitated.
“While you’re here I don’t suppose you’d do me another favour?”
“Just name it.”
She looked apprehensively at the ceiling and visibly swallowed.
“I promised John’s daughter that I’d send her John’s personal possessions, but I’d rather not go in the flat alone.”
He took hold of her hand.
“Of course - now?”
Mary’s eyes took on an apprehensive glaze.
“Don’t you have to collect Josie?”
“If I don’t ring she’s being dropped here at five, you did say that we could have dinner with you tonight?”
She nodded.
“Come on then, let’s get it over with.”
He helped her up the stairs and they stood facing the door to John’s flat. Robert eventually took the key from Mary’s hand and opened the door. She shuddered and walked in. Robert followed her, and then, when she lingered in the lounge, he passed her and had a quick look round. He was back in a couple of minutes.
“Bathroom’s got virtually nothing, what I think is the spare bedroom is totally bare and the kitchen cupboards are empty.”
Mary nodded absent-mindedly.
“He used to use the spare bedroom a study, I think he intended to put a home cinema in there, last time he talked to me about it he said he was painting it white.”
Robert studied the baby grand-piano and tinkled a few keys.
“Do you play?”
Mary gave him a withering look and then, on seeing his innocence, giggled.
“Be a bit clunky. I used to play before.”
A look of horror crosses his face and Mary said gently.
“It’s nice that you forget.”
He covered his embarrassment by talking about Josie.
“Josie wants to learn, but her teacher insists on weighted keys and not a cheap electronic keyboard.”
Mary said idly.
“Actually Joanna said I could have the piano.”
Robert came and sat next to her.
“Finding it hard?”
She nodded and he gave her a hug.
“Let’s do it together then.”
An hour later they had one book-box full of various bits and pieces and another with a carefully packed glass chess set and some framed photographs. Robert checked his watch.
“This place is bigger than I imagined; for a two bedroom flat it’s huge, but I guess it does go across four shops. What will you do with it, let it out?”
Mary shook her head.
“Lease won’t allow sub-letting, besides to get up here means coming in through the shop and up the staircase if the library is locked.”
Robert’s face took on a frown of thought.
“How many of the rooms up here do you use?”
Mary thought for a few seconds and almost spoke to herself as the thoughts came into her head.
“One is a mess room, but nobody really uses it as there is a better one in the basement; it’s got a proper sink and a dishwasher. We used to use three for storing old stock, but I’ve sold most of that as we were never going to use them again. We’ve got spare shelving stored in one and one’s set up as a first-aid room, but again nobody uses it and it’s a bit of an extravagance anyway.” She looked at Robert.
“That makes four in use, but only two forming a useful purpose.”
Robert nodded.
“We could live up here. What you call a single bedroom is far larger than Josie’s bedroom at home and the double bedroom is huge. I could easily split my study into two of the rooms above the library, one for my office and one for the large printer and drawing press, perhaps I could even squeeze a plotter in. We could move the piano into another room and perhaps equip one as a sitting room if we have visitors the want to talk to, like you and Susan. I’m sure we could also find a use for a fifth room. So your library could use five of the ten rooms above the library and we could use five.”
Mary held up her hands.
“Whoa! Whoa, not so fast, let me catch up with you.”
She frowned.
“There’s no walk-in shower.”
Robert grinned.
“Bedroom is so large we could put an en-suite bathroom down one edge and not notice, just a simple WC, small hand-basin and walk-in shower. Bathroom is already large enough if you wanted one of those whirlpool baths.”
Mary nodded.
“But what about access? I hate coming up here.”
Robert sat back in his chair.
“No point in marrying an architect if you don’t use his skills. The staircase at the back of the book-shop is of ballroom proportions. You could easily fit a simple single person lift up the centre.”
He frowned.
“Actually the cheapest option might be to fit a wheel chair lift, they cope with person in a wheelchair and a carer or a girl on a buggy, so you could take your shopping with you!”
Mary sighed and flashed back.
“What makes you think I’m doing the shopping?”
She then voiced another concern; “What about power-cuts?”
Robert nodded.
“Single person lifts are designed to drop slowly to the bottom if you’re in them when there’s a power cut and if it’s parked at the top it will give you a one-way passage downwards, useful if there’s a fire. Oh and the top-flight model can be hand-cranked to get you up in a power-cut, but believe me it’s hard work.”
Mary sighed.
“All sounds good, but I wouldn’t want Josie entering and leaving at the back of the building; I know there are houses on the other side of the road, but there never seems to be anyone around. And I wouldn’t want her coming in through the book-shop.”
Robert wrinkled his nose.
“Ah. That’s a problem. Am I right in saying that the ballroom size staircase exits into the car-park at the back, so does the small staircase sandwiched between us and the restaurant and at the far end you go out onto an external iron staircase that is also at the back. So all the exits, apart from the book-shop, are out the back?”
She smiled.
“Check.”
He wandered over to look out of the dining room window.
“Is this really not just like any other residential street? How many people do you see walking up and down your street?”
She joined him to look out.
“Well I suppose it’s well lit because of all the lights on the back of the shops.”
He put his arm around her.
“Be nice for her, living in the centre of town.”
“There’s no garden.”
“Beach is less than a hundred yards away.”
Mary gave her final argument.
“Where’s the money coming from? This place is rented and, apart from the flat, I wouldn’t want to pour too much money into it.”
Robert nodded.
“Major cost would be the lift and I’m sure we can get a grant towards that, the rest is peanuts, you’ve even already got a single entry door at the bottom of the staircase.”
Mary wavered, the idea appealed, but she wanted a second string in case they ever lost the lease.
“Let’s give it six months without altering anything, except getting the lift installed. By then I’ll know if I can keep the library going and if this is going to work. In the meantime we rent out your house, just in case.”
Robert gently squeezed her shoulders.
“If that’s what you want, but what about the lease, we’d be using some of the rooms above the library that are for commercial use.”
Mary shook her head.
“Mixed use. I read through the lease with a fine tooth comb this morning. It’s a peculiar document obviously drawn up in a hurry when John first wanted to take over the old ballroom, it lists all of the third story as dual use, but all the space on both storeys is paid for together with the book-shop To quote the council, ‘you have to have it all on not at all.’”
She turned to face him.
“I’ll give it a go, at least it’s available and the decision is mine.”
He kissed her.
“I’ll set about the lift design, can you pay for it before we get the grant?”
Mary rolled her eyes.
“Probably.”
He kissed her again.
“Then I’d better set about selling off this furniture and putting in your special additions to the kitchen, you know electric can-opener, electric carving knife and suchlike.”
She laughed.
“And decorating, if you think I’m living in a flat that has nothing but Magnolia walls…”
He kissed her again and they set about planning their first home together; somewhere, perhaps, where they would find the love they were seeking.
Next morning Mary arrived at the library with Josie in tow. She was clutching her Space Journey book and clearly happy to be with Mary. Mary parked the car and Josie turned to her.
“Are we really going to live here?”
Mary smiled and climbed out the front to let Josie out the back.
“Yes, and your dad’s coming lunch-time to show you the flat as it is now.”
Josie looked doubtful.
“Be funny living in a flat over the library.”
Mary grinned.
“Just think of all the bedtime reading.”
Josie started giggling and continued giggling all the way up to the library. She automatically ran down the library to turn the lights on and then returned to sit at Mary’s desk. Mary went down to the book-shop and rooted out Olga, who was refilling the local interest shelf. Mary raised an eyebrow.
“Shingle Street still selling well?”
Olga sighed.
“Nope, word on the street is the metal detector mob are after books on Orfordness, hence the change. Doesn’t matter much, the Orfordness book is by the same author and he thinks that Christmas has come early.”
Mary chuckled .
“Yesterday did I hear you tell a customer that Nat Wilson had written a second book after Space Journey?”
Olga put the last books on the shelf.
“Not as such. He wrote a book before Space Journey called Underwater Trek, but it’s nowhere near as good and frankly the customers I’ve talked to said that their kids found it disappointing.”
Mary automatically straightened a few unruly books.
“Shame, I was hoping that it was as good. I can’t prise Space Journey out of Josie’s hands.”
Olga smiled and spoke from the wisdom of motherhood.
“Well another book probably won’t solve the problem; she’s probably not reading it, just carrying it around because it’s special to her; she probably treats it as a link with the giver.”
Mary digested the concept. Olga stopped stacking books.
“Look it’s never easy, I have no idea sometimes what my children are thinking and I’ve known them since they were born. I admire you for being willing to take on an eight year old whose not your own.”
Mary gave a weak smile.
“We’ve got on fine so far, but I keep waiting for some reaction. Can’t be easy for her, suddenly having to share her dad.”
Olga, for the very first time, saw uncertainty in Mary’s eyes.
“Well make hay while the sun shines and in any case you may not get the reaction you think you will anyway. Kids can be very robust and if I understand the situation correctly you haven’t exactly forced the mother out.”
