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    Clive Drinkwater 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Come on. Out!’ Rosemary ordered and she was right of course. She usually is. 
 
    Having been bed-ridden for six weeks with my broken ankle propped up on three pillows, fresh air was bound to be good for me. Mind you, once outdoors it didn’t seem that way as I hobbled along on the crutches, my left foot weighed down by the uncomfortable blue boot. 
 
    There was a right gale blowing off the North Sea that mid-March afternoon, but my suggestion that we head straight back indoors was overruled. We struggled on towards the promenade where fierce waves were hurling sand and pebbles over the sea wall. Rosemary advanced towards the clifftop path that leads to Overstrand, alerting me to potential danger as we went along.  
 
    ‘Watch out for the pothole, Clive.’  
 
    ‘Careful, there are loose pebbles here.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get too close to the edge, Clive, it’s slippery.’ 
 
    All very kind, but enough was enough. ‘I might be an invalid, Rosemary, but I’m not blind.’ 
 
    By the time we reached the outskirts of the town, no more than a few hundred yards from our bungalow, a gentle stroll under normal circumstances, I was about to tell my wife that I was done for the day. But then, those charcoal clouds of biblical magnitude that had been racing across the sky, broke up. That coastal sky, it changed in an instant, transforming the sea to the colour an inviting sea should be. 
 
    ‘There,’ said my wife. ‘Blessed by sunshine on your first day out.’ 
 
    I didn’t feel blessed – my leg was aching, my foot itching, my arms sore. ‘Enough,’ I told her. ‘I must sit down for a bit.’ 
 
    We’d reached a wooden bench overlooking the sea. There was a brass plaque on it.  
 
    For my father, Thomas Savage, who sat here and watched the world go by. 
 
    1932-1999. 
 
    I collapsed onto it, taken aback by exhaustion.  
 
    Rosemary stood behind me, shuffling with a hiker’s restlessness. I was a hiker, too, or at least had been. Would I ever be able to trek across fields and through woodlands again? “Yes, of course, it just needs time,” had been the impatient doctor’s dismissive reply as he steered me towards the door. I’d wondered how much time but was too intimidated to ask. 
 
    ‘Pardon dear?’ I’d switched off from Rosemary’s chit-chatting. 
 
    ‘I said why don’t you stay here for a bit while I pop down to the shops.’ 
 
    I looked across to the church, a short distance away, its impressive tower dominating all else in the town centre. Under normal circumstances I would have happily joined her, but that day normality was some way off. 
 
    ‘Go on then, I’ll sit here.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t be more than half an hour,’ she said before racing off. 
 
    The sky, now an intense blue, had turned the sea into a shimmering silver expanse. 
 
    Retiring to the coast, Rosemary’s dream, had been accomplished on the fourteenth of January. I’d broken my ankle on the fifteenth. Clearly not the best of starts, but sitting on that bench looking out was a tonic, offering the promise of happy times ahead.  
 
    A changing sky can work both ways, within minutes taking a turn for the worse. Ominous clouds were rushing in again, chasing the comforting puffs of white. I watched the sea and sky collide in the far distance, a spectacularly uplifting scene despite the threat of a downpour.  
 
    A slither of sand was now visible in front of the protective bank of flint pebbles; the tide had turned. A slender woman, perhaps in her thirties, came into view on the beach, a lone visitor on this inhospitable afternoon. Her pink fleece provided a flamboyant splash of colour, like the sole surviving rose in a winter’s garden. Her trainers were the same garish colour, her trousers skin-tight, leggings I think Rosemary calls them. I expected to see dogs bounding after her, there seemed to be a lot of dogs in Cromer, but there were none. 
 
    She walked towards the sea, stopping by the water’s edge. A wave washed over her shoes. When she turned to face the cliff, I saw a face full of distress. She remained rooted to the spot, motionless but for her shoulder-length hair flying in the gathering storm. 
 
    It started to rain. I took off my glasses and wiped them dry with my handkerchief. When I looked up the woman was bent low, eyes closed, taking such deep breaths that I could see the swell of her chest.  
 
    Somehow what happened next didn’t surprise me. Having turned back to face the sea, she walked on. Her shoes under water. Her calves submerged. Up to her thighs.  
 
    I scanned the beach in the vain hope that somebody, surely a dog walker, would be near enough to intervene. But no, it was deserted but for this poor lost soul. I looked along the pathway, to the left towards Cromer, to the right towards the dark canopy of trees leading to Overstrand, desperate to see someone who would hear a cry for help. Not a person in sight. 
 
    Rosemary, where are you? Near-horizontal rain lashed onto my cheeks as I lifted my phone and pressed her name. The person you have called cannot be reached. Please leave your name and number after the tone. 
 
    There could only be one explanation for this woman’s action and I was helpless to deter her. I stood up and called out.  
 
    ‘Stop! Please don’t!’ 
 
    There was no chance of being loud enough to be heard. Incapable of getting down to the beach, I was left to watch as she waded deeper and deeper into the ruthless sea. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Ellie Bright 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie had set off early morning, taking a route up Hall Road to Felbrigg, around the Old Deer Park to Metton, and then back into town. Her first decent run since giving birth and she was exhausted. She made her way down to the beach, another first since autumn, since before Ben was born. 
 
    The tide had started to turn as she limped onto the small strip of saturated sand in front of an angry sea. The word “exhausted” didn’t do justice to her state, she’d overdone it big time, recklessly pushing herself to the limit. To make matters worse, her feet had blistered and were as sore as hell. The spontaneous decision to buy a new pair of trainers in the Christmas sales, a something-to-look-forward-to treat for when she could run again, had been a mistake. Comfort had taken second place to fashion. It was soothing now though as her feet sank into the sand. She took a further step and ice-cold water flowed over the designer pink works of art.  
 
    The ferocious wind was whipping spray with sand onto her face; she turned to face inland. Why on earth hadn’t she listened to her body and stopped running? Doubled over, she took some deep breaths. As she straightened, she noticed an old man on the clifftop. What an odd thing to be out alone in this weather, sitting hunched up on a bench. He looked sad, worried. With no justification, Ellie felt sorry for him. 
 
    It was time to head back to her family, the thought bringing a mix of happiness and anxiety.  
 
    She was happy because Sean was home.  
 
    Sean, her Mr. Perfect – no irony there because he was a great husband and father. The trouble was, he’d been travelling abroad for work so much over the past six months since Ben’s birth. They’d moved from London to Cromer to enjoy a slower pace of life, but the job, at an agribusiness on the Norwich Science Park, was resulting in quite the opposite.  
 
    The previous evening, on his return from a trip to China, Ellie had been struck by unmerited resentment. 
 
    ‘Right, you can take over,’ she announced, quite literally as he stepped indoors, responding to his broad smile by placing a nappy into his hand.  
 
    ‘First things first,’ the ever-exuberant Sean declared. When his kiss was disturbed by Ben’s intensifying yells, he’d playfully tapped Ellie on the head with the nappy before heading upstairs.  
 
    It was impossible to stay angry with her husband, his calmness and good nature permeated the household. Even irritable Ben picked this up; when Sean was home there were record-breaking intervals between whinges.  
 
    He cooked dinner that evening, providing an all too rare opportunity for Ellie to relax, edgily though because at the back of her mind was the thought that surely there was something she ought to be doing. She spent the time catching up with friends on Facebook, randomly liking posts, adding an equally random comment if any news of value was given. 
 
    Picture of dog sitting on couch in front of TV. Cher watching telly with me! Random tick. 
 
    Photo of woman smiling, standing by that strange glass pyramid in front of the Louvre. Proposed to the gorgeous Sonya – and she’s accepted! Random comment: Delighted to hear the news, Dave. You deserve the best. This would be Dave’s third marriage: long term happiness was in the balance. 
 
    Ellie downloaded a couple of books onto her kindle. Over the past six months, grabbing half an hour or so reading time between feeding Ben, nappy changing, and caring for her daughter Clara had been the highlight of her life. The first download was a Nordic serial killer novel, the second an escapist romcom. Two books for two moods; she’d be dipping in and out of them simultaneously. 
 
    Sean placed the perfectly cooked leek and pea risotto on the table and poured the perfect choice of wine which he’d bought at the airport.  
 
    ‘I’d like to be up and out early tomorrow for a run. I must start getting back into shape,’ Ellie announced. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’ her tone offering little scope for disagreement. 
 
    Sean picked up the positive alone. ‘Great – go for it. I’m off work for a while so you’ll have time for a few runs.’ 
 
    There wasn’t quite as much time as she would have liked because one thing Sean couldn’t do was breastfeed. She was up twice that night, though it was Sean who brought Ben in, did the burping, changed the nappies, and took him back to his cot.  
 
    Raising Ben, largely single-handedly, was making Ellie both anxious and angry. Why do mothers think it’s their fault when babies are a handful, why the guilt? She wasn’t enjoying the monotony, not even when Sean was home to help. The endless tasks while suffering from a lack of sleep. Having to give so much attention to Clara to quell her jealousy. On his return Sean expecting sex on tap, though God knows why he’d want to with a lump of blubber. Six-months on from the birth and an utter failure to get back into shape. 
 
    All that anxiety, the guilt and the anger, exploded as she stood on the beach in the rain. She turned back to face the sea and marched forward, laughing aloud at the idiocy of her action. But what the hell – she was already soaked right through so why not get utterly drenched? She waded into the water, savouring the shock of the cold, the recklessness of it all as she set herself the challenge of going in as far as she could bear. To her ankles, her calves, beyond her knees, up to her thighs. And then she stopped, the water against her midriff insufferable.  
 
    When Ellie turned back, she noticed that the man at the top of the cliff was now on his feet, supported by crutches and gesticulating towards her. Unable to tell whether he was angry about something or amused by her antics, she did the safe thing, smiled and waved. Perhaps he was neither sad nor as lonely as she’d imagined though because a woman had come rushing up to him and was now standing by his side. Sweet old people. Will Sean and I still be together when we’re their age, she wondered.  
 
    Ellie hoped they would. As she headed home, the warm glow of happiness returned as she took stock of a good life. Yes, Ben was a nightmare, but it was a passing phase. After all, Clara had also been difficult in her first year. She had a wonderful husband who was working flat out to provide for his family. Surely his workload would soon ease and they’d be able to enjoy their first summer in Cromer, no longer cooped up indoors to escape the bitter North Sea winds.  
 
    That day had provided a glimpse of better times; her first run to kick-start a return to fitness. Now it was time to go home for a long soak in a bath while Sean would no doubt be relaxing downstairs, the children pacified.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We were discovering that winter lingers for far longer in Cromer than its immediate surrounds. The BBC weather app had accurately alerted us to gusty winds, frequent heavy showers and a maximum temperature of eleven degrees. A mere handful of miles inland that same app informed us of a pleasant seventeen degrees with sunny intervals and a light breeze.  
 
    Despite the inclement weather, Rosemary and I wrapped up for our daily walk. Over little more than the two weeks since that first venture outside, the discomfort in my ankle had eased to such an extent that I was able to use a single crutch. However, being laid up in bed for a month and a half had taken its toll and I was exhausted by the time we reached our bench.  
 
    ‘Not long ago I was up at the crack of dawn, working outdoors all day, and not feeling in the least bit fatigued,’ I despaired as I slumped down. 
 
    ‘When you’re old it takes longer to recover. And you have been inactive for months.’ 
 
    ‘Seventy-one is hardly old.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s not young, is it?’ 
 
    Reluctant to pursue this line of conversation, which based on past experience could well have ended in argument, I remained silent as we huddled together, draped in hats, scarves and our thickest coats.  
 
    We watched the few dog walkers scattered across the vast expanse of low-tide sand. Sitting there, the plight of the troubled woman I’d seen on the beach on my first day out came to mind. Thankfully she’d turned and walked away, but who knew what lay ahead.   
 
    ‘Look, we know her.’ I pointed towards a green-wellingtoned woman with blond hair secured in a ponytail. ‘I do believe she’s talking to herself.’ 
 
    Rosemary lifted glasses out of her handbag and balanced them on the end of her nose. I’m forever telling her that it would improve her vision if she put them on properly, higher up the bridge, but she has a stubborn tendency.  
 
    ‘She’s making a call. It’s what they do these days, speak without needing to have the phone near their mouth.’ 
 
    ‘But how can she hear anything?’ 
 
    ‘Blueteeth I think it’s called. You’re right though, we have seen her before. It’s that woman from around the corner.’  
 
    “Around the corner” implied a closely knit community, but her street was a world away from ours, each tidy bungalow with its perfectly manicured lawns and precisely pruned shrubs. 
 
    It was Rosemary who had put forward the idea of living in a bungalow. Initially it didn’t appeal but she persisted, pointing out that with old age creeping in, stairs were best avoided. 
 
    ‘It’s not creeping in,’ I’d joked. ‘It’s arrived with vengeance!’ 
 
    Of course, I didn’t know I’d be breaking my ankle the day after we moved. Thank the Lord we’d decided on a bungalow because getting upstairs to a bedroom and bathroom would have been impossible. 
 
    That street around the corner, the one where the woman down on the beach lived, had been part of our regular walk during my wheelchair weeks. Poor Rosemary was having to push me, not an easy task, so we’d taken this route to avoid crossing roads. What a street it was with its grand Victorian villas, each with a unique eccentricity of design that embraced turrets, spires, elaborate brickwork and stained glass windows. Many of the properties were divided into flats, a couple in a state of disrepair but most immaculately maintained.  
 
    The woman on the beach lived in the pick of the lot, a double-fronted three-storey house with a magnificent circular viewing tower with lancet windows. Each side of the sweeping gravelled driveway had been landscaped with no expense spared. Mixed in with conifers and deciduous trees were palms, though how they could survive a Cromer winter was anybody’s guess. 
 
    On our walks we’d stop, peer and make some la-di-da comment. “Absolutely no taste” for the garden, and “More money than sense” on seeing a black SUV and a red sports car on the driveway, both brand new Porsches with personalised number plates. A couple of times we’d seen the woman leaving the house, once all but dragging a little boy out of the front door, the second time climbing into the sports car and zooming off in a hurry. 
 
    ‘She’s got everything,’ I said as we watched our near neighbour unleash a pair of fluffy Yorkshire Terriers. They raced towards the sea. 
 
    ‘You never know what goes on behind closed doors, Clive.’ 
 
    ‘I can safely say that she hasn’t got a worry in the world. You only have to look at her.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘Definitely. Money’s no problem for a start.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not denying she’s rich, but money isn’t everything. In fact, she looks anything but overjoyed.’ 
 
    ‘She’s hardly going to carry a permanent smile, is she? Who does if they’re out and about in weather like this? I can tell she’s delighted with her lot in life. She’s like a movie star.’ 
 
    I received a gentle punch on my upper arm. ‘Who’s infatuated then?’ 
 
    I beamed in response to her affectionate jibe, but this dissolved when it was followed by, ‘She’d hardly be interested in an old man like you.’ 
 
    I didn’t react; it would only end with bickering. If the truth be known, Rosemary had rather let herself go lately, so had no right to bring up the subject of my own ageing. 
 
    The forecast for showers was proving to be accurate. On the beach, the woman looked up to the sky, the rain beating down onto her face. I heard her call out to the dogs. 
 
    Rosemary stood up. ‘Come on, stop ogling, Clive. Let’s head home before it gets worse. Good job I brought the golf umbrella; it’s big enough to cover both of us.’  
 
    I took one last look at the woman on the beach before standing up.  
 
    ‘Be careful, the rain’s making the path slippery,’ Rosemary warned as she opened the umbrella. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’  
 
    Although she can be cutting to the point of vindictiveness, my wife can also be highly considerate at times. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Saskia van Nolten  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Do I give up everything?’ Saskia called out.  
 
    There was no one to answer her question; no one even to hear it; no one to see her apart from a scattering of distant dog walkers across the beach. She looked back towards the town that she loathed. Such a trivial place. Today everyone would be in their sad little cottages, sipping that awful English tea with added milk, watching some wannabe celebrity show. Or maybe huddled together staring out to sea like the old couple she could see on the clifftop. At least they had the spirit to be outdoors. In Amsterdam, whatever the weather, everybody would be out. Skating on the canals on the bitterest of winter days. Grabbing early spring sunshine to kickstart their tan. Relaxing with friends on a mild summer evening as the sun set. Ice cold pils, kip saté, bitterballen, porfertjes.  
 
    Saskia unleashed Jip and Janneke and watched as they dashed towards the water’s edge. ‘Whatever happens, I’m keeping them,’ she muttered, immediately shocked that she’d thought about the dogs ahead of her son. Rupert had never regarded the dogs as anything other than a nuisance and would be more than happy to offload them. Reassuringly, he’d always thought of Freddie as a nuisance, too, so might not contest custody. If he did, surely she’d succeed having spent the last ten years raising the boy with little input from her husband. 
 
    But when it came to negotiate a financial settlement, there would be an almighty assault, one that would be hard for her to win. Rupert would set out to keep everything, lying and cheating to get what he wanted. She’d seen how ruthless he could be when it came to money, boasting about swindling partners, clients and past loyal employees. Saskia was well aware of the methods he used to conceal his personal wealth – siphoning funds between companies, hiding money in offshore accounts. He’d engage the best lawyers and accountants to fight her and she wouldn’t stand a chance.  
 
    Her husband was a devious misogynistic shit and if she were completely honest, that had been the case from the start. But all those years ago, when an ambitious young woman, she’d been swept off her feet by his confidence, his wealth, and an I-can-do-what-I-like attitude. Rupert had burst into her office in Amsterdam as if he owned the company, firing questions and offering advice before it was asked for. “This is what you need to do.” “I can make sure you achieve that.”  
 
    Saskia had recently graduated with a degree in Marketing. This had been her first job, personal assistant to one of the directors of a Dutch import-export company. Rupert was there to set up some sort of collaboration. 
 
    ‘Would it be a conflict of interest to invite one of the opposite team out for a drink?’ he’d asked her. 
 
    His smile was inviting. He was a good looker back then, before alcohol bloated his belly and ruddied his face. 
 
    ‘I think it’s perfectly acceptable as long as you let me choose where to go, which will be my favourite cocktail bar on the Herensgracht.’ 
 
    Rupert nodded in agreement before complimenting her on her perfect English.  
 
    He was good at compliments. ‘You have the most stunning body I’ve ever seen,’ he said later that evening as they lay together in the most expensive suite in the most expensive hotel in the city. 
 
    Three days later she was on a flight to England. She’d grown tired of Amsterdam. It was time for an adventure and where could be better than London? His plan was for her to be his Executive P.A., commanding a salary double what she was currently earning. There would be an all-expenses paid apartment, too. He made it clear that he would be a regular visitor which resulted in a high-quality flat in a good area. Perhaps he had a wife, but so what?  
 
    For a short period she savoured the lifestyle and liked Rupert loads. Only briefly though – what was that English saying about a leopard and spots?  
 
    ‘You’re an intelligent woman,’ he told her soon after she was settled in a one-bedroom studio in the fashionable part of Portobello Road, this to add to the compliments about her excellent English and stunning body. But compliments were like confetti to Rupert and she quickly recognised his difficulty in putting the words intelligent and woman together in the same sentence. Nevertheless, him saying “I want you to take responsibility for coordinating the Anglo-Dutch project, and beyond that, there’s scope for you to progress to the very top” sounded impressive at the time. 
 
    During those early visits to his striking Canary Wharf office suite, packed with pretty young women, the conversations she overheard indicated that the promise of promotion wasn’t confined to her.  
 
    In truth, she was aware of his roving eye from the very start, his attraction to certain members of his team going far beyond any belief in giving women a fair chance in the boardroom. Bedroom more like. Despite these misgivings, the opportunity to stay put was too good to miss. Even if Rupert was seeing other women, the frequency of his visits suggested that she was his favourite. He’d arrive with flowers and wine, stay the night, and leave her with a wad of cash that made her feel like an escort. She shopped in Knightsbridge, the trendy boutiques and small delis rather than the giants like Harrods and Harvey Nichols. The wealthy lifestyle was tempered by walks along Portobello Road away from her Notting Hill Gate end, towards Ladbroke Grove, a different world with the destitution far exceeding what she’d ever seen in Holland. 
 
    ‘If they got off their arses they wouldn’t be in that situation,’ Rupert explained to Saskia. 
 
    ‘I don’t think it’s quite as simple as that.’ 
 
    ‘They’re all druggies or alcoholics or both,’ he continued, failing to see the irony as he opened the third bottle of a ridiculously expensive wine. 
 
    The relationship was a little over six months old when the out-of-the-blue proposal was made. By then, her opinion of him was tainted by rumours of philandering and being party to unscrupulous business practices which had severed the Anglo-Dutch deal. In weighing up the offer as he stood there with the box open to display a sizeable diamond ring, money was an influencing factor together with the thought that maybe, just maybe, he would settle down once married.  
 
    So she accepted.  
 
    The marriage was a quiet affair. They were joined by his mother, sister and a few friends. Her own family came over from Holland to be pampered beyond their humble expectations during a weekend at The Ritz.  
 
    In those early days the affluence was unimaginable – luxury holidays, luxury cars, luxury whatever she wanted to buy for herself – and a dream house in Kensington.  
 
    While reflecting on how everything had changed, Saskia watched Jip and Janneke chase after a much larger dog, kicking up sand as they ran. Rupert never fully recovered after the financial crash in 2008. The Canary Wharf office was the first to go, the company relocating to much smaller premises near Tower Bridge. Half of the team were made redundant, age and body shape rather than ability being the deciding factor in the process. Their Kensington house had to be sold. They moved to Dulwich, a nice place, but it wasn’t Kensington. 
 
    ‘Can we ditch Freddie’s nursery?’ Rupert asked a matter of weeks after Saskia had settled him into his new one following the move. ‘It costs a fortune; it’d be cheaper if you stopped work and looked after him yourself.’ 
 
    So much for the promise of a fast-track career. In effect, Rupert was making Saskia redundant, though in her case, without having to pay the associated costs. She complied, at that stage still prepared to do whatever was necessary during difficult times. ‘What about Daniela?’ she’d asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, we must keep a nanny. We don’t want you tied to home 24/7.’ 
 
    Rupert’s apparent concern for his wife’s well-being was bogus. He was having an affair with Daniela, something Saskia discovered when growing suspicion led to an investigation of his texts. Nanny was thereafter dismissed, a mixed blessing despite dealing with the sex issue because Saskia was left with the burden of being Freddie’s sole carer.  
 
    Financially, things were going from bad to worse, necessitating an office relocation to Camden and a house move to Willesden. While the pair couldn’t be defined as poor, in fact the Willesden villa was rather grand, their path was decidedly downhill.  
 
    In Dulwich, Freddie had been enrolled in a prestigious prep school, one that sent most of its alumni to the illustrious Dulwich College. By comparison, the Willesden school was uninspiring to the point of mediocrity, and Freddie’s behaviour deteriorated. 
 
    By the time they moved to Cromer, a dramatic cost-cutting action, even a third rate independent school was out of the question. Freddie was put in a state primary with what Rupert described as the Norfolk Yokels. If they have any common sense, he’d tell his London business associates (a rapidly diminishing number), those yokels’ number one objective should be to flee this town as soon as possible.  
 
    The school was reasonable enough, though sadly far too many classmates were being shunted between parents in an every-other-weekend custodial arrangement. Poor Freddie was about to be added to that group or put in an even worse situation if she followed through with her intention to move back to Holland.  
 
    There was much to weigh up regarding a separation, which explained why she had been stalling for so long. But on discovering Rupert’s new relationship, having arrived in Cromer a matter of weeks previously, the tipping point had finally been reached. What an idiot! Whilst concealment in the vast expanse of London was feasible, that couldn’t be the case in this tiny place. She’d seen them together when walking home from the railway station following a day out in Norwich. As ever, Rupert was unflustered as he stepped away from tight proximity to the woman. Girl. 
 
    ‘Saskia, meet Kirsty, my new secretary.’ 
 
    Yeah, right, she thought as she glanced at a skirt barely covering the girl’s knickers, a face plastered with garish makeup, a cheap fragrance, and a brain devoid of content judging by Kirsty’s introduction. ‘Mrs Barfield, I’ve heard ever sooo much about you.’ 
 
    That had been the defining moment, resulting in a determination to plan for her departure. But now, months later, standing on the desolate beach in this dull insignificant town, she was all too aware that there had been no progress.   
 
    ‘Jip! Janneke!’ Saskia called out and the dogs came bounding towards her. It was time to head home; Freddie would soon be back from school.  
 
    She watched as the old couple on the clifftop stood. The woman had linked arms and was holding up an umbrella.  
 
    So sweet.  
 
    The man was limping; he was using a crutch.  
 
    Poor thing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Jamie Kipling  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Is there a difference between “antiques” and “bric-a-brac”? Strictly yes, but surely, like beauty, it’s all in the eyes of the beholder. If a customer falls in love with a piece, telling them that it’s an antique, while technically a lie, isn’t a million miles from the truth because antique means old, old means anything that isn’t new, and nothing that Jamie Kipling sold in his Cromer Curiosity Shop was new. Q.E.D.  
 
    This had been Jamie’s reasoning for over thirty years, and the shop, frequented by locals and tourists, had done very nicely. His patter – jovial, amusing, and as far as the average customer was concerned, knowledgeable – ensured that once an item caught somebody’s attention, there was a high chance that they would end up purchasing it. 
 
    On this bleak off-season afternoon, as he played out the script for the umpteenth time, he was single-minded in trying to secure a first sale of the day. 
 
    ‘There aren’t the craftsmen these days who can inlay wood like this. And of course, they wouldn’t be able to use mahogany now: it’s a protected species.’ 
 
    A mantlepiece clock had caught the attention of this elderly couple, wealthy by the looks of it if the bling-bling on her finger and the watch on his wrist were anything to go by. 
 
    ‘I can’t date it precisely,’ (he always covered himself with that statement just in case the customer had some awareness), ‘but I reckon it’s approaching three hundred years old. And the mechanism works as good as when it was first made. Like clockwork,’ he added as a rider, this drawing the sought after smiles. 
 
    He knew enough about clocks to be aware that he was lying through his teeth about this one. The case was too regular to have been manufactured in pre-Industrial Revolution times. This was a machine-made reproduction, probably Edwardian. And the face and mechanism had been taken from another clock and wedged into this one. You could see the striations where, with a remarkable lack of dexterity, the wood had been filed to enlarge the opening. The gears were precision machine cut so the face was even more recent than the body. 
 
    ‘If this was up for sale in Sotheby’s, I’d expect to see a reserve price of around a thousand, and who knows what it might fetch once the bidding started. This piece is a bargain; I’m astounded that I’ve set the price so low.’ 
 
    ‘It is lovely, isn’t it, William?’ 
 
    ‘Would you like it, dear?’ 
 
    ‘Can we afford it?’ 
 
    Of course you can! You only need look at that ring and that watch.  
 
    ‘Might you take an offer? £350?’ William asked. 
 
    Jamie was well aware that the rich were as keen as anyone to think they were getting a bargain. ‘I can’t do that, I really do keep my mark ups as low as possible. I’ll tell you what though, I’ll split the difference. You can have this beautiful clock for £375.’ 
 
    Beaming smiles and two happy customers. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Jamie had purchased the clock as part of a job lot house clearance. The two grandchildren of the deceased had wanted to dispose of their relative’s possessions as quickly as possible and with a minimum of fuss. They’d driven to the Cromer house in a Lexus SUV, leading Jamie to surmise that disposing of everything in one go was more important than how much cash they received. He’d gone from room to room pricing up while they stayed put on a sofa looking at their phones.  
 
    There was some decent stuff in the house, the clock included. 
 
    ‘Well?’ the young woman asked when Jamie rejoined the pair in the lounge. The man didn’t even have the courtesy to look up. 
 
    Jamie adopted his tried and tested tactic for such situations, on this occasion a hundred percent confident of success. ‘There are a few pieces I might be able to take off your hands, but I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to buy the whole lot.’ 
 
    The young woman looked alarmed. ‘We’re only up from London for the day; I need to be back at work early tomorrow. It would be so helpful if you could take everything.’  
 
    Jamie, subjected to the girl’s well-rehearsed seductive smile, forced himself to stay on-script. ‘You see, the market for second-hand goods has dived, it’s becoming impossible to shift things.’  
 
    ‘We’d accept whatever you offer, but only if you’re prepared to take it all.’ This was the young man speaking, unable to look up from his phone screen as he spoke.   
 
    ‘Please,’ the young woman urged, utilising her well-honed weapon again. 
 
    ‘Well, it would literally be taking it off your hands because most of this is going to end up in a charity shop. I can offer you £600.’ 
 
    ‘For everything?’ the young man questioned, seemingly having forgotten his previous statement about accepting any price. Now he did break away from his phone. Standing, he pointed at items that Jamie had indeed identified as being of value. ‘Surely these old oil paintings will fetch something.’ 
 
    ‘Would you hang them in your own house, sir?’ 
 
    ‘No, but that’s not the point. Someone will like them.’ 
 
    ‘I wish I could find that someone. These days people only buy modern art unless it’s a named artist.’ 
 
    Annoyingly, the young man persisted. He lifted that clock off the mantlepiece. ‘This is old; it must have some value.’ 
 
    Jamie took hold of it, all set to utilise his I-am-an-expert strategy. ‘I’m afraid it’s a reproduction, sir. If you examine it carefully, you can spot the tell-tale signs that it’s machine made. And look at this, too. The clock face has been wedged in, a dreadful botched job.’ 
 
    ‘Titus, we really must head back soon,’ the young woman drawled. 
 
    ‘I know, Thea, we won’t be long.’ 
 
    ‘Now means now.’ 
 
    Titus! Thea!  
 
    It was a bit of a gamble, but Jamie decided that it was time to play his trump card. ‘I’m at risk of making a loss here, but having agreed to take everything, I’ll have to honour it, even though most will end up at the council’s waste site. I can stretch to £650, but if you aren’t happy with that, I’m going to have to leave the lot.’ 
 
