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Jean had thought about it for a long time now. The
once seemingly impossible notion was gathering speed in her brain
and playing havoc amongst the neurones and synaptic
connections.



There had been the little things at first. Barely
registering to the untrained eye, but Jean was a quiet, watchful
woman, deep, some might call her.



She had had her suspicions for months now.
Peter had always been a man of regular habits and she had married
him for his steady ways. Most of her friends had some misgivings
about their suitability. Jean had been a pretty, slight thing in
her youth, with a lively wit and an open smile. Peter almost 10
years older, slower and lumbering in his ways. Even when they had
married 5 years later after a long and uneventful courtship, their
friends had given the marriage 6 months, a year at best. And here
they were, together almost 35 years to the day when most of their
friends were divorced or remarried, usually
both.



But now, this new revelation had turned her
world upside down. It had started with the small things. For years
Peter had been punctual. Jean could have set the kitchen clock by
him. A regular 9 to 5 man by all accounts, save Friday, every
fortnight when he stopped off at the barber’s for his usual short
back and sides. He started at first being half an hour late, which
soon turned to an hour maybe two, and with no real explanation.
When confronted Peter had mumbled something about a busy month and
extra work at the office, yet he had not been able to look her in
the eye.



However, in everything else, Peter had
remained the same, whether reading his usual paper after dinner,
adding extra salt to his fried egg in the morning, or the peck on
the cheek affection he gave to his wife before leaving for work. So
Jean carried on with her life as usual, turning a blind eye, as
they say, to the irregularities of the past month, the other eye,
however, always watchful.



And this went on for some time. A couple of
times a week Peter would come home late from the office, but apart
from that, life went on as
normal.



That is until one Wednesday, washing day.
The day had started promising with not a cloud in the sky. A good
drying day, Jean had thought to herself. So she had risen early and
started sorting the clothes for washing, bed sheets and pillow
slips first, then Peter’s work  shirts. He wore a
new clean shirt every day for work, and Jean took pride in keeping
him smart and tidy for the office, collars and cuffs always
starched and neatly ironed.



Picking up a pile of shirts from the basket
in the bedroom she noticed a stain on one of the collars. It was
red. Had Peter cut himself shaving? A blood stain would need to be
soaked first. Jean looked a little closer. It didn’t look like
blood. The stain had a slight sheen. She peered again, no,
definitely not blood, it was
lipstick!



Jean sat heavily on the bed, the
offending shirt clasped tightly in her hand. Surely not Peter, her
Peter, having an affair? Slow and steady Peter, surely
not?



But what else could it mean? What other
explanation was there? Jean felt sick in her stomach. She could see
herself through the dressing table mirror opposite. Her grey head
looked back, a face older than she recognised or felt. She had
given the best years of her life to this man, 35 years, only to be
betrayed in the end, just like her
friends.



Jean felt  as old and insignificant as
the face before her, the weight of life suddenly hanging heavy
around her shoulders, pulling her to the ground. Sinking from the
bed onto her knees she sobbed effortlessly into the dirty
shirt.



Yet like most sorrow, it quickly subsided
and the tears dried. Greater emotions took over, anger and jealousy
darkly gathering in her mind.



Maybe there were other clues. She had made
it too easy for him, accepting his continued late nights from the
office. What a fool she had been. Jean quickly rose and throwing
the shirt back on the bed she crossed the room and moved over to
Peter’s wardrobe.



She went in here every week, she hung his
shirts up, straightened his ties, but she had never peered into any
of the little cubby holes that men’s wardrobes always seem to
possess.



Her heart started beating faster. She felt
quite guilty, but Peter’s actions left her no
choice.



She opened one of the drawers on the left
hand side and peered in. Handkerchiefs, white handkerchiefs, all
embroidered with the initials P.F. in blue silk embroidery thread.
She had done that herself and was very proud of the neat
stitches.



She put her hand into the drawer and moved
it around. Nothing else, all was
handkerchiefs.



The next drawer contained underpants and
the next socks, all neatly ironed and folded and waiting patiently
for their turn to be worn.



Jean sighed, a little disappointed. There
was another little cubby hole in the top right hand corner, too
high for her to reach. She would have to fetch the ottoman from the
bathroom to stand on.



She climbed on top of the box, holding onto
the wardrobe for support. She still could not see into the cubby
hole but at least she could just about reach. Her fingers stretched
inside rubbing against the smooth surface of the wood. She could
feel nothing. If she was careful and stood on her tiptoes, maybe
she could reach a little bit further. Carefully she edged her arms
and hand further into the recess, the strain pulling her side.
There, she could feel something, like a plastic wrapper. Clawing
with her fingers, Jean pulled the item nearer to the front of the
shelf to get a good hold. There, she had it, and lifted a
small packet, wrapped in cellophane down from the shelf and stepped
from the ottoman and sat once again on the
bed.



It was a pair of silk stockings, a brand
new, unopened pair of black silk stockings, with seams down the
back. An exclusive and expensive make too and she had to make do
with the 3 pairs for £5 from the
market.



That was it then. Peter was having an
affair. What could she do?



Jean stood up very precisely, stepped back
up on the ottoman and replaced the stockings, pushing them to the
far end of the shelf, into their original
position.