Mary looked uncertain and Olga added quietly.
“Look, just wait until she’s a teenager and then you’ll know all about reactions. Just be natural with her and if you make a mistake you’ll soon know.”
Mary patted Olga on the shoulder.
“Thanks.”
Olga smiled.
“And you can always try Jennifer Keyess’ Desert Adventure. You’ve got a copy in the library if I remember.”
Mary tucked that piece of information away and went back upstairs mulling over the fact that she thought that she was a specialist in Children’s books, but was now not quite so confident.
The library had just opened, and Mary was still inspecting the post for the day, when a man tapped on her desk. She looked up.
“Why Mr Young, what brings you here?”
He looked at Josie and raised an eyebrow. Mary turned to Josie.
“Josie, can you do me a favour? Go to the children’s section and find me the book Desert Adventure by Jennifer Keyess, I’m told it has an orange cover with a picture of a blue camel on the front.”
Josie wrinkled up her little nose.
“But camels aren’t blue.”
George grinned.
“They are when they’re cold.”
Josie rolled her eyes and wandered off down the library. George whispered.
“Will it take her long?”
Mary nodded.
“It will take her forever, once she starts looking she finds an interesting book and…”
He nodded and Mary raised an eyebrow.
“So what brings you here?”
He put his trilby hat on the desk and sat down in Josie’s chair.
“All hell has broken loose. Our Mr Jamerson decided to go coin hunting, got himself drunk and spilled the beans on what he was looking for; since then the bank has been inundated with queries about 1952 gold guineas.”
Mary smiled and leant back.
“Storm in a teacup as far as the bank is concerned surely?”
“Would be if some back-bench politician hadn’t asked our Governor about it at a luncheon last Thursday. He hates being put on the spot about things he doesn’t know and is having the drains up.”
Mary sighed.
“So you’ve come to see me.”
George smiled and his wrinkled face took on a wistful look.
“I’m on holiday with my in-laws at Shingle street, locals are having great fun teasing all the metal-detector folks, so far they’ve found nearly filled a skip with small lumps of old metal, but not one single coin, not even a bent ha’penny.”
He leant forward, I came to warn you that the Bank has made a formal request to your Council for the return of all the coins it had, or it wants recompense. I rather get the feeling that our Governor thinks that the coins were never lost, merely forgotten.”
George smiled again.
“And m’dear your coin is as near mint as it can be.”
He suddenly stood up and looked out of the window saying wistfully.
“And I’m taking early retirement when I get back, it would be rather nice to solve this mystery, or at least see the coins.”
Mary wondered if she could really trust him, he turned round.
“I haven’t told them your name, in all the mêlée nobody’s bothered to ask.”
Mary laughed.
“So how did you track me down? It was my home address I gave you?”
He grinned.
“You are rather notorious, never seen so many web-sites with references to one person, must have been a hell of an accident.”
She made a decision and gave him a nod.
“Come back at three-thirty.”
He looked surprised.
“You’ve got them here!”
Mary laughed at his expression.
“I’ve not got them stored in a hollowed out book if that’s what you think; you come back at three-thirty and I’ll show you something, that’s all I’m saying for the moment.”
He stood up.
“Tell me one thing, will our Mr Jamerson get there first?”
“Where is he?”
“Him, and seemingly a million others, are on the shingle spit between Orfordness and Aldeburgh.”
Mary sniffed.
“He’s not even close.”
George smiled picked up his hat, raised it to her and walked out. She began to scheme; the coins weren’t hers, but maybe there’d be some leverage in them.
At precisely eleven Mary telephoned John’s daughter Joanna, she answered almost immediately. They changed a few pleasantries and Mary got down to business. “I’ve got two boxes to send you and I’m getting them air-freighted to Brisbane, is that OK?”
Joanna was silent followed by a soft reply.
“No need for air-freight then Mary, send them by sea.”
Mary responded gently.
“It’s the least I can do.”
She heard Joanna take a deep breath.
“Actually Mary there is something else you could do, but if you refuse I’ll understand. Could I send you dad’s ashes for you to sprinkle on mum’s grave? I know it’s a lot to ask, but it would mean so much to us.”
Mary closed her eyes and swallowed back the lump in her throat.
“Of course I will, it’ll be a privilege.”
Joanna was silent for a bit and then said.
“Norman’s sorted out the lease form for you.”
Mary was surprised at the speed.
“Already? I thought you’d have to wait for the coroner’s verdict, I wasn’t trying to push you.”
“We know that Mary. Coroner gave us his verdict, death by natural causes, yesterday. Dad gave us a copy of his will years ago and we showed it to our solicitors, who spoke with dad’s solicitor in Eastburgh and they agreed to be joint executors. There’s no need for probate as dad’s assets were way below the threshold and in any case the lease transfer is outside of dad’s finances. So the solicitor’s have signed the form on our behalf and sent it back to the council, you should have a copy in the post. I’m afraid, however, that we’ve had to up the price for the business; for some reason that’s totally beyond me you have to pay £1.05. Apparently there’s something magical about a guinea in English law, you should get the formal papers for the business some time next week.”
Mary exhaled, she hadn’t realised that she’d been holding her breath.
“That’s all rather faster than I expected.”
Joanna made a huffing sound.
“I told them that I didn’t want this all dragging out and I don’t need the hassle.”
Mary suddenly remembered the prime reason for the call.
“Have you got the funeral arranged yet?”
“Monday, midday our time.”
Mary wished her well and put the phone down, she realised that her hand was trembling, but whether that was out of apprehension about spreading John’s ashes or nervousness about the business transfer she couldn’t decide.
Lunch-time Mary and Robert took Josie up to the flat and sat in the lounge while she looked around by herself. Mary sat herself back in the armchair and sighed.
“How did it go this morning?”
Robert grinned like an ape with a banana.
“Excellent. Two local auction houses are prepared to value the furniture and sell it without commission if the money goes straight to the hospice. The charity shop for the hospice will come tomorrow and clean out everything else that they think they can sell.” His grin got worse.
“And I managed to get the rep for The Simple Elevator Corporation to come and have a look in the stairwell. We’re in luck, he’s priced a single person lift in the stairwell of the cinema across the road a couple of months ago. Thanks to 1950s building standards, and the mirror image design of the street, is exactly the same size as ours. They can just get a wheelchair lift in, apparently the space is almost too narrow. It also has a fold-down chair, so you won’t even have to stand.”
Mary gave him a sideways look.
“Why would I want to sit? It’s only two floors.”
Robert looked slightly ruffled.
“Well it’s a narrow space and the technologies got to be reliable and the lift-motors are on the small side to keep the weight down; apparently it will take four minutes to do the two floors, more if you’ve got a load of shopping.”
He leant forward.
“But they are the best at this sort of thing, it can be hand-cranked if necessary and it will descend without power.”
Mary held her hand up.
“Sold to the lady with a gammy leg.”
Josie reappeared and went into the dining room as Robert said.
“And the best news is that it can be constructed and installed from their standard parts bin, so they could, if we place an order now, have it in within a fortnight.”
Mary sat up.
“Then they must be desperate for work, knock them down on price.”
A look of horror crossed Robert’s face.
“Desperate for work! You’ve got to be joking.”
“Then how come they can do it so fast?”
Robert nodded to the Cinema.
“They’ll have a team over the road.”
Mary sighed.
“Go on then, order it.”
Robert did his feet shuffle.
“Well actually…”
Mary burst out laughing as Josie came out of the dining room.
“Which is my bedroom?”
Mary pointed.
“The one with one white wall and no furniture.”
She hopped from foot to foot.
“But you can see the sea from there, I could lie in bed and see the sea!”
Robert, ever the architect, smiled tolerantly.
“Not when you’re in bed as you wouldn’t be high enough.”
Josie gave a wicked smile.
“I would be if I had a bed like Nell, she’s got a bed with a ladder and underneath she’s got a cupboard and a chest of drawers.”
Robert tried diversionary tactics.
“I bet Aruna’s got a bed like yours.”
Josie tossed her head.
“She’s got a bed that slides under her settee.”
Mary burst out laughing.
“Give in Robert.”
He rolled his eyes.
“OK, but I get to choose the bed.”
Josie gave him an alluring smile.
“You get them from the Unusual Bed Shop at Felburgh, we could all go.”
Robert changed tack.
“What do you think of the flat?”
“Nice,” she said. “But it needs a woman’s touch.”
Mary got back downstairs to be passed an envelope by Bill. She opened it and found a copy of the lease transfer form, she looked at Bill. He shrugged.
“Young girl delivered it, said it wasn’t worth the postage as they’re almost next door.”
Mary went to her desk and phoned the solicitor’s to thank them, she was put through to Old Mr Brown. He listened to her thanks and then chuckled.
“We’re not always slow you know, mostly we spend our time waiting for other people to act. We also hand-delivered the form to the Council as my brother had to go to their property department as we had another client’s case to discuss with them.”