    Titus and Thea accepted Jamie’s offer, though not before Titus poked fun at Jamie’s change of destination from charity shops to the council tip. A condition was imposed – everything had to be cleared by the weekend with the house key available at the estate agent.  
 
    Having handed over a cheque, Jamie followed them out and waved to the posh pair as they drove off, this followed by a V-sign when they were out of view. Clearing the house quickly would be fine; he would call on a couple of mates who did the odd delivery job to help him out. Although he was pleased since this might seem like good business – well, of course it was – in general things were getting harder. The problem wasn’t insufficient goods to sell, it was finding the customers. Youngsters like these, so eager to get rid of high-quality antiques, wouldn’t be seen dead in Cromer Curiosity Shop. They’d be going to places like John Lewis or buying online from the trendy internet furniture dealers with daft names like Made and Swoon. And then there was bloody IKEA for the masses. Only the old stepped into his place, and not surprisingly they were dying off.   
 
    Jamie popped back to his shop to have a think about where to house the new goods, a nightmare because it was already heaving. Every inch of every table surface was covered with vases and other knick-knacks; beech, pine, oak and mahogany chairs were shoved together; once grand dressers and wardrobes with their centuries of history were gathering dust. 
 
    ~ 
 
    The front doorbell jingled and in walked another pair of elderly victims, the man leaning on a crutch.  
 
    Increasingly, retirement was on Jamie’s mind, what with the work getting harder and age taking its toll. Even if the business wasn’t worth much, the shop would fetch a good price, being in a prime location between the high street and the promenade. Mind you, when he could get away with what was probably a tenfold mark-up on the clock he’d just sold and now the chance to do likewise with these two, the temptation to stay put was strong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Entering that junk shop was the final straw on a day rife with bickering.  
 
    I accept some responsibility for the unpleasantness which started at breakfast with me moaning about my ankle. I must have lain awkwardly during the night because when I put the boot on, uncomfortable at the best of times, it was intolerable. 
 
    ‘It’s only what to expect, Clive, there are bound to be good days and bad days. Take a couple of painkillers, do those stretches, and then you’ll feel better.’ 
 
    ‘Being a receptionist at a GP’s surgery, despite your long service, hardly qualifies you to provide medical advice.’  
 
    ‘I’m only trying to help, it’s nothing more than what the doctor told you. He also said the more walking you did, the quicker it would heal.’ 
 
    ‘Well hard luck, I’m not going out today. I’m fed up.’ 
 
    ‘You should hear yourself, you sound like a big baby.’ 
 
    Rosemary was accustomed to my moods, after all, she’d had over forty years of dealing with them. However, in my defence, I would have to say that whenever she gets a bee in her bonnet she goes on and on about it which can be quite maddening.  
 
    Usually I’m the one who relents, my wife getting her way even though she isn’t always right about things. Half an hour after her big baby accusation we were ready to venture out, the boot uncomfortable and the single crutch making my armpit ache. 
 
    Setting off, my mood worsened. I had reason to be downhearted, I was scared that I might never make a full recovery. My whole life had centred around being active outdoors, but with old age, would I ever get back to how I’d been? Right up to my retirement, colleagues at work had marvelled at my strength and energy. The Master picked this up during the farewell speech, informing an audience of fellows and students that for almost forty years, come rain or shine, I’d been out there maintaining the College gardens. True enough, and I’d heard it said that ours were the finest in Cambridge.  
 
    ‘For our younger members here today, let me remind you that Clive was recruited before Mrs Thatcher, before the Falklands War, before the tearing down of the Berlin Wall.’ The man was a historian; on the few times I’d heard him speak, there was always some reference to the past. ‘Clive and his wonderful wife Rosemary,’ he continued, now looking across at my beaming wife, ‘have decided to retire by the sea. I’m delighted to present them with this cut glass bowl, which I understand will have pride of place on their dining room table.’ 
 
    I would have happily dropped it there and then; it was too fancy what with the College motto inscribed in Latin. Such a peculiar shape, too, neither a fruit bowl nor a vase. Perhaps a fine item to display as a centrepiece on a mahogany table in some stately home, but hardly appropriate for a small pine one in our humble abode. The thought of this pointless gift, still in its cardboard box in our spare bedroom, heightened my anger as I walked along. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you speaking to me, Clive?  You should be over the moon, your first day out in lovely weather.’  
 
    The fact is, I wasn’t enjoying the walk one bit: I was lopsided, the pressure on my shoulder was unbearable, and I was still nervous about putting weight on my injured foot. 
 
    ‘It’s about time you cheered up,’ Rosemary persisted, hardly the sort of comment that would have a chance of achieving the objective. 
 
    ‘I am cheerful,’ I snapped. 
 
    Rosemary was immediately on about something else.  
 
    ‘I’ve been thinking, Clive. We need to improve our diets.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘There are risks now that we’re older, I’ve been reading up on them. Serious illnesses like strokes and heart attacks.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a fine one to talk about being cheerful!’ 
 
    ‘I’m being realistic. We have to cut down on salt, sugar and fat. Less meat, too.’ 
 
    ‘But I like meat.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not saying we should stop eating it, but I don’t think we need meat with every meal.’ 
 
    ‘Could we discuss this another time?’ I urged as we drew to a halt outside a small shop. Sad-looking fruit and vegetables were stacked on rickety slatted wooden shelves. 
 
    ‘Why have we stopped?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I want to see what they’ve got inside.’ 
 
    ‘Why? The supermarket’s around the corner.’ 
 
    ‘Everything’s organic here.’ 
 
    The subsequent argument in the shop was surely as much an embarrassment for the sales assistant as it was for us, but I was not prepared to pay extortionate prices for second rate produce. Rosemary triumphed in the end and we left Cromer Choices with four paper bags filled with jam, eggs, apples, potatoes, mushrooms and milk. The bag with potatoes ripped as we stepped outside; we watched spuds chase each other along the pavement. It was left to a kind youngster to pick them up. 
 
    ‘I knew the potatoes were too heavy for a paper bag, they needed to be in a plastic one,’ I snapped. 
 
    ‘They only use paper there; they’re helping to save the planet.’ 
 
    ‘Do you really think putting potatoes in a paper bag is going to make a difference?’ I asked. There was no reply. 
 
    I was given permission to supplement the organic supplies with produce from the Co-op, but this concession brought a new dispute.  
 
    ‘Rosemary, I refuse to replace butter with tasteless vegetable spread.’ 
 
    ‘But look, it gets your cholesterol down, it says so on the pack.’ 
 
    ‘Since when have you believed everything you read in adverts? No means no!’ 
 
    We ended up buying both butter and the cholesterol-reducing rubbish. When Rosemary insisted that we trial a meat-free week, I gave up the fight. All I wanted was to get home, lift my leg onto the footstool, and switch on the TV. I watched as she added fish, a butternut squash ravioli and a broccoli quiche to the basket.  
 
    We headed home in silence, only broken by the wheels of Rosemary’s shopping trolley squeaking, the tap of my crutch against the pavement, and the screech of seagulls. 
 
    ‘I’d like to pop in here,’ Rosemary declared as we neared the end of the high street. 
 
    ‘It’s a junk shop.’  
 
    ‘There are lovely things in the window.’ 
 
    ‘Another day. I’m tired.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure there’ll be somewhere to sit down inside.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to sit down until we get home.’ 
 
    ‘For the last three months I’ve done nothing but look after you. It’s not asking much to come into one shop with me. I’m thinking about that bowl.’ 
 
    The bowl in question was peppermint green, in the shape of a leaf with a raised brown stem. Embossed flowers in pastel colours were painted on it.  
 
    The shopkeeper approached us, all smiles.  
 
    ‘It’s lovely,’ Rosemary stated as the man lifted the bowl out the window and handed it over. 
 
    ‘It most certainly is. A collector’s item from the 1920s. Hand painted, of course. You wouldn’t find such craftsmanship these days, anything looking remotely like it would be factory made. A tragedy.’  
 
    He made it sound like the tragedy was a personal affront and this seemed to have won over Rosemary. 
 
    ‘Everything’s made in China these days,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Well, not this. Carltonware is British through and through. The company manufactured several designs, but this is a limited edition, a scarce one at that.’ The man took hold of the bowl and turned it over. ‘You can tell by these markings on the back.’ 
 
    Rosemary put on her reading glasses and investigated, I’m sure without the slightest idea what she should be looking for. 
 
    ‘It’s hard to believe it’s almost a hundred years old,’ the shopkeeper continued as he flipped the piece back round. ‘It’s in perfect condition.’  
 
    I had a malicious hope that he’d drop the bloody thing.  
 
    ‘It is lovely, isn’t it, Clive?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not my sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Well it is mine. It’s quite expensive though.’ 
 
    ‘As I’ve said, it’s rather rare. I do keep my mark ups as low as possible, but I’d love it to have a good home. So, I’ll tell you what, I’ll knock five pounds off. I promise that at sixty-five it’s a bargain.’ 
 
    ‘Shall we buy it, Clive?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s have a think. We can come back tomorrow.’ 
 
    I was heading out the door before Rosemary could protest. She had little option but to follow. ‘Honestly, Clive. Why couldn’t we take it there and then? After all, I do have my own money.’ 
 
    ‘I want to check something first.’ 
 
    At home I googled Carltonware. On e-bay it was as common as muck, including bowls identical to the one we’d seen. Average price £25. Top price 40. 
 
    I showed Rosemary. She nodded, but I wasn’t in her good books. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Andy Powell  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Sweet dreams are made of this…’ the Eurythmics had sung at the Year 11 leavers disco. How true it was.  
 
    Andy had fallen in love with Sharon on their first day at secondary school. ‘This is so scary,’ she’d told him as they lined up to enter the hall. He’d nodded, far too shy to speak as he cowered amongst the boisterous youngsters around him. That shyness persisted for five years during which time he barely spoke to Sharon.  
 
    As the years passed, he watched friends fine tune their bravado to chat up girls as if there were no tomorrow with Andy an observer in the wings, forever fearful that someone would nab Sharon. The other boys rated her alright, but thankfully she ignored their immature attempts to impress. Or maybe she was shy, too.  
 
    She wasn’t shy on that disco evening though, perhaps emboldened by the illicit alcohol doing the rounds. ‘Are you going to ask me to dance?’ 
 
    The request had been made at precisely seven thirty-eight on the second of June. They’d been together ever since, taking A-levels at Sheringham Sixth and degrees at Anglia Ruskin University, before returning to their hometown to live together. There’d never been any doubt that they would settle back in Cromer; they were passionately loyal to the town.  
 
    Now, twelve years on from that disco evening, they were walking towards Overstrand. The tide was out, the sand soft underfoot, a piercing wind whipping off the North Sea. They never tired of walking along that beach, be it in swimwear in summer or Arctic gear in winter.  
 
    They were discussing a recent national newspaper article about holidaying in Cromer. A very 1902 kind of place ran the headline, and Andy and Sharon were reflecting on whether the statement was positive or negative. 
 
    ‘OK, so there are more exciting places. It’s hardly London.’ 
 
    ‘Or Cambridge.’ 
 
    ‘Or even Norwich for that matter.’ 
 
    ‘But we have the sea.’ 
 
    Andy nodded in agreement. Beyond the general attraction of living by the coast, the seaside location was an important part of their lives what with Andy being a volunteer member of the RNLI and Sharon a surfing instructor during school holidays.  
 
    Their conversation moved on to the recurrent topic of money. Financially it was turning out to be a good year for Andy who worked at the largest estate agents in town. A short BBC film featuring Cromer had been shown between programmes over the Christmas holidays and following this, property sales had surged, particularly for holiday homes. Andy would be receiving a substantial bonus. Sharon was benefiting from an increase in salary, too, following her promotion to Deputy Head and curriculum lead for Humanities at the local primary school.  
 
    Having built up a fair-sized deposit, they’d taken the plunge and bought a property, stretching their finances to the limit with the purchase. It was worth it though, a dream house with a sea view from the first floor. Andy had grabbed it on the day his agency was given the selling rights. He made no attempt to bargain, offering the asking price set by a colleague to avoid any conflict of interest.  
 
    With a place that they could call home sorted, their conversations about money had turned to whether they could afford a wedding. During these discussions, Andy was wildly optimistic, Sharon forever cautious.  
 
    As they reached the slope leading up to Overstrand, Andy looked across to the woman he loved and was struck by a sudden impulse. Taking hold of Sharon’s hand, he pulled her towards him. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘It’s time, Shaz.’ 
 
    ‘Time for what?’ 
 
    Still clinging on to her hand, he dropped down onto one knee. ‘Sharon Kipling, will you marry me?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing would make me happier. Yes, yes, yes!’ 
 
    They hugged, they kissed. The proposal was hardly a surprise, they’d been talking about getting married for years and Sharon wore an engagement ring, but the romantic act nevertheless felt monumental. 
 
    However, by the time they were heading back towards Cromer, Sharon’s excitement had been replaced by concern about their finances.  
 
    ‘Don’t fret about money, Shaz. There’s never going to be a perfect time, but I’m sure my bonus will cover the cost of the wedding.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know how much you’ll be getting.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be enough.’ 
 
    For Sharon the issue went far beyond whether they could afford the wedding, to a grievance that she was unable to shed. ‘There’s the principle. My dad should be contributing, that’s what the bride’s family are supposed to do.’  
 
    ‘We don’t need Jamie’s money.’ 
 
    ‘He’s always saying that the antiques market has collapsed so he can’t help. It’s a lie, he’s got bags of money.’ 
 
    Andy remained silent as Sharon covered the same old ground.  
 
    ‘He’s been telling me how broke he is all my life. Remember those school trips to France I couldn’t go on because he said he couldn’t afford them. There’s always been enough to spend on holidays with his women.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘If only mum was still alive.’ 
 
    Conversations about her father invariably ended with her pining for her mother. Andy took hold of Sharon and hugged her, no more than temporary consolation because he had no idea how to ease the embedded resentment of her father, who was, it must be said, a bit of a rogue. Jamie Kipling had been having an affair while Sharon’s mother was dying of cancer. To make matters worse, his new woman wasn’t new in one sense, she was a family friend. Her daughter and Sharon had been inseparable during their school years, the friendship ending abruptly and not mending when the fleeting relationship was over.  
 
    Tears were trickling down Sharon’s cheeks. Andy lifted her chin and wiped them away with the tip of his index finger. ‘Come on, we should be celebrating today.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I’m sorry.’ Sharon drew Andy closer. 
 
    ‘Oy Miss, kissing in public!’ 
 
    Pulling away, Sharon looked down at the girls from her class. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t you two be at home doing that homework I set you?’ 
 
    ‘Done it, Miss.’ 
 
    ‘Me too, Miss.’ 
 
    They skipped off, leaving their well-liked teacher to kiss on.  
 
    ‘OK, Mr Powell! Let’s set the date and get planning. My dad can get lost and I’ll help pay for things.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We’d met our neighbour on the day of our move. Having followed the removal van from Cambridge, we parked well behind it to give the two men plenty of room to unload. Our own car was full to the rafters with necessities for immediate use and I was struggling as I carried far too heavy and bulky a load towards our bungalow. As I passed the man standing in next door’s front garden, one of the boxes fell to the ground with a clatter, kettle, tea caddy and toaster spilling onto the pavement. 
 
    Our neighbour was elderly though clearly sprightly as he bent down to gather the teabags that had escaped from their container.  
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can’t help with any carrying, but you’re welcome to leave your car on my drive and then you won’t have so far to walk.’ 
 
    I weighed up his offer, the vanity of demonstrating independence set against the benefit of the shorter distance. 
 
    ‘I’m not using it,’ he told me as I wavered. ‘I don’t drive anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Then I accept. Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take this in for you.’ Clutching the refilled tea caddy, he followed me down the drive to my new home. 
 
    Rosemary was by the front door. The man handed her the container before extending his arm for a handshake. ‘Samuel Powell.’ 
 
    ‘Clive Drinkwater. And my wife, Rosemary.’ 
 
    ‘A pleasure to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘Samuel has kindly suggested that we can park in his drive while I’m unloading.’ 
 
    ‘And as soon as you’re done, do pop in for a cup of tea. I’m sure you’ll be more than ready for a break.’ 
 
    It was pleasing to get off to a good start with our new neighbour bearing in mind the unpleasantness with the Cambridge ones. Those youngsters had no consideration when it came to noise late into the night, showing utter contempt when, with great politeness it must be said, I’d asked if they could turn the music down. “Fuck off, grandad,” one of them had declared. If I’d been a few years younger, he would have ended up with a cuff round his ear.   
 
    We took up Samuel’s offer of tea while the removal men were resting. It was far fancier than a quick cuppa in a mug. He made quite a show of it what with the floral design bone china tea service and a tiered stand stacked with toasted tea cakes and biscuits. 
 
    Our stay was longer than expected, and to be truthful, longer than I would have liked what with so much to do, but I reckoned that Samuel was lonely and welcomed the chat. We were soon informed that his wife had died three years previously and he missed her dearly. His living room was crammed with photo memories of their time together. The first he picked up was a sepia one of their wedding, he in coat with tails, she in a dress with layers of material and such a long train that it overshot the edge of the picture. 
 
    ‘This is our sixtieth wedding anniversary,’ Samuel said as he handed us a final photo, a frail couple sitting on the couch holding up glasses of wine. ‘We reached sixty-four.’ 
 
    ‘Makes us seem like newlyweds,’ Rosemary quipped. ‘We’re only at forty-two.’ 
 
    We’d packed our photos in one of the boxes in the car. That evening, Rosemary laid some of them out on the mantlepiece and sideboard.  
 
    ‘Did you notice something odd about his photos – compared to ours?’ 
 
    Apart from indicating that our neighbour had been married for longer than us, the only thing that struck me was that the woman’s elegant wedding dress and his top hat and tails suggested a wealthy family. 
 
    Rosemary had something else on her mind. ‘Most of ours are of Neil, but he has a single photo of a little girl, no more than a toddler really. Why none from when she was older? I’m wondering whether she died young.’ 
 
    ‘Blimey, Rosemary, doing your detective work again?’ 
 
    Once we’d settled in, Rosemary volunteered to assist the old fellow with shopping and general chores around the house. This was before I could venture outside because of my broken ankle: I was all but confined to bed. 
 
    Left alone, I resented the amount of time Rosemary spent supporting him.  
 
    ‘I’m also housebound,’ I complained one afternoon on her return after three hours away.  
 
    ‘But you’ll get better, he won’t.’ 
 
    ‘I might not.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, of course you will.’ 
 
    ‘And he might.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not ill, he’s ninety-six. He likes to think he can cope, but I can tell you, he’s struggling.’  
 
    When I was able to see more of him, I realised Rosemary was right; the man was far frailer than he cared to admit. I’d been selfish. 
 
    Samuel started to come over once I was able to grab a short period each afternoon stretched out in an armchair with my leg suspended. I enjoyed his company, listening to incredible stories about his time working as a diplomatic attaché across the globe. India was his favourite despite being there during the turmoil following independence.  
 
    He was an avid collector, knowledgeable and passionate about his possessions. On each visit he’d bring an artefact and tell me about its origin, symbolism, and the adventure to acquire it.  
 
    ‘I never took liberties, I always paid the market price,’ he said as I cradled a three hundred years old marble statue. ‘Of course, it’s gone up in value somewhat since I bought it.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think about this one? Magnificent isn’t it,’ he declared the next day as he passed over a brass sculpture that weighed a ton. ‘It’s Virabhadra, the fierce form of the God Shiva.’ That fierceness was well and truly captured in the intricate ironwork, the face threatening, the weapons vicious.  
 
    Whenever an academic at college had told me about their research, it felt way over my head. I’d nod and smile and escape as soon as politely possible. It could have been the same when Samuel was telling his stories, but he was so good at explaining things that I was fascinated. I would jot down names on scraps of paper and then research on the internet after he’d left. I never knew there’d be so much information on google. 
 
    As soon as I was mobile, we switched venue to Samuel’s home. The first time I stepped into his bungalow, I was aghast. I’d so far seen only a tiny proportion of his Indian artefacts. The place was filled with them, sculptures, furniture, wall-hangings. 
 
    ‘What on earth is that?’ I’d spotted a gnarled lump of wood set in a glass frame. 
 
    ‘I’m surprised you haven’t asked about that one before. It’s my prize possession, a carving of Chandraketugargh. It’s rather old.’ 
 
    ‘Chandytikwhat?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll write down the name for you.’ 
 
    ‘It looks ancient.’ 
 
    ‘About five hundred years old.’ 
 
    As usual, I left with a slip of paper with the name penned in Samuel’s spidery capital letters, and as soon as I got home, I began investigating on Wikipedia. 
 
    Throughout this period Rosemary continued to do his shopping and some cleaning. After one visit she was able to report about the girl in the photograph: she’d guessed correctly. Having lifted the picture to dust the mantlepiece, she held onto it as Samuel talked about Abigail, the daughter who had died of tuberculosis when barely six years old. 
 
    ‘The poor man, tears were streaming down as he told me.’ 
 
    It made me think of our Neil. Not dead, but so far away. 
 
    Early the next morning we were woken by the violence of blue flashing lights filtering through a gap on the side of our curtains. Rosemary sprang up to see what was going on. I was all set to join her before realising that I couldn’t dash anywhere. I edged off the bed and hobbled across the room. Rosemary had pulled the curtain open and we stood together in trepidation. 
 
    An ambulance and a police car were on Samuel’s driveway. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Ellie Bright  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a pleasantly warm mid-May day and Ellie was determined to have family time on the beach. Family meant family, so included Sean even though she knew he had loads to do before setting off on another work trip early the next morning. He’d delayed announcing his further absence until she was preparing breakfast. She snapped, letting him know loud and clear how she felt about him being away so often. She was fuming. 
 
    ‘I’m going for a run. You can sort out the kids’ breakfast and get everything ready for the beach.’  
 
    ‘No problem.’ This comment, quite possibly genuine rather than sarcastic, brought on still more indignation. 
 
    Ellie laboured along the promenade, a guilt-ridden half-hearted effort. Preparing for a session on the beach with the children was a substantial logistics exercise; the reasonable option would have been to stay at home to help get things organised. 
 
    But she couldn’t shelve her anger about Sean being away again. And how come he always coped so comfortably on the domestic front while she struggled?  
 
    True to form, by the time she returned, Mr Perfect had their beach trolley loaded up, the picnic made, the buggy open, and the children playing patiently in the living room. How did he do it? 
 
    She quizzed him, playacting the caring mother’s role, hoping to catch him out on something, anything.  
 
    ‘Have you packed the sun lotion?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘The special one for the kids?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘And nappies.’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘How many?’ 
 
    ‘Four, just in case. He’s had a bit of diarrhoea this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Drinks?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fairly certain I’ve got everything.’ 
 
    They set off, Ellie head down sulking a few paces behind the others. 
 
    On reaching their favourite spot on the beach, Sean inflated the state-of-the-art tent. It was a luminous yellow monstrosity, the colour Antarctic explorers might use to have a chance of being located during a blizzard. Off came Clara’s clothes, on went swimwear and sun cream, and within minutes she and her father were building sandcastles while Ben dozed in the shade by the tent. Ellie mindlessly chucked pebbles into the sand like a bored teenager. 
 
    With Clara content to play alone, Sean sat down next to his wife. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘You know what’s up.’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t, unless it’s about me being away. Look Ellie, we want a good standard of living and I need to work hard to get us that. I can understand why you’re restless, but it isn’t long before things will change. Clara’s about to start nursery and soon I’ll be home more so you’ll be able to begin working again.’ 
 
    They’d covered her frustration many times. The rational Ellie accepted the situation – Sean worked, she didn’t. Equal opportunities and feminism didn’t come into it. Quite simply, her husband was able to earn much more than her. Nevertheless, the emotional Ellie rebelled – it wasn’t fair and Sean’s absences worsened the one-sidedness.  
 
    ‘We moved to Cromer so we could have more time together, but it’s ended up far less because you’re away all the time.’ 
 
    ‘You know the situation. It’s only until the production facility in China is ready.’ 
 
    ‘Before China it was the States.’ 
 
    ‘That was different, it was for marketing, not manufacturing.’ 
 
    ‘And what will it be for next?’ 
 
    Ben was crying.  
 
    ‘Let me do it.’ 
 
    ‘No, don’t bother,’ Ellie replied as she took a bottle out the chiller box. Picking Ben up, she walked along the beach while feeding him. When she returned to their unmissable luminous tent, she saw Sean and Clara by the water’s edge, both scampering away as each wave came rolling in. She could hear Clara’s shrieks of joy. Ellie watched as Sean took hold of his daughter’s hand and the pair set off to join her, Clara skipping and Sean hopping. 
 
    ‘Listen, Ellie. This job is going to set us up for life,’ Sean said, having wrapped Clara in a towel and deposited her inside the tent. ‘My workload will wind down, and when it does, we can fully enjoy being here.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s a case of balance. What about the here and now? Being with the children, being with me?’ 
 
    ‘So, what do you want me to do then? Pack it in?’ 
 
    ‘No, no, of course I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s nice to hear.’ 
 
    Perceiving Sean’s comment as mocking and his hug as condescending, Ellie pulled away. He turned to face the cliff, leaving Ellie to fret about her childish action. 
 
    ‘Jesus!’ 
 
    ‘What is it, Sean?’  
 
    Ellie spun round. 
 
    ‘There’s a man up there spying on us through binoculars.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, him. He’s always on that bench, I think his arse must be superglued to it.’ 
 
    ‘Well he can sit there as long as he likes but I don’t like being spied on.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he’s harmless.’ 
 
    ‘You never know. He could be a paedophile.’ 
 
    Sean flicked him a V-sign and the man put his binoculars down. 
 
    ‘That wasn’t necessary.’ 
 
    ‘At least it did the trick. Come on, let’s have our picnic and then we’ll need to head off for home. I’ve got loads to sort before tomorrow.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
     Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Samuel had died. We were informed by Andy, the estate agent who’d sold us the bungalow. I hadn’t put two and two together to connect the surname – it turned out that Samuel was Andy’s uncle.  
 
    ‘I know how much you did for him and I’m hugely grateful. My uncle was so lonely after Auntie Margaret died and you chatting to him every day was such a tonic. And the shopping, cooking and cleaning,’ he added, looking across to Rosemary. 
 
    ‘We enjoyed our time with him, he was a lovely man.’ 
 
    ‘The funeral’s next Thursday. I hope you’ll join us, including for the gathering at my place afterwards. It should be a large turnout. My uncle was well liked, and being an ex-mayor, I expect the dignitaries will be in attendance.’ 
 
    ‘In Cromer? He never told us that.’  
 
    ‘It was quite a while back, in the early 1990s.’ 
 
    Ahead of the funeral I had a hospital check-up and was given the all-clear. Goodbye to crutches, protective boot and further appointments. I was pleased, but the death of Samuel had put a dampener on the good news. Ageing, decay, death, they’d been on my mind rather a lot of late, and Samuel’s demise had added fuel to the fire. The possibility of never seeing Neil again was upsetting me, too. 
 
    On our journey back from the hospital my downbeat mood subsided as I resolved to build up my strength and rekindle my love of nature. The next morning, we set off along the inviting tree-lined clifftop path towards Overstrand. I’d had to sit and watch others for far too long, but finally, we were tackling the overgrown and uneven terrain ourselves. It didn’t take long to recognise that a return to full fitness would take time. I needed to be patient, not one of my strong points. 
 
    We didn’t reach Overstrand that day, instead turning and heading back to Cromer at the halfway mark.  
 
    ‘Well done, Clive,’ Rosemary said as we plonked down on the bench that we jokingly referred to as our second home.  
 
    The beach was as crowded as during that August weekend when we’d first visited Cromer to view properties. 
 
    ‘Look down there, it’s that woman, the one who I thought was all set to drown herself. She seems fine now; I wonder what was going on back then.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see that far.’ 
 
    I opened my rucksack and took out the binoculars. ‘Here, take these.’ 
 
    ‘Why on earth have you brought binoculars with you?’ 
 
    ‘To see better.’ At times, Rosemary’s questions are meaningless. ‘For a start, I like to look at that line of wind turbines. Then there’s the boats. Have a look, you can’t miss the big yellow tent.’ 
 
    Rosemary fiddled with the focus knob before handing the binoculars back. ‘I can’t be bothered.’ 
 
    I focused on the woman. Yes, it was definitely her, the pink trainers confirming my initial belief. She was all smiles as she watched a man and a little girl doing silly walks as they headed towards her. A baby in a pushchair by her side was asleep, its head slumped forward. Their tent was a huge rapeseed yellow construction, rather out of place I thought.  
 
    The man took hold of his wife, I assumed wife though one can never be sure these days, and gave her an almighty hug. It’s a delight when you see such affection, it takes me back to when Rosemary and I were youngsters. 
 
    With binoculars you can see facial expressions up close and it struck me that the woman wasn’t quite as joyful as I’d first imagined. And then something most odd happened. The man spun round, and having looked up, was gesturing rudely. Glancing to my left and right, I couldn’t work out who his anger was directed at because Rosemary and I were the only ones in the vicinity.  
 
    ‘Come on, it’s blowing up a bit, let’s head home before we catch colds,’ Rosemary suggested. She was already up and walking as I chased after her. 
 
    ~ 
 
    A few days later we attended Samuel’s funeral. As Andy had indicated, there was quite a send-off, with the current mayor, the local MP and a retired Foreign Office VIP providing eulogies between the prayers and hymns. Making our way to a graveside was becoming all too common an activity in recent years with so many of our dear friends passing away. 
 
    When we joined the mourners at Andy’s house, we heard others relate happy memories of their association with such a fine gentleman. Samuel had worked tirelessly to raise the profile of the town, supporting the schools, fighting to retain the hospital, and improving the sea defences. 
 