She then stepped down from the ottoman,
straightened her work clothes and set upon a very definite
path.



If Peter had been an astute man, he would
have noticed a slight coolness in his wife’s greeting that evening,
but as it was he pecked her on the cheek and read his usual
newspaper after having eaten a very delicious
supper.



Jean bided her
time.



Peter carried on his usual habits for the
rest of the week. He didn’t notice the man in jeans and t-shirt
following him, sometimes on foot, sometimes in a black car. The
private detective Jean had hired was very thorough and was able to
report back to her within a week.



The services had cost several hundred
pounds, but worth it to know the truth, Jean had persuaded
herself.



It appeared that Peter was spending several
hours per week in a local cheap hotel, a seedy
establishment.



He had visited the hotel on a Tuesday and
Thursday evening. These were Peter’s regular days for ‘working
late’ at the office.



The following Tuesday Jean was determined
to confront Peter at the hotel. She lay awake all Monday night,
half dreading, yet half excited at the prospect of exposing him and
his mistress. She imagined his horror and surprise as she burst in
on him and his lover unexpectedly. She had not thought what would
happen next. She could not.



Peter snored, uninterruptedly by her
side.



The morning came. Peter kissed her on the
cheek as usual and said he would probably be late home again. How
could he be so brazen?



Jean wondered how she would get through the
hours until 6 o’ clock when it would be time to set off for the
hotel. She fretted all day; she sat down and stood up, gazed out of
the window and paced the house, her nerve slipping away with the
hours.



Yet she was determined and headed up the
stairs to find her courage. Again she pulled the ottoman to the
wardrobe, climbed up and thrust her hand into the shelf. Nothing.
Standing on tiptoe she strained to reach the back of the shelf,
rubbing her fingers along the back wall of the cupboard. Nothing,
the stockings had gone. Not only was he meeting his lover tonight
but he was giving her expensive presents to wear, to please
him.



The colour rose in Jeans face, her mouth
set in determination. She would wash her hair, dress in her best
outfit; wear her brightest lipstick for
tonight.



When ready, Jean looked at her
alter-ego in the mirror. She looked 10 years younger. Had she been
letting herself go, was that the reason for Peter looking
elsewhere? Well, not any longer.



The booked taxi arrived on time to take her
to the hotel. It was 6:20 when Jean stepped from the cab in front
of the hotel. Room 7, the detective had said. Jean
presumed Peter would use the same room every time, so regular
were his habits.



She took in a deep breath and headed into
the hotel lobby.



It was worse than she
thought.  Yellow, nicotine stained walls and a
bare bulb lighting up the small reception. No-one was there. The
air was dusty and smelled of mice and damp. Jean put her hand to
her face and coughed. The carpet was cheap and thin and bare in
places. She set off towards the stairs, rooms 1 – 10 on the first
floor.



She looked down the first floor corridor, 5
doors on either side, no windows, dimly lit. She could easily turn
around and walk back down the stairs; no-one would be the wiser.
Tears pricked at her eyes and a lump caught in her throat. This was
no time to get too emotional; there would be time enough for that
after the event, surely?



Jean took three deep breaths and headed
down the corridor counting the door numbers, 1, 3. 5 and finally 7,
room number 7. What an ordinary and plain looking door, yet behind
it lay her future or her past?



The room within was silent. Even with her
head against the door, there was no sound, no hushed voices, and no
laughter. If he wasn't there she would feel silly. What if he had
noticed the private detective following him and found an
alternative hotel for his
affairs?



Defeated Jean slumped against the wall. She
hadn't even thought about her entrance or how she would gain access
to the room. What if the door were locked, would she
knock?



The hotel was old and needed refurbishment.
The fittings and fixtures were several decades old. There were no
fancy card swipe locks here on the doors, just plain fittings, a
door handle and a keyhole.



A keyhole! Jean stood upright. A keyhole.
Looking around first, she slowly moved towards the door and bent
slightly forward so her eyes were level with the
keyhole.



Looking around again, she moved her right
eye towards the opening. The view within was limiting, she could
just about make out the edge of the bed and the corner of a
wardrobe. The light wasn't too good, even though it was still light
outside, maybe the curtains were
closed?



Jean moved her head and put her left eye to
the keyhole to try and see more of the room. If she moved slightly
to the left, she could just make out something else. There was
something in the far corner of the room and she strained her eyes
to focus. This was it, the sight she had been waiting to see all
week. In the furthest recess of the room she could make out a
pair of legs, a pair of legs in
stockings.



Shocked by the sight, Jean pulled her head
back and blinked, and then moved in for another look. Yes,
definitely a pair of legs in black seamed stockings. She could only
see from just below the knee to half way up the thigh, but what a
sight. Not an elegant, shapely pair as Jean had imagined, but a
rather ugly, lumpy pair. Peter had betrayed her for
this?



With a rush of blood and anger Jean stood
up and groped for the door handle, pushing it down. With all her
weight against the door, she burst into the room, surprising
herself that the door was
unlocked.



Peter turned and gaped, the bra he had been
trying to fit into, pinging away from his fingers across the
room.



Jean looked back at her husband. They were
wearing the same lipstick.
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