Mary relaxed, that meant when she went to argue the appeal the following day the lease was in her name.
“Well thanks anyway, when do you want my guinea for the business?”
“Pop in and see us next Wednesday and we should be able to finalise things as long as your solicitors agree.”
Mary burst out laughing.
“You are my solicitors!”
He chuckled.
“I’m not handling your side of this, my son is and believe me he’s out to prove that he’s leaving no stone unturned.”
Mary grinned at the concept of Old Mr Brown and his sallow face son arguing over the contract.
“See you Wednesday, and you know I’m paying the legal fees for this.”
“So Joanna said, you’ll get the bill in due course.”
Mary put the phone down and looked around for Josie, she spotted her sitting cross legged on the floor with her nose in Desert Adventure; she left her to it.
At three-thirty precisely George came up the escalator and Mary walked over to meet him, stopping on the way to ask Manju to keep an eye on Josie for her. She smiled at George.
“Follow me.”
They went out into the stairwell and Mary turned to him.
“I’m afraid you’ll have to let me hang on to you, I don’t like this staircase at all. Once they’d got to the top she led him down the corridor to a waiting Robert, who had carefully marked a cross on the wall and then drawn the outline of a door-frame. Mary made the introductions and Robert handed George a sledge hammer.
“Aim for the cross. There’s a breeze block wall here with a plaster skim, but I think they used a dry mortar, so a few good swings and we should have it down.”
He turned to look at Mary.
“You’re sure about this?”
She nodded.
“I’m not walking along that parapet again.”
George gave her a quizzical look and she relented; slightly.
“There’s a sealed room behind here, you can only get into it via a hatch in the ceiling, or in through the window.”
She nodded and stepped back. Robert gave the wall a mighty thwack, followed by George. Ten thwacks later and a hole appeared; within ten minutes they had created a space big enough to walk through. Robert cleared enough debris to one side to let Mary walk in and the two men followed. Robert opened the window and they sat for a few seconds waiting for the dust to clear. Mary turned to George.
“That green cabinet, open the bottom drawer. He bent down and opened the drawer, his face took on a look of pure ecstasy. He crouched down, took a chamois leather glove out of his pocket and picked up a coin. He extracted an eyeglass from another pocket and studied the face of the guinea, then he turned it over and studied the back, finally he scrutinised the edge. He stood up and faced Mary.
“I said to you more than ten and I’d start thinking forgery. I’d stake my reputation on these, they’re genuine all right”
He sat on the edge of the desk.
“Reckon you’ve got four hundred there, possible more.”
Robert looked in the drawer.
“Two layers at two hundred makes four hundred.”
George smiled.
“Legend had it that each bunker was issued with between 400 and 410 depending on the size of the area they were meant to cover.”
He carefully lifted off the top tray and pointed.
“See bottom layer has an extra three coins down the middle.” He picked one of the coins out of the centre of the bottom tray and dropped it in the vacant space left by Mary’s coin. Mary leaned forward and whispered.
“Take one. Tomorrow I’m going to tell the council, can’t do much else really, they’re not mine in the first place.”
George, after a moment’s hesitation picked another coin out of the centre, he looked at Mary.
“You can never sell them you know, least not in our lifetime.”
Mary nodded.
“I’ve figured that out for myself.”
He gazed at the coin in his hand.
“You know I’ve worked for the bank for forty-three years and never, ever, done anything illegal. Not sure I should start now.”
Robert chuckled.
“What’s illegal, apparently you’re taking a coin that doesn’t exist?”
He took a soft leather pouch from his pocket and slipped the coin into it.
“For my grandchildren,” he murmured.
He placed the tray back.
“How many are you going to turn in?”
Mary smiled.
“Four hundred, or rather to be exact three-hundred and ninety nine plus one in my hand. You and Mr Jamerson know that I had one at the bank, every body would be suspicious if I didn’t hand that one back..”
George grinned and handed over two plastic pouches.
“Put them in these, perspiration can play havoc over time.”
George put his head on one side.
“What are you going to do with your two?”
Mary grinned sheepishly.
“Hang onto the one I’ve got, it’s a sort of talisman to me now. The other is going to my solicitors to go to my future daughter, don’t worry, I won’t say where I got it, just what it is.”
She smiled at him.
“And you?”
George sighed a sigh of contentment.
“I’ll just pop it in my coin collection, or rather my son’s coin collection. I gave it to him ten years ago to avoid death duties, but he died first.” He suddenly smiled.
“But I have a grand-daughter, one day I hope she’ll come across it and think of me.”
He stood up to go and held his hand out to Mary.
“Thanks lass, you’ve made an old man happy.”
He took a step towards the door and halted.
“What are you going to do with this lot?”
Robert smiled.
“We have plans.”
George sauntered off and Mary gave Robert a curious look.
“We have plans?”
He shrugged his shoulders.
“I was thinking of your office safe.”
She laughed.
“What office safe?”
He looked distraught.
“Where do you keep your money, please don’t tell me in a cardboard box under your bed.”
She giggled like a child.
“You should see your face! Of course I’ve got a safe, it’s in the basement and I’ve just made Serena do the banking, so it’s virtually empty.”
She paused.
“I know we discussed it, but are you sure you don’t want a coin?”
He shook his head.
“Just the one for Josie.”
Mary arrived home slightly late to find her mother standing in the hall, she relaxed on Mary’s entrance.
“Am I glad to see you, Jenny rang about five minutes ago, she’ll be here in a moment to drop off my things from the holiday, she didn’t sound in a good mood.”
Helen turned round and started to walk to the lounge.
“She knows all about your engagement, she’s been speaking to Daniel.”
Mary caught her up and placed a hand on her shoulder.
“Does she know yet that you’re calling in the loan?”
Helen smiled.
“No, with any luck the letter from my solicitor is waiting on her doorstep as we speak.”
“Then why did you want me here?”
Helen tossed her head.
“Safety in numbers.”
Mary went to the kitchen to start dinner and Jenny was soon knocking on the door. Mary opened it and Jenny heaved a large suitcase into the hall. Mary suppressed a smile, Jenny had the complexion of a ripe tomato.
“See you caught the sun.”
Jenny gave her a malevolent look.
“Wretched boys swapped my suntan screen for cold cream and I never noticed, I feel like I’ve been fried in oil.”
Mary indicated the kitchen.
“Drink?”
“Something cold and non-alcoholic.”
Mary opened a can of sparkling lime juice and passed it over to Jenny. She gave an unfriendly smile.
“Here you’ve got engaged, and he’s got a kid.”
Mary tries her best.
“His name is Robert and hers is Josie.”
Jenny’s face turned into a snarl.
“Well don’t think you’re living here.”
“We’ll live where we damn well please.”
Mary squiggled herself onto her stool, Jenny casually looked around.
“Might not be a good place for little girls, little girls who live here develop nightmares.”
Without warning Mary launched herself from the stool and pinioned Jenny against the work-top collecting her electric carving knife along the way. She moved the carving knife towards Jenny’s throat and Jenny made an ineffectual chop to Mary’s right knee, encountering the knee brace, but no flesh. Mary held the knife close to Jenny’s throat and momentarily pressed the ‘on’ button, the knife made a gentle humming sound. She snarled.
“If you ever come near my Josie so help me I’ll cut you head off, do you understand?”
For the very first time Mary saw fear in Jenny’s eyes, she muttered.
“Just conversation sis, just conversation.”
Helen’s voice suddenly rang out, full of command and motherhood.
“Just what are you two up to, can’t I leave you alone for a minute!”
Mary backed off and put the carving knife back into its charging unit, Jenny sub-consciously rubbed her throat. Mary hissed.
“You’d better go, and don’t think your getting an invitation to the wedding, I’d rather ask Rasputin.”
Jenny, trying to regain some of her dignity, walked towards the front door.
“I’d refuse anyway, just invite me to the divorce.”
The front door slammed and Helen looked at Mary.
“So finally the worm turns.”
Mary gave a weak smile and leaned against the stool, she was shaking all over.
“She threatened Josie.”
Helen smiled.
“Well she won’t do that again in a hurry, will she?”
The following morning Mary and Robert turned up at the Council offices after having had coffee together to finalise their strategy. Within minutes they were shown into a small meeting room and a young red-headed woman in an apology for a dress came and sat with them. She gave a false smile, the sort reserved for batty old ladies.
“Hi, I’m Angela Bates and I handle appeals, but we’re going to be observed today by Mrs Church, who is exercising her right as councillor to sit in.”
Mary nodded and Robert leaned forward.
“But the decision is yours.”
Angela didn’t bat an eyelid.
“Probably, but your lease is unusual and on a major property in a part of the town that has Grade III listing in parts, so I might have to refer the appeal to the full council.”
Robert nodded.
“I thought the council devolved day to day decisions like that to individual councillors.”
Angela nodded.
“Mrs Church at the moment is chair of the planning committee and she might handle it herself.”
Mary almost groaned; instead she smiled.