    Andy’s girlfriend, soon to be his wife she told us, was the perfect host, darting back and forth into the kitchen to make tea and coffee, providing homemade sandwiches and cakes for the guests, and all with a broad smile. She even had kind words for us, “Thank you so much for caring for Samuel, it meant a lot to him,” she told us. 
 
    ‘What a lovely girl,’ Rosemary said as we were walking home. 
 
    ‘Agreed. Charming.’ 
 
    ‘Her name’s Sharon. She’s a teacher at the local primary school.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I heard her say that. Lucky children. All I got from my teachers were rapped knuckles.’ 
 
    ‘You and school never did hit it off.’ 
 
    ‘As well you know. I hated the place, couldn’t wait to leave. Lord, how lucky I was to get the job at the college.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll miss the old boy,’ Rosemary said as we stood on our doorstep looking across to our ex-neighbour’s bungalow. 
 
    ‘Me too. I wonder who’ll buy the place.’ 
 
    The next day Andy pulled up in the bungalow drive. I assumed he was there to value the property and was all set to rush out to tell him how much we’d enjoyed hearing all the wonderful stories about his uncle. I held back on seeing a van bearing the name Cromer Curiosity Shop pull up. Out stepped the man who had told us that an ordinary bit of china was a high value rarity. 
 
    Andy got out of his car and greeted the man with a handshake. They were all smiles as they walked indoors, the shop owner’s arm around Andy’s shoulder. 
 
    

  

 
   
     Jamie Kipling  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There’d been gossip doing the rounds about Samuel Powell’s fabulous Indian collection, but Jamie hadn’t taken much interest until he stepped inside the unassuming bungalow that morning. The place was a treasure trove. Despite having zero knowledge about Indian antiques, it was obvious that these pieces were high value. And there was also English stuff in the open plan room that filled much of the downstairs space. A mahogany dining table and chairs, three oil landscapes, and a pair of Royal Doulton vases for starters – all worth a penny or two.  
 
    ‘I’ll put the kettle on while you have a look round, Jamie. Tea or coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Tea please, Andy. White, two sugars.’ 
 
    Jamie jotted down brief descriptions of the goods, adding a guess of value using his numbering code. A score of one if hardly worth anything, up to five for top prices. There were lots of fives with still more pickings upstairs. In the main bedroom he took photos of the two Constable-like landscapes. On farms, shire horses were pulling carts across muddy courtyards with sheep grazing beyond. He wrote down the name of the painter, Thomas Blythe. Perhaps he was listed; he’d google the name. There was an exquisite vanity set on the dressing table, ivory inlaid into solid silver frames. Not everyone wanted ivory these days, but enough did for him to get a high price from a specialist dealer. It was touching that Samuel had kept the set neatly laid out on its engraved silver tray long after his wife had died. But enough sentimentality, back to business. 
 
    Jamie opened the top drawer of the dressing table and took out two square ring boxes, the black velvety material now faded. 
 
    Andy poked his head round the door. ‘Tea’s ready.’ 
 
    Jamie dropped the boxes into the drawer and slammed it shut. ‘Thanks. I need the loo first.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be in the living room.’ 
 
    As soon as Andy was out of view, Jamie re-opened the drawer and took out one of the boxes. He’d struck gold – literally! Set on the gold band was a whacking great diamond surrounded by an oval of emeralds. He snapped the lid shut and took out the second box. Gold again! This band was set with a cluster of diamonds. He put the two boxes back into the drawer, stepped into the toilet to flush the system and turn the tap on and off, before scurrying down to join Andy.  
 
    ‘How’s it going?’ 
 
    Jamie faced a moral dilemma what with Andy about to become his son-in-law. But his habitual swindling of customers was impossible to reverse – if he played his cards right, this haul would set him up for retirement. 
 
    ‘Your uncle collected some nice stuff. The trouble is, the bottom’s dropped out of the secondhand market, all because youngsters like you and Sharon want everything new. I blame IKEA.’ 
 
    ‘He used to tell me about the history behind what he’d got hold of, the adventures in search of stuff to add to his collection. Although he didn’t mention value, the way he spoke suggested that some things were worth loads.’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t have been aware of how things have deteriorated. Those possessions quite possibly cost far more than they’re worth now.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a pity. I suppose you’re right, it’s not the sort of stuff we’d want in our own home, except perhaps a memento or two. The thing is, I’m the only beneficiary and any money would be useful. Paying off the mortgage is a struggle, but we still want to get married and start a family soon.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it is tough. I only wish I could help more, but you do realise how difficult things are. At least, as the sole beneficiary, you will have the money from the sale of the bungalow coming in. That’ll be far more than these possessions could ever give you. They’re hardly the Crown Jewels!’ 
 
    Jamie’s throw-away remark and beaming grin weren’t as contagious as he would have liked. Andy remained serious. 
 
    ‘Look Andy, I know you’ll be family soon and I wish I could help, but business is business. You only need to look at my shop window display to see that things are going downhill. The secondhand market’s in terminal decline.’ 
 
    ‘I understand the difficulties, Jamie…’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to do as best as I can for you and Sharon. I’ll carry on looking now, tot it up when I’m back at home, and then call you with the figure.’  
 
    Jamie had already done some calculations and knew that his shop was an irrelevance. The options were either a specialist London dealer or an auction house. Wealthy Americans, Russians and Arabs would bid high for the Indian collection. 
 
    With Andy clearing up in the kitchen, Jamie took another look at the rings and was taking photos when Andy reappeared. 
 
    ‘They must be worth a bit.’ 
 
    ‘I thought so at first, that they were antique, but I’m afraid they’re reproductions. Nice shiners, but a jeweller would re-use the stones in a new setting.’ 
 
    ‘How can you tell?’ 
 
    Jamie was experienced at lying about how antique rings were contemporary copies. 
 
    ‘Look at the inside. See how perfect it is, as smooth as a baby’s bottom. That’s not a hand-produced item, it’s been factory made.’ 
 
    ‘I was wondering whether this other one could be for Sharon.’ 
 
    ‘You’d be better off flogging it and using the money to get something Sharon would be proud to wear, something modern.’ 
 
    Jamie was cursing as Andy inspected the jewelled rings; he’d need to increase the size of the offer. He estimated a £5,000 sell-on to a dealer. Even if Andy and Sharon collected half, that would still leave a tidy sum. 
 
    At home he spent the afternoon googling. It was a pleasant couple of hours because by the time he’d finished he reckoned he could rake in £50,000, excluding the two rings. 
 
    He rang Andy at the estate agents; best not to have Sharon involved at this stage. ‘I’ve done me sums, Andy, and it’s good news. I’m stretching it a bit, but I think I can manage £7,000 for clearing your uncle’s place. That excludes the rings. I can offer £2,500 for them. 
 
    ‘So that’s £9,500 in total?’ 
 
    On such occasions, remaining silent while the other party pontificated had proved to be the best policy. 
 
    ‘Can you manage laying out so much?’ 
 
    This lad’s got a golden heart. 
 
    ‘Just about, yes. As long as you’re happy that is. I could drop a cheque into your office and collect the key this afternoon. I’d start the clear out immediately; it’s best not to leave a vacant house full of possessions.’ 
 
    ‘OK – it’s a deal. And thanks, Jamie, I appreciate that it’s a huge outlay and a bit of a gamble for you.’ 
 
    A heart of gold! 
 
    

  

 
   
     Saskia van Nolten  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saskia bumped into Kirsty, Rupert’s part-secretary part-fuckbuddy, at the supermarket. 
 
    ‘Mrs Barfield, how nice to see you,’ the girl exclaimed as if they were the closest of pals, friends on Facebook and Snapchat and all the rest. Red-lipsticked lips twisted into an unflattering excuse for a smile. This girl was by no means attractive; Rupert must be getting desperate.  
 
    ‘Van Nolten. I use my maiden name.’ 
 
    Saskia inspected Kirsty’s shopping trolley and there were no surprises – pizzas, chips, crisps, pies, biscuits, processed bread, and hardly any fruit or vegetables. She might be slim now, but it wouldn’t last with that diet. 
 
    ‘How’s the job going?’ 
 
    ‘I’m enjoying it, Mrs Bar…Vannilitern.’ 
 
    ‘My surname is quite a challenge, isn’t it? Do call me Saskia.’ 
 
    ‘Uh?’ 
 
    ‘Has Rupert told you about all those wonderful prospects for promotion yet?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he has, we were talking about it this morning.’ The thick lips and rich red lipstick combo were making her smile grotesque. ‘Apparently, I’m intelligent! That’s not something I often hear said about me! Anyway, what with the company growing so quickly, your husband says there’s plenty of scope for hard grafters.’ 
 
    Rupert’s compliments about intelligence and opportunity had always been based on body shape, and to suggest that the company was growing when it was only a fraction of its past size was a downright lie. Saskia almost felt sorry for this naïve woman. It was her husband who was the true villain. Mind you, Kirsty knew she was in the wrong what with Rupert being married. So, no sympathy on offer. This woman would be used, abused, and end up in tears like the rest of them.  
 
    ‘I’d better get going, I can’t let the Doux de Montagne reach room temperature, can I?’ Saskia declared with spiteful intention.     
 
    ‘No, you mustn’t let that happen,’ Kirsty’s conspiratorial agreement failing to conceal her puzzled look.   
 
    Her cheap effort to ridicule Kirsty did nothing to diminish Saskia’s anger. Driving home, she was boiling with fury directed far more at Rupert than Kirsty. She detested the man and hated herself for having wasted so many years trying to make it work. Why wasn’t Rupert satisfied with her, bearing in mind all the qualities she possessed, though modesty not being one of them? Intelligence. Cultured. Stunningly attractive. Great in bed. A loving mother. Thin lips?  
 
    ‘Tonight’s the night I tell him,’ Saskia declared aloud as she entered her street. She’d been doing a lot of talking to herself recently. This really was it; she would leave him as soon as possible. 
 
    Reaching the utterly unnecessary electronically operated gates, she was of a mind to crash through them and smash straight into the back of Rupert’s car. Having weighed up the disadvantages of such an action, she parked diagonally across the pavement, the engine still running. 
 
    Saskia recognised the woman striding towards her, she lived a few doors down the road in one of the houses divided into flats. Ellie was her name; they’d exchanged niceties a few times when crossing paths. She always seemed to be in a hurry, dashing along with a double buggy, lugging heavy bags of shopping, sometimes jogging. Occasionally there was a man with her, though so rarely that Saskia wondered whether she was a single mum.  
 
    Ellie was returning from the beach, the little girl by her side in swimwear and carrying a bucket and spade. She stopped by the car and Saskia lowered the window.  
 
    ‘Is everything alright, Saskia?’ 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ the irony clear-cut. 
 
    ‘Can I help?’ 
 
    ‘If you know where I can hire a discreet assassin.’ Saskia’s laugh wasn’t reciprocated. ‘I really would kill him if I could get away with it.’ 
 
    ‘Kill, Mummy? That’s not nice.’ 
 
    ‘The lady’s only joking, Clara.’ Ellie turned back to face Saskia. ‘Oh dear, things don’t sound brilliant. Look’ I’m free if you’d like a chat. Why not pop in for a cup of tea? I’m at 18A.’ 
 
    Tea! The English answer to everything. 
 
    The women watched Ellie’s man come trundling along, pushing a buggy with one hand and pulling a beach trolley laden with tent, towels, ball and picnic basket with the other. 
 
    ‘Over to you to look after the kids please, Sean,’ she told him as he reached the car. ‘I’ve invited Saskia over for tea.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ the man said, acknowledging Saskia with a smile. ‘I’ll bath them before sorting out dinner.’ He turned back to Saskia. ‘Is your car OK?’ 
 
    ‘My car? Yes, why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘The creative parking.’ 
 
    ‘I’m about to move it.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea,’ he said as he edged past, now with an additional child by his side.  
 
    ‘You’re lucky to have a man like that, he seems so…so content. There aren’t many who are.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like him to be at home more, but yes, he is wonderful. Let me put the kettle on and come over as soon as you’ve parked. Properly.’ 
 
    Saskia had been all set to refuse the offer. After all, what was there to tell someone she hardly knew? ‘Yes, I will,’ she told Ellie, curious to discover how this woman could survive marriage. Cromer. Life. 
 
    Having parked the car on the street in defiance of Rupert’s insistence that their vehicles must rest on the locked forecourt to prevent vandalism or theft, Saskia took the short walk and rang the doorbell at 18A.  
 
    She entered an airy flat that was tastefully decorated. ‘Nice place,’ she said as Ellie poured the tea. ‘No milk for me.’  
 
    ‘It’s one of the more sensitive conversions in the street; we viewed some shockers before we saw this. We have two floors,’ she added, pointing towards the staircase. ‘The flat on the top floor is a second home. We hardly ever see them, so it’s like having the whole building to ourselves.’ 
 
    Until now, Saskia’s exchanges with this near-neighbour had comprised of brief statements about the weather. Now, as they chatted, she was drawn to this down-to-earth woman who was such a sympathetic listener that she was prepared to risk fuelling local scandal by telling her all about what a bastard Rupert was. 
 
    ‘I’m leaving him and I’m telling him tonight. It’s only worries about Freddie that have stopped me until now. He’s such a sensitive boy, he gets so upset when we argue. He loves his father even though Rupert doesn’t deserve it, so taking him back to Holland to live won’t be easy.’ 
 
    ‘I can see why moving abroad would cause problems. Wouldn’t it make sense to stay in Cromer or somewhere nearby?’ 
 
    ‘Here? No way! I can’t bear the place, the boredom’s driving me mad…I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude about your town, it’s just not right for me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s OK, it’s not as if it is my town, we only moved here a short while ago. I’m from London.’ 
 
    They heard Sean call for Clara to come into the bathroom. He then shouted down to ask Ellie to switch on the oven. 
 
    ‘So they do exist – perfect men.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, they do,’ Ellie replied, her frown not quite matching her words. ‘I just wish he was home more.’ 
 
    Saskia was left to reflect as Ellie went off to sort out the cooker. ‘You said the same thing when you were by the car, about your husband being away so much. How big a problem is that?’ she asked on Ellie’s return. 
 
    ‘Oh, not massive, though it isn’t easy looking after two little ones single-handedly. Forget about me, back to you. Are you sure your marriage can’t be salvaged?’  
 
    Ellie’s speed in changing the subject suggested to Saskia that she wasn’t prepared to discuss her own predicament.  
 
    ‘I am sure. I thought moving to Cromer might help, away from the temptations of the big city. Rupert has always played around, especially during his so-called business trips abroad.’ 
 
    Ellie’s cup dropped with a clatter onto the saucer, tea spilling onto the table. She jumped up and left the room. 
 
    ‘Are you OK?’ Saskia asked when Ellie returned with a paper towel and launched into a frantic mopping up exercise. It didn’t take an agony aunt to sense that there were issues between Ellie and her husband. 
 
    ‘Yes, fine. I thought the cup was already on the saucer. What were you saying about Rupert?’ 
 
    ‘His business trips. I’m not a fool. If your husband has a week away at a conference in the South of France and returns nicely tanned despite saying he was rushed off his feet and didn’t have a minute to relax, and then in the office you see that one of his pretty young staff also has a tan, you can be fairly sure what’s going on.’ 
 
    ‘Does he travel a lot then?’ Ellie asked, her voice shaky. 
 
    ‘Far more than makes sense given his financial situation and the lack of any follow-up business. And why was I never allowed to join him? After all, we had nannies to look after Freddie.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have a nanny so it would be difficult for me to go with Sean,’ Ellie all but whispered. ‘Certainly not to China.’ 
 
    ‘But you don’t have a husband who’s a lech.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, my hope that things might change with our move came to nothing because in tiny little Cromer, where everybody seems to know what everyone else is doing, I found out that he’d recruited this youngster to shag. His so-called secretary.’ 
 
    ‘But why are you smiling, Saskia?’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m thinking about how the mighty have fallen. At least I was his Executive P.A. And I have a brain. This woman is only a secretary and she’s brain-dead.’ With awful lips. ‘He’ll be off on some pointless business trip with her soon, but I’ll be out of it so I don’t care.’ 
 
    Sean called out that dinner would soon be ready. Ellie didn’t respond, she seemed lost in thought.  
 
    Saskia stood. ‘I’d better go. Thanks, Ellie, it’s helped chatting with you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad. Happy to speak again before, before…you know,’ Ellie said as she led Saskia to the front door. 
 
    As Saskia passed the open window she heard Ellie speak. ‘Sean, on your business trips, who do you travel with?’  
 
    Interesting. Perhaps all was not as rosy as it seemed in the household. She’d try to find out what was what when they next met, although Ellie didn’t seem to want to engage.  
 
    On the short walk home, Saskia rehearsed how she would be telling Rupert. Freddie usually came bounding down the stairs to greet her, but on this afternoon all she got was a subdued call for help from his bedroom. When she went upstairs she got a tearful moan about not being able to understand his homework. As soon as Saskia gave him a consoling hug it became evident why he couldn’t concentrate – he had a raging temperature.  
 
    Her child’s welfare had to come before her own. Tonight would not be the time to tell Rupert she was leaving him.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Andy Powell  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘I’m back!’ Andy called out, having dashed home from work with the firm belief that Sharon would be overjoyed with his news.  
 
    ‘In the dining room. I’m planning my science lesson for tomorrow. Can you cook tonight?’ 
 
    ‘No need, I’ve booked dinner at The Bistro.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody hell. Have you sold another house today?’ 
 
    ‘Better.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds exciting. I’m in the flow with this science so give me about ten minutes then we can chat.’ 
 
    Andy was happy to wait. While showering and changing he planned what to say to maximise the excitement. Sharon loved surprises. 
 
    When she joined him in the lounge fifteen minutes later, he was stretched out on the couch, holding a bottle of local brew. A glass of red wine, a bowl of nachos and a jar of salsa dip were lined up on their IKEA coffee table. 
 
    Andy handed Sharon the glass of wine and she took up her favoured position, lying across him, her legs resting on his thighs. 
 
    ‘What’s going on then?’ 
 
    Andy lifted the cheque out of his pocket and held it aloft. ‘Da-da!’ 
 
    ‘£9,500 from my dad.’ 
 
    ‘For Samuel’s stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Is that the advance?’ 
 
    ‘What? No, this is for everything.’  
 
    ‘Everything? The whole house clearance?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Well it’s nowhere near enough. My father is ripping us off.’  
 
    This was not the reaction Andy expected. He would need to clarify the circumstances. ‘Not at all. He’s been completely upfront with me; the market for second-hand goods is dead these days.’ 
 
    ‘But your uncle’s things aren’t second-hand, they’re antiques.’  
 
    ‘Even that market’s dead. How many people our age want antiques?’ He was about to repeat Jamie’s comment about it being young people’s obsession with IKEA that was sending prices diving, when abruptly Sharon sat upright and pulled away from her fiancé. 
 
    ‘That’s the story he’s been using for as long as I can remember. “I wish I could offer you more, but my margins are so tight that it’s not going to be possible.” My dad is a crook and now he’s even robbing his own daughter. And you, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, you’re being unfair.’ 
 
    ‘Jamie, every time I visited Samuel, he’d sit me down, lift up one of his prize possessions, and talk about it with such pride – who made it and when, its symbolism, and the story of his search to find the piece.’ 
 
    ‘I know he did, Shaz, I also heard those stories.’ 
 
    ‘Then you’ll know how valuable the collection is because he talked about that, too.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he got it wrong. Your father reckons my uncle probably paid well over the odds for things. Look, we have £9,500, which will more than cover the wedding.’ 
 
    ‘Clearly you don’t believe what I know about my dad. Saying Samuel paid over the odds is bollocks!’ 
 
    ‘Well, we are where we are. Jamie’s already collected the stuff which is good because the quicker the bungalow is empty the quicker I can put it on the market. Everything’s fine, Shaz.’ 
 
    Andy sidled up to his future wife, but she shuffled to the edge of the couch. ‘Keep away will you! I’m glad you think it’s OK that my dad has ripped you off, but I don’t. Your uncle was as sharp as a pin. He knew the value of things, he even used google to track Sotheby auction prices.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s not be greedy. I can put the bungalow on the market by next week. I’m sure it’ll go quickly and for a good price.’ 
 
    ‘Would you be happy if the genetic tie meant that your future wife was a cheat and a liar like her father?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, that’ll never be the case. Come here.’ 
 
    Sharon stood up as Andy tried to take hold of her hand. ‘There are rings, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, a couple. Jamie’s agreed to take them; we’re getting a good price.’ 
 
    ‘They were your aunt’s and before that her mother’s. Samuel cried when he was showing them to me, Andy. He cried. Having lost his daughter, he said that nothing would make him happier than to have someone in the family to pass them on to.’ 
 
    ‘They’re only reproductions, Jamie’s convinced about that. You’ll be able to choose any wedding ring you like with the money we’ve got for them.’ 
 
    ‘Fucking reproductions, Andy!’ Sharon swearing was as unusual as Sharon shouting. ‘That ring’s been passed down over four generations. And I believe Samuel rather than my liar of a father. How dare he call them reproductions.’   
 
    ‘Well, what’s done is done, and we did get a good price.’ 
 
    ‘“What’s done is done!” “We are where we are!” “Let’s not be greedy!” You are so bloody gullible. I’m surprised you manage to sell a single house. How much did he give you for the rings?’ 
 
    ‘£2,500.’ 
 
    ‘That’s nowhere near enough. And how come the cheque is for nine and a half? It should be for twelve thousand.’ 
 
    ‘Nine and a half includes the rings, they were part of the deal.’ 
 
    ‘The engagement ring has a massive diamond and emeralds. The wedding ring has a cluster of diamonds. And they’re both antiques. Jesus, Andy!’ 
 
    ‘But –’ 
 
    ‘– Anyway, this isn’t only about their value. Can you not appreciate the importance of heirloom?’ 
 
    Andy had a rush of thoughts. Yes, he may have made a mistake, at the very least not asking Jamie for time to consider the offer and then consulting with Sharon. Now that he was reflecting on it, should he have been suspicious when Jamie wanted to pay and take the stuff so quickly? Sharon was right about the heirloom, too – and she was probably right regarding her father’s morality. On the other hand, in advance of inheriting the windfall from the sale of the bungalow, this money would be vital to fund their wedding. And it was time to remind Sharon that once the property sale had gone through, they’d be able to pay off a substantial chunk of the mortgage, allowing them to start a family, something they both wanted as soon as possible. 
 
    He wasn’t given the opportunity to cover any of this because Sharon was storming out of the room. 
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘To confront my father since you’re too cowardly to do it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing to do with coward…’ 
 
    Andy heard the front door slam shut, followed seconds later by the car starting and Sharon racing off.  
 
    What should he do? Chase after her? 
 
    He was still deliberating an hour or so later when his phone rang.  
 
    ‘You can tear up the cheque, everything’s coming back.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, Shaz?’ 
 
    ‘What I said, we’re taking it all back.’ 
 
    ‘Everything?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you understand the meaning of the word.’ 
 
    ‘But there’s bulky furniture, where are we going to keep it?’ 
 
    ‘Start clearing the garage; we can store things in there for now.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not secure, we wouldn’t be insured.’ 
 
    ‘Then I suggest you call the insurance company and tell them to add cover, and then dash to Homebase to get some decent locks.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ Andy was tallying the flaws in the plan. Surely the insurance company wouldn’t extend cover for such high-value goods kept in a garage. Might the dampness in the garage cause damage? How on earth would they set about selling everything themselves? He needed to point out these concerns, but now didn’t seem the best time. 
 
    ‘My dad and I will be there in an hour so that’s how long you’ve got to change the insurance and buy additional locks. Get one of those mini safes, too. We’ll keep the rings indoors.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t your father mind giving it all back?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he does. But I told him I’d never speak to him again if he didn’t.’  
 
    Sharon drew up with her father in his van behind her a matter of minutes after Andy had returned from Homebase. In silence, with the men avoiding eye contact, the three of them carried into the garage antique Indian collectables, large pieces of English furniture, paintings covered in sacking, and vases encased in bubble wrap. 
 
    ‘Take these rings and put them in the safe,’ Sharon told Andy. ‘Who knows, you might be able to make use of them one day. Meanwhile, you can have this.’  
 
    She pulled off her engagement ring, one she’d been perfectly happy with when they’d first set eyes on it in Norwich, and plonked it into his palm.  
 
     ‘This is ridiculous. It’s not as if you’d be wearing this whopper at school every day, would you?’ he said as he held up the bejewelled engagement ring. 
 
    ‘Principles, Andy. Principles. And speaking of school, I’ve got a busy day tomorrow; I need a good night’s sleep. I’m going to grab something to eat then I’ll be using the spare room.’ 
 
    ‘Women eh,’ Jamie said as the men watched Sharon stride towards the house. ‘She always was tempestuous.’  
 
     

  

 
   
    Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At last a complete walk along the clifftop path all the way to Overstrand. I’d be lying if I said that my ankle was in perfect condition, would it ever be with a metal plate and a dozen screws, but I was prepared to put up with the discomfort to once more get out and about. In the past I’d be the one striding ahead, urging Rosemary to keep up, but on this milestone day I was happy to stroll along by her side. 
 
    We passed grand houses with long manicured gardens leading to the cliff edge, this before skirting the golf course. Having meandered through a small copse taking us a short distance inland, we neared Overstrand and were blessed by a sea view again. It had been high tide when we’d set off, but within the hour or so that it had taken to reach the village, the retreating sea had exposed a strip of sand. An irregular line of walkers were strolling along the beach.  
 
    ‘If we look up tides we can take the beach route tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘You mustn’t overdo it, Clive. This will be quite enough for a few days. I suggest we take the bus home.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine. I’ll be fine.’ 
 
    Despite my claim, I was desperate to sit down by the time we reached the café. I chose a tasty meat pie with chips and baked beans. Rosemary had a brie and pear ciabatta; by then she’d given up meat. 
 
    The crowded café was a dog haven. In addition to those sitting contentedly by their owners’ feet having been provided with bowls of water and freshly prepared meals, the walls were lined with photos of dogs.   
 
    ‘This walk’s been a tonic,’ I announced. ‘Now we can start to enjoy life in Cromer.’ 
 
    ‘Happy we moved?’  
 
    ‘You bet I am.’ 
 
    ~ 
 
    ‘I think we should live by the sea,’ Rosemary had suggested as my retirement drew near. Once she gets a bee in her bonnet there’s no stopping her. After a week or so of internet research she announced that the North Norfolk coast was her favoured location.  
 
    ‘Why there?’ I asked nonchalantly, at that point still regarding this as no more than a theoretical exercise. 
 
    ‘Because it’s close enough for family and friends to visit.’  
 
    ‘What family? Neil’s hardly going to pop in from Thailand. And as far as friends go, they won’t come all the way out there, they aren’t as mobile as they used to be.’ 
 
    ‘Stop being so negative.’ She held up her tablet. ‘I like the look of this place.’ 
 
    There followed several sleepless nights, unsurprising because I’d lived in Cambridge all my life and feared a move. Rosemary insisted that there was no harm in taking a look, so we set off for Cromer one baking hot August day. Our stroll along the promenade was pleasant enough. On the pier we looked back at the tangle of Victorian buildings with their pastel-shaded walls, and beyond, to the striking church. 
 
    ‘This is the place, Clive, I’ve made up my mind. This is where I want us to live.’ 
 
    Rosemary making up her mind often means making up both of our minds, at least in part because of my wish for a quiet life. But this decision couldn’t be taken lightly and I was yet to be convinced. 
 
    ‘Have you noticed, there are no gangs of youths wandering around looking for trouble like at some seaside places,’ she said as we ambled through the town centre that evening. ‘It’s civil, that’s a big plus.’ 
 
    We’d booked into a B&B to give us time for further investigation, and the following day on our walk Rosemary pressed home her case. ‘There’s something else I like about Cromer, it’s not too crowded even though it’s school holidays. Look how much room there is on the beach.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because it’s low tide. There won’t be any room when it’s high tide,’ I explained. I was unfairly accused of being negative when all I’d done is state a fact. 
 
    Despite my nervousness, I was warming to the idea of living in Cromer and agreed to pop into an estate agency where a nice young man called Andy, not at all pushy, suggested we view some properties. Within the hour he was showing us our future home. The sale of our Cambridge house and the purchase of our Cromer bungalow went so fast that I never had time to take a step back to reconsider until we were about to sign the papers. 
 
    ‘Is this definitely what you want?’ I asked Rosemary. ‘When it’s done it’s done.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it’s the right move.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough, I’ll book the removal company for the fourteenth of January.’ 
 
    ‘Is it wise to move in the middle of winter?’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be fine. The sea has a moderating effect so it never gets as cold there as here.’ 
 
    Clearly not moderating enough. When I dashed outside to put some packaging into the dustbin on the day after our move, I plummeted onto the sheet of black ice on the front path. The loud crack told me that my ankle was done for. What I didn’t know until seen at Norwich A&E was that it was a triple break requiring an operation to insert a metal plate and pins. 
 
    ~ 
 
    I can be obstinate and that’s what I was on that first trip to Overstrand, insisting we walk back to Cromer rather than take the bus. By the time we reached the start of the promenade, exhausted and in pain, I slumped down onto the bench that had become my resting place.  
 
    ‘Why don’t you stay here for a bit and I’ll go home to get tea ready?’ 
 
    ‘I think I will. Only for a short while.’ 
 
    Rosemary hovered. ‘You know you’re a nuisance, you aren’t half making it difficult.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Wanting to eat meat with every meal. It’s not good for you.’ 
 
    One thing that irritates me about Rosemary is that she makes it seem like her opinions are truths. Where’s it written that meat isn’t good for you? I was in pain that afternoon and the last thing I wanted was a discussion about tea. I kept quiet. 
 
    ‘I’ve got a pork chop for you and I suppose I’ll just have the veg and potatoes. Maybe a bit of cheese.’  
 
    ‘Sounds good to me,’ I said frivolously and she stomped off without a goodbye. 
 