“Wouldn’t that be a bit incestuous as she is the one pressing to have a public library?”
Angela gave a brilliant smile exposing a set of teeth that any news presenter would have died for.
“Of course not, there is no reason why the town couldn’t have your private lending library and a public library, after all you wouldn’t be in direct competition.”
Mary began to fear the worst. Mrs Church entered and Robert stood up. She was mid-fifties, possible older, wearing a tartan dress and having jet black hair. However, her most noticeable asset was her height, she must have been over six feet in bare feet and with her heeled shoes towered above everybody. She flashed a smile.
“Don’t mind me, I’m just observing.”
She sat in a corner and pulled out a notebook. Angela looked at Mary.
“I see you’re appealing against both rent and rate increases and I’ll deal with both, which would you like to start with?”
Mary passed over a sheet of paper.
“Rates. You’re proposing a rate increase because you say we’re operating a business and not a public service. However, the restrictions in your lease forbid me to operate the Internet Café before nine and after six, not on Wednesday afternoons, not on a Sunday and not on any Public Holiday. You can’t have it both ways, either I am allowed to run a commercial business, or you dictate the terms, if you dictate the terms I can’t be expected to pay the rates at the level you set.”
Angela smiled.
“I’m afraid the lease has nothing to do with the rates. The lease is with the property development department and the rates with the finance office. And you do work in the heritage zone.”
Robert leant forward
“So does the supermarket, but you allow them to open seven days a week from seven in the morning to eleven at night.”
Angela gave a professional smile.
“Ah, but they sell food.”
Mary smiled.
“I’ve read that clause in the lease. Am I right in saying that if my book-shop sold Eastburgh fudge or tins of Kendal Mint Cake the restrictions wouldn’t apply?”
Angela blinked and was temporarily fazed, Mrs Church butted in.
“You’d have to get the agreement of all the other shops that sell those goods within the heritage area.”
Mary leant back and smirked.
“Actually I was thinking of dehydrated Aberdeen Herring, I don’t think anybody sells that, not even the delicatessen.”
Mrs Church did a double take.
“But that’s not in the spirit of the lease.”
“Neither is winding up the rates on the Internet Café when there isn’t another one for thirty miles and which the council crow about in their latest town brochure as being, and I quote, ‘a major public amenity for the town.’”
Mary and Mrs Church sat glaring at each other and then Angela smoothly intervened.
"Let’s move on to the rent for a moment. We’ve been putting up all the rents, so why should you get preferential treatment?”
Mary smiled.
“I’m not seeking preferential treatment, merely a refund. For fifteen years you’ve charged us for rent on ten storage rooms, but you gave us access to only eight, thus I think we’re entitled to a considerable refund.”
Angela looked bewildered, Robert passed over a copy of the blueprints.
“See for yourself, the centre rooms have no doors, hell of a building error.”
Angela eyed the blueprints.
“We on earth would we do that?”
Mary shrugged.
“Come and see if you like.”
Angela fingered the blueprints.
“If what you say is true…”
Mrs Church butted in.
“Can’t see it makes any difference, your rent is for the job lot of book-shop and the second and third stories minus the restaurant. If you’ve chosen not to access the rooms that’s your problem not ours.”
Robert feigned surprise.
“You mean we can knock the inside around?”
Angela shot forward.
“Only on the third floor, the ballroom must stay as it is with the shelving as removable temporary structures.”
Mary nodded.
“Another restriction, I could put the shelves closer together and the architect here,” she patted Robert. “Assures my I could double the number of books.”
Mrs Church sighed.
“We’re obviously getting nowhere.”
Mary decided to go in for the pièce de résistance, she leant back in her chair and looked at Mrs Church.
“Rumour has it your council is being chased by the Bank of England for a large amount of gold.”
Mrs Church’s face momentarily registered surprise and she snarled at Angela.
“I told you this place leaked like a sieve.”
She turned to Mary.
“Where did you hear this?”
Mary merely smiled and inspected the fingernails on her right hand.
“Birds tweeting.”
Mrs Church went to make a retort and Robert moved his body to gain attention.
“Can we talk political deals for a moment and not rent/rate appeals?”
Mrs Church scowled and gave Angela a glare, she stood up, but Mary intervened.
“I’d like a witness if you don’t mind.”
Angela sat down and looked utterly mystified. Robert drew an imaginary circle on the table. “Let’s talk hypothetical deals. We want reasonable rent and rates, nothing else, no special favours, just reasonable. We’d like you to ditch the idea of a public library and save the public’s money by providing a reference section in the Tattledon library; it would be a nice example of a public/private partnership. We would like permission, this week, to install a single person lift in the main stairwell and support to obtain a disability access grant. And we would like permission to increase the floor-loading in the ballroom to give more shelf space, especially if you’re going to give us reference books.” He paused. “And it return we might be able to tell you how to get the Council off of the hook with the Bank of England and solve a fifty year old mystery, and don’t say there isn’t a mystery as the beaches are crawling with metal detector nerds as we speak.”
Mary leaned back.
“On the other hand Mrs Church you could go down as the council leader who presided over the biggest financial crisis in the town’s history.”
Mrs Church eyed them suspiciously.
“Hypothetically speaking, what guarantee do I have that you have the answer I want to hear?”
Robert smiled.
“Trust your instincts.”
They sat in silence for a couple of minutes before Mrs Church muttered to herself.
“Just buying a reference library makes sense, especially if I don’t have to pay for staff to man it.”
Mary sighed.
“No, just a contribution towards my staff costs to man it on your behalf.”
Mrs Church grimaced and looked at Robert.
“And you’re sure about the floor loading?”
“Get you own architects to check.”
“We will, don’t worry about that.” She muttered.
There was silence again and then Mrs Church became decisive, she looked at Angela.
“Withdraw the rate and rent increase letters and reconsider in the light of the new council policy of placing a reference library in the Tattledon Library and the fact that the Internet café is a public amenity.”
Angela opened her mouth to speak and Mrs Church rapidly butted in.
“It will become policy, I’ve already got several members chuntering about the cost of a public library and this will appease them while giving the town extra amenity of a reference library.”
Mary was staggered at the woman’s ability to do a u-turn.
She looked at Robert.
“You know the procedure, I see you often enough, put in your planning application for the single-person lift and I’ll deal with it as a matter of expediency. The floor-loading application will have to go through the normal channels, but if our architect says you’re right I’ll back it.”
She turned to Mary and gave a crooked smile.
“Now young lady, just what have you got?”
Mary stood up.
“I think you’d better meet me in the library in an hour , and bring one of those secure money-vans with you.”
Mrs Church’s face lit up.
“Don’t tell me you actually know where the gold is?”
Mary placed a gold coin on the desk.
“Exhibit one m’lord.”
Angela made a peculiar grunt cum hiccup sound.
“I don’t believe it.”
She picked up the coin.
“Is this real?”
“Verified by the Bank of England.”
Mary expertly took the coin off Angela.
“One hour at the library, oh and I’d wear something less flimsy.”
Fifty-five minutes later Mrs Church and Angela, now dressed in breast hugging pink top and a pair of amazingly skin-tight red slacks, arrived and made their way up to the library. Mary looked up from her desk and Mrs Church indicated to the tall granite-faced man with her.
“Mr Clarke, Council Leader.”
Mary smiled.
“Is that leader as in leader of Mrs Church’s political party or leader as in chairman?”
He gave a hint of a grin.
“Leader as in chairperson. And I must say I’m intrigued as to how you got your gold coin.”
Mary sent a text message on her mobile phone and walked round her desk.
“Well, you’d better follow me then.”
They all trooped out of the library watched by a curious Charlotte and made their way to the stairwell to meet Robert coming down the stairs. Mary tucked her left arm through Robert’s arm and they started to climb the stairs. Robert casually remarked to Mrs Church.
“This is why we need the singleton lift, council owned building without disabled access to the top floor for staff and all that.”
She merely grunted. At the top Mary held them at the end of the corridor.
“Behold the corridor, as you can see there are only four proper doors on each side whereas there are five dormer windows on the outside.”
She turned to Mr Clarke.
“This is not a design error, it is deliberate. The Council gave Mr Tattledon a set of plans when he took the lease fifteen years ago, they clearly show five rooms each side and five doors, but plans from the records office show five rooms with four doors, thus the corridor has two deliberately hidden rooms.”
They walked to the break-through opening and Mr Clarke and Mrs Church peered in, she muttered.
“Oh my it’s like a 1950s film set.”
Robert tapped a filing cabinet.
“They are full of plans for most buildings in Eastburgh and surrounding district, including a plan of this building, which shows five rooms each side with each middle room sealed off.”
Mr Clark looked round.
“How did you originally get in?”
“I came through the hatch in the floor, Mary came in through the window.”
Mrs Church wandered over and looked out, her eyebrows rose.
“You walked along that narrow parapet?”
Mary merely smiled.
Robert leant against the desk.
“My guess is a war-room prepared during the cold war.”
Mr Clark chuckled.
“You mean a lost war-room. We knew we had one, the Home Office had set it up pending our council coming up with a permanent location, but all the plans given to us by the Home Office were in out bunker under Landguard Fort at Felixstowe. That was flooded out in the 1953 floods and the plans were ruined, everybody assumed it was somewhere in the complex of tunnels surrounding Landguard Fort was this temporary war-room. Nobody every considered it might not be underground.”
Mary laughed.
“You’re not telling me that nobody knew!”
He shrugged.
“Of course the government knew, but the council at that time was too embarrassed to ask, then in the 1960s, when we had finally managed to construct a concrete bunker near Ipswich, we found that the government department concerned had been reorganised and downsized, so by the time we did ask…”
Robert tapped the last filing cabinet.
“Bottom drawer, just as we found them.”
Angela crouched down and opened the drawer, Mrs Church gasped.
“So they’ve been here all this time.”
Mr Clarke nodded and sent a text message from his mobile phone. He then picked up the top tray of coins and looked underneath.
“Looks like they’re all here, except for the one missing from the top tray, I guess that’s the one Freda told me you had.” He held out his hand and Mary dutifully passed the coin over, still in plastic pouch, just as two smartly dressed security men in hard-helmets arrived. He slipped the coin from pouch to tray and the men took them away. He nodded across the corridor.
“What’s in there?”
Robert grinned and handed him a lump hammer.
“Shall we dance? Aim for the spot I’ve marked on the wall, don’t worry we’ve done this before and it doesn’t take much, they used a deliberately weak mortar.”
They pounded the wall and after a very few thumps the centre of the doorway fell through, two minutes later there was a hole big enough to walk through and Angela turned up her nose.
“Grief, what a pong.”
Mr Clark entered the room through the opening and immediately turned to Angela.
“Can you call the police, we have some guns here.”
He gave Robert a fierce look.
“As soon as you knew you should have handed these in.”
Robert shrugged in reply.
“I rather thought that they’d been there for over fifty years so a few extra days wouldn’t matter, in any case we’ve only just taken the wall down.”
Mr Clarke nodded.
“What’s in the chests?”
Robert shrugged again.
“Had a quick snout, but I think it’s blankets and hammocks.”
Mary interrupted.
“What do you want us to do with all this stuff? Take it to the rubbish dump?”
Mr Clake looked appalled.
“Don’t even think about it. I’d want to get the plans removed to a safe place and then call in the museum, they may want to replicate this set-up in their basement exhibition on modern history.”
Mary sighed.
“But I pay money to rent these rooms from the Council and if I can’t use them while you’re seeking to mothball the stuff…”
Mr Clarke scowled.
“I’ve heard about your rent appeal, I’ll ensure you have a reduction while we clear up this mess.”
Mary grinned.
“And the last fifteen years?”
Mrs Church scowled and muttered.
“Just don’t push your luck young lady!”
Mr Clarke opened a chest and started to lift out blankets, he’d lifted out a fair few when he stopped and turned again to Angela.
“And you’d better call the bomb squad, there’s live ammunition here.”
He turned to Mary.
“Do you want to close the library?”
She shook her head.
“It’s been underneath it for fifteen years.”
He sat back on his haunches.
“It’s all nicely packed in sealed boxes, but we can’t be too careful.”
He looked in the next chest and removed more blankets and then grunted.
“And shotgun ammunition.”
Robert suddenly interjected.
“This third gun that I thought was a dart-gun isn’t, I rather think it’s an air-rifle.”
Mr Clarke looked up.
“For bird-hunting, didn’t want to waste real ammunition.”
He tackled the third chest, but it only contained rolled up hammocks and forty pairs of thick woollen socks.
They left the room and walked back down the corridor, at the end Mr Clarke turned to Robert.
“Would you mind keeping visitors out of the corridor for the moment.”
Robert nodded.
“As soon as I’ve helped my fiancée down the stairs.”
Mrs Church stopped dead.
“You two are engaged?”
Mary waved her ring and Mrs Church grinned.
“Well I suppose I should have suspected that they way you two operated this morning.”
They started down the stairs and Mrs Church turned to Mr Clarke.
“You might like to pop into the library for a minute, this rather good idea has been floated that we needn’t equip a whole library from scratch, but merely…”
Robert looked at Mary and winked, she managed not to burst out laughing.
The rest of the day there was a succession of different people walking up to the top floor; police, bomb-squad, photographers, two museum curators and a seedy little man who said he was from the Home Office. Of all the visitors the last was the most trouble; after inspecting the rooms he came back down to Mary.
“I presume you realise that it is an offence to interfere with government property?”
Mary didn’t offer him a chair.
“Even when it’s not labelled and is within the building we have rented for the last fifteen years?”
He didn’t answer the question, but handed over a sheet of paper.
“Sign at the bottom.”
“What is it?”
“The Official Secrets Act.”
Mary grimaced.
“And I suppose if I sign I can’t say anything about the rooms, or the money, or the guns.”
“Exactly.”
Mary waved her arm around.
“So what do I tell my staff and my customers? That they’ve been dreaming and that nothing happened today?”
He stood stock still and a small drip began to form at the end of his nose.
“We only want you to sign it about the money.”
Mary glanced at the form.
“It doesn’t say that.”
“You have my word.”
Mary tapped the form.
“I’d rather your word was written down.”
While he was wiping his nose Robert appeared in the doorway and Mary waved him over.
“He wants us to sign this Act.”
The seedy man glanced at Robert.
“He’s already signed the full act, years ago.”
Robert shrugged.
“Did some work on a government building, hush hush and all that.”
The man shot him a nasty glance and Robert raised his arms as if in surrender. The man passed the form back to Mary, who passed it back to the man.
“No, I’m not signing that.”
He scowled.
“Then do you fancy charges of espionage, treason, terrorism and anything else I can think up? You’ve been hoarding guns, ammunition and chemical suits, how do you think a judge will look at that?”
Mary held her ground.
“How do you think he’ll take to a government department that lost them in the first place?”
He opened his mouth, but Mary continued speaking.
“Look, I’ll happily swear an affidavit that I won’t talk about the coins, but nothing else.”
He glared at her and drummed his fingers on the desk.
“Do I have your word?”
“You have my word that while the matter is not in the press, and I’m not talking speculation mind, then I’ll keep quiet.”
He nodded and turned to Robert.
“I take it you witnessed that?”
“Witnessed what?”
The man snorted and tried to lean over Mary.
“Just don’t go shouting your mouth off or you’ll be in all sorts of trouble.”
“Am I to take that as a threat?”
“Take it how you like.”
He looked around.
“Which one is Angela?”
Mary rolled he eyes.
“Not one of mine, try the council property department, she went back there about two hours ago; chatty little thing.”
He scurried away and Robert laughed.
“I thought they only existed in the movies.”
Mary scratched her head.
“He makes me feel itchy all over.”
She reached out and grabbed his hand.
“Glad you were with me today.”
He rolled her fingers in his.
“Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”
“Do you think Mrs Church will keep her word?”
He half-shrugged.
“Probably, she knows which side her bread is buttered and she’ll get the glory for the coins being returned and reducing the price of a library, so she’ll be content.”
Mary glanced at the clock and stood up.
“All secure upstairs?”
“Carpenter has put two huge pieces of chipboard across the doorways.”
“Then it’s time for home and to see what mother has been doing with Josie.”
They arrived at Mary’s house to find the sweet smell of cooking and a bouncy Josie.
“We’ve been making jam!”
Mary was horrified and turned to her mother.
“Mother, you haven’t been carrying around scalding saucepans of jam with Josie around?”
Helen chuckled.
“Seem to remember you didn’t mind when you were a child, and for your information we scooped the jam out of the saucepans using a ladle.”
Mary surveyed her burnt-jam spotted cooker and the two black innards of her best saucepans.
Josie grabbed her hand.
“We picked the berries this morning and then we washed them and then we let them cook while the horse-racing was on.”
Mary smiled at her enthusiasm.
“Where did you get the sugar from?”
Helen pointed to the kitchen notice board.
“Supermarket delivered it, be on your bill at the end of the month.”
Robert rolled up his sleeves.
“Leave this lot to me and then I think fish and chips are in order.”
Josie grinned.
“Can we eat it from the paper? Nan said that she always used to eat her fish and chips from the paper.”
Mary groaned and tried to salvage some sanity.
“But not with our fingers.”
Robert rubbed his hands.
“Not the same, need to feel the grease and vinegar on the fingertips!”
Mary sighed and gave it.
“Well all right, but only after you’ve helped your father clean up.”
Robert turned to her.
“Are these not-stick saucepans?”
“They were when I left home.”
Later, Mary scrunched up the last of the fish paper and squashed it into the rubbish bin, she turned to Josie.
“Now wash those hands before you put grease all over that book you’re thinking of picking up.”