    The sea was a gentle sheet of green-blue; in front of it were neat lines of pebbles and sand; there was a perfect sky; a soporific swish of modest waves. 
 
    I must have dozed.  
 
    The temperature had dived and there was a chilling breeze; the beach was emptying. I spotted that wealthy neighbour, the two dogs by her side, and grabbed my binoculars to take a closer look. Head down, she was examining stones underfoot. She was sad, binoculars don’t lie. A short distance away from her were the man and the boy from the house, presumably husband and son. The man was holding the youngster under his armpits and swinging him around, the boy was shrieking, his father laughing. The woman turned to face them. She should be smiling. She wasn’t. 
 
    I left them to it and headed home. 
 
    ‘There’s something not right about that rich family,’ I told Rosemary as I dug into my pork chop. I looked across as my wife cut a block of cheese into precise cubes. How can a lifelong love of meat suddenly end? Surely this was a short-term obsession.  
 
    ‘The ones from around the corner?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, them. They were on the beach and the woman looked thoroughly miserable.’ 
 
    ‘Your binoculars out again, were they?’  
 
    I ate on in silence. 
 
    The next day I was awake at the crack of dawn. Leaving Rosemary asleep I went downstairs and stood by the window, marvelling at a sky full of reds, oranges and pinks. Based on many years of gardening experience, I believe that the saying Red sky in morning, shepherd’s warning; red sky at night, shepherd’s delight is a myth. Many red sky dawns turn out to be glorious days.  
 
    I strolled down to the deserted promenade, binoculars in hand. I used them to observe birds, boats and wind farms, despite what my wife might say about me being nosey.  
 
    I settled on my bench to admire the view, a shimmering sea and golden sands bathed in soft dawn sunlight. The man who I’d seen playing with his son on the previous day was there again. He was with a woman, but it wasn’t his woman. This one, considerably younger, was bare-footed and wearing a short silky dressing gown. Through my binoculars I could see the pair locked in an embrace. He lifted her garment and fondled her naked bottom. I gasped, shocked by this lewd act in public view. Immediately I set off for home. Rosemary needn’t know the sordid details; I would be keeping this to myself.  
 
    A couple of days later Rosemary and I were cutting across North Lodge Park on our way to the town centre. It was around noon. 
 
    ‘Look, Clive, that woman from around the corner is down there again.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure it’s her?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, she’s with her husband. Come and have a look, I think there’s a bit of an argument going on.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, I glanced down in time to witness a slap so fierce that I could hear the crack above the rush of the incoming tide. 
 
    ‘Good God!’ Rosemary declared. 
 
    ‘It’s none of our business, let’s head on.’ I turned to leave. 
 
    A line of children from the primary school were marching towards us, led by Sharon, Andy the estate agent’s lovely girlfriend. 
 
    As I waved there was another ‘Good God!’ from Rosemary. Looking down to the beach, the woman had launched into a full on assault, lashing out against her husband with fists and feet. He stumbled and fell – the wife was now stamping on him. 
 
    There was a scream behind us and one of the children, a boy, their son, sprinted off. 
 
    ‘Take them back to school,’ Sharon barked at the three women with her. ‘I’ll get Freddie.’  
 
    She began to run. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Saskia van Nolten  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saskia was sitting on an uncomfortable low chair in Freddie’s classroom, having been summoned to his primary school. And Rupert; who knew where he was? She’d left voicemails, messaging that it was about their son not their fight, but he hadn’t got back to her. “Fight” was a strong word to use, but that is exactly what it had been because when he smiled after she’d slapped him, she’d seen red. Utterly losing her cool, she’d gone for him hammer and tongs. Punching. Kicking. Scratching. On reflection, to his credit and with a rare scrap of decency, he hadn’t hit back. Instead, he’d leapt up during a pause in the assault and lifted his arm like a policeman halting traffic.   
 
    ‘Enough!’ he ordered. ‘You’ve got a fucking screw loose, Saskia,’ before limping away. 
 
    At that point she’d become aware of a commotion on the clifftop, hearing shouting and screaming. Looking up, she’d seen a group of children from Freddie’s class peering down, though she couldn’t spot her own son amongst them. She noted the elderly couple who always seemed to be in that same spot.  
 
    Leaving the beach, Saskia walked to the coffee bar run by a couple of Danes, her sanctuary from English – make that Cromer – ordinariness. 
 
    ‘Have you been in a fight?’ the owner joked.  
 
    ‘No, why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Take a look. There’s a mirror in the bathroom.’ 
 
    Saskia ordered a double espresso before doing as advised. She saw a ruddy face, hair in a tangle, and specks of blood on the collar of her blouse.    
 
    ‘Just a typical day for me,’ she said as she returned for the coffee. 
 
    Her phone had rung while she was still in the coffee bar. It was the headteacher at Freddie’s school who proceeded to provide a curt summary of events. Freddie had witnessed the incident involving his parents and had run off along the cliff edge. Fortunately he was safe, but this was deemed to be a most serious incident. He wouldn’t be allowed to remain in school that day, but a meeting between his parents and Freddie’s teacher was essential ahead of collecting him. 
 
    Saskia had rushed to the school, calling Rupert to no avail on the way. On arrival, she was directed to a classroom and instructed to stay put. Were the long wait and the uncomfortable chair punishments for being a bad mother? 
 
    She couldn’t stay seated any longer; it was too painful. Standing up, she examined the children’s work displayed on the walls, posters recounting the history of the locality.  
 
    Winston Churchill’s visit as a child together with a photo of his quote engraved on a slab that she’d spotted on the promenade. I am not enjoying myself very much. No surprise there, Saskia thought.  
 
    Arthur Conan Doyle’s sojourn in Cromer. She had never read his novels but had seen the film The Hound of the Baskervilles. Apparently he got the idea for the story when his host told him about an ancestor who’d been killed by a devilish hound. The man had pursued his fleeing wife, to be mauled by her faithful dog. Saskia smiled, it was a tall order to imagine Jip and Janneke killing Rupert. 
 
    ‘Good, aren’t they?’ 
 
    Freddie’s teacher was by her side, a woman her son said he liked. But however good a teacher was, how could a Cromer school possibly match his past private schools with their small classes and limitless resources?   
 
    ‘Yes, they’re interesting,’ Saskia admitted. 
 
    ‘Come and look at Freddie’s.’  
 
    Saskia followed the teacher to the other side of the room where her son’s poster about Mad Windham of Felbrigg Hall was pinned. ‘He worked really hard on this,’ she was told as Saskia read about the madman’s obsession with a woman called Agnes Willoughby. “A cruel and dishonest woman with sinister intentions” her son had written. 
 
    Saskia turned away from the exhibit with a nagging concern. Did Freddie draw any parallels between her own behaviour and that of this Agnes?  
 
    She followed the teacher back to the little chairs by the side of a tiny table and the pair squatted down facing each other. 
 
    ‘I’m Sharon Kipling, Freddie’s form teacher and the Deputy Head. As you’ve already been informed, there was a serious incident today.’ 
 
    Sharon described what had happened. A class walk through the old town had been arranged to bring to life what the children were writing about. Having visited the RNLI museum, they were near the end of their trip, the final stop being at the start of the Overstrand path to get an overview of the town. ‘As you know, the cliff there is subject to erosion and we were describing what that means, of course making sure that the children kept well away from the edge. And then –’ 
 
    ‘– I imagine you saw an argument between my husband and I.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you could call it an argument.’ 
 
    ‘A fight then.’ 
 
    There was an uncomfortable silence, Saskia hoping that the teacher hadn’t seen her stamping on Rupert as he lay on the beach. A fight implied two participants; this had been a one-sided assault.   
 
    ‘Freddie saw what was going on,’ the teacher continued. ‘He screamed and ran off and I gave chase. Our school takes great care to mitigate risk on outings and the children have a code of conduct to abide by. Running away was not only a significant threat to Freddie’s well-being, but it also put the other children in danger.’ 
 
    Sharon had found Freddie huddled into a ball against a bush in North Lodge Park – fortunately he’d run in that direction rather than along the cliff edge – and he was in floods of tears. When she approached to offer sympathy rather than reprimand, he’d lashed out. She was struggling to restrain him until joined by an elderly gentleman who did a good job in helping her to calm him down. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to have put you to so much trouble,’ Saskia said, the account of events over. ‘Thank you for dealing with it.’ 
 
    ‘There’s more. I was all set to call you both in to discuss Freddie’s behaviour ahead of what happened today –’ 
 
    ‘– It wouldn’t be both, just me.’ 
 
    The teacher let that comment pass her by. ‘Freddie’s been difficult lately, getting angry in an instant and, I have to say, bullying others in the class. Sometimes physically, hurting them.’ 
 
     Saskia leapt to Freddie’s defence. After all, at the independent schools he’d been stretched academically. Could being bored account for his behaviour? Should he be getting more homework? ‘If you look at his poster isn’t it obvious that he’s streets ahead of the others in the class?’ she concluded. 
 
    Saskia wondered whether she’d said something offensive as she watched the teacher redden and eye her with a threatening glare.  
 
    ‘I think it’s a bit much for you to switch responsibility. I can assure you that Freddie has more than enough to keep him occupied in class. I suggest we end this conversation now and set a date with the head present – and hopefully your husband in attendance, too.’ 
 
    ‘I’m…sorry,’ the “sorry” whispered, drowned with sobs. ‘My life’s such a mess…’ 
 
    A cup of tea later and Saskia had provided an outline of her dilemma – a husband she could no longer bear to be with because of his philandering; a fear that he would engage the best lawyers money could buy to engineer an unfair financial settlement and gain custody of Freddie; an intense dislike of this dreary town; a wish to move back to Holland. 
 
    Saskia was surprised when Sharon took hold of her hand. ‘Would you like another cup of tea?’ 
 
    Her tears turned to laughter. ‘You bloody English. Everyone seems to want to offer me tea when I’m upset.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if not tea, may I offer you some advice?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course. In Holland everyone says what they think. Usually here you have to search for hidden meanings.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try to be straightforward then. Freddie’s old enough to come to terms with the family situation, but only if you explain what’s going on and at some level talk about how you feel. Sadly, separations and divorces are all too common, but if it’s handled carefully, children can come through the crisis relatively unscathed.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I can see you’re right.’ 
 
    ‘However, ideally with your husband present, we do need to let Freddie know that although we understand how difficult it must be, it can’t be used as an excuse for poor behaviour.’  
 
    ‘Thank you, Sharon. Is it OK to call you Sharon? I’m grateful for your concern.’ 
 
    ‘One final suggestion. We have access to a child counsellor, and I’d be happy to set up an appointment.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. Let me think about that.’  
 
    Sharon stood. ‘I’ll take you to the head’s office to collect Freddie.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Ellie Bright  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Things are not going according to plan, Ellie was thinking as she pushed herself hard, too hard, on the run along the beach. She was racing against the incoming tide to reach West Runton. Dangerous. Reckless. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Their decision to move to Cromer hadn’t been taken lightly, despite the agreement to seek a slower pace of life than their hectic existence in London.  
 
    They were both familiar with and had fond memories of North Norfolk. Separately when children, their parents had whisked them off to different resorts along the coast during long lazy summers. Ellie still had the giant fluffy seal acquired during a visit to Blakeney Point; it was now Clara’s proud possession in her bedroom. Sean’s family had rented a cottage along the coast near Happisburgh for several years in a row. 
 
    It was no more than a general interest in the job market that enabled Sean to spot an advert placed by a small but expanding agribusiness on the Norwich Science Park. Ellie urged him to apply. “The competition will be huge, I’ve got no chance,” he’d told her, but she knew otherwise, recognising this as no more than one of his defensive just-in-case comments. Having seen the job spec, she knew that her husband was a perfect fit; he had the right qualifications, expertise and experience. And she knew that if he got an interview, he’d impress.  
 
    He was offered the job and reality set in. Should he take it, because did they definitely want to relocate? For a full week their deliberation raged night and day, with both valid and wild advantages and disadvantages tossed into the consideration.  
 
    There was the move away from friends and family to consider. Despite being within the giant sprawl of London, a surprisingly communal spirit was evident in Haven Green. Ellie had the history society, a yoga class and a running group, Sean had the gym and the local theatre group. And they’d spent seven years refurbishing a home which they both loved. 
 
    ‘There’ll be challenges, but I’m sure we would make a success of it,’ Ellie declared, her mind finally made up. 
 
    ‘But the children wouldn’t have anything like the enrichment opportunities in Norfolk compared to London. The museums, the art galleries.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Sean! Clara’s only two and this one isn’t even out yet.’ Ellie patted her belly, reciprocated by a reassuring kick. 
 
    ‘But she will be starting nursery next year. We want her to mix with the right type of children.’ 
 
    ‘Sean! You bigot! Norfolk kids are fine, for a start less stressed by over-pushy parents which can only be a good thing. And as far as enrichment goes, Norfolk is hardly the Antarctic, your beloved London is only a train journey away. Anyway, there’s loads going on up there.’  
 
    Ellie had emerged as the one most in favour of the move. For Sean it was more a case of unusual indecision rather than negativity.  
 
    ‘If I do take the job, what about you, Ellie? Your work?’ 
 
    Work had been on Ellie’s mind since well before Sean’s job opportunity had come along, and they’d made the decision that she’d take a break when their second child was born. ‘Just think, Sean, we’ll be able to spend so much more time together – as a family. No more hour and a half commute around the North Circular Road, and that’s on a good day.’ 
 
    Finally, Sean was smiling. ‘You’re right. I’ve not been involved enough with Clara, but I’ll be able to help loads with this one.’ He stroked Ellie’s belly and was rewarded with the baby’s kick. 
 
    Having made the call to accept the job, that evening Sean was back to his usual quick-acting self. They sat together to take a virtual tour of Norwich before accessing a properties app. What they saw didn’t particularly impress.  
 
    ‘Do you know what I’m thinking, why Norwich?’ Ellie stated the morning after their frustrating evening of searching. ‘Why not move to the coast?’ 
 
    Later that day they were back on the computer investigating new options. While researching they reminisced about their childhood holidays, reckoning that they might literally have crossed paths in their youth. 
 
    A couple of weeks later they took a short break to investigate where they might live. Using Wells-next-the-Sea as their base, they drove between towns and villages to assess potential, reaching Cromer around lunchtime on their second day. The town had been a family favourite for both of them and during their visit that day they were drawn to the architecture. There was time for Clara to play on the wide expanse of unspoilt sandy beach and she loved it. The sea was calm ahead of turning wild and fearsome later that afternoon when they were safely on the promenade. 
 
    They abandoned their plan to head further west to look at Hunstanton, instead booking into a hotel and making an appointment with a Cromer estate agent to visit properties the next day. The internet search beforehand revealed that houses cost less than a third of similar places in Haven Green, and they were considerably cheaper than in Norwich, too.  
 
    When a likeable man called Andy – so different to the London sharks – showed them a tastefully converted split level flat in a Victorian mansion on a tree-lined street, Ellie knew this was to be their home. ‘That’s it then – it’s here. It’s Cromer!’ she declared when they were alone. 
 
    ‘Sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yep. You?’ 
 
    ‘Yep!’ 
 
    At the point of signing the purchase contract, Ellie did have a short-lived panic about work. She’d been at the same London university for approaching fifteen years, first a History degree, then a Masters, and then employed as a research assistant. She loved her job, its nature and the buzz of being in a large and dynamic institution. Why was she giving it all up? The panic didn’t last. She could cross that bridge when she came to it, because for now she’d make the most of the time out to look after the children. In the future there would be the University of East Anglia to approach, or perhaps even one of the Cambridge universities. 
 
    ~ 
 
    A year down the line and the plans for a calmer lifestyle had come to nothing. It’s not fair, Ellie thought for the umpteenth time as she reached the foot of the cliff at West Runton, pausing to get a second wind before her ascent.   
 
    Today was a guilt-ridden déjà vu. Sean had returned from his trip abroad and she’d set off for a run, with barely a welcoming hello, minutes after he got back. What must he think – complaining about how little time they spent together and then abandoning the family the second he came home? But when else would she find the time to run what with a demanding toddler and a grumpy baby to look after? At least in London there had been babysitter options, parents and a pool of friends who arranged reciprocal child-minding.  
 
    Having climbed the steep slope to the clifftop, Ellie ordered tea and a muffin at the café. Absolutely not going according to plan – this was her recurring thought. At least when Sean had worked for the London-based company, even if he got home late, he did get home. Now he was away as much as once a fortnight.  
 
    She’d been moaning like a broken record and there was considerable friction. Ridiculous, because they got on so well, loved each other. When Sean was home he was brilliant, but that wasn’t often enough to stop Ellie feeling trapped. No, not a feeling, I am trapped, Ellie concluded as she savoured the rare opportunity to take her time drinking tea.  
 
    That evening she’d be able to ditch the default end to her day – feeding the children while cooking something quick for herself; putting Clara to bed in the hope that she’d settle; loading the dishwasher; ironing while watching TV; and finally remaining half-awake in anticipation of Ben’s middle of the night cries. Sean could do all that. But with this thought, on came the guilt because uncomplaining Sean needed to be up early, fresh for work.  
 
    What Saskia had told her was on her mind as she poured a second cup of tea – that her husband’s affairs took place when he was on business trips. When Ellie had asked Sean who he travelled with, his answer had been a nonchalant “It depends.” Not good enough, but she could hardly pursue the questioning. Recently, on his return from a few days away, she’d looked for the giveaway tan that Saskia had cited as evidence of adultery and then – a cause for further guilt – she’d gone through his suit jacket pockets, text messages and phone calls in search of proof.     
 
    There had been nothing to arouse suspicion. No, he wasn’t the problem. She was.  
 
    Ellie was set to leave when it started to rain. Customers who had been sitting outdoors now flocked into the small interior of the café. With the place heaving, Ellie beckoned to the young woman looking for somewhere to sit. 
 
    ‘Thanks, I didn’t fancy getting soaked out there.’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t forecast this; I hope it stops soon.’ 
 
    ‘Me too. I’m Sharon, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘Ellie. I’m sure I’ve seen you before.’ 
 
    ‘I teach at Cromer Primary School, so maybe you spotted me with a line of children in tow, desperately trying to keep them within sight and well-behaved.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it, yes. They look sweet in those little yellow jackets. One of mine will be joining you in a year and a bit.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, I remember you, too. I was in the office when you and your husband were looking for a place to live. My fiancé is Andy, the estate agent. Did he find what you were looking for?’ 
 
    ‘He certainly did. We love it and Andy was a great help. We love being in Cromer, too.’ 
 
    And with that, Ellie burst into tears. 
 
    ‘It’s nothing, it’s nothing,’ she said as she pulled a packet of tissues out her backpack. Sharon didn’t push for details, but bit by bit Ellie outlined how she was feeling, spurred on by being with such a sensitive questioner and sympathetic listener.  
 
    ‘Crying’s daft because it’s not as if I’m unhappy,’ she concluded.  
 
    ‘It did take me by surprise when you started to cry immediately after telling me how much you loved the house and living in Cromer.’ Sharon was smiling as she said this. 
 
    ‘This feeling won’t last,’ Ellie declared, now smiling, too. ‘Soon the kids will be easier to look after, and Sean won’t be travelling as much.’ 
 
    ‘Well, as you said, you’ll be offloading one of them to us in a short while. But look, you shouldn’t write off the short term, you need to make time for yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Fair point, but I can’t think of a single thing to improve matters. Except going for a run the minute Sean walks through the door.’ 
 
    ‘I can think of a couple of things. You said you love history so why not join the local history society. It’s in Aylsham. I go. We could drive there together if you like. Several parents bring young children with them to the afternoon events and they take it in turns to look after all the kids. Sometimes I take charge.’ 
 
    ‘That’s nice of you to do that.’ 
 
    ‘It’s practice for when I get my own. Andy and I are about to get married and we’re keen to start a family.’ 
 
    ‘Marriage! Congratulations!’  
 
    Sharon must have spotted Ellie’s surreptitious search for an engagement ring. ‘I’ve taken it off. We’ve had a bit of a tiff. We never argue except about my father.’ 
 
    Now it was Sharon telling her story, one that went back to early childhood when she thought that her wonderful father could do nothing wrong, how that belief dived with her parents’ separation, ending with her father’s disgraceful behaviour regarding Andy’s uncle’s possessions. 
 
    ‘I don’t want anything more to do with him, I’d happily never see him again,’ Sharon declared. This time it was Ellie watching tears well up.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Jamie Kipling  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Is that the Cromer Curiosity Shop?’  
 
    Jamie was reluctant to own up. Of late, phone calls had been unwelcome, one from the inland revenue about a tax bill, one from the local council concerning rates, and several from disgruntled customers. Bad as these were, none had quite reached the venomous level set by his own daughter following the Samuel Powell fiasco.  
 
    The language she’d used during the phone call after he’d returned all Samuel’s possessions to Andy had shocked him: “Just go fuck yourself, Dad, I never want to see you again”, the Norfolk twang accentuated as she shouted. 
 
    This woman’s voice was proper Queen’s English, leading him to assume that it was going to be about a tax matter.  
 
    ‘Are you there?’  
 
    ‘Yes, I am here. What do you want?’ he snapped. 
 
    ‘I saw your advert in the Holt Chronicle offering a house clearance service. I’d welcome a visit for you to see what I need to offload.’ 
 
    Jamie always liked it when “offload” was used. It was so much more promising than “sell”. It implied that the goods were a nuisance, which in turn suggested that they’d accept next to nothing as long as someone was prepared to take everything away. He rarely got business in Holt; there were competitors in the town itself and in nearby Sheringham. He’d only kept an advert going because it cost next to nothing in the freebie local rag. ‘Are you based in Holt then?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed I am.’ 
 
    Who says “Indeed I am” rather than a straightforward “Yes” unless they’re posh? And posh often meant loaded. There was wealth in the town, elderly people, too, a promising combination because the old often had little awareness of the true value of their possessions.  
 
    ‘Then it’s your lucky day, madam. A Holt client postponed my visit literally minutes ago, so I’ve got a slot this afternoon. If that’s convenient, of course.’ 
 
    Mrs Appleby provided the address. A quick look at Google Maps confirmed Jamie’s guess. This woman lived in the street in the town, the one with the grandest houses and park-sized gardens.   
 
    Of course, there hadn’t been a cancellation from the Holt area, there had been no cancellations from anywhere, because there had been no bookings. Jamie had to make this opportunity a success because trade in Cromer was dead, the whole of June having been a write-off. It was the gossip that was doing it, gossip that had proliferated since the falling out with Sharon. There was even a thread on Facebook’s Enjoy Cromer More with locals posting untrue details about how Jamie had ripped them off. He had suspicions about Sharon instigating the attack, the first post having been put up by someone using the pseudonym seekingparentswap. 
 
    Having used Pegman on Google Maps to get a street view before departing, there were no surprises when Jamie arrived at the Holt house. He drove through gate posts capped by statues of lions and parked his battered white van next to a diddly Smart car, ludicrously out of place on the vast sweep of golden-gravelled driveway. A Rolls would have been a better fit. The house in front of him was a three-storeyed Norfolk masterpiece with its pebbled exterior and dusty green paintwork. 
 
    He’d dressed smartly to impress the client, a navy blazer with bold brass buttons, a polka dot handkerchief in the breast pocket, a crisp white shirt, beige chinos – the sort of gear that London dealers might wear. As he rang the bell, it crossed his mind that a servant would be opening the door, but no, because a servant would never be allowed to dress as scruffily as the person now greeting him.  
 
    It was the woman who had phoned, her voice and choice of words the giveaways. ‘I’m so grateful you could accommodate me today. It’s taken me an eternity to decide and I simply must proceed before changing my mind. Do come this way.’ 
 
    Great, Jamie thought as he followed her along the extensive hallway. A quick sale at knock-down prices without any deliberation. He glanced at the posters of well-known films displayed on the walls – The Big Sleep, Casablanca, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest – making a mental note of the titles, aware that such artefacts could be high-value if originals. He was also glancing, more than glancing, at the woman leading the way. She was no spring chicken, maybe about his own age, but she was shapely, slim with curves in the right places. Her denim shirt and jeans were splattered with paint, she was shoeless, and had shoulder length blond-grey hair. When she turned towards him, having reached a closed door at the end of the corridor, he was met by grey-green eyes that were shrewd, mocking, fearless, intimidating. He felt thoroughly second-class.   
 
    She opened a door that led him into a cavernous room. ‘Have a look,’ she instructed, holding her gaze as if inviting him to inspect her rather than any possessions. He was temporarily lost for words and inactive.  
 
    Jamie snapped out of his reverie – this was business, important business. He wondered whether this sale was following a death, and if so, was it a husband or a parent? Whoever it was, the woman didn’t seem to be in mourning as she stood there with that smile that was at the same time inviting and threatening. 
 
    It was time to adopt a sophisticated air, stretching his limited cultural knowledge to maximum effect. 
 
    ‘Beautiful,’ he declared as he stood by a row of paintings. ‘They have the same honesty as early Hockneys, creating the sense that the viewer is watching from the edge of the painting.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting that you should mention Hockney because my husband knew him. He was a huge influence on Charles.’ 
 
    Excellent! His reference to Hockney had been fortunate, although he hoped that his negligible knowledge wasn’t going to be exposed by any questioning about the artist’s work. Jamie had four painters in his vocabulary, each attached to a particular era. Constable for countryside scenes, Monet for Impressionism, Picasso for surrealism, and Hockney for anything vaguely modern. It had sufficed in the past.  
 
    ‘Your husband was a follower of Hockney?’ His mental calculator was kicking in.  
 
    ‘No, he knew Hockney. Personally. They went to art college together and stayed in contact. We have a couple of his sketches in another room, though the ones in here were painted by Charles.’ 
 
    Jamie jotted down Charles Appleby. He’d look him up later. Next to the name he added H$, his aide memoire about Hockney and the potential to earn a small fortune. 
 
    Mrs Appleby, “Do call me Beatrice”, was utterly casual about the vast wealth in her home, taking it as the norm, as if wealth hardly mattered. He’d met clients like this in the distant past, before the internet enabled everybody to uncover true value. Surely this woman knew what was what, but if that was the case, why hadn’t she approached a London dealer? She was far too classy for his Cromer bric-a-brac business. 
 
    It was turning out to be an unusual afternoon, as much a social occasion as a business one. After seeing the room where her deceased husband’s paintings hung and then the library with the two Hockney sketches, Beatrice invited him into the kitchen for tea. There was no servant to prepare it, there were mugs rather than cups and saucers, and biscuits were offered out of a packet.  
 
    Beatrice chatted away as if they were old friends. Her husband had died approaching three years ago, but only now did she feel that the time was right to move on, literally, with a relocation to a smaller property planned and hence the need to offload possessions. 
 
    ‘It’s not as if I have any sentimental tie to his things,’ she told Jamie, ‘it’s simply that I haven’t got around to clearing them. Emotionally I moved on long ago, if the truth be known, well before he died.’ 
 
    Jamie was unsure how to react to this openness, his modest nod implying an understanding that wasn’t present. He shifted the conversation to practical matters. ‘I can help you clear your goods, but may I ask why you haven’t used one of the more local dealers?’ 
 
    ‘They’re a bunch of sharks. I’ve seen how they’ve treated my friends, pretending the goods are worthless then selling them on at an outrageous price. I recognise the need to make a living, but what some of them do is verging on theft.’ 
 
    Jamie manufactured a sympathetic smile. Based on that comment, this woman clearly understood about value, so again, why him? The stock was far too upmarket for his shop and his links with dealers were tenuous; it cried out for someone higher up the ladder. 
 
    So, should he walk away from this deal? Two things kept him there: the opportunity somehow or other to make money, and lots of it; and of at least equal significance, the pull of this woman. It was daft to even think of it – a working class junk merchant and an aristocratic lady, but vanity was a powerful Jamie trait. What was that book about the loaded woman having an affair with her gardener, the one with tons of sex in it? 
 
    The tour continued to what Beatrice referred to as Charles’ office, a room that wouldn’t be out of place in Victorian times.  
 
    ‘I’ve never liked mahogany so all this can go,’ Beatrice told him with a broad sweep of her hand that encompassed bookshelves, a dresser, an enormous desk, armchairs and a coffee table – far too much to fit in his shop even if every other item was cleared.  
 
    ‘Including the books,’ she added, pointing to the leather-bound collection lining the shelves, ‘and these.’  She’d opened a dresser stuffed full of stamp albums.  
 
    ‘This nautical equipment, too,’ she said as she led him across to the other side of the room. 
 
    Jamie appreciated that antique astrolabes, sextants, telescopes and compasses were sought after items. He’d have to find a specialist dealer prepared to take the job lot, surely willing to pay thousands. 
 
    ‘Charles had them valued quite a while ago and even then they were worth a small fortune. Whatever I get for this collection I want to donate to the RNLI.’  
 
    Jamie swallowed hard. ‘A good cause.’  
 
    Beatrice looked at her watch. ‘It’s my gin and tonic hour. Would you care to join me for a drink? There’s far too much to see in a day, you’ll need to come back.’ 
 
    They sat in the kitchen, the usually verbose Jamie near silent as Beatrice talked about this and that. Out of the blue she launched into an attack on her ex-husband, his eccentric ways, his obsessive wish for solitude, their incompatibility. 
 
    Based on considerable experience, Jamie had a feeling that this woman – this highly attractive, extremely rich woman – was chatting him up.  
 
    

  

 
   
     Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It should have been a perfect day, my ankle pain-free, that plate and those screws keeping my bones together all but forgotten.  
 
    ‘You’re in good form,’ Rosemary told me as I marched along. ‘Stop for a minute, I can hardly keep up with you.’  
 
    I drew to a halt and turned to face her, greeted by a beaming smile. I was taken aback when she grabbed hold of me and hugged, physical contact being a rarity of late. ‘Well done, I’m proud of you!’ 
 