Josie grinned and rushed to the toilet and Mary glanced at her mother, who seemed to have enjoyed the day.
“Thanks mum.”
She gave a wistful smile.
“You don’t know what a pleasure that was, reminded me of when I taught you to make jam; never thought I’d do it for a grand-child.”
Mary put the tea-towel back on its rail.
“Not a grand-child yet.”
Helen shrugged.
“What’s the difference.”
Mary went to reply, but was prevented from answering by a fierce ringing of the doorbell. She went down the hall and looked through the spyglass.
“Jenny and Cathy on the warpath I suspect.”
Helen made for the lounge.
“Well let them in, we knew they wouldn’t take it lightly.”
Mary looked around for Robert, but he’d disappeared as soon as the meal had finished. She opened the door and the twins burst in. Jenny snarled.
“I bet you put her up to this you little turd.”
Mary was about to reply when Robert’s voice boomed down the hall.
“I’d thank you not to call my fiancée a turd if you don’t mind.”
Mary glanced up the hall and he was standing holding a bunch of wild flowers and looking like a man enraged. Jenny glanced at him.
“So that’s the unfortunate man is it, well I pity him.”
She went to stride down the hall, but Robert barred her path.
“I see now why Mary called you the sinister siblings, did you learn to be this rude, or did it come naturally?”
Before Jenny could answer Cathy barged past her.
“Out of the way squirt, this has nothing to do with you, it’s family.”
Helen’s voice suddenly echoed from the lounge.
“Let them in, they’ll feel better when they’ve had their say.”
Robert stood to one side and they entered the lounge and towered over Helen. She pointed to the armchair.
“Sit down and be civil, that is if you know the meaning of the word.”
They hesitated and then went and sat on the armchair, one on each arm like a pair of book-ends. Cathy leant forward belligerently.
“You can’t do this to us, times are hard and the only way to pay you back is to take out a loan we can’t afford.”
Jenny nodded vigorously in agreement.
“The whole of the record industry is in a state of flux, records shops are closing up and down the country and money’s tight, you’ll just have to wait. And telling us by solicitor’s letter, that was underhand.”
They glared at Helen, who glared back as sounds of Space-Invaders drifted down the stairs. Eventually Jenny snorted.
“I suppose you want the money to give her a wedding present.”
Helen grimaced.
“Actually I want it to by a flatlet in a senior citizen’s complex.”
Cathy raised her arms.
“Oh so the truth is out now, as soon as she gets a toy-boy, you get the heave-ho, well don’t say we didn’t warn you.”
Helen grimaced again.
“To put the record straight, not that I have to, Mary and Robert have bent over backwards trying to persuade me to live with them. It’s my decision and mine alone.”
Cathy snorted.
“So I suppose they live here happily ever after.”
Mary said quietly.
“Actually Robert and I are going to live above the library, Daniel is moving in here.”
Jenny’s eyes fairly bulged and she gave a strangled shriek.
“Daniel!”
Helen banged the arm of the chair.
“We’re straying from the point, I’m calling in the loans, repayment is overdue anyway, and you’ve got a fortnight.”
Mary suddenly smiled and turned to Jenny.
“There is another solution, I could always buy the loans off mum.”
Jenny went brilliant red.
“And leave us beholden to you; never, not in a million years!”
Helen nodded.
“Well a fortnight then.”
Cathy huffed.
“Well I’m not paying, take me to court if you have the nerve, but I’m not paying.”
Helen leant forward.
“Read your solicitor’s letter. You don’t pay the loan off and we’ll get you blacklisted with the credit agencies as a defaulter.”
Jenny went from red to white.
“You wouldn’t.”
Helen scratched her nose.
“Try me.”
Cathy scowled.
“I’d rather go bankrupt, least I’d know that she wouldn’t get any money from me.”
Mary said brightly.
“Go bankrupt if you want, but that’s your companies money, these were personal loans.”
Helen nodded.
“Mary’s right, your father lent you the money and the loans are in your name, not that of your record shops. You’ve both got houses re-mortgage them if you must, but I’m calling the loans in.”
Cathy instantly changed her demeanour from angry woman to betrayed child.
“Why you doing this mum, what have we ever done to you?”
Helen looked her in the eye.
“Taken me on holiday and yelled at me for well over an hour two nights in a row, will that do for starters?”
She leant forward.
“Let me make it plain, there is a will, it’s with my solicitors and you two are not in it, least not for money or property. You had your share when your father re-mortgaged the house to get you started, you have no idea what a strain that put on our finances.”
Jenny’s face took on a murderous hue, she spat her reply.
“I suppose it all goes to little miss cripple; well it’s her fault that she fell into a greenhouse, we didn’t push her.”
Robert’s mouth fell open and he went to speak, but Mary gentle touched his arm and he stayed silent. Cathy stood up.
“Well now we know where we stand, Saint Mary first and everyone else after.”
Helen sighed.
“For what it’s worth you keep forgetting Daniel, he’s your brother you know.”
Jenny tossed her head.
“Well we wouldn’t know it, haven’t heard from him in ten years.”
Mary threw in her three penn'orth.
“Not surprised are you, not after you bullied him stupid.”
Cathy stood up.
“Well at least have the decency to remember your grandchildren.”
They stormed out and slammed the door, Helen leant back in her chair.
“Well that didn’t go too badly did it?”
Mary burst out laughing. Robert silently pointed to his watch and he and Mary stood up.
“Got to go mum, seeing the vicar, be back soon, you OK?”
She nodded and they collected a reluctant Josie from the Space invaders machine and left for the vicarage.
Ten minutes later they were outside the vicarage and Robert rang the bell, he glanced at Mary.
“Don’t look so worried, this is only a formality.”
She shivered.
“I hope so.”
The Vicar opened the door to them and ushered them in, Robert gave a worried smile.
“You said it’d be all right if we brought Josie, she’s got a book.”
The vicar gave Josie a benevolent smile.
“Oh I think we can do better than that,” he opened his lounge door and called out to his wife. “Guest’s here.”
He turned to Josie.
“Ever played Safari Hunt?”
She shook her head, slightly overwhelmed. Margaret, his wife, appeared, she congratulated Mary and Robert and then took Josie into the lounge, the vicar then led them to his study. He sat them side by side on a chesterfield settee that was noteworthy for its sheer uncomfortableness. He sat down on a rickety wooden study chair and smiled at them rather like a choirmaster greeting his choirboys.
“Robert told me that you’d like to get married in four Saturdays time.”
Mary swallowed, he made it sound like a seductive liaison.
“Yes, that’s right.”
He grabbed a form from his desk.
“Lets do the formalities first, I’ll need this information for the banns and the marriage certificate.”
He looked at the form in front of him.
“Names? Full names please.”
“Mary Sybil Eleanora Webb.”
Robert grinned and Mary elbowed him in the ribs.
“Robert James Handly.”
“Ages?”
“Thirty-five,” replied Mary.
“Thirty-five,” echoed Robert.
The vicar scribbled the ages down and then went to his next question.
“Bachelor and spinster?”
Robert coughed.
“Actually I’m a divorcee.”
The vicar froze as if he’d been struck by a mysterious virus.
“Oh.”
Robert gave him a worried look.
“Is there a problem, with me being a divorcee and all that.”
The vicar began to look uncomfortable.
“Well it means that I have to ask a few personal questions.”
“Fire away.”
“Where is Mrs Handly?”
“In Egypt”
“When did your marriage break up?”
“Marcia walked out one sunny day six and a half years ago, since then nothing. I did go to Egypt to try and bring her back, but it was useless. And let me make it clear,” he glanced at Mary. “I did offer to take Josie and live with her in Egypt, but she refused.”
The vicar’s face became full of surprise and perplexity and he looked at Mary.
“So your daughter lives with Robert?”
Mary flashed him a smile.
“Josie is Robert’s daughter not mine.”
He blinked at her over his spectacles.
“But you look so alike and you obviously have a good relationship with her.”
She smiled again.
“Don’t be fooled by a little hair dye.”
Robert waved his hands.
“But they do have a good relationship and Josie doesn’t resent my relationship with Mary.”
The vicar looked at Robert over his spectacles.
“Were you having an affair when your wife left?”
“No.”
The vicar shuffled his bottom on the chair and it gave a mild groan.
“Did you know Mary at that time?”
Robert sighed and then smiled.
“No and before you ask I did not have eyes on Mary while I was married. Discovering Mary and forming our relationship has only happened this year.”
The vicar looked at Mary.
“Have you met Mrs Handly?”
She winced at the use of the name; the name that she hoped would soon be her name. “No.”
The vicar started to roll his pen up and down his thigh and he looked at Mary.
“Did you know all this?”
“Yes.”
He began to go a slight shade of pink and said softly.
“You do realise Mary that marrying a man that has already had a wife is not an easy option. Inevitable there will be some comparison in his mind, is your cooking as good? Do you look after Josie as well?” His voice tightened up. “Is the sex as good? Are you happy with that?”
Mary swallowed.
“Yes, but at least he knows that I won’t walk out one sunny day.”
He peered over his glasses at her rather like a benevolent schoolteacher and gently said.
“It’ll be a different way of life you know, suddenly gaining a husband and a daughter, is that what you want?”
Mary nodded.
“I know, we both know and the answer is still yes.”
He looked from one to the other and then he sighed.
“Let me make my position clear, perhaps I should have done this earlier, but I don’t normally marry divorcees, instead I recommend a registry office wedding and then give a service of blessing.”
Everyone sat perfectly still for what seemed an age, then he continued.
“I say normally. It’s being judge and jury I don’t like and being forced to ask questions I’d rather not. Beside that I don’t like the church putting me in the position of having to say no to some couples and yes to others.”
He suddenly beamed.
“But in your case I will marry you, and the point that tips the balance is Josie. I firmly believe that two parents is best.”
He picked up the form.
“I take it Josie will be a bridesmaid?”
Half an hour later they exited his study and collected Josie. The vicar riffled her hair.
“What did you think of Safari Hunt?”
She smiled from ear to ear.
“Brill.”
She turned to Robert.
“You’re in this land-rover driving down a dirt-track and you have to spot all the animals hiding in the bushes.”
Margaret laughed.
“She did well. Spotted the lions and most of the animals, but she missed the giraffe.”
Mary laughed.
“How can you miss a giraffe?”
Josie put her hands on her hips.
“Well it’s easy for you to say, but it was night and the giraffe was standing very still.”
The vicar chuckled.
“If it’s any consolation I missed it as well.”
His wife laughed.
“And he missed the tiger and the cheetah hiding behind the tree.”
Josie turned to Margaret.
“Thank you very much.”
Margaret beamed.
“My pleasure.”
The following morning Mary opened the door to the book-shop to find a causally dressed young woman waiting for her. She gave Mary a professional smile and pushed her long blond hair off her shoulders.
“Hello, you must be Mary. I’m Geraldine Gardner from the Echo, can I ask you a few questions?”
Her voice had an odd accentuation, but Mary failed to notice this in her immediate panic. Mary played for time as her thoughts raced.
“Which Echo? The Daily Echo, the Eastburgh Echo of the Scottish Echo?”
Geraldine kept her professional smile in place and her eyes locked onto Mary’s face.
“The acquisition echo for antiquarians, philatelists and numismatists”
Mary suppressed a smile.
“That’s a bit of a mouthful.”
“Collecting is not the hobby it used to be and we had a few mergers.”
Mary let her in and led her upstairs to the library, conscious that her every move was being observed. They went to her desk and sat down, Mary smiled.
“Now you’d better tell me who you’re really from, the magazine is called , ‘The acquisition echo for philatelists, numismatists and antiquarians’.”
Geraldine smoothed her hair back over her ears.
“I’m freelance, but I do write the odd article for the magazine.”
Mary pursed her lips.
“So what are you after?”
Geraldine leant forward and fixed her eyes on Mary’s face.
“Rumour has it that you have one of the legendary 1952 gold guineas.”
Mary feigned surprise.
“I rather thought that the last golden guinea was issued in the Nineteen Century, not the Twentieth.”
Geraldine merely grinned and interlocked her fingers that were tipped with impeccable bright orange nail-varnish. She kept her gaze on Mary’s face, Mary began to find it slightly intimidating.
“I suppose I ought to tell you that I’m Angela Fennel’s flat-mate.”
“Angela fennel being the Angela in the Council property department who dealt with my rent and rates appeal.”
Geraldine nodded. Mary shuffled some papers.
“Well what does she say?”
Geraldine made a sour face.
“Nothing, but she did say that you and Mrs Church had struck a political deal over the library and that the council had found its lost war-room in your loft.”
Mary laughed.
“It’s not a loft it’s a third storey, and if you hang around I believe the curator of the Eastburgh Military Museum is coming back to take an inventory so you can have a look around.”
Geraldine leaned forward, eyes still fixed on her.
“But did you find any coins, Charlie Jamerson hinted that you had one and knew where the others were.”
Mary raised an eyebrow.
“Charlie Jamerson?”
Geraldine licked her lips.
“He works for the Bank of England and he was at the centre of all the metal hunting on the beaches north of here.”
Mary tapped her desk with her hook.
“You’re fishing.”
She tossed her head.
“That’s what reporters do.”
Mary admired her boldness.
“Look here’s what I’ll do. You come with some concrete evidence of what your talking about and I’ll talk to you; otherwise nothing, well nothing about any fictional coins.”
Geraldine rolled her eyes.
“Oh I see you’ve bee got at by Ozzie Osbourne.”
Mary gave her an enquiring look.
“Seedy little man who said he was from the home office, he waylaid Angela as she was getting in my car and I made him show some identification. It said his name was Oswald Beyton-Osbourne of the Information Provision Department of the Home Office. Of course I’ve checked and there is no such department, but since then Angela won’t talk to me, least not about whatever happened here.”
Mary tapped the desk again.
“Something concrete.”
Geraldine’s eyes narrowed.
“Did you sign his blasted form?”
Mary stood up.
“No, but we’re going to get nowhere unless you bring something of a material nature.”
Geraldine stood up and re-aligned her skimpy tee-shirt.
“OK I get the message, thanks for the time.”
She paused.
“Can I interview you some time about living with disability.”
Mary’s mouth dropped open at the effrontery and Geraldine smiled and lifted her hair from her ears, behind both of which was a hearing aid.
“I turned onto the inductive loop when I saw your sign on the desk.”
She pointed to the ‘this desk is equipped with an inductive loop’ sign.
“I write for some magazine aimed at the physically challenged. Stories of success are always welcome.”
Mary shrugged.
“What makes you think I’m a success?”
Geraldine fixed her with her unnerving gaze.
“Look around; you run this place, getting married I believe and have apparently run rings around our Mrs Church.”
Mary suddenly smiled.
“Of course, but if you don’t mind not for a couple of months.” Mary hesitated. “Why journalism?”
Geraldine smiled.
“It’s not all interviews in noisy places. I specialise in coins and stamps and most of the information gathering is done from data and history books.”
“Enjoy it?”
“Immensely. At first when I lost most of my hearing I thought it was a curse, but it’s not it’s just a different way of life.”
She dropped her card on the desk, gave a casual wave and walked off. Mary sat down and sub-consciously put her hand on her right knee. That was the second time in twenty-four hours that someone had talked to her about a different way of life. No it was the third, she pulled the book Live a different life out of her backpack and laid it on her desk. After a few seconds thought she stood up and walked to her little room, closed the door and sat on the edge of the table. She glanced at the ceiling.
“Look God, I’m not used to this praying in the daytime lark, but I’ve just realised something. I’ve been looking back in my life, back to that day when I fell through the roof, back to my sisters bullying and back to what I used to be like before. But that’s no good is it? I obviously can’t ignore what happened, but I don’t need to dwell on it. I want to accept that it’s just a different way of life, now and when I get married, and I want to live out my new found faith. I just need your help OK?.”
She stood up and then sat down again.
“And thank you. Thank you for Robert and Josie, thank you for listening,” she paused. “And answering. I’ll keep in touch – promise.”
She finally stood up and went through the doorway, into her new, and different, life.
Felburgh (2010)
Felburgh is the story of a vicar (Peter) and his life in a new parish; one that he has not chosen and that has not chosen him. The parish is set in seemingly idyllic Suffolk seaside town of Felburgh somewhere between Felixstowe and Aldeburgh. The parish, like most parishes, is only normal on the surface and has underlying tensions and vast social differences. The church itself has a third of a million pounds in the bank, some of the congregation are downright antagonistic and quite a few have interesting pasts. The church has previously seen a rapid succession of vicars, who have been driven out, escaped or just disappeared, this has left a legacy of distrust and discontent. Finally, like the Parish, the vicarage itself also has an interesting history, one which soon impinges on Peter’s life and not necessarily for the better. All in all it’s a mixture most vicars would run from, but Peter has no choice but to stay as he has nowhere else to go, so can he make a success of it or will history repeat itself once again?
Barnabus Makes Someone Smile (2010)
Barnabus notices a smal child who does not seen to smile, ever. However, with a little lesson from a peculiar cat Barnabus learns how to make him smile.
Vignette (2010)
Brian is a vicar on the edge, the edge of suicide that is. He has a number of rural parishes and they all contain farmers who are on the edge, or over the edge, of bankruptcy. It is all out of his control and try as he might he cannot deal with all the pain and angst and it has finaly got to him. But he is not allowed to find relief in the comfort of a cold bullet via circumstances that are again out of control. However, as his life spirals downwards there is one chink of light, perhaps, just perhaps it will provide him with a way out.
Barnabus Prepares for Bonfire Night (2010)
Fireworks can be pretty and bonfires can be warming, but to hedgehogs they can be deadly. Barnabus works out a plan to keep the hedgehogs safe, but it is not that simple.