    We’d trekked inland for a change, skirting Amazona Zoo and up to Roughton, and were now heading back towards the town centre.  
 
    ‘I need to pop into the bank,’ I informed my wife. 
 
    ‘Fine. I’ll go home and get tea ready.’ 
 
    ‘What are we having?’ I asked, increasingly suspicious of her culinary choices. 
 
    ‘A surprise. Something nice I’ve seen a recipe for.’  
 
    It was quite a day for affection because now I got a kiss to go with the hug.  
 
    When I returned from the bank I had a gripe to relate to Rosemary. The young man behind the counter had been most unhelpful, claiming that even their pensioner customers were switching to online banking because it was easier.  
 
    ‘Easier for you maybe, but I would rather speak to someone thank you very much.’ 
 
    ‘Good for you. Stand up for your rights,’ Rosemary said as she set a plate down in front of me. I caught a cagey look. 
 
    ‘Veal. Lovely.’ 
 
    ‘It is an escalope, but not veal. Quorn.’ 
 
    This product had been manufactured to deceive. It looked like veal, the right colour, thickness of cut, even the texture, but the first mouthful made it abundantly clear that it was different. Awful. ‘Salt, I need salt. Where’s the salt?’ I demanded on noting its absence from the table.  
 
    ‘You know salt isn’t good for us. I didn’t buy any more when we used it up.’ 
 
    ‘That’s ridiculous.’  
 
    I attempted to prod a french bean onto my fork. ‘And this is rock hard, you haven’t cooked it.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I have. It’s steamed al dente. To keep all the goodness in.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no point being full of goodness if it’s impossible to eat.’ 
 
    The other foodstuff on my plate was boiled potatoes. Rosemary knew I didn’t like boiled potatoes. I pushed my plate away, my anger escalating as I watched my wife tucking into her own meal. She had to be playacting, pretending she was enjoying what was inedible, deliberately taking her time chewing, swallowing and gathering another forkful.  
 
    Finally, with her plate scraped clean, she picked up mine. ‘Finished, dear?’ a question to provoke. 
 
    Having emptied my food into the bin she opened the fridge and brought out two bowls. She returned to the fridge to collect a pot which she placed on the table. I had to squint to identify the word “yoghurt” in tiny print. The lettering for “No added sugar” and “0% fat” was huge. 
 
    In front of me was a fruit salad, the fruits recognisable but for a coating of slimy grey-green liquid. 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ I asked, lifting a globule of the fluid onto my spoon. 
 
    ‘Passion fruit. Full of iron and Vitamin C.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care about any of that. I just want my food to taste nice.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know it doesn’t if you haven’t even tried it?’ 
 
    ‘I do know,’ I declared having run out of patience. ‘Honestly, Rosemary, this really is the giddy limit.’  
 
    I stormed out the room and out the house, my destination the Chinese takeaway. 
 
    The route took me past the fancy house occupied by the woman who I’d last seen hitting her husband on the beach. He was at the front door, hammering away with his fist. 
 
    ‘Can I help?’ I called out.  
 
    ‘No, you fucking can’t! Mind your own business.’ 
 
    He turned back and pummelled on the door again. ‘It’s my house, let me in you fucking cunt!’ 
 
    I had no desire to remain in the vicinity with that sort of language being used. I walked on. A minute or so later, the man was racing past me in his Porsche, making a mockery of the 20 mph speed limit. 
 
    My thoughts returned to the dispute with Rosemary. Surely she’d get over the fad and return to cooking normal food soon. Sitting alone on an uncomfortable stool at the Chinese, I gorged an over-sweet and over-salty Chow Mein chicken dish that was, I’d have to admit, neither tasty nor in all probability healthy. 
 
    I was in no rush to get back home. Having left the takeaway, I headed in the opposite direction to our bungalow, meandering along the promenade towards East Runton. I cut inland at the far end of town and came across a new build. It was a low-rise block of flats, upmarket judging by the iron fence and security gate surrounding it. The landscaped garden with its mix of olive trees, bay leaves, pines and palms would have been costly to construct, but was tasteless. It was impractical, too. The harsh North Norfolk winters with salt-saturated gales would decimate the garden within a few years.  
 
    I skirted the building and reached the car park where I spotted a Porsche, surely the one I’d seen speeding off earlier that evening. I continued my walk to the fourth side of the building. It was a fine summer’s evening with the sun dipping and casting long shadows over rolling hills that stretched into the far distance westwards. To the right I could see the sea, making a soft swishing sound as it advanced up the beach. All in all, a lovely location for a block of flats. 
 
    This calming scene was interrupted when a light came on near a first-floor window. I looked up to see the Porsche driver kissing the woman I’d seen him with on the beach the day before the fight with his wife. He removed her dressing gown, that same dressing gown. She was naked. I ducked as she turned to the window and pulled the curtains shut. 
 
    It was time to head home, no more drama for me. What goings on though – should I tell Rosemary?  
 
    As I reached the road at the front of the building, an SUV came racing towards me. I leapt aside as the car mounted the pavement with a screech of brakes, coming to rest against the iron gates with the rattle of metal against metal. The engine continued to run as a woman, the wife, staggered out.  
 
    She was leaning against the car, struggling to stand, by the time I reached her.  
 
    ‘There’s not much point me asking if you’re alright.’ 
 
    ‘No, not really. Might as well go home though, leave him to it with her. Yes, best to. Freddie’s by himself,’ she said as she opened the car door.  
 
    ‘I don’t think you driving is a good idea.’ 
 
    ‘No, probably not. Could you drive?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure. Maybe it would be better if I called a taxi.’ 
 
    ‘No. Don’t want to leave the car here. Take me home. Please.’ 
 
    I checked – the collision against the gate had been slight and the car was roadworthy.  
 
    ‘If you’re sure that’s what you want.’ 
 
    ‘Please. I do.’ 
 
    I assisted the woman on her walk to the front passenger seat. Her head sank forwards as I clasped the seat belt shut. She twitched and muttered as we drove.  
 
    When we reached her house I examined the keys to select which one might release the gates. The little boy standing on the doorstep beat me to it having pressed a remote. The gates slid open.   
 
    The youngster came to the car to greet us, his mother needing my arm for support as we walked. There was nothing I could say other than the truth. ‘Your mother has drunk rather a lot of alcohol. I’m sure she’ll be better after a lie down.’ 
 
    The boy nodded and led us to the lounge.  
 
    ‘Hello, Freddie. Mummy’s a bit tired. Got a bit of a headache.’  
 
    We helped the woman down onto a sofa. ‘Are you going to be alright?’ I asked the lad. ‘Can I do anything to help?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so, sir.’ 
 
    We looked down at his mother who clearly wasn’t in the best of states. 
 
    ‘I’ll get her a blanket – and the bucket.’  
 
    I felt for the lad, in all probability this wasn’t the first such incident. ‘You’re a good boy, Freddie. What’s your mother’s name?’ 
 
    ‘Saskia.’  
 
    

  

 
   
     Andy Powell  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Things weren’t going well following the debacle with Sharon’s father. On the evening of the argument, a Wednesday, Andy’s fiancée had taken up residency in the spare bedroom. There’d been tiffs in the past, but they’d always blown over by bedtime. 
 
    There was no improvement that weekend. Saturdays and Sundays had always been their together time, an opportunity to catch up after busy weekdays at work. National Trust properties to accommodate Sharon’s love of history. Sub-standard Norwich City football matches to indulge Andy’s eternal optimism. Shopping in Norwich, Peterborough or Cambridge, most recently to buy things for the house. Walks inland and along the North Norfolk coast. Lots of sex too. 
 
    Not that weekend. It got off to a bad start with Sharon announcing early Saturday morning that she was off to Norwich to mooch around.  
 
    ‘I’ll come with you,’ Andy had offered. 
 
    ‘No. I’d rather go alone.’ 
 
    Andy was left to contemplate why Sharon was so enraged and how he could diffuse her anger. It was gone six o’clock by the time she returned. Standing by the hob stirring the sizzling contents of a wok, he manufactured a broad smile. ‘I’m making your favourite, Shaz. Sea bass Japanese style. Sushi, too.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Have you had a good day?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, fine. I’m just going to freshen up.’ 
 
    Back downstairs, dinner conversation was minimal with Sharon spending much of the time examining her phone screen. She announced ridiculously early that she was exhausted and going to bed. He could hear her iPad in the spare bedroom, playing the same as what he was watching on TV downstairs.  
 
    Sunday was no better. In an attempt to restore normality, Andy had dashed out to buy croissants and had laid the table in lavish style. ‘Breakfast,’ he called up as he was scrambling eggs. 
 
    ‘What shall we do today?’ he asked as Sharon tucked into her favourite Sunday brunch. ‘I thought maybe a drive to Horsey to take a look at the seals. And then lunch at that pub the smugglers used.’ 
 
    ‘Andy, I’d appreciate some time to myself, please. It’s been a hard week and I need to clear my head.’ 
 
    ‘How much longer are you going to be so distant?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see why I should have to set a time limit. However, I’m extremely disappointed that you don’t understand how strongly I feel about my father’s behaviour.’ 
 
    ‘But I do.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen the evidence.’ 
 
    Andy was left speechless. What was he supposed to be saying? 
 
    It was another six o’clock return that evening. Again Andy asked if she’d had an enjoyable day. All he got back was that she’d met a lovely woman called Ellie who shared her interest in history. As an afterthought she added that Andy had found Ellie and her husband their property a while back.   
 
    The days dragged on, any thaw slight. Conversations were civil enough, but there was no discussion of marriage and no relocation to the main bedroom.  
 
    A couple of weeks later and there was great news awaiting Andy at the estate agents one Monday morning. Surely this would get their relationship back on track.  
 
    ‘Home Shaz!’ he called out as he stepped indoors.  
 
    ‘I’m in the dining room. Working.’   
 
    Andy joined her, giving a peck on the cheek that was offered. Lips were still out of bounds.  
 
    ‘Stop work for a bit, I’ve got some good news.’ 
 
    ‘Not now, Andy, I need to finish this.’ 
 
    ‘No! Stop!’ 
 
    Sharon flinched, her yellow highlighter pen dropping onto the sheet of A3 paper.  
 
    Andy, shocked by the aggression of his demand, set out to remedy it. ‘Interesting,’ he declared as he glanced at a bar chart showing Cromer population growth over the last hundred years. 
 
    ‘Not interesting enough to make a lesson out of it.’  
 
    ‘I’ve got something to tell you. Actually two things.’ 
 
    An alarming reflection struck Andy when Sharon failed to respond. She was still bearing a grudge weeks after he’d done something, rightly or wrongly, purely with good intentions. He’d never seen her like this, but might it be behaviour that he would be seeing repeatedly in the future. Could this be the real Sharon? Surely not. 
 
    ‘Well, what is it?’ Sharon asked without making eye contact. She picked up a green marker pen and started to shade one of the bars. 
 
    ‘Never mind. It’s nothing.’ 
 
    Andy left her to it, his heart thumping as he stormed out the room, his mind in a mess. Was their relationship, a childhood fairy tale, about to come crashing down? “You two are so lucky to have found each other” everyone said, but was it true? How could he know for sure if there had never been anyone to compare Sharon to? What would it be like to kiss another woman, to walk along the seafront together, to have sex? Perhaps Sharon wasn’t his soulmate after all.  
 
    Andy stood in the kitchen by the window, vacantly regarding the tidy garden in summer bloom. He was unsure what to do next. Grab a beer? Make dinner? Get drunk down the local? Watch TV?  
 
    He was oblivious to Sharon entering the room, only aware when she hooked her arms around his waist. ‘Fuckwit. And I mean me, not you. I’ve been awful to you when it’s my dad who’s the problem. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    As Andy savoured the warmth of Sharon’s touch his doubts vanished – he loved this woman. She swivelled him round to face her and snogging was back on. Their clothes were discarded on the way upstairs. 
 
    ‘I think I might return to this bedroom tonight,’ Sharon teased as they lay in bed. 
 
    ‘If I let you.’ 
 
    Andy refused to relay the good news until they were sitting in the best fish and chip restaurant in town later that evening. 
 
    ‘I sold Uncle Samuel’s bungalow today. It’s as definite as possible at this stage; there’s no chain and they’re cash buyers.’ 
 
    ‘Well done.’ 
 
    ‘And I’m making progress offloading his stuff. A specialist dealer from London has bought the Indian antiques and an auction house is taking the paintings. Shaz, we’ll be able to pay off a giant dollop of the mortgage as well as fund the wedding. We’ll have enough to start a family – if you still want to.’ 
 
    Sharon rested her elbows on the table. Andy hadn’t noticed before but her ring was back on. ‘I do want to. Let’s practice tonight!’  
 
    She took hold of his hands and drew them to her lips. 
 
    ‘Ready to order?’ the waitress interrupted. 
 
    They chose the same as always, Andy the hake and Sharon the cod.  
 
    ‘We can start planning our wedding right here and now,’ Sharon suggested when the waitress had moved on. 
 
    ‘Fine by me. We – hang on a minute.’  
 
    Andy lifted the RNLI pager from his pocket, its ring an immediate call to action. ‘I have to go.’ 
 
    ‘There’ll be loads of others to help. Give it a miss tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t, Shaz, it’s for the big boat from the pier. I’ll see you back home later.’  
 
    

  

 
   
     Jamie Kipling 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie hadn’t expected further contact from the Holt woman. Surely Beatrice had seen right through him. He knew nothing about the value of her goods, had no outlet to sell the products, had talked bollocks about Hockney, drove a crappy van, dressed like a spiv. And yet here they were, speaking again on the day after his first visit. She wanted him back as soon as convenient to continue with the valuation of her possessions.  
 
    He accepted the invitation despite recognising that the scope to buy low and sell high was zero. Returning had nothing to do with the opportunity to make money; the pull was the woman not her chattels. She was attractive and she fascinated him – the way she spoke, her mannerisms, how she appeared to enjoy toying with him. Therein lay the challenge, an affair seemingly so impossible that it might be possible. Another to add to the long list of inappropriate choices.  
 
    Inappropriate had definitely applied to his most recent fling, this with a woman not much older than his own daughter. She was out of her mind drunk when he heard her singing Mariah Carey’s We Belong Together during The Blue Boar karaoke night. The original video was being relayed while the pretender sang, and Carey, rather than the woman on stage, was who he couldn’t take his eyes off. Blimey, what a Sex Goddess!  
 
    This woman in the pub wasn’t in the same league, though not bad looking.  
 
    ‘You’ve got a great voice, love,’ he lied as she leaned against the bar afterwards. 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Ever thought of going professional? You’re good enough.’ 
 
    There was a vague memory of using the same line when someone had sung an Abba song a while back. They’d had a short fling, but it couldn’t have lasted long otherwise he would have remembered her name. Relationships for Jamie were never long-standing, and it was usually the woman calling time having been impressed for a short while before discovering that he was as boring as hell. Until recently he hadn’t minded, there being plenty of fish in the sea so to speak. But having hit sixty, sexual encounters didn’t feel quite as straightforward. The chasing and flirting were tiring, the competition from younger men overwhelming. And what with Cromer being as small as it was, women were keeping their distance because he had a certain reputation. That left holidaymakers like this one as his best bet, but was it worth the effort for just a few lustful days before having to start all over again?  
 
    ‘You’re not fucking listening to me,’ this one was yelling at him above the music. 
 
    ‘No, I admit I wasn’t. I run a business and something worrying has cropped up today. It’s on my mind. Sorry.’ How many times had he used that one when he’d lost interest in what was being said? 
 
    ‘What business.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a dealer.’ 
 
    ‘Drugs?’  
 
    Leaving this question unanswered created a mystique that often impressed. 
 
    ‘If you don’t mind, I’d rather not say. What were you telling me?’ 
 
    ‘That I auditioned for X-factor. Twice, but they didn’t fucking want me. It’s nothing like what you see on telly. I was put in this pokey little room with a person who wasn’t even one of the real judges, so what the fuck are they going to know about talent? They asked all sorts of pathetic questions before I was given about thirty seconds to sing, then told to fuck off.’ 
 
    It might be alright for blokes, but Jamie didn’t like to hear females swear. He decided against using an expletive himself. ‘That must have been absolutely dreadful for you.’  
 
    She looked at him as if he were from another planet then turned away in search of more promising company.  
 
    Having decided that he did fancy sex after all, he changed tactics to lure her in. ‘What’s your tipple?’ 
 
    ‘What are you on about?’ 
 
    ‘Can I get you a drink?’ 
 
    She was back on board, all smiles and moving up to him, her leg brushing against his. Up close he could see that she wasn’t as young as he’d first thought; creams, paints and lotions had been piled on.  
 
    ‘Grey Goose vodka and Lunetta prosecco would be nice. They’ve definitely got them brands here.’ 
 
    Jamie put in the order, harking back to a time when buying a drink for a female was a simple task. He’d been around for the Babycham days, then the shift to Bacardi and Coke, and then Baileys. Nowadays there were far too many options, their brand names having prices to match. His own choice, lager on tap, had remained unchanged for over two decades. 
 
    ‘I’m Dragon,’ the woman told him. 
 
    ‘Dragon?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a nickname of course. Look. She lifted her crop top to reveal a green and black dragon tattoo sprawled across her belly. She did have a nice flat stomach, though that feeling of being too old for all this returned. 
 
    ‘What’s your real name then?’ 
 
    ‘I ain’t telling, I don’t want you finding me on Facebook and stalking me.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t use Facebook much.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Instagram then. Can you get me another one? I wouldn’t mind a gin this time. Rhubarb and ginger. A double.’ 
 
    As their drinking session progressed, Jamie discovered that the woman had fled to Cromer for a week and a bit to escape her dullard partner in Wolverhampton.  
 
    She could barely walk back to the flat above his shop, and he wasn’t at his best either as they groped and had sex. Then out of nowhere, just as he was drifting off to sleep, she played this drunken game based on her dragon tattoo attempting to gobble up his penis. He awoke with a start and was mildly amused at first, but the prolonged hissing got on his nerves. All of a sudden she stopped and was out cold, leaving him to listen to her snore. 
 
    Their relationship lasted three days, during which time she never quite reached sobriety. He kept the shop closed which was hardly going to create panic on the streets despite it being the height of the summer season. 
 
    Dragon could be quite witty, depicting living in Wolverhampton as being on par with life in hell, her vilification told using a false Brummieish accent. She hated her parents, hated her partner, hated her job, and the town in that order. 
 
    ‘Have you thought about being a comedian?’ Jamie asked on their second night together. 
 
    ‘As a job?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I auditioned for Britain’s Got Talent but they didn’t fucking want me.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘People like me aren’t going to get a fucking job as a comedian, are we? Is there any more wine in the fridge?’  
 
    ‘How old are you?’ she asked Jamie on their third night. 
 
    ‘A man never tells his age.’ 
 
    ‘But you are old. I’ve never been with a man as old as you. I hope you don’t mind me saying, but you’re a bit past it, you’re hardly athletic in bed.’ 
 
    They’d left a pub, gone into the bedroom and taken off their clothes. This was a bit of a downer ahead of sex. 
 
    ‘Are you complaining?’ Jamie asked before crouching and roaring at her dragon to demonstrate virility and good humour.  
 
    She wasn’t laughing. ‘What are you doing? Get off.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘You know you said you were a dealer. Can you get me stuff?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m not that kind of dealer. I buy and sell furniture, china, paintings.’ 
 
    Dragon burst out laughing. ‘Is that junk shop downstairs yours then? And here was I thinking I’d get a good deal, if not free at least cheap.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry to disappoint.’ 
 
    To state that there was a gap between the pair that night, both physical and mental, would be an understatement. It was a chasm. The next morning Dragon was up and packed at the crack of dawn. 
 
    ‘I’m off now, thanks for the stay. It’s been OK.’ 
 
    Jamie spent the day weighing up the advantages and disadvantages of the fling, a habitual post-mortem that usually resulted in a belief that it had been worthwhile. But this time he was less sure, the conclusion reinforced by the three twenty-pound notes missing from his wallet.  
 
    He was resigned to his philandering days being over. But then came that first call from the Holt woman. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
     Saskia van Nolten  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saskia woke with a thumping head, utterly confused when she stretched across to look at the alarm clock and discovered it wasn’t there. She wasn’t in bed, she was downstairs on a sofa. Some of yesterday evening’s events came flooding back – the row with Rupert, pushing him out the door and slamming it shut, he cursing before driving off.  
 
    The row, it was a big one. She’d been all set to take the advice given by Freddie’s teacher. With Rupert by her side, they’d explain to Freddie what was going on. The conversation would be calm and civil, the adults stressing that although things could be difficult between parents, they both loved their son dearly and would be working together to care for him. 
 
    All that was needed was a short briefing for Rupert in advance of Freddie joining the meeting. When her husband arrived home late afternoon Saskia could smell the cheap fragrance used by his cheap woman. Girl. She saw red and her meticulous strategy was discarded. Out went statements like “Let’s face it, Rupert, things haven’t been good between us for ages”, to be replaced by “I’ve had enough of this humiliation, I’m leaving you”. 
 
    Rupert had the nerve to suggest that she wasn’t allowed to leave. Not allowed! Like in some medieval kingdom where women were mere chattels.  
 
    ‘Well fuck you,’ she’d said, ‘because I’m going. As soon as possible. And I won’t be staying in England, I’m moving back to Holland. With Freddie.’ 
 
    ‘If you leave, I’ll make sure you’re penniless and you won’t have Freddie with you.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see about that; you’ve never lifted a finger to care for your son. And as far as money is concerned, there is such a thing as compulsory maintenance.’ 
 
    Rupert changed tactics, telling Saskia that his fling with Kirsty was nothing more than that and wouldn’t last long. Saskia saw redder than red. ‘So you expect me to hang around waiting for you to finish it. And what about the next time?’  
 
    Poor, poor Freddie, yet to be summonsed, but now by the door, tremulous, sobbing. 
 
    ‘Grow up will you, Freddie!’ Rupert shouted. Though not matching the intensity of the beach assault, Saskia grabbed hold of her husband, steered him towards the front door, and pushed him out. 
 
    Saskia remembered having consoled Freddie before making him an evening snack of crumpets, cheese and a glass of milk. Having asked her son to take himself to bed, she selected two of the most expensive bottles of red wine that she could find in Rupert’s cherished rack and proceeded to get drunk. There was a vague recollection of adding gin to the mix, a surprisingly agreeable combination.  
 
    She recalled deciding to confront Kirsty. She knew where she lived, someone in Rupert’s office had provided the information. 
 
    From that point on details about what happened were in short supply. She had no memory of the drive to Kirsty until the sound of the car crashing into the gates. There was a hazy recollection of an old man she vaguely knew driving her home. 
 
    But what next? 
 
    She lifted her head off a pillow. A blanket covered her. A bucket of vomit stood by her side. Was it the man who’d made her comfortable or could it have been Rupert on his return?  
 
    It was Freddie who was now peering at her. ‘Are you better, Mummy?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, darling.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather not clear up the bucket.’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not, I’ll do that. Is Daddy home?’ 
 
    The boy indicated not with a nod of his head.  
 
    ‘Did you bring me these?’ Saskia asked, gesturing towards the blanket and pillow before looking down at the bucket. ‘Everything?’ 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    ‘Oh, Freddie! I’m so sorry.’  
 
    Saskia sank her head into cupped hands to gather her thoughts. She was hit by a wave of nausea as she stood; a cuddle might not be a good option.  
 
    ‘Come on, let’s get some breakfast.’ It would be a strong black coffee for her. 
 
    ‘I’ve had breakfast, Mummy. It’s time for lunch now.’ 
 
    Saskia looked at her Fitbit; it was gone twelve. ‘School, what about school?’  
 
    Freddie stood motionless.  
 
    ‘Never mind, darling! School doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    But it did. Having apologised once to Freddie’s teacher, a second would be needed. Non-attendance because of his drunk mother? And there was a further apology to make, to the old man. And possibly even an apology to Rupert, at the very least to engineer the much-needed conversation with their son.  
 
    God, she was in danger of ruining Freddie’s life. 
 
    It was gone one o’clock by the time she delivered Freddie to his class, noting an impressively attentive and enthusiastic group of children tapping a beat on wood blocks, tambourines and cowbells. The teacher, it wasn’t Sharon, smiled and handed Freddie a small cymbal and a stick. He was soon joining in, on the surface none the worse for wear.  
 
    Saskia was led to the deputy head’s cubbyhole of an office by a stern-faced receptionist. A desk took up half of the floor space and it was piled high with papers. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you again,’ Saskia said as Sharon acknowledged her presence with a nod, the sympathetic smile of the previous encounter sadly lacking. 
 
    ‘So, no Freddie this morning and no notification of his absence.’ 
 
    ‘I overslept.’ There was no point in covering it up. ‘Totally my fault because I was hungover. We had a big bust up last night and…well, nothing else really.’ 
 
    Silence is a powerful weapon and it was left to Saskia to continue. 
 
    ‘In case you’re wondering, we haven’t sat down with Freddie yet, we haven’t made an appointment to come into school, and we, I, haven’t taken up the offer to explore counselling.’ 
 
    ‘A pity because the situation has got worse since last week; Freddie’s aggression has alienated his classmates so much that they’re all keeping away from him. At playtime he’s a loner.’ 
 
    More silence, and despite Saskia’s tears, there was no offer of tea this time. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry and I fully accept responsibility. I’m determined to sort this. If it means it takes longer to end my marriage then for Freddie’s sake I can live with that. This isn’t an empty promise; I mean it. Thank you for your time, Sharon.’ 
 
    Saskia left the room, an abrupt tearful departure before being dismissed. She meant what she said – putting things right was the urgent priority. 
 
    She had an hour or so spare before returning to school to collect Freddie. That would be the first change, picking him up rather than having him walk home alone. She’d spend the hour cleaning; she’d let things slip in the house. 
 
    On the way she passed the old man in his front garden, the one who’d driven her home. Mounds of leaves, branches and weeds were neatly stacked on his drive. He set his fork into the soil when he saw her, mopping his brow with a handkerchief as she approached. 
 
    ‘You’ve been busy,’ Saskia remarked. 
 
    ‘I need to get rid of rather a lot before I can turn it into a garden that fits.’ 
 
    ‘Fits? What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Gardens should have native plants rather than a hotchpotch brought in from all over the world.’ 
 
    ‘You mean like ours! We used a landscape architect to design it.’ 
 
    ‘Therein lies the problem, when profit is the driving force.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I look forward to seeing yours finished. You seem to be an expert.’ 
 
    ‘I was head gardener at one of the Cambridge colleges. I worked there for over forty years.’ 
 
    ‘My God, that’s a long time.’ Get to the point, Saskia was thinking. ‘Look, I must apologise, I was a disgrace last night. I want to thank you for helping me, Lord knows what I was doing driving in that state.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad I could help. How is your boy, he was upset?’ 
 
    ‘I know. It’s not easy for him, but I’m determined to put him first. I’m Saskia by the way.’ 
 
    She extended her arm and gripped a gnarled rough hand.  
 
    ‘Clive.’ 
 
    ‘Pleased to meet you, Clive, based on the fact that we didn’t really meet last night! And again, huge apologies.’ 
 
    ‘I’m always happy to assist.’ 
 
    Saskia saw curtains being pulled back and a woman eyeing them. As she walked on, she heard Clive calling out, ‘It’s nothing, dear.’ 
 
    It would soon be time to collect Freddie. They’d go to the seafront and buy ice creams.   
 
    

  

 
   
     Ellie Bright 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie and Sharon had swopped numbers at the Overstrand café before strolling back to Cromer together along the clifftop path. By the time they’d reached the town, they were chatting away like long-lost friends, their conversation sweeping across local, national and global affairs. What to do in Norfolk on cold wet days. Where the best restaurants were. The underfunding in schools. The demise of History on the national curriculum. Climate change. The rise of extremism. Should we buy from Amazon? Which cafes served the best coffee? 
 
    ‘And talking about coffee, I know a great place in Sheringham, perhaps for a catch-up next weekend,’ Sharon suggested. 
 
    ‘That would be great. Let me check tides because I’d like to run there along the beach.’ 
 
    The following Sunday, during that second meeting, their shared passion for history came to the fore as Ellie spoke about her job at the university in London and Sharon outlined how she used historical events to spark her pupils’ interest in the local community. 
 
    That evening, Ellie got an out-of-the-blue text from Sharon. You’re so passionate about your work. Would you like to be a speaker at my school? Thirty angelic kids! No hurry to decide. 
 
    The next morning there was a follow-up call. Ellie was about to discover that Sharon didn’t hang around when she wanted something sorted.  
 
    ‘I’m not sure what I’d talk about,’ Ellie told her new friend. It wasn’t a case of lack of confidence, after all, she’d presented at conferences, but her concern was how to hit the right level for ten-year olds. 
 
    ‘Well, for a start, you won’t have to patronise them. One thing I’ve learnt in this job is that kids are much quicker on the uptake than grown-ups give them credit for. I want to raise aspirations, get them thinking about careers that wouldn’t enter their heads until someone talks about them.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds sensible.’ 
 
    ‘Cromer’s not like London where there’s access to every job going. One of Andy’s cousins who’s considering Law lives there, and her school arranged work experience at a top company. Opportunities like that don’t exist around here.’ 
 
    ‘I can see that. Actually, Sean was worried that our own kids might lose out moving away from London.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to paint an over-grim picture other than to say that people like you talking about your work helps loads.’ 
 
    ‘Let me think about it.’  
 
    ‘We’ve only just met but I can tell from our conversation that you’d be brilliant. They’ll love you.’ 
 
    ‘Have you thought about a career in sales rather than teaching? Look, I need to see if it can work, for instance who would take care of my two while I was at the school? Hang on, I’m putting needless obstacles in the way, there are times when I know in advance that Sean will be around.’ 
 
    ‘Is that a yes then?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it is.’ 
 
    ‘Great.’ 
 
    Ben was whimpering. ‘I must go now. Baby duty.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Let’s meet one evening to chat about it. Maybe at a pub – ever been to The Old Neptune? Speak soon.’ 
 
    That brief conversation was a tonic; finally she had a purpose beyond child-minding. Ellie fed, bathed and put Clara and Ben to bed that evening, insisting that Sean had a night off-duty. Perhaps the children sensed her change in mood because Ben went straight back to sleep after his middle of the night feed and Clara didn’t wake up until gone eight o’clock the following morning. Ellie set to work planning her talk that day and after a week of meticulous preparation, she was ready to meet Sharon to discuss her ideas. 
 
    For the occasion, Ellie dressed like she used to for those all-girl Saturday nights out in London, applying Charlotte Tilbury mascara and lipstick that she’d bought ages ago and had yet to use. In place of a clutch bag, carried on those past fun evenings, she had a plastic bag with her laptop in it to show the PowerPoint presentation. 
 
    She met Sharon at The Old Neptune. Her friend hadn’t dressed up for the occasion, she was in jeans and a plain blouse, her hair loose, no makeup.  
 
    The laptop was open and the presentation ready to play by the time Sharon returned from the bar with two large glasses of wine. ‘I’m so excited to see this,’ she told Ellie. 
 
    ‘I hope it’s justified. I’ve decided to show them that historical research is similar to detective work. Historians collect all sorts of information to build up a picture of what life was like in a past time – I’ve chosen Elizabethan England – in the same way that the police reconstruct a present-day crime scene. Will they know how long ago Queen Elizabeth reigned?’ 
 
    ‘They should do, we did Henry and his six wives not long ago and they’ve probably visited some of the stately homes around here that were built in that period.’ 
 
    ‘I’m thinking of taking the Simon Schama approach –’ 
 
    ‘– I love his work! Possibly a few will have seen his TV series.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t name him, but I will use visuals like he does. Take a look.’ 
 
    Ellie showed portraits of finely dressed families looking stern; intricately carved oak furniture; the births, deaths and marriages entries from a parish church; and finally, an extract of a letter from Mary Queen of Scots to the English queen, written in French with the text full of swirls and the page covered by ink blots.’ 
 
    ‘Brilliant.’  
 
    ‘Honestly?’ 
 
    Compliments were showered on Ellie that evening at The Old Neptune. ‘This is absolutely amazing. Would you mind if all the pupils in the top three year groups joined my class? This is going to make them all want to be historians.’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t much money to be made if they follow that path!’ 
 
    ‘I’ll switch it from the classroom to the hall to fit the bigger audience. Maybe parents should be invited.’ 
 
    By now Ellie was on her third glass of white wine which possibly explained her immediate willingness for the audience to increase six-fold. 
 
    A couple of weeks’ later, a few days before the end of term and summer holidays, Ellie was in the school hall presenting to a group of enraptured children, their mouths agape in awe. There was a large contingent of adults standing at the back of the room, too.  
 
    Presenting was giving her a buzz. She loved it, and how she was missing it. 
 
    Ellie was bowled over by the quality of questions fired at her by the youngsters.  
 
    Is what they wore for the paintings special to show off how rich they were, or were they their everyday clothes?  
 
    In those days did all food have to be farmed in England? And the follow-up: How did they survive in winter?  
 
    Why did so many children die?  
 
    And the most insightful of the lot, asked by a boy called Freddie. Does what happened in the past help us to understand what’s happening now? 
 
    The applause was tumultuous, and as she and Sharon were walking to the staffroom, she overheard comments like “I’m going to go to university” and “I’m going to be a historian”, and in one case, “I want to be an Elizabethan princess”. 
 
    It all suggested that Sharon’s objective of exposing the children to new opportunities had been accomplished. 
 
    Ellie was on a high, that short break from thinking about her children having given her renewed enthusiasm to be a model mother. It turned out that there was little left to be done that day though because Sean had been to the supermarket, the meal was ready to go in the oven, Ben was asleep, and Clara was contentedly running her Brio train round the track her father had helped build. For the first time in ages, Ellie felt happy with her lot in life, and sexy, too. 
 
    ‘I’m off for four days next week,’ he told her as they lay together that evening.  
 
    ‘Who are you travelling with?’ 
 
    ‘No idea. I never know until the last minute.’ 
 
    The afterglow of the love-making dissolved with the news that Sean was soon to be away again.  
 
    

  

 
   
     Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘I DON’T LIKE KEENWAH!’  
 
    ‘Why are you shouting?’ 
 
    ‘I’M NOT SHOUTING!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you are.’ 
 
    ‘NO, I’M NOT!’ 
 
    ‘Well, if that isn’t shouting, I don’t know what is. And how do you know, Clive? You haven’t even tried it yet.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need to, it looks like maggots.’ 
 
    ‘It’s healthy.’ Rosemary put on her glasses, picked up the packet, and turned to the small print on the back. ‘Listen. One of the few plant foods that contains sufficient amounts of nine essential amino acids and high in fibre, magnesium, vitamin B, iron, potassium, calcium –  
 
    ‘– Enough!’ I snatched the packet having had a first mouthful of the tasteless porridge-like mush. I had to laugh. ‘It’s quinoa – quin-oh-ah – you can’t even say the word properly.’ 
 
    ‘As it happens, I can.’ 
 
    ‘What are you doing now?’ I asked as Rosemary whisked away my plate and tipped the contents into the bin, a frequent tactic of late. 
 
    ‘If you don’t want it you can make something yourself.’ 
 
    ‘But the sausages were edible.’ 
 
    She sat back down and continued to eat this quin-oh-ah stuff together with off-white blobs of tofu, this being another of her new culinary delights, and broccoli which she knows is my least favourite vegetable. 
 
    ‘If that’s how you’re behaving, I’m out,’ I told her.  
 
    I stood by the front door watching the rain lash down, the sky an unrelenting sheet of charcoal grey. 
 
    I returned to the kitchen.  
 
    ‘I’ll make myself a couple of fried eggs,’ I announced. 
 
    ‘Yes, you do that,’ Rosemary said. She was struggling to cut through a floret of barely cooked broccoli. 
 
    The food situation had got out of hand with arguments about what to eat emerging on a regular basis. In turn they were sparking disputes about issues that in the past we’d had no problem with – which newspaper to get, when to go shopping, where to walk, even what to plant in the garden which was surely my domain.  
 
    ‘I’m off for a walk,’ I told her after clearing away my meal and noting that the weather had improved. She was watching EastEnders and didn’t even look up. 
 
    There’s nothing nicer than being outdoors on a light summer’s evening to lift the spirits. The monochrome sky had transformed to a mottled array of red, orange and lavender. Of course, normally Rosemary would be with me, but these weren’t normal times as I set off towards the promenade. Entering North Lodge Park, a handwritten sign on the noticeboard caught my attention: 
 
    This park is run by volunteers. We’re always looking for people to help maintain the gardens or to work in the tea shop. Interested? For a preliminary chat, please call…   
 
    Having fully recovered from the broken ankle, it struck me that this might be the very thing to get me out the house. Although there was still plenty to be done in my own gardens, front and back, I was missing being part of a team like when I was working at the college. I made a note of the number.  
 
    Sarah was the woman in charge of North Lodge Volunteers. During our telephone conversation her enthusiasm was most encouraging; she oozed gratitude and was delighted to hear about my past experience.  
 
    ‘Could you start this Wednesday? The combination of the hot weather and the rain we’ve been having has created havoc on the flower beds.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I most certainly could begin this week.’ 
 
    ‘Our volunteers do have a perk, as much tea and cake as they want from our café.’ 
 
    The tea would be welcome but the cake was off limits in the new Rosemary regime. I didn’t tell Sarah this. 
 
    My first afternoon was spent with a couple of recent retirees, nice enough fellows. They were hard grafters with a degree of knowledge – at least they could distinguish between a flower and a weed, something that had flummoxed several apprenticeship applicants at the college.  
 
    It was a pleasantly cool day, perfect for me because I never like gardening when it’s baking hot. When the others packed it in I decided to continue, keen to finish edging one of the beds.  
 
    Sharon arrived in the park with a line of her schoolchildren and they marched along towards me. ‘Hello,’ she said, her smile radiant. ‘We’re finding out about plants and flowers today.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’ve come to the right place.’ 
 
    ‘Listen, children. You must stay inside the park, but you can form small groups to sketch whatever you like. You could write down questions about the plants, too, and perhaps this man will be willing to provide the answers.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do my best,’ I told her as the children scattered.  
 
    ‘It’s OK,’ the teacher said as if reading my mind. ‘The adults won’t let them out of their sight. So no repeat of what happened last time.’ 
 
    We chatted about this and that for a couple of minutes ahead of a boy approaching with a question, and it was a good one. 
 
    ‘Miss, why do flowers bloom at different times of the year?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure. Over to the expert,’ she said, looking at me. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s down to survival. They bloom when they have the best chance of getting pollinated and spreading seeds for reproducing.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve talked about pollination in class, haven’t we, Liam. Now you have another fact to help you understand it.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, mister,’ the boy said before running off to the edge of the boating lake where most of the children had gathered to dip their hands in the water. 
 
    ‘Weren’t you a gardener at one of the Cambridge colleges? I think that’s what you told me when we spoke after Samuel’s funeral.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. For forty years.’ 
 
    ‘I have an idea. Would you be willing to tell my class what your job was like? I’m asking people to come into school to talk about their careers.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly a career in my case.’ 
 
    ‘I disagree, it’s a valuable job. I want them to find out about all sorts of opportunities that they might not otherwise consider.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t they a bit young for that?’ I asked, looking across at three boys balancing as they walked around the rim of the lake. 
 
    ‘Get down now!’ Sharon boomed, the volume of her command surprisingly powerful for one of such slight build. She watched as the boys stepped down before turning back to me. ‘I’m going to have to brief the parent helpers again. Look, they’re chatting away without taking any notice of what the children are doing. They don’t appreciate the risks.’ 
 
    ‘Not easy. I think it’s called life.’ 
 
    ‘You try telling that to an Ofsted inspector. Back to the talk, please have a think about it. They’d love to hear you speak.’ Sharon looked at her phone. ‘Yikes, it’s getting late. I’d better get this lot back to school.’ 
 
    ‘Time to go,’ she shouted. ‘I want everyone here within thirty seconds. Thirty. Twenty-nine. Twenty-eight…’  
 
    As the children ran towards her, I looked down to the unfinished flowerbed. Enough was enough for the day; my limbs were aching. 
 
    There was no rush to go home so I walked across to the café to take advantage of the so-called perk for volunteers. 
 
    ‘A cup of tea please.’ 
 
    ‘Our new volunteer - welcome! Thank you so much for helping us; this is a rather special place. I’m Christine.’ 
 
    ‘Clive.’ 
 
    ‘What would you like with your tea, Clive? Everything’s homemade. We have carrot cake, scones, banana bread, and this is the one I made – lemon meringue pie. It’s loaded with sugar and butter, probably dreadfully unhealthy, but it is delicious. What’s that they say? Naughty but nice.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I should,’ I said, visualising a scornful Rosemary spying on me.  
 
    ‘You don’t need to worry, there isn’t an ounce of fat on you.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but…’ 
 
    ‘Go on then. What’s that other thing they say? You only live once.’ 
 
    I wondered who she thought the “they” might be. Definitely not Rosemary. ‘I will then. Thank you.’ Memories of being a naughty child came flooding back. 
 
    I was given an absurdly massive slice of her delicious pie, tangy with the perfect soft base and crispy topping.  
 
    ‘That was excellent,’ I complimented Christine as I handed back a plate devoid of a single crumb, together with the cup and saucer.  
 
    A notice on the counter caught my eye: Freshly made to order sandwiches available between 12.00 and 2.00 every day except Mondays throughout summer. 
 
    ‘Christine. I can’t make next Wednesday, I’ll be in Cambridge, but if I got here a bit early the week after, do you think you could make me a bacon sandwich on white bread?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, it would be a pleasure. I’ll do you a BLT.’ 
 
    ‘No need for the lettuce and tomato, I’m getting plenty of vegetables at home. Just the bacon, please.’ 
 
    ‘A pleasure, Clive.’ 
 
    I was deceitful and treacherous but I didn’t care because I’d found a saviour to satisfy my dietary needs.  
 
    

  

 
   
     Jamie Kipling  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Would you like to come over for dinner? I have a proposition.’ Beatrice said this with enticing warmth and with an undercurrent that Jamie recognised as a dare. 
 
    He was thinking that the impossible was imminent because when it came down to it, there was no way that an invitation to dinner could be regarded in the same light as a request to value her possessions. The very word “proposition”, it had been uttered in such a suggestive tone. This was a date. 
 
    ‘Around five would be good,’ she continued. ‘We have rather a lot to do before we eat, don’t we?’ If that wasn’t seductive then what was? 
 
    During the days after that phone conversation and leading up to the tête-à-tête, Jamie spent rather a lot of time fantasising about the body underneath those paint-strewn jeans and matching denim shirt. When the designated day arrived, he closed his customerless shop early; removed a two-day stubble; had a long soak; doused his armpits and private parts with anti-perspirant; dabbed his cheeks with after-shave; and settled on a casual look with jeans, a collarless white shirt and a polka dot silk cravat.  
 
    He deliberated about condoms. Convinced that sex was a strong possibility, he reasoned that Beatrice must be beyond menopause so protection wouldn’t be required, unless that is, she raised concern about STDs. He decided to take a couple just in case and slipped them into his trouser pocket.  
 
    Ahead of departing, he squirted more anti-perspirant into his boxers and gave himself a once-over in the bathroom mirror. Off went the cravat; maybe suitably posh, but too old-fashioned. 
 
    Having pulled up on the wide sweep of gravelled driveway, Jamie paused before leaving his van. He took in the proportions of the stunning building in front of him – the flint-clad walls, the high sash windows, the sheer vastness of the place. Beautiful. How often would he be visiting Beatrice’s home? It would be him visiting her, of course; he wasn’t going to be hosting in his pokey flat crammed full of furniture that wasn’t even quality enough to display in the shop. 
 
    Beatrice greeted him with a formal handshake and a rather serious face. At the very least he’d expected a kiss on each cheek and had planned at that point to take the lead, to tilt her head for lip to lip engagement. Clearly this woman’s detachment was all part of the game; she was toying with him.  
 
    They stood facing each other, his smart casual attire at odds with Beatrice’s scruffy appearance, the same paint-splattered denim outfit as on his first visit. And again she was bare-footed, today with rainbow-varnished toes – scarlet, mauve, orange, blue, green. This make-up had to be for his benefit and it was doing the trick because those toes were a turn-on. His thoughts returned to the body inside the denim. 
 
    ‘Are you an artist, too?’ he blurted out, the first thing he could think of to fill the silence, having turned his attention from her feet to her face. 
 
    ‘Me? God, no! I’m a decorator.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not. It was a joke. I do paint, though I’m not in the same league as Charles. I keep my poor attempts piled high in an upstairs bedroom.’  
 
    Was he about to be invited upstairs? “Come up to the bedroom and I’ll show you my oils”? More teasing which Jamie was unaccustomed to but relishing.  
 
    ‘I simply must take a shower,’ Beatrice announced.  
 
    Surely this was it. Upstairs for a quick glimpse at her sub-standard art and then a wait in the bedroom while she showered. Or might he even be ordered to join her in the bathroom? 
 
    But no, nothing like that, not yet. She suggested he got on with the valuations, perhaps starting in the dining room.  
 
    ‘There’s an iPad in the kitchen if you want to look anything up,’ she told him as she peered down from halfway up the stairs. She was undoing her shirt as she spoke. She wasn’t wearing a bra. What a tease! 
 
    In the dining room his focus shifted from Beatrice when confronted with a porcelain collection fit for a museum. He dashed to the kitchen to grab the iPad. Carefully turning each piece onto its base, he was able to identify manufacturer and date. Wedgwood 1791. Copeland 1848. Dresden 1884. Rosenberg 1903. He googled auction prices; these were worth a small fortune. 
 
    ‘How’s it going?’ Beatrice had entered the room as he was examining a centuries old Delft piece. She was wearing a red dress that had all the qualities a man would want to see – short in length, low cleavage, tapered waist. Pearl earrings and necklace set off an outfit that would be fitting for an evening at the opera (not that he’d ever been to one) rather than a cosy night in.  
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ he replied with a squeak as he held onto the vase for dear life. Researching its value was on hold – now was the time for boldness. He’d come straight out with it, that she looked gorgeous and would she like to go to bed.  
 
    There was a ring at the doorbell just as Jamie was about to deliver his lines.  
 
    ‘Good, that will be Julian. He’s got his own key, but he likes to buzz to let me know he’s here.’ 
 
    Suave was the word to describe the man who entered the room. He put his arms around Beatrice and kissed her full on the lips, a lingering kiss, the sort Jamie had been looking forward to.  
 
    ‘Jamie, this is my partner, Julian. I hope you don’t mind, but I wanted him to sit in on our discussion.’ 
 
    The man introduced himself with a firm handshake. A pompous “Delighted to meet you” was a perfect match with the posh rest of him. 
 
    For some reason, their story of love at first sight came out during that tortuous dinner, not that Jamie was in the least bit interested. Mind you, it was a disgrace because Julian had been the consultant treating Beatrice’s husband at the private hospital in Norwich. Swept away by an electrifying mutual attraction, they began “dating” as Beatrice quaintly put it, while the poor husband was still alive. Judging by their laughter, the two of them regarded this as a great hoot. More like a conflict of interest, Jamie was thinking, with a motivation to let the husband die. But who was he to judge morality having had affairs with married women, even cheating behind the backs of so-called friends? Let alone what had happened with his own wife. 
 
    Jamie’s anticipation regarding Beatrice had come crashing down, but surprisingly, he felt relieved. All the chasing, all the womanising – he was done with it. 
 
    ‘Are you with us, Jamie?’ It was Julian speaking. ‘Our proposition is this. The house is crammed full of high-value goods – paintings, furniture, vases, stamps, cigarette cards and much more.’ 
 
    Beatrice took over. ‘Yes. You see Charles was an obsessive collector, a hoarder. I want to get rid of it all, but we simply haven’t got the time nor the desire to sell the goods ourselves, have we darling?’ 
 
    ‘No, darling. We’ll be downsizing to live in my house –’ 
 
    ‘– I’d hardly call it downsizing, your place is huge, darling.’ 
 
    ‘True enough, darling, but we still don’t want to keep possessions that you don’t even like.’ 
 
    ‘And there is an urgency because of the cruise next month. We’d like the bulk of the unwanted items sold before we return, wouldn’t we, darling?’ 
 
    Jamie lifted his crystal wine glass and downed the contents. Darling, darling, darling. Enough of this bloody darling. 
 
    ‘Absolutely, darling. So,’ Julian continued, ‘would you be interested in selling for us, I imagine by using auction houses for most of the goods? And for that, we offer a 2% commission on everything that you sell.’  
 
    There was that Beatrice smile again as she eyed him, seemingly warm, friendly, seductive, affectionate, enticing, but Jamie now recognised it as manipulative and brutal. 
 
    ‘I’ll need to think about it.’ 
 
    ‘We’re departing in a little over three weeks’ time so need everything agreed well before then. That will include putting together an inventory of what we want out of the way.’ 
 
    ‘I understand. I’ll let you know by the end of the day tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent, excellent. Julian, I suggest you pass on the contract you’ve drawn up so Jamie can have a look before deciding.’ 
 
    Julian pulled an envelope out of his inside jacket pocket and handed it over. Jamie stuffed it into his trouser pocket, his hand brushing against condom packets as he did so.  
 
    ‘Good, that’s sorted. Can I tempt you with an Eton Mess, Jamie?’ 
 
    ‘No, best not. I’m off puddings, I need to lose some weight.’ 
 
    Keen to escape, he tapped his belly to illustrate the need, noting when he looked up that a grave Julian was nodding in agreement. 
 
    ‘I’ll be off if you don’t mind, I’ve got a busy day tomorrow. You stay put; I can make my own way out.’ 
 
    Julian was topping up Beatrice’s red wine as Jamie stood. ‘That’s most kind of you, I think we’re both rather too sozzled to stand up, aren’t we, darling.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, darling.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
     Andy Powell  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sharon had urged Andy not to dash off in response to the RNLI call on the all-important evening when they were in the process of making up. He didn’t feel he had a choice though because you could never be a hundred percent sure that sufficient others would be available for an emergency call out.   
 
       It turned out that Sharon was right, there were more RNLIers than needed for a rescue that was the result of idiocy. An inexperienced tourist had rented a boat from the Wells-by-Sea marina and set sail with little understanding of local tides and no common sense to check on the weather before departing. He was unable to control his vessel as the storm kicked in. Fortunately, the one thing he did seem to be competent about was using the satellite tracking device to call for help.  
 
    By the time the team had towed the boat back to Wells and returned to Cromer to carry out all the checks, it was gone midnight when Andy got home. Sharon was asleep, back in the conjugal bed. Andy snuggled up close, relieved that harmony had been restored. 
 
    ‘Sorry about last night,’ he said the next morning. 
 
    ‘I know it’s important and I’m proud of you for doing it. What happened?’ 
 
    Sharon always liked to hear the stories.  Andy joked that he’d feared more for the tourist’s safety after the rescue than during it. “Sorry, chaps” the man had said having been yanked on board the lifeboat with his own boat secured behind, his manner suggesting he couldn’t care less about how much trouble he’d caused.  
 
    ‘And you know what skipper can be like. He was livid; I thought he was going to thump the man.’  
 
    ‘Quite right being angry, putting your lives in danger like that. You stay there, I’ll bring up tea.’ 
 
    When Andy’s beautiful naked fiancée got out of bed, he lost all interest in hot beverages. ‘Wait!’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘You know what you said last night, about trying for a baby. Best if we start now!’ 
 
    Sharon was in full agreement.  
 
    After making love they lay together chatting about this and that. Andy was all set to complete the paperwork for the sale of Samuel’s bungalow. Sharon raved about her friend Ellie’s talk on Elizabethan England and as a follow up she was going to introduce her children to one of Shakespeare’s plays.  
 
    ‘Oh, yesterday you said you had two pieces of good news. One’s the bungalow sale, what’s the other one?’ 
 
    ‘I forgot to tell you. Well, I’ve been offered a stake in the company, only a small one, but they want to reward me for doing well. Apparently for tax reasons it’s better than getting a bonus. So…I’ll be a part-owner.’ 
 
    ‘That’s brilliant, I’m proud of you, though don’t we need the bonus to pay for the wedding?’ 
 
    ‘Not with the bungalow sale as well as the money coming in from shifting Samuel’s goods.’ 
 
    ‘Everything’s falling into place. After work today let’s get going with the plans for the wedding.’ 
 
    ‘Fine by me.’ 
 
    ‘God, is that the time? I’m going to be late. Can I shower first?’ 
 
    Andy nodded, Sharon oblivious to her future husband’s struggle to replace lust with thoughts about weddings or estate agents. 
 
    With Andy’s paperwork for the bungalow sale completed and Sharon’s pupils fascinated by the ruthless Macbeth, they were in good spirits as the conversation about their wedding began that evening. 
 
    ‘This is so exciting,’ Sharon declared. She stretched across to kiss Andy and he wondered how he could possibly have had doubts about their relationship.  
 
    ‘Setting the date is an obvious start, Shaz, and then obviously what kind of wedding we want. I think we’ve already –’ 
 
    ‘– Andy, I do want to make one thing clear right from the start. I’m not having my dad involved. I don’t even want him there.’ 
 
    ‘You need to let bygones be bygones.’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘But he’s your father, Shaz.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t make him worthy.’  
 
    ‘Count your blessings that you still have a parent.’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t want to be subjected to emotional blackmail. Again.’  
 
    ‘Emotional blackmail?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, emotional blackmail. What happened to your parents has nothing to do with my relationship, or lack of it, with my father.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on a min –’  
 
    ‘– You’re ignoring my feelings.’ 
 
    ‘Your feelings. What about mine?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps we’d better stop talking about the wedding until you agree that my father will not be invited!’ 
 
    His soulmate was accusing him of using what had happened to his parents as a weapon. ‘Emotional blackmail. I can’t believe you said that. How dare you!’  
 
    ~ 
 
    Andy had been in his third year at secondary school. His father, Colin, was an operations manager at British Sugar in Bury St Edmunds. He’d taken his son to see the factory during the summer holidays. Andy had been so proud of his dad, and in awe of the scale of the place. He watched as truck and trainloads of sugar beet poured in, to be transformed as if by miracle from the gnarled muddy root crop into fine white crystals. He could sense the pride his father had in working there. But soon after his visit the situation became less rosy. Overheard conversations between his father and mother were about rationalisation and the shutting down of most of the smaller factories. His father’s uncomfortable new role was to visit sites up and down the country to plan for the closures. This kind-hearted man was so opposed to the company strategy, so unhappy with his job, that he intended to hand in his notice.   
 
    ‘Eighty years of history, hundreds of staff, and God knows how many farmers – all swept aside,’ he told his wife and son at the breakfast table one bitterly cold January morning ahead of setting off for the factory up in York. ‘This is my final trip; I can’t do it anymore.’ 
 
    ‘If you leave, where will you work, Dad?’ 
 
    ‘I’m an optimist, Andy, something’ll come up. I’ve already got a few irons in the fire.’ 
 
    A generous, loving father – those were the words Andy associated with the man.  
 
    Despite the national weather warning to avoid driving on the icy roads, and Andy’s mother urging him not to travel, he left before sunrise.  
 
    ‘I’ll be careful. I’ll call when I reach York.’  
 
    His last words. 
 
    Andy tripped and fell on the black ice on his way to school that morning. An omen, he wondered later. 
 
    Driving along the A1, his father skidded and spun, the car slamming into a tree on the side of the road. With several treacherous routes blocked, the ambulance took far too long to reach him. Finally, in hospital, he was placed on a life support machine while Andy was beavering away in French, Double Maths and Physics classes, oblivious to all this.  
 
    When his mother received a call from the police, she decided to delay letting Andy know. She would drive up to the Doncaster hospital and only contact his school having seen that Colin was in good hands and on the mend. “Andy, there’s nothing to worry about” she’d tell him. “Daddy’s had a little accident. He’s fine and I’m here with him. Go to grandma after school and we’ll see you either later this evening or tomorrow”. She was unaware of the severity of her husband’s injury, that he would never regain consciousness. 
 
    It turned out to be an irrelevance because a further tragedy was forthcoming. His mother was involved in a multi-vehicle accident on the A1 only a few miles away from where her husband had crashed. There was to be no life support machine for her. She died instantly when her car was crushed by a juggernaut.  
 
    A policewoman was waiting to collect Andy from school.  
 
    A Double Tragedy ran the local newspaper headline the following day, a tag taken up by staff and fellow pupils at school. He became known as the “double tragedy boy”. 
 
    Andy moved in with his grandmother, a kind enough woman, but of course, no substitute for doting parents. He had to grow up quickly because she was seemingly riddled with osteoporosis and rheumatoid arthritis although Andy sometimes thought it was plain old hypochondriasis. At any rate, it was he who cared for her, rather than the other way around. 
 
    Even now, when reflecting on his parents’ deaths, an absurd and obsessive thought surfaced. He hadn’t told anyone about this, not even Sharon. As a young child, he’d loved Dahl’s James and the Giant Peach. His father had read to him and they’d roared with laughter at the line: “One day, James’s mother and father went to London to do some shopping, and there a terrible thing happened.” James’s gentle parents were dead and gone in thirty-five seconds, eaten by a rhinoceros. “One day, Andy's mother and father went to York to look at a factory, and on the way there a terrible thing happened” was how Andy marked his own tragedy.  
 
    Whatever the trauma, time does heal, people move on, and by and large that was the case for Andy. But he was seeing red what with Sharon wanting nothing to do with her father, whatever his faults, and her accusation was the final straw. 
 
    ‘It was a terrible thing to say, I’m so sorry. Please forgive me,’ Sharon was saying.  
 
    Her apology wasn’t accepted. Andy ignored her and stormed out the house.  
 
      

  

 
   
     Ellie Bright  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Hi, star historian. My pupils are still talking about you.’ 
 
    ‘Hi, Sharon.’ 
 
    ‘Listen, is Sean around evenings this week?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he’s back home. Why?’ 
 
    ‘You remember that local history group I mentioned? Well, they have a lecture on this Thursday, the last one this term. I was wondering if you fancy going. I am and I’m happy to drive.’ 
 
    ‘Let me double check with Sean and then I’ll get back to you.’ 
 
    Sean was happy to accommodate and Ellie got straight back to Sharon to let her know. What had her world come to, a minor outing and she was as excited as hell. 
 
    They drove to Aylsham with Ellie barely able to get a word in, the journey taken up by Sharon filling her in on how inspired her pupils had been by the presentation. ‘I’m doing Shakespeare with them now and they’re lapping it up.’  
 
    They pulled up at an ugly annex next to an imposing church, with Sharon warning Ellie that she mustn’t expect too much of the Aylsham Local History Society. ‘It’s a tiny group and everyone is an amateur of course, not like your professors at university.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t matter, I’m sure I’ll enjoy myself.’  
 
    Once inside, Ellie helped put out the chairs, aware of the two who were struggling to get the computer and projector to talk to each other. 
 
    ‘Can I help?’ she offered, sensing by their glance that the two men considered it unlikely. 
 
    ‘It’s the hardware that needs to be sorted,’ one of them told her. 
 
    She decided not to ridicule the obvious and, in all probability, chauvinistic statement. She was a guest and this wasn’t a London university. ‘I do have a couple of ideas.’  
 
    They stepped aside. Ellie switched off both units, connected the HDMI cables in the correct slots, switched them back on, and hit the Windows and P keys. The screen mirrored what was displayed on the computer.  
 
    ‘Easy when you know how,’ she told them. 
 