Barnabus and the Lost Spider (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, believes that everything in his church is in exactly the right place. Then he opens the boiler room door and finds...
Barnabus and Loadza Mice (2010)
Barnabus is bored, in fact Barnabus is very bored. So he decides to invite a few friends over for a video party, unfortunately ...
Barnabus Trusts a Cat (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, doesn't like cats very much and certainly wouldn't normally trust one with his life, but one Christmas...
Barnabus and the Inheritance (2010)
A Barnabus Church Mouse Story.
Barnabus gets a surprise letter telling him he's got an inheritance. What can it be? His mind runs wild, is it money? A Mansion? Perhaps it's a ...
Barnabus and the New Year (2010)
It's New Year's Eve and Barnabus as all alone in his church basement home. Have all his friends gone out and left him? he feels really miserable, and then...
Barnabus and the Winter Supply (2010)
Barnabus has been a diligent Church Mouse, he has stored enough food to feed all the mice in his church for the whole of the winter, but then it starts to rain up North and other mice are in trouble, what should he do?
Alien Gel (2010)
Henry is a perfectly normal person in a perfectly normal world, then he is forced by circumstances to buy a weird hair gel. From then on his life begins to change as the hair gel starts to interfere in it's own peculiar way. The question is: can Henry keep it under control?
Barnabus Meets Ratatooee (2010)
It's Christmas Eve and all is well in Barbabus' church, that is until there is a scratch on the door and the appearance of a very hungry Romanian rat. Should they say there is no room, or let him and his companions in?
Wilfred's Heavely Journey (2010)
Wilfred, the churchyard rat, is feeling off-colour and downhearted, so he decides to go on holiday. He chooses a cruse, but it turns out to be not quite what he expected.
Spike and Mother's Day (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has a problem, a real problem. It's two days before Mother's day and he hasn't got her a present, and even worse has no idea what to get. Can his friends help him or not?
Spike Learns to say Sorry (2010)
Spike the hedgehog absolutely loves cycling, but his father has given him two basic rules to obey and one day Spike forgets them, it leads him into all sorts of trouble.
Spike Plays Hedgehog Rugby (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has been made captain of the local hedgehog rugby team, but will his first desision at his first match be a big mistake?
Barnabus needs an Albatross (2010)
The church needs money to repair the church tower and Barnabus and his friends hatch a plan that they hope will give the church the money it needs. Trouble is it all depends on finding a rare and special bird.
Boris the Dancing Beaver (2010)
Boris is a beaver like no other. Forget swimming, forget chopping down trees; Boris loves to dance. But, just what future is there for a dacing beaver? His brothers think he's a nisance, but Boris is sure dancing, somehow, is his future.
Barnabus and Hank the Armadillo (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, is looking after his church as normal and has an American guest, Hank the armadillo. However, they do not get on very well until the church boiler begins to throw a fit.
Barnabus and Risk Management (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, has to entertain his friend's Aunt. She is a bit of a snob and loves to find fault with the state of Barnabus' church. She discovers a box of soft toys in the wrong place and has a good moan, but Barnabus has an unusual answer; one involving sky-diving!
Sarah has a problem (2010)
Sarah the skunk has a couple of problems; one being her temper. She just can't keep it and when she gets angry those around her get squirted with her special smell liquid. It's not a recipe for keeping friends, so she hasn't any. Then one day...
Arboreal Love (2010)
Can trees feel for human beings as human beings feel for trees? Not everybody thinks so, but one old lady holds a secret: a secret of a love and passion for a tree that knew no bounds. But could this love be infectious?
The Last Assignment (2010)
They are highly trained operatives. They have been specially prepared for any mission. They are kept under tight reign. But there is this special assignment, could it be their last?
Cold (2010)
Jim Tarrent is an ex-army sergeant turned private investigator following his untimely departure from the army. On solving his first case he gains a partner and together they look like they will make a go of his business. However, Jim has a traumatic past that he cannot seem to leave behind and his partner is probably no better off. Then two cases hit them that could change their lives, and their detective agency, for ever.
The Rectory (2010)
Stephen Holmes is the type of person for whom every silver cloud has a black lining. Up to now he has led a fairly uneventful life. Uneventful that is if you forget that everything he touches has a knack of turning to dust or biting back. So much so that after nearly a decade as a bank clerk he has not progresses more than one tiny step up the promotion ladder; so much so that he’s really given up on living and thinks of himself as just existing; so much so that you’d hardy call him a good catch or for that matter any sort of catch. However, a surprise letter offers him the chance to change all that and to begin a new life, nay a new wealthy life. But he knows that every time someone fills up his glass with beer it has a habit of leaking out through unnoticed cracks, so can it all be true, and are there really new horizons ahead?
Lumen in Let Your Little Light Shine (2010)
Lumen is a glow worm with attitude. Currently he's fed up with being a glow worm and lurned his lights off. But there is a problem, if his light doesn't shine, just where does his energy go?
The Soulmate Agency (2010)
The Soulmate Agency is a dating agency with a difference. Instead of pairing people up they invite groups of people away for a week and run them through a series of exercises to help them get to know one another. However, that is not to say the owner doesn't have a hidden plan of possible matings. But one assorted group, as soon as it arrives, starts to defy the odds...
Trembine Halt (2010)
Trembine Halt is a tiny Cambridgeshire village. Like most small villages the dozen inhabitants have their various foibles, but they have learnt to live together and support one another when necessary, even coping with the odd transitory interloper. However, lurking underneath are emotional hang-ups, hidden relationships, suicides and selfishness. All would remain as it was, except on one snowy day a freight train gets stuck in the village and the addition of the extra person starts off a train of events that will have long term repercussions.
Nocturnus (2010)
John Smith and Jane Doe (yes that’s their real names) are ordinary people living separate lives. He as a peripatetic lecturer and she as a night-time cleaning manager. In the normal course of events their paths would probably never cross. However, some events are far from normal and the two get thrown together to dispose of a corpse.
The question is can they get away with it? Especially as it's not just the police after them.
But the story is more than just a simple tale of misdeed and misdemeanor. Jane leads her nocturnal life for very good reasons (well good to her) and John prefers to travel rather than stay at home for equally valid reasons (well valid to him.) So as their lives are forcibly intertwined are their reasons still valid or are they redundant?
The Face (2010)
Brian is the type of guy who likes to have everything cut and dried and his life on a well-ordered track. He’s been in the same teaching job since leaving university and spends every summer holiday house-sitting for his cousin George. However, this summer, after seeing a woman's face in a supermarket, his life starts to change in ways he would never have contemplated. However, there is more to come and his well ordered life starts to spiral way out of control, the problem is that he rather begins to like it that way.
Botanago (2010)
Botanago refers to a mathematical formula, which is invented within a robotics company by an eccentric and irascible middle aged research engineer called Albert, who is not all he seems.
All would be well if they left him alone to think his mathematical thoughts, but in Jeddle Robotics lie people with ambition and downright managerial ruthlessness that Albert detests.
So while he strives to perfect his cherished formula, he must also deal with the rest of his life, and that is nowhere near as easy.
Ruth (2010)
Ruth is a runner with a unique sexual chemistry that combines in almost near perfection with the story-teller; but she says little and wants nothing else. However, as far as he is concerned this is enough, then the unexpected happens and life gets turned on it's head...
Bitter (2010)
Jim Tarrent and Jenn Tarrent are settling down to a new routine in their detective agency following their marriage.
They have the usual mix of cases, but also pick up a case for military intelligence involving two dead service personnel discovered in unusual circumstances while Jim (who still dreams of his army past) plugs away at solving a child hit and run mystery no matter what it costs.
However, both cases lead them into murky territory where simple objectives have morphed into potential scandals that no-one on high wants revealed.
Jims unusual evidence gathering skills and Jenn’s organisation lead them further on than anyone else, but perhaps the outcome is not worth the trouble involved.
(Bitter is a sequal to 'Cold')
Sydney takes a stand (2011)
Sydney the frog only has a small muddy puddle as a home and now the council want to take it away - there comes a time when every frog has to make a stand. Unfortunately this time the stand is against a giant digger; can he survive?
Barnabus can Fly! (2011)
Barnabus the church mouse has got himself into a pickle again! He's been teaching the mouslets all about bats, but now he can't find one and his class are beginning to disbelieve him - can there be a solution?
Barnabus and the 'Swerve' (2011)
Barnabus has a lot on his mind; the church want to sell off their ancient pipe organ and he needs to find a way to beat the Red Rodents at Mouse Volley ball. The answer could lie in something very different...

Chapter 1 - Everything nicely in order
Chapter 2 - Roll with the punches
Chapter 3 - Something not quite right
Chapter 5 - Honesty is probably the best policy
Chapter 6 - Not too close if you please
Chapter 12 - Every picture tells a story
Chapter 13 - I can't do it by myself
Chapter 14 - Intimate conversations