    Tea and coffee were on offer and as they circulated, Sharon introduced Ellie to the regulars. This included one of the elderly pair who had been unable to set up the presentation and who now commented that having a woman to help with the electronics was a surprising bonus. Ellie kept quiet, exchanging looks with Sharon before taking her place on an uncomfortable wooden chair. 
 
    Five people were sitting behind a table on the stage facing the audience. A deliriously jolly woman stood. Reading from a sheet, she covered boring stuff about membership fees; the need for volunteers to make interval teas; details of the next term’s schedule; and the problems they were encountering with their website. Finally, she announced that there was a further event, by popular demand a repeat visit to the wonderful Felbrigg Hall and Gardens. 
 
    ‘That could be bearable,’ Ellie was thinking as the lecturer was introduced. It wasn’t difficult to pick him out amongst those seated at the top table – long hair, beard, almost hippyish in attire what with his crumpled T-shirt, jeans, single earring and assorted wristbands.  
 
    ‘Hi all,’ he said with a London accent. ‘I’m Tom, Tom Hansen – forget the professor bit – and I’m a lecturer at UEA.’ 
 
    Ellie’s ears pricked up. It would be good to get to know UEA staff in case she ever tried to get work there. 
 
    ‘People might say mine is a shit job because my special area of research is waste, seeing what landfill sites can tell us about past societies.’ 
 
      Ellie laughed aloud, Sharon smiled, everyone else in the hall, about thirty of them, remained pokerfaced. 
 
    ‘My topic today is What Victorians Threw Away. I’m going to show how an examination of landfill sites reveals the enormous change that took place over the sixty plus years of the Queen’s reign.’ 
 
    His talk was fascinating, the whole audience won over as they were taken on a journey covering diet, fashion, the growing industrialisation, and the increased availability of goods from across the Empire for the wealthiest section of society. 
 
    ‘Because I’ve only worked in depth at two refuse sites in an affluent part of Norfolk, my focus has largely centred on the middle classes. Were I to visit the industrial North, places like Leeds and Manchester, my findings would be very different. There’d be nothing like the range of products that I’ve found around here. But that research is for another day. Thank you – for being such a beautiful audience,’ the latter said with a gleam in his eye while looking directly at Ellie. 
 
    Questions followed and then the sweetest of refreshments that made Ellie smile. Not the wine and canapés served to the university set. Here there was a large metal teapot dispensing stewed tea, and homemade cake and biscuits provided by members – twenty pence for tea and one biscuit or slice of cake, all proceeds going to a donkey sanctuary. 
 
    Ellie’s conversation with Tom Hansen monopolised the social time after the lecture. It was he who was responsible for this with Ellie all too aware of the queue behind her. Their chat covered Ellie’s work in London and the subsequent time out to raise two young children. 
 
    ‘What period do you specialise in?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Mainly modern. Some Victorian, but largely 20th century.’  
 
    ‘Would you be interested in doing some research for me? If you can spare the time.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. What exactly?’   
 
    ‘I have a project on the go about Norfolk during the Second World War. I’ll be editing it, but I'm looking for individuals to cover certain aspects. There’s a slot for a Cromer writer; the town went through a lot during the war. Interested?’  
 
    ‘Possibly. Yes. What would be the commitment?’ 
 
    ‘My deadline is to go to print by the end of next academic year. If you were involved there’d be acknowledgement and a share of the royalties, plus the brownie point on your CV.’  
 
    Maybe! Possibly! Ellie was bursting with excitement about this opportunity. 
 
    Tom handed her a card. ‘Here. Email me a link to some of the things you’ve written. We can take it from there.’  
 
    ‘OK, will do.’  
 
    ‘Are you coming on the Felbrigg visit? It’s a weird and wonderful place.’  
 
    ‘I’ve walked in the grounds there a couple of times, but I’ve never been inside. I’m not sure I can make that trip though. Children.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been coerced into leading the group – the disadvantage of being a History lecturer living in Aylsham! I’ll have to make it all up, it’s way out of my period. But if you can come along we could chat about the project. I must dash, but let's keep in contact.’ 
 
    Sharon had been by Ellie’s side listening. ‘Blimey, that sounds brilliant.’  
 
    ‘Possibly, but I need to be sure I can make the commitment. I wouldn’t want to let him down.’ 
 
    ‘Like he said, you can find out more about that at Felbrigg.’ 
 
    ‘It’s mid-week, Sean will be working. What about my kids?’ 
 
    ‘It’s during school holidays. I’m going so I could look after them.’ 
 
    ‘Clara’s at a terrified-of-strangers stage and I can’t be away from Ben for long because of feeding.’ 
 
    ‘You can do the looking after most of the time and then hand them over to me when it fits.’ 
 
    ‘Let me think about it.’  
 
    Ellie was already thinking about it on the way home as they drove in silence. ‘Everything alright?’ she asked as they stopped outside her house. ‘You seemed utterly lost in thought on the journey.’ 
 
    ‘I was concentrating. On the driving.’ 
 
    ‘Sure?’ 
 
    Sharon burst into tears. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I had a bust up with Andy – again. And it was entirely my fault.’ 
 
    Ellie clasped Sharon’s hand. ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘If you don’t mind, not tonight. Maybe some other time. I’d better get home.’ She restarted the engine and Ellie took the hint. 
 
    ‘Do say if I can help in any way,’ she said before closing the passenger door.  
 
    Ellie entered a house oozing serenity with both children asleep, the kitchen spotlessly clean, Sean watching TV, and a welcoming glass of wine for her resting on the coffee table. When he asked how the evening went, she struggled to summon up any enthusiasm to tell him, using banalities like “interesting”, “a nice group”, and “I might get more involved”.  
 
    For the time being she wouldn’t tell her husband about the possible offer of research, nor about the ever so nice lecturer she’d met.    
 
    

  

 
   
     Saskia van Nolten  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Since the disastrous evening when she’d made a complete fool of herself, Saskia had stuck to her resolution to put Freddie first. Yes, this would delay the separation from Rupert, but it was a sacrifice she was prepared to make. There’d been no alcohol, no confrontation with Kirsty, and no arguments with Rupert. The pretence of a happy family. 
 
    With the summer holidays beginning, Saskia felt the time was right to follow the advice of Freddie’s teacher, to explain to her son what was going on. She took the plunge as they were ambling along the promenade eating ice creams. ‘You know how much mummy and daddy have been arguing. Well, we’ve decided to live apart for a while. We both love you and we’ll do everything to make things work.’ 
 
    Freddie had nodded and remained silent, but over subsequent days he came up with searching questions.  
 
    ‘If he moves away will you ever want to see daddy again?’ 
 
    Although Saskia had intended to be as truthful as possible, surely some lies were for the best. ‘Of course we’ll carry on seeing each other. We’ll stay friends, close friends.’ 
 
    Saskia noted Freddie’s assumption that it was Rupert who would be the one moving out of the family home. This was by no means guaranteed; there might well be a battle ahead about that. 
 
    ‘Who will I live with?’ was Freddie’s next question, a couple of days after his first. 
 
    Saskia had no option but to lie again, telling her son that he’d be spending some time with her and some with his father. If she had her way she’d have sole custody because no way did she want Freddie living with Kirsty, or a Kirsty Mark 2, 3 or 4. 
 
    Freddie was taking his time processing information and there was a several days gap before the next question. 
 
    ‘Will we still live in Cromer, Mummy?’  
 
    How could she lie about that one? Tell him definitely “yes” and then a few weeks later whisk him off to Holland? 
 
    ‘I'm not sure. Is that what you’d like?’  
 
    ‘Yes, I think it's very nice here. I love the seaside.’  
 
    The pair of them were sitting on the beach munching tuna and cucumber sandwiches while Jip and Janneke were noisily gnawing at their biscuit treats. Saskia watched the sea roll out lazily, exposing a widening expanse of golden sand. She’d miss the sea, too. 
 
    ‘We’ll decide that together, as a family.’ 
 
    A short while ago the decision to leave Cromer would have been straightforward. Freddie was having a torrid time at school. Friendless and unhappy, he was tormenting his classmates and according to his teacher, had all but given up on work. Saskia knew this was out of character. Freddie was good-natured and, in the past, hardworking. Her conclusion – a new school in a new town in a new country made perfect sense.  
 
    But her son’s behaviour during the last weeks of term had improved substantially, so much so that children, with surprisingly short memories given what had happened beforehand, were now best friends queueing up to come over to play during the holidays. He was so much happier now that home life was calmer. Saskia’s initial decision to immediately quit Cromer was open to debate.   
 
    She had an idea to test the viability of a move back to her homeland. ‘I’m taking Freddie over to Holland for a while,’ she told Rupert.  
 
    They were sitting together in the lounge, Rupert reading the newspaper. ‘Yeah, fine,’ he mumbled without looking up. 
 
    ‘We can stay with my parents, possibly my brother, too. I’ll be able to catch up with some old friends.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ 
 
    The truce between them was uneasy and this indifference somehow felt worse than hostility.  
 
    ‘As soon as we’re back, I’m going to make a start with our separation.’  
 
    Rupert didn’t even make eye contact as he left the room. At least he now knew about the timing and she meant what she said. On the day that they returned from Holland she would be making an appointment to see a solicitor. 
 
    ‘Guess what? We’re going to visit Oma, Opa and Oom Willem,’ she announced to Freddie, her upbeat tone to generate enthusiasm. 
 
     A week later they landed at Schiphol Airport and were met by her brother. Visits had been sporadic in recent years and regret hit her as Willem’s two girls, no longer infants, rushed up to hug their cousin. 
 
    ‘Dag, Freddie,’ Willem said, greeting his nephew with a handshake. 
 
    ‘Dag.’ One of the few words Freddie understood. She’d been lazy not teaching him the language.  
 
    Well, this was the test. How easy would it be for Freddie to settle in Holland? He’d visited a few times but living there would be quite another matter. And how easy would it be for her? It was almost fifteen years since she’d left, still longer since escaping from her parents’ town. Although she was desperate to start a new life away from Rupert, desperation had to be matched by enthusiasm for the next place to call home.   
 
    Their holiday began with a week at her parents in their tidy little house with its tidy window flower boxes in the tidy little town to the north of Amsterdam. This was the place she’d fled from in her late teens, an environment where death by boredom threatened. She’d immersed herself in Amsterdam’s wild life – drugs, alcohol, sex. How on earth had she managed to complete her studies? And then, within weeks of gaining her degree, frivolity was sacrificed, replaced by office clothes, a corporate hairstyle, and the initial step to a career in marketing. Rupert had rescued her from that first job, one that hadn’t lived up to expectations. 
 
    The week back at home was a struggle. Her parents were kind enough, but all those years away had brought on an irretrievable social distance between them. Their questions about her life in England, the move out of London, her husband, the financial situation, they grated, and her responses were snappy. The closer they got to seeing through her pretence of all being well, the more her prevarication grew. Despite this, Freddie was happy enough to be fussed over, happier still when with his cousins. That was a positive, although Saskia soon realised that she would never be able to live back in sleepyville.  
 
    Another big plus was being able to spend more time than ever with Freddie. His thirst for knowledge was accompanied by a surprisingly sharp sense of humour. It had taken until now to get to know her child – she’d missed out by leaving him in the hands of nannies for so long.  
 
    At the end of the week the pair embarked on a road trip so Freddie could “Discover the beauty of Holland”. She really did say that, enthusing like someone out of a tourist office. It turned out that Freddie was keen to explore his mother’s homeland and Saskia took on the role of guide. Their whistle-stop tour in her father’s Volvo took them to the must-see places from end to end across the small country – the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam; the Peace Palace in The Hague; the seaside at Scheveningen; a Delft factory; the windmills at Kinderdijk; the harbour at Volendam. And Freddie’s favourite, Europoort. Oil refineries, giant vessels, containers stacked high, cranes – Saskia hated the place. Was her son going to end up as an engineer? 
 
    Saskia taught Freddie some Dutch. He was quick on the uptake, willingly being the one to order poffertjes, bitterbolen, kip sate, jonge belegen kaas and dropjes. Not quite culinary delights, but a pleasant change from Cromer crab, sausages, cheddar cheese and the awful stuff the English call chocolate. 
 
    ‘Well, Freddie, I do believe we’ve seen everything there is to see in Holland, so it’s back to Oma and Opa for a short while. How would you feel if I left you there for a bit so that I can catch up with friends?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t mind you going away, but could I stay with my cousins?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure Willem won’t mind.’ 
 
    Her brother was happy with the arrangement and his girls were delighted, so Saskia headed to Amsterdam to explore the haunts of her youth. Surely it wasn’t that selfish to have a few days’ break from her son.  
 
    She was keeping up with Dutch friends through Facebook, though less and less as the years went by. Lately it had been confined to random congratulations and commiserations, mostly a Like, occasionally a comment. Based on their social media posts, old friends seemed to have fallen into two distinct sets, those who hadn’t grown up and continued to party into the night, and those now with high-earning careers in architecture, law and finance.   
 
    As she waited in the designated bar for others to arrive, Saskia assessed her own position, concluding that in her head she was with the grown-ups, but in her heart, with the juveniles. On the second night of her solo stint her heart won through as she paired up with one of the immature lads, a musician called Jan who hardly looked a day older than when they’d had a brief relationship all those years ago. Weren’t drugs supposed to decay the mind and body? 
 
    ‘Fancy sex?’ he asked with the same laid back tone as when he’d asked, “Another wine?” an hour or so earlier. 
 
    ‘Zeker, waarom niet?’ she told him, and they made their way to a beautiful oak-beamed top floor apartment in one of the grand canal-side houses. Jan had wealthy parents. 
 
    Four nights of a commitment free affair and it was mind blowing. God, how she missed decent sex, it had only been DIY for ages. As soon as she left Rupert she’d find a new man, though how easy would that be as a single mum with Freddie? One thing was certain, that man wouldn’t be Jan; when they parted there was a warm embrace but no mention of keeping in touch.   
 
    Freddie had had a great time with his cousins, his Dutch vocabulary extending beyond food to include swear words that ten-year olds really shouldn’t know about. 
 
    ‘I can say them at school and no one will realise I’m being rude,’ he told her as they waited at the airport to be called for boarding. 
 
    ‘I’m pleased you had such a lovely time. Tell me though, would you like to live in Holland – for good?’ 
 
    ‘No, Mummy. I’ve enjoyed it and I’d like to visit again, but not to live.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what, Freddie, I agree with you, but let’s make a resolution to visit Oma, Opa and the cousins more often.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
     Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rosemary and I had reached a compromise on the food front. There would be two teas a week when we’d both eat meat, two with vegetarian or fish meals, and two when Rosemary would cook separately for me while she went for one of her strange concoctions. The choice for the remaining day was left open.  
 
    She didn’t know about my illicit lunches, the double decker BLT sandwich without the L and T there for me each time I arrived at the North Lodge Park café on Wednesday lunchtimes.  
 
    ‘Here’s a serviette, Clive,’ Christine said as she handed me a sheet from a kitchen roll. ‘I cooked it here today, it’s tastier when it’s straight out of the pan.’ 
 
    The bacon was still warm, the fat oozing through the bread. I took a first bite, the grease running down my chin. ‘Whoops,’ I said as I wiped it off. ‘Delicious.’ 
 
    ‘It’s such a lovely day, why not finish it outside? I can sit with you if you like; it’s not one of my duty days.’ 
 
    ‘That would be nice. Did you come in specially to make me a sandwich then?’  
 
    ‘And to see you, of course! Go on outside and I’ll bring you your tea.’ 
 
    We watched children run around the lake steering their boats with long sticks. I’d done that as a child; it was pleasing to see that some old pastimes survived. Christine had on a bright floral dress; it suited her. Rosemary’s choice of clothes had been rather drab of late and I wondered whether to suggest that she should wear something more cheerful. Her birthday was coming up. In the distant past I used to buy her something, a cardigan, a scarf, even a dress once, but not now, not without her choosing. I wouldn’t know what size for a start. 
 
    ‘Have you lived in Cromer long, Christine?’ 
 
    ‘All my life. I love it here, but what do you think of the place?’ 
 
    ‘Hard to say really. It’s been over seven months, but the ankle set me back so much.’ 
 
    Christine outlined what she loved about Cromer, everyday things like her companions in the church group; friendly shopkeepers who she’d known for years; the pier; and the sea, of course; and most recently the volunteer work at North Lodge Park. ‘Everything changed when Lionel died.’ 
 
    I’d been wondering whether she had a family.  
 
    ‘After all our years together, when he passed away it was like losing half of me. I was so despondent. I didn’t want to carry on living.’   
 
    She spoke about her children. ‘They’re kind hearted and at first spent lots of time helping me. But you know how it is. They live quite a way away and have their own busy lives to get on with. I’m not complaining though.’ 
 
    When she told me that one was in London, the other in Cambridge, I had to smile, bearing in mind our son was in Thailand. A wave of sadness descended. ‘I think I’d better get started,’ I said as I looked across at the two others digging away in the garden.  
 
    ‘You go then, but I have a special surprise for tea. I’ll be back around four o’clock if that suits you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I should be eating cake after this,’ I said, pointing to the empty plate. 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, there’s no harm in a piece if it’s homemade.’ 
 
    The three of us worked hard that afternoon, removing weeds, straightening the borders, dead-heading the perennials, staking the dahlias, pruning the camelias, and giving everything a thorough dousing. It wasn’t a Cambridge college garden, but it was improving, and I didn’t half feel good out there in the fresh air doing what I love best. 
 
    At a few minutes to four I informed the others that it was time to call it a day and pack up. I entered the café conscious, embarrassingly so, of my shirt stained with sweat. 
 
    ‘I’m going to take a look at that garden of yours before tea,’ Christine said. ‘Will you do a guided tour?’ 
 
    We strolled round the small garden, now packed with healthy well-positioned plants and flowers. I chatted about my college job, how some days I missed it, both the work and the camaraderie. 
 
    ‘But you are lucky to have your wife for company. I’ve seen you together in town.’ 
 
    ‘Rosemary. Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Have you been together long?’ 
 
    ‘Since we were all but children.’ 
 
    ‘That’s lovely.’ 
 
    Was it so lovely because recently it had been anything but? The bickering persisted, disputes about food, where to go, when to go, whether to drive or take public transport, what to watch on TV. Had our marriage only been successful in Cambridge because we were both working? Things change when you’re together all the time: we were getting on each other’s nerves. At least volunteering at North Lodge gave me the chance of doing something away from my wife. It was time Rosemary found a pastime. It did cross my mind that she could be a volunteer in the café. She loved to bake and would enjoy chatting to customers. But at that moment, as I was walking along with my new friend in her pretty dress, I wasn’t inclined to make the suggestion.     
 
    ‘How did you two meet?’ Christine asked when we were sitting outside again, a pot of tea and two plates with generous portions of chocolate cake in front of us. 
 
    ‘At a dance. We’d discovered rock and roll and were jiving.’ 
 
    Memories came flooding back, a story I wouldn’t tell in its entirety. Rosemary and I met at a Cambridge club. A spinning mirrored ball was hanging from the ceiling, throwing a shower of light onto us. The band member was twisting his double bass round as he played. I was wishing I could look like the singer in his drainpipe jeans, leather jacket, winklepickers, with his long sideburns. All my friends wanted to look the part, but there was no way we could afford those clothes. And anyway, our parents wouldn’t have let us out the house dressed like that. We stood in a line along one side of the hall, watching the girls jiving in the middle. Couples formed. I saw Rosemary leaning against the wall drinking something from a fluted glass. She looked the spitting image of Sophia Loren; my heart raced as I approached her. 
 
    ‘Dance?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t really know how,’ she said, looking across to the impressive pairs centre-stage.  
 
    ‘That makes two of us,’ I said, taking hold of her hand. 
 
    ‘Hang on.’ She set her glass down carefully on the ledge. 
 
    We learnt how to dance in a torrid six months. We learnt how to have sex, too, for both of us, a first. We were innocents about contraception and Rosemary fell pregnant. We married, our parents adamant that it was the right thing to do, but why not? We were getting on well; we were in love. Would I have married Rosemary had it not been for her being pregnant? It’s hard to say; she was my first and only woman.  
 
    She miscarried soon after we tied the knot. 
 
    ‘Do you?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Christine, I’ve drifted. Do I what?’ 
 
    ‘D you have any children?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, a son. If you think your two live far away, Neil lives in Thailand.’ 
 
    The sun disappeared under a dark cloud rolling in off the North Sea. Others, darker still, were chasing it. ‘I’d best get going. Thanks for the cake. And the sandwich.’ 
 
    ‘Same again next Wednesday?’ 
 
    ‘Yes please.’ 
 
    ~ 
 
    ‘I’m back,’ I called out when I got home. 
 
    ‘You’re late.’ 
 
    ‘There was loads to do today.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, I’ve got some wonderful news, Neil’s coming over for a holiday.’ 
 
    There’d been four years since his last visit.  
 
    Rosemary joined me in the hallway. ‘Exciting, isn’t it. He’ll be able to take in our new life in Cromer.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it’ll be wonderful to see him.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that on your face?’ Rosemary came up close to inspect. ‘It’s chocolate. I hope you haven’t been gorging yourself, you know chocolate isn’t good for you.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
     Jamie Kipling  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie had accepted the offer to handle the sale of the Appleby possessions. It was a no-brainer really because two percent of several million, easily that with the Hockneys in the equation, was rather a lot of money. It would be daft to turn it down out of principle just because he’d been duped. That was the case though, he was convinced; Beatrice’s flirtatious manner was all part of the plot. The wealthy, he reflected ahead of calling to let her know his decision, they think they can tread on everyone else to get their way. Well, along with Julian, she’d got her way alright.  
 
    ‘Wonderful news,’ Beatrice gushed. ‘There’s been a slight change of plans though. We’re off to stay with friends in Scotland for the week, so won’t be able to meet to finalise details quite yet.’ 
 
    Isn’t Scotland where the rich go to shoot pheasants and grouse and such like, Janie was thinking. He had no idea whether it was the shooting season. ‘But yesterday you said it was a matter of some urgency, that everything needed to be sorted before you went on holiday. Your other holiday, the cruise.’ 
 
    ‘I did indeed say that, but since the ship doesn’t set sail until Bank Holiday Monday, that gives us a full week between trips. Why not blank out the whole of the penultimate week in August to work with us. I suggest we put a date in the diary now for when you can come over to sign the contract and start planning for the sales. One moment, I’m just opening my iPad. Nine o’clock on the 24th August works for me. Good, that’s sorted, it’s in my calendar.’ 
 
    No consideration about whether it’s convenient for me, a disgruntled Jamie thought, simply an order. He jotted down the time and date on a scrap of paper. Now that the deal was struck, he expected the fake friendship would be terminated. There would be no congenial dinner to celebrate the partnership. He’d lay odds on there not even being the offer of breakfast that morning; he’d be lucky to get a mug of tea and a digestive biscuit before he left.  
 
    ~ 
 
    Jamie wasn’t surprised to find Julian greeting him on the designated day.  
 
    There was another one of those firm handshakes and piercing looks. ‘Jolly good to see you, old chap. Let’s start by signing the contract. I have a copy for you and one for us.’ 
 
    Julian signed the two sheets resting on the hall table and then handed them over to Jamie. 
 
    ‘I’m assuming it’s the same as the one you’ve already given me.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, exactly the same. You didn’t get back with any suggested amends, so I assume you’re in agreement.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not one for reading fine print. Can I borrow your pen, please?’ 
 
    ‘Not this one, the nib can distort if it’s used by an interloper. Here, take this biro.’ 
 
    Having signed, Jamie was led into the room where the deceased husband’s paintings hung. ‘Beatrice will join us shortly, but we can start. We’ve made a list of the contents for each room to make sure we concur regarding what’s to be sold. It serves as an inventory when the goods are removed as well. Happy with that?’ 
 
    Jamie took hold of a wad of sheets, each with the name of a room as a heading. The tables underneath had a numbered list of the items with columns for brief descriptions and indicative values. There were three further columns, currently empty. Vendor. Price (net). 2% commission. A final sheet was a floor plan of the house, identifying the rooms by colour. Kingfisher Drawing Room. Lavender Parlour. Misty Rose Morning Room. Ivory Library. 
 
    Honestly! 
 
    They were sitting in Misty Rose, Jamie thinking Puce Pink a more apt descriptor. He scanned the sheets, so comprehensive that any scope to syphon off a few items had been made impossible. 
 
    ‘You carry on reading, I’ll see what’s keeping Beatrice. She had an accident in Scotland and her arm is bandaged so it takes a while for her to get dressed, particularly those female tasks, putting on makeup and the like.’    
 
    With Julian out the room, Jamie’s first action was to locate the information about the Hockneys, but there was no reference to them on the Ivory Library page. He was sure that’s where he’d seen them.  
 
    ‘Jamie, how wonderful to see you,’ Beatrice said as she came bursting in. ‘I can’t shake hands I’m afraid,’ she added, gently raising her arm. He’d hoped to see a limb in a sling with blood oozing through the bandage, the result of a stray bullet on the grouse shoot.  Instead, she was brandishing a tiny binding around her wrist. 
 
    ‘Are you happy with how I’ve, we’ve, written things down?’ Julian asked, though it was more like a statement. He opened his own copy of the inventory. ‘As soon as you sell anything you can record who to, then add the price after deducting any costs like auctioneer’s fees, and finally add your own two percent fee. I’ll email an electronic version so you can send us an updated list every week; the liner has excellent internet connection, I’m told. You’ll need bank details so purchasers can pay Beatrice directly – I’ve set up a new account just for these transactions – and then we’ll need your own account details to make commission payments. I suggest on a monthly basis. One more thing, obvious really, but you’ll need to keep all the receipts and invoices as proof of sales. Agreed?’  
 
    It was like listening to a rehearsed speech with no room for debate. Mind you, what was there to contest apart from a glaring omission from the inventory. ‘Those two Hockney sketches, I can’t see them on the list.’ 
 
    Julian laughed. Laughed! ‘We’ll be taking those to an auction house ourselves. It wouldn’t be fair for you to have the responsibility of handling them.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Dropping out of the agreement on principle because of their mistrust crossed Jamie’s mind. But with nothing doing in his business and little prospect of improvement what with the vicious Facebook attacks, at least he could get his teeth into this job. And even Hockneyless, the commission would bring substantial rewards. 
 
    ‘Well, I’ve brought me van so I can take the first load of goods away today.’ 
 
    Another laugh, more a guffaw. ‘Where would you store them? Surely not in that little shop of yours.’ 
 
    So, they’ve checked me out, Jamie realised as Julian continued. ‘This is valuable stuff. We’ve ordered a specialist company to come over to pack the goods properly. They have suitable insurance cover.’ 
 
    Julian was right on the insurance front; his own cover didn’t stretch to the millions that these possessions were worth. And Julian answered the next question before Jamie had time to ask it. ‘They’ll dispatch everything to a self-storage unit in Wymondham. It’s a trustworthy company, I’ve used them before. I’ll instruct the manager to give you a key the first time you show up and you’ll be able to have them deliver to any location you require. I’d rather nothing went in your van or the shop.’ 
 
    ‘Jamie, can I get you a tea or coffee before you start work?’ This was Beatrice’s first contribution to the conversation.  
 
    ‘Tea would be nice,’ Jamie replied, hoping Beatrice’s wrist was throbbing like hell.  
 
    His inspection of her body as she was leaving Misty Rose Morning Room was interrupted by Julian. ‘What you need to do now is check each room to confirm that what you see matches what’s on the list. And then if time, you could start to consider the best outlets for selling.’ 
 
    A few minutes later Beatrice brought in a mug of tea. There were no biscuits on offer. ‘Julian and I will be taking our coffee in the kitchen. Shout if you need us.’ 
 
    In dainty cups and saucers, no doubt.  
 
    A resentful Jamie went from room to room, discovering that Julian’s list had been faultlessly prepared and that he knew rather a lot about the value of things. 
 
    Estimating the size of a two percent commission was the one thing that kept him going that day.  
 
    

  

 
   
     Ellie Bright  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sharon was waiting by her front door as Ellie pulled up on a balmy August Tuesday. The children were in the back, thankfully quiet with Ben asleep and Clara reading a book upside down. 
 
    Sharon turned to face Clara. ‘Hello there.’ 
 
    ‘I can read.’ 
 
    ‘Can you now. Do you know who that is?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. It’s Peppa Pig.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve taken over the world,’ Sharon said to Ellie as she strapped herself in. 
 
    ‘Yes, but it’s clever and at least the characters are well-mannered.’ 
 
    ‘Though maybe gendercentric?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not convinced that matters for three-year olds.’ 
 
    ‘I think it does, role modelling sets in early. I can already see the impact in my Year Six class.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘More than perhaps, the boys play with soldiers and guns and the girls pretend to be cooking and even cleaning.’ 
 
    Ellie was taken aback by the sharpness of Sharon’s retort. She more or less agreed but wasn’t in the mood to explore feminism, the research opportunity being what was on her mind. At last there might be something to give life a purpose beyond parental duties.  
 
    Two weeks had passed since her conversation with Tom Hansen at the Aylsham meeting. She was yet to tell Sean about the possibility, wanting any deal signed and sealed first. This was unusual though; in the past she would have blurted out every bit of potentially good news. Why different this time? She couldn’t put her finger on what that might be, but Sean had his life at work with loads going on that Ellie wasn’t party to – maybe the reason for not telling him was as simple as that. 
 
    ‘How are things going with Andy?’ she asked Sharon as they drove along the quiet country lanes, the ploughed fields dotted with clusters of red poppies. ‘You were concerned when we last spoke.’ 
 
    ‘If you don’t mind, I’d rather not talk about it.’ 
 
    ‘Fine if you don’t want to.’ 
 
    Sharon broke the short silence. ‘It’s about my dad, and in a way his parents, too. It’s complicated. Can I leave it at that?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, no problem.’ 
 
    ‘More to the point, how are you feeling about the possibility of the research?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing’s finalised yet. Let’s see what transpires today.’ 
 
    Ellie had to smile as they joined the twenty-five or so congregated at the entrance to Felbrigg Hall. They looked such a conservative group, the women in their floral summer frocks and wide-brimmed sun hats, the men in chinos, bold check shirts and beige Panama hats. So different to the London meetings she’d been used to. Jeans. T-shirts promoting a favourite cause. Converse trainers. Baseball caps. And an ethnic and social mix as opposed to this middle class, middle aged, all-white group.  
 
    Despite Sharon’s assertion that there would be other children, this wasn’t the case. She alone had a buggy, the double carrier, currently occupied by one tetchy baby, and a little girl asking the remarkably astute question, “Why are we here, Mummy?”  
 
    ‘Let me take full charge of the kids today; I’ve visited the Hall loads of times. You enjoy yourself.’  
 
    Despite Sharon’s offer, Ellie was on the verge of suggesting they abandon the outing when Tom Hansen appeared, a breath of fresh air in his baggy cargo shorts, tight fitting black T-shirt with an It's all about me, me, me logo, and orange trainers.  
 
    He acknowledged the gathering with a perfunctory wave before homing in on Ellie. ‘Great you could make it. You can help me survive the afternoon, ideally by endorsing the lies I'm about to tell because to be truthful I know fuck all about this place!’  
 
    Ellie glanced across to check that Clara hadn’t overheard the swearing, but Sharon was already on the move with her children. She could hear the grunting as her daughter squeezed a Peppa Pig soft toy. Ellie hated the thing; Sean had brought it back from China. 
 
    ‘I’m looking forward to working with you,’ Tom told her, his penetrating eyes surely seeing through her attempted air of coolness; she was blushing. 
 
    ‘Well, there is some discussion to be had first.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Let’s get this jamboree on the road then afterwards we can chat while sampling the delights of a National Trust café.’ 
 
    As the group were led around the outside of the building, Ellie kept her distance at the back. She could see Sharon, well away from the house, entertaining her children with a song and dance. 
 
    ‘This place is an absolute shambles,’ were Tom’s first words in introducing the architecture.   
 
    It looked fine to Ellie and she noted frowns from some of the others. But as they skirted the property, with Tom identifying where generations of the Wyndham family had added extensions – a haphazard mix of stone, flint, wood, brick and render – she could see what he was getting at. It was evident, too, despite what he’d told Ellie, that he’d researched meticulously. 
 
    Inside the building his humour came to the fore as he revealed family eccentricities. In the impressive Gothic library, a room Ellie fell in love with, he spoke of William Wyndham the Third, nicknamed Fighting Wyndham having been sent down from Eton College for taking part in a rebellion against the headmaster. Despite the fighting, he had a passion for books, hence this impressive leather-bound collection.   
 
    There were ghost stories and family foibles galore, including the strange case of Mad Wyndham, a Victorian gent who liked to dress up – as a train guard causing havoc by randomly blowing whistles to dispatch trains; as a policeman rounding up prostitutes in Haymarket. The family fortune was lost when the poor man was tricked into marriage by a woman who Tom described as of dubious morality.  
 
    Tom was a genius and by the end everyone was in fits of laughter. Sharon and the children had joined the tour late on, Ellie noting that Clara was laughing, too, embracing the mood even though she could have no idea why there was such frivolity. Ben slept throughout.  
 
    ‘How do you think it went?’ Tom asked Ellie as they were sitting in the café drinking tea. They were alone, Sharon having taken the children to see the cattle and sheep, and the historians sent off to explore the walled garden and orangery.  
 
    Ellie could spot fake modesty; Tom knew he’d done well. Nevertheless, with research at stake, she played the fan club game. ‘It was good, more than good. Great. I haven't laughed so much for a long time.’ 
 
    ‘I always try to make history fun, though it’s a tough call if I’m covering a war. And talking of wars, that brings me nicely to ask if you’ve had any thoughts about taking on the Second World War research.’  
 
    ‘I'd like to, though as I said earlier, there are things to clarify.’ 
 
    Tom covered the scope of the project, the fees paid to researchers, details of other team members, and plans for publication and associated conferences. Each of his answers drove Ellie further towards a “Yes please”. 
 
    As he chatted away, Ellie turned her attention to Tom’s ankles. He wasn’t wearing socks. Sean always wore socks, even when he had on sandals, and he’d never buy orange trainers. In all wardrobe matters, her husband was conventional. At work it was navy suits, crisp white shirts, unadventurous ties and plain dark socks. One Christmas she’d given him fun ones with cloud and umbrella patterns, but she’d yet to see him put them on.  
 
    When Tom asked, “Are you happy with everything?” she replied in the affirmative despite having little recollection of what had been covered. It didn’t matter though because ahead of this meeting she’d made up her mind and would have agreed whatever Tom had included. 
 
    ‘When would you like to visit the uni?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, do I have to?’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘We’ve covered that.’ 
 
    ‘So we did, sorry. I’ll sort out child-minding then I can give you some possible dates.’ 
 
    ‘OK, but like I said, it’ll need to be well ahead of our early October conference.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed.’ What conference, Ellie was thinking.  
 
    Sharon approached the pair, carrying Ben with Clara resting in the buggy. Ben was chortling away. He never laughed! When he touched Sharon’s cheek, she cried out in pretend pain and his laughter intensified.  
 
    ‘We’ve inspected the animals,’ Sharon informed Ellie. 
 
    ‘We saw Peppa and George and Mummy and Daddy Pig,’ Clara cried out with religious fervour. 
 
    I’d best get going,’ Tom said as he stood. ‘I’ll see you soon then. There’ll be a contract in the post and probably a ton of other admin stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Tom.’ 
 
    Ellie took one last look at his feet as he walked off. Had Sean worn socks with his sandals when they were last walking to the beach? She couldn’t remember. 
 
    ‘Well? How did it go?’ 
 
    ‘I have a job.’ 
 
    ‘Great. I bet he’ll be fun to work with – I really like him.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he’s nice.’ Ellie felt another blush coming on. 
 
    Back at home it was time to tell Sean. 
 
    ‘Guess what, I’ve got a part-time job. Doing research for a UEA history lecturer.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good, sounds fascinating.’ 
 
    Sean was looking at a spreadsheet as he spoke. How he could describe something as fascinating when he had no idea what the research was about didn’t pass Ellie by. She looked down at his shiny black shoes and the plain black socks above them.    
 
     

  

 
   
     Andy Powell  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks had passed since the flaming row about Sharon’s father and those cruel words she’d used – emotional blackmail – to bring the memories of his parents’ deaths flooding back.  
 
    He’d relocated to the spare bedroom, leaving for work early and returning late, and restricting conversation to monosyllabic responses – a carbon copy of Sharon’s behaviour only a few weeks earlier. Is this what it was going to be like, any happiness punctuated by periods of intense strife? Was an expectation of endless love and compatibility as phoney as a Disney film?   
 
    Sharon’s attempts to improve matters fell on deaf ears, replicating in reverse the previous dispute.  
 
    ‘Andy. Are you listening, Andy? Let’s go to Norwich to mooch around this Saturday.’ 
 
    ‘Not for me, thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Are you free tomorrow lunchtime? Fancy meeting up for a quick bite?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t, I’m too busy in the office.’ 
 
    ‘This is fucking ridiculous, Andy, you can’t go on like this, punishing me endlessly for two words uttered in the heat of the moment. I’ve said I’m sorry – many times. I’m not going to sit around for the rest of my summer holiday on the off-chance that you might grow up. I might as well go somewhere abroad with a friend.’ 
 
    ‘If that’s what you want, do it. I’m heading out with the lads for a bit.’ 
 
    Sitting in the pub nursing a pint of lager, Andy watched his football team friends mock and provoke each other for not drinking fast enough. Shane teased Rob for treating his girlfriend with respect, Dean was ridiculed for deciding to eat less meat. He left them to it with a farewell nod.  
 
    It was quiet downstairs when he got home. Upstairs, under the closed bedroom door, he could see a light was on and he heard music playing.  
 
    ‘Goodnight, Shaz,’ he called out. 
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    Andy was up early the next morning despite hardly sleeping a wink. He ran to the supermarket to buy flowers. When Sharon came into the kitchen the bouquet was in a vase, the table was laid, and fried eggs were sizzling. 
 
    ‘I’m an idiot. I’m a tosser. I’m a moron.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed,’ Sharon said. Was that a hint of a smile? 
 
    ‘I’m taking today off work so we can once and for all clear the air about our parents. And then we’ll be able to get going with planning our wedding. Assuming you still want to marry me.’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ Sharon declared with a mock ceremonial tone. 
 
    Andy had suffered such grief on losing his parents, so painful that he’d been unable to speak about the intensity of his feelings, even to Sharon. Until now. Her tears welled up as he spoke, bringing tears of his own.  
 
    ‘Do you remember me hugging you the day you came back to school after the funerals?’ 
 
    ‘To be truthful, no. I was in such a state. But it must have registered somewhere in my sub-conscience that you were the girl I wanted to hug loads more!’ 
 
    Sharon had started to clear away the breakfast things. ‘It’s such a lovely day, let’s walk while we talk. Nowhere too far, just the sea front.’ 
 
    They held hands as they sauntered along the promenade packed with tourists, the snaking queues at the ice cream parlours blocking the narrow alleyways. 
 
    ‘I’d like to start by getting one thing out of the way. My dad can come to the wedding, even though I’m not promising to be his best friend. The miserly shit!’ 
 
    ‘He’s hardly my best friend either.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I know.’ 
 
    Taking the zig-zag stairs that had once led to a grand hotel, they reached the beach and set off towards East Runton. In the glaring sunshine the white caravans and mobile homes on the clifftop looked like icing on a cake. 
 
    ‘I’ve been thinking about dates, Shaz. What about the last Saturday in November, the twenty-eighth? And we can plan a holiday, our honeymoon, for when you break up at the end of term.’ 
 
    ‘Why not have the wedding later on and then we could go away straight afterwards?’ 
 
    ‘My dad’s birthday was on the 28th November, I was thinking that it might be a fitting day, but maybe not.’ 
 
    Sharon grabbed hold of Andy and stopped him in his tracks. ‘I think that’s a lovely idea. Yes to becoming Mrs Powell on the twenty-eighth!’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to be Mrs Powell then? I thought you were against name changes when women married.’ 
 
    ‘I’d use Ms of course, but I’m seeing this as an opportunity to stop the jokes about bloody cakes. Honestly, I don’t know where the kids get them from. I’ve been called a Bakewell Tart, as nutty as a fruit cake, and an angel delight. And anyway, do I really want to share my father’s surname anymore?’ 
 
    ‘There’s time to think about –’ 
 
    The buzzing stopped Andy in his tracks. 
 
    ‘– You can answer it.’ 
 
    Andy lifted the pager out of his pocket and glanced at the screen. ‘It’s an IOB call.’ 
 
    ‘Go on then, run along. We can carry on when you’re home.’ 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t be long,’ he called out having started to jog along the beach towards the RNLI station. 
 
    ~ 
 
    ‘Some people are idiots,’ he complained to Sharon on his return a couple of hours later. 
 
    As ever, she wanted the details. ‘Go on then, tell me.’ 
 
    ‘A bloke and his son had set off towards Overstrand with the tide on its way in. They were seen strolling along as if there were no tomorrow by others hurrying to get back to Cromer. Apparently, they were stopping to pick up pebbles and then standing by the water’s edge to bounce them. How he didn’t spot that the sea was getting close to the cliff I don’t know, but by the time he recognised the danger of being cut off it was too late. We had to send out a boat to pick them up.’ 
 
    ‘Well done for another rescue, you’ll be catching up with Henry Blogg soon!’ 
 
    ‘Hardly.’ 
 
    ‘Get changed while I make lunch and then we can carry on with wedding plans.’ 
 
    Decisions were made quickly, most a confirmation of things discussed at length in the past. They’d have a low-key civic ceremony followed by a reception at the venue they’d been to for a friend’s wedding and fallen in love with. It was a magic place, five hundred years old with tall stained glass windows and a pitched beamed ceiling, the perfect size for the fifty or so guests on their invite list. The location was ideal, too, only a short drive inland from Cromer so guests would be able to share taxis.  
 
    When they called to enquire about availability, they were told their luck was in, their chosen date being the only weekend free until the following year. They grabbed the reservation and arranged to visit later that day to discuss the booking in detail.  
 
    During the meeting they decided to all but replicate their friends’ wedding, taking up the owner’s recommendations for registrar, caterer, florist and photographer, the latter someone Andy knew well from his estate agency work.  
 
    ‘We are so lucky to get our date there,’ Sharon exclaimed as they were driving home. ‘How it didn’t cross our minds that things get booked up well in advance I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Luck’s on our side. And it’s definitely on my side for having found you.’ 
 
    ‘No need to get lovey-dovey with me, Mr Powell. I know what you’re after.’ 
 
     

  

 
   
     Saskia van Nolten  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saskia looked out of the window as a patchwork of grass-green and wheat-brown fields come into view, the plane finally having broken through low cloud. They’d soon be circuiting London on the descent to Heathrow, quite possibly having flown over Cromer. She’d crossed the three places she’d lived in during that single hour flight. Which would be her home when she separated from Rupert? Not Holland – there could be no going back. Not Cromer – a dismal nothing place. But not London either – too busy, too expensive.  
 
    Is there any place where a single parent wouldn’t feel lonely?  
 
    Rupert had arranged for a car to collect them from the airport, a decent enough action, but she had no expectation of a good atmosphere at home because immediately she’d be reminding him that she was ready to separate. There were so many things to think about. Hiring a good solicitor. Somehow ascertaining Rupert’s true financial situation. Should she be asking him what he wanted regarding custody or was this a solicitor to solicitor negotiation? Was Kirsty still in the picture (although did that matter)? And then there was the whole question about where to live if not Holland, Cromer or London.  
 
    Her determination to put Freddie first remained resolute. He’d been a delight on the trip to Holland, no longer her little boy, a strong and likeable personality shining through. What with his behaviour at school improving during those last weeks of term, and the new academic year about to begin, surely the obvious thing was to keep him where he was for the time being? He liked his teacher, Sharon, who was remaining with his class for their final year at the primary school.  
 
    By the time the driver pulled up outside the house she’d made that one decision and it would be impacting on everything else. Finding a new school in a new location in a matter of days was out of the question so the separation was once again on hold.  
 
    Rupert was tolerable on their arrival. There was a huge hug for Freddie and a kiss on each cheek for Saskia. He cooked dinner and together they watched a re-run of Killing Eve.  
 
    Life wasn’t wonderful but it wasn’t dreadful, she thought as she glanced across to Rupert, now on his fourth glass of wine. The self-imposed no alcohol regime had been put on hold in Holland, but it was back to being off limits in England.  
 
    She had lunch with Ellie a few days after Freddie had returned to school, meeting her at one of the faceless tearooms of mediocre quality in the town. She ordered a cheddar cheese and tomato toasted sandwich, harking back to the haring, zalm and kaas boterhametjes on volkorenbrood that she’d enjoyed in Amsterdam. 
 
    ‘I had a good time in Holland, but I won’t be going back there to live,’ she told her single Cromer friend. 
 
    ‘Then where will you live?’ 
 
    ‘No idea. I’m here for now.’ 
 
    As they sauntered along the beach with a gentle breeze blowing off the North Sea, “here” didn’t seem quite so awful. The crowds had dwindled, leaving Jip, Janneke and an assortment of other dogs to roam the beach unhindered by tents, sandcastles, moats, buckets and spades. 
 
    ‘Is Freddie OK?’ 
 
    ‘Good really. He was boasting about having tons of homework to do last night.’  
 
    ‘And Rupert?’  
 
    ‘A cease-fire, highly civil. We shop, we cook, we watch TV, we read the papers.’ 
 
    ‘Bed together?’ 
 
    ‘No, separate rooms. He’s headed off a few times since I’ve been back, I assume for sex with Kirsty. If he wants that, he can have it, though how he can kiss those bloated lips, I don’t know. Actually, he asked me for sex last night, but I told him no, even though I miss it.’ 
 
    ‘What a nerve if he’s still seeing Kirsty.’ 
 
    ‘It’s only Rupert being Rupert. Enough about me, how are things with you? You told me you didn’t like Sean being away so much.’ 
 
    ‘I still don’t.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s the solution?’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t one. Life’s never quite as straightforward as you’d like it to be, is it?’ Ellie stooped to pick up a pebble, perfectly smooth, mottled beige and black. ‘It’s not as clear-cut as other people imagine it is for you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bit too philosophical for me. What exactly do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ She bent down and took hold of another stone. ‘This one’s a fossil!’ 
 
    ‘Explain will you!’ 
 
    ‘I’m struggling to do anything beyond looking after the kids and when I’m not doing that, I’m thinking about them. Clara’s started nursery three mornings a week so I thought it would be easier, but it’s not.’ 
 
    ‘How come you could make this afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘Sean’s at home, he’s in charge today. I have taken on a part-time job, home-based doing research, but I can’t see how I’ll ever be able to get anything done.’ 
 
    ‘Research – isn’t that brilliant? What you wanted?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I suppose I’m lucky really.’ 
 
    ‘How did you find it?’ 
 
    ‘It was thanks to Sharon, she’s a teacher at the primary school.’ 
 
    ‘I know her, she’s Freddie’s teacher.’ 
 
    ‘Well, she got me to go to a couple of history meetings and I met this lecturer who was looking for someone to work with him.’ 
 
    Ellie bent down to pick up another stone, this one black and white with a hole drilled through its centre. Saskia’s dogs were being threatened by a Golden Retriever. When she called out they paused before running off to seek a new adventure. 
 
    ‘So this lecturer, this man, tell me about him. Is he good looking?’ 
 
    ‘God, Saskia. What have looks got to do with it? He’s an academic.’ 
 
    ‘But is he?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose some would say he is.’ 
 
    ‘Some would say he is!’ Saskia mocked. ‘So bloody English.’ 
 
    ‘What would the Dutch say then?’ 
 
    ‘They’d say he’s as sexy as hell and then perhaps use that English expression – when the cat’s away the mice will play. You’re blushing, Ellie, and stop looking down at those stones to avoid me!’ 
 
    ‘Well I’m hardly going to, you know…’ 
 
    ‘If you aren’t going to, maybe you should introduce him to me.’ 
 
    ‘I assume you’re joking.’ 
 
    ‘Assume away.’ 
 
    Ellie endeavoured to switch the conversation to the nature of the research – was Saskia aware that there was considerable war damage in Cromer? – but Saskia remained relentless in her interrogation about the social side.  
 
    ‘Has Sean met him,’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ 
 
    ‘Does Sean know who he is?’ 
 
    ‘Why would he even care who I was working for? There’s nothing underhand.’ 
 
    Saskia grabbed hold of Ellie and kissed her on the lips. ‘Go, girl!’ 
 
    ‘Stop it!’ 
 
    ‘OK, I’ll stop – for now. But you must promise to keep me informed.’ 
 
    They watched a male jogger pass the tearoom window. 
 
    ‘Nice body.’ 
 
    ‘Saskia, honestly!’ 
 
    ‘Alright, a change of subject though that man has reminded me. You jog, don’t you? I want to get fit. If you’ve a little time later this afternoon what with Sean being at home, do you think we could go for my virgin run?’ 
 
    An hour later they were back on the promenade by the pier, Saskia’s dogs left at home. 
 
    ‘Along the beach?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘It’s harder running on sand.’ 
 
    ‘But I only want to do a short one today. Come on.’ 
 
    Within minutes Saskia was calling out for her friend to stop. She gasped for breath while Ellie jogged on the spot laughing.  
 
    Looking up, Saskia spotted the old man from that awful evening. She’d seen him before sitting on that clifftop bench.  
 
    Ellie followed her gaze. ‘Oh, him. Every time I’m on the beach he seems to be up there.’ 
 
    ‘He helped me when I was in rather a bad state a while back. There won’t be any more episodes like that. Resolution Number One, no alcohol, well at least much less. Resolution Number Two, I’m going to get fit. And Resolution Number Three, I’m going to meet this history lecturer of yours. What’s his name?’ 
 
    ‘Ha-ha. It’s Tom. There’s a conference at UEA soon for the team to present our preliminary findings. I’m fairly sure it’s open to the public; you’d be welcome to come along.’ 
 
    ‘When exactly is it?’ 
 
    ‘The first weekend next month.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ll have to stay overnight, won’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t even decided whether to go. Tom’s asked me to make a presentation, but I’m not sure I’ll have enough material yet. But if I do go, then yes, I’ll probably have to stay over.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody hell, Ellie. Go girl!’ 
 
    ‘Stop it, Saskia.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
     Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Neil turned up with the man he announced as his partner, a tall blond Australian who looked many years younger than him, I was stunned, desperately trying to hide my discomfort as I hugged Neil and shook hands with Pete. I had no idea that my son was a homosexual. Gay, I believe people say now. I’m not a bigot, I believe in live and let live. But my own son?  
 
    Neil had told us he was coming over with a friend and we had high expectations that at long last there was a girlfriend.  
 
    ‘Pity we haven’t got a double in here,’ Rosemary had joked when we were making up the twin beds ahead of the visit. Now, as she led the two men upstairs, I couldn’t help feeling relieved that we only had the twins.  
 
    ‘They’re going to take a nap, they didn’t sleep much on the flight,’ Rosemary said when she came downstairs.  
 
    I waited for her to pass comment on the situation. For a short while we looked at each other in stunned silence. There’d been so much in the news over recent years about same sex relationships, even marriage, but nothing had prepared me for this bolt from the blue. 
 
    ‘He seems a nice enough boy.’  
 
    ‘Stop skirting the issue, Rosemary. He’s male and he looks half Neil’s age.’ 
 
    ‘What are you implying, that we ask them to leave?’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not. I’m just saying it’s a surprise.’ 
 
    I sat at the kitchen table lost in thought as I watched Rosemary prepare a fish dish with a mashed potato topping. It struck me that Neil was looking happy and well, and that we’d been greeted with far more affection than I could ever remember. 
 
    The pair joined us in the kitchen after an hour or so; by then a rich fish aroma was wafting from the oven. 
 
    Neil sniffed then peered inside the oven. ‘Sorry, forgot to say. We’re vegetarians.’  
 
    ‘That’s fine, your father can dash down to the supermarket to get something for you.’ 
 
    I set off as requested. What with having to cater for Rosemary’s dietary whims, I was no longer a stranger to the growing volume of vegetarian and vegan shelves. I returned with a leek and mushroom pie. 
 
    ‘I should have also told you that we prefer unprocessed food.’ Despite this protestation from Neil, I couldn’t help but notice how quickly they gobbled up every morsel on their plates. 
 
    Any risk of awkwardness on my behalf was circumvented by Pete plying me with questions. Neil had told him that I’d worked as a gardener and it turned out that Pete had a strong interest in the topic. I enjoyed our chat, him having a good knowledge of what grew where, the types of soils, and the danger of plant-eating pests in Australia. When the conversation turned to the Great Barrier Reef, Neil joined in. I’d watched a TV programme about the threat due to the warming of the oceans. They’d seen this at first hand, having dived down to witness the bleaching of what should have been a dazzling array of corals. My son’s love of nature was apparent and quite some disclosure given his childhood lack of interest in the natural world.   
 
    I didn’t sleep a wink that night. I’m embarrassed to admit that I was listening out for tell-tale noises coming from the spare bedroom. Thankfully, there were none. 
 
    The next morning, Neil asked if they could borrow the car for a drive along the coast. I was happy to let them because being a Wednesday, I’d be able to do my stint at North Lodge Park.  
 
    Christine was surprised to see me. ‘Isn’t your son visiting?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but they’re out for the day.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no lunch ready, I’m afraid, but I could put something together now if you’d like.’ 
 
    ‘No need, thank you. I grabbed a sandwich at home.’ 
 
    ‘There is cake for tea though,’ she added with a conspiratorial smile.  
 
    ‘Will you still be here then?’ 
 
    ‘I can be if you’d like.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, there’s something I’d like to chat about.’ 
 
    I set to work digging and pruning as if there were no tomorrow. Should I be angry? Embarrassed? Upset? Surely none of these because what I could most sense was Neil’s happiness. When he’d moved abroad, I’d suspected that he was running away from something. Could that something have been me.  
 
    ‘Delicious Victoria Sponge, Christine. Did you make it?’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s not one of mine. What did you want to talk about? I’m all ears.’ 
 
    I told her about Neil and Pete, surprising myself with more openness about my uneasiness than during the whispered conversation with Rosemary in bed the night before.  
 
    ‘What exactly is it that’s making you upset?’ Christine wanted to know.  
 
    ‘Is upset the right word? I’m not sure,’ I began. 
 
    I explained that it was not having known about his homosexuality until now that bothered me most. Had he been scared to tell me? Had I missed the clues when he was a teenager, because come to think of it, he never brought girls home? ‘When he started work, he spent nights away at male friends’ houses and I never questioned anything.’ 
 
    ‘What would there have been to question? Youngsters stay at friends, be they girlfriends or boyfriends.’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ 
 
    ‘So your main problem is that he never told you.’ 
 
    ‘The world was a very different place then. Perhaps I would have been furious, even kicked him out.’ 
 
    ‘Which explains why he didn’t risk saying anything. Anyway, that’s history. You’ve said he seems happy now, surely that’s what matters most?’ 
 
    ‘But what if he and Pete break up?’ 
 
    ‘Then there’d be the same issues as when a man and woman break up – or two women. Or two of those, what do they call them, transgenders.’ 
 
    We laughed; I felt a weight lifting. 
 
    ‘I’ll miss being a grandfather though.’ 
 
    ‘True enough, though adoption is possible. Surrogacy, too, if one of them is prepared to impregnate a friend.’ 
 
    I wasn’t used to such intimate conversation, not even with Rosemary, and my hand was shaking as my fork plunged into the Victoria Sponge. Dare I raise something else? ‘And…’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, nothing really.’ 
 
    ‘You can say.’ 
 
    ‘I’m finding thinking about what they get up to difficult.’ 
 
    ‘Then don’t dwell on it. A gay relationship isn’t only about sex.’ 
 
    ‘No, I suppose not.’ 
 
    ‘You need to make your son and his partner’s trip to Cromer a lovely one, and by the time they leave they should be admiring you and your wife for being so welcoming.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps this is an opportunity to sit down with your son and talk about your past relationship.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Changing the subject, when are you speaking at the primary school? I’d love to come along.’ 
 
    ‘Next week and I’m terrified, I’ve got no idea what to say.’ 
 
    ~ 
 
    Sharon was at reception to greet me. We’d met to talk through what I was planning to say, I’d wanted her to check it. She’d told me everything was brilliant. I had my doubts.  
 
    ‘My son and his friend, partner, are coming along. I hope that’s alright?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. The more the merrier.’ 
 
    That wasn’t what I was thinking. Kids, maybe. Adults, hopefully not. 
 
    We were still in reception when Neil and Pete arrived. They sat with us in the staff room for a cup of tea. I was ready for a large whisky at that stage. 
 
    ‘We’ll start in about ten minutes, Clive,’ Sharon told me. ‘Take as long as you like when you’re talking, there’s no time limit.’ 
 
    ‘Good, it’ll all be over in about a minute then!’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already told your father that he’s brilliant,’ Sharon said, looking across at Neil and Pete. I was pleased they were with me.   
 
    ‘Oh, there’s one more guest due. Christine. She works at the North Lodge café.’ 
 
    ‘She’s already here; she’s waiting outside the classroom.’ Sharon stood up. ‘I need to get things ready; Jeanette will escort you.’ 
 
    When I entered the classroom, I nodded at the smiling Christine, sitting at the back on one of the tiny chairs. There was no Rosemary. Despite Neil’s urging, she said she would be too busy getting tea ready. 
 
    ‘We’re extremely lucky today, children,’ Sharon began. ‘You’ve seen Clive working hard at North Lodge Gardens during our nature walks, but today he’s kindly taken time off to talk to us about his job. Let’s start with a round of applause.’ 
 
    For an instant, I froze as they clapped. I was on stage – this was a first. 
 
    ‘Cambridge University,’ I opened, ‘is over eight hundred years old. It’s made up of lots of colleges, each with gardens that have trees in them that are themselves hundreds of years old. For many, many years, not eight hundred though, I was a gardener at one of the colleges.’ 
 
    I looked up. The children were listening. 
 
    ‘If you’ve seen me working at North Lodge, which is tiny compared to the Cambridge gardens, you’ll know that plants need a lot of looking after…’ 
 
    I told them about different types of flowers, shrubs and trees and the special care that each needed. As the words flowed, it struck me how much pride I’d had in making our college gardens the best, one that visitors from across the world came to admire. 
 
    ‘There are lots of gardening jobs available if you like the outdoors, don’t mind hard work, and would enjoy helping plants to flourish. Of course, if you’re very clever you could be a student at Cambridge University, seeing the gardens without having to do all the looking after them.’ 
 
    I’d finished. Sharon had asked me to end with that bit about being a student. To get them thinking about university, she’d explained. 
 
    As the applause came, I shrank into modesty and shyness. Christine came across and hugged me with Neil looking on. 
 
    ‘Who was that woman?’ he asked as we were walking home. 
 
    ‘Oh, just a friend from North Lodge Park.’   
 
    

  

 
   
     Jamie Kipling  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie had landed on his feet. Selling the Appleby possessions wasn’t nearly as difficult as he’d envisaged and was so enjoyable. What a godsend to no longer have to do business with off-the-street customers, cajoling small minded misers to buy a single item. The dealers he now engaged with were taking batches of goods, sometimes offering well in excess of Julian’s estimates.  
 
    He loved everything about the work – those all-important initial phone calls to raise interest; attaching Julian’s arty photos to emails; visiting London galleries to conclude deals; arranging for the storage company to deliver; and best of all, receiving payment.  
 
    If the first three months were anything to go by, a two percent commission would provide a steady flow of income for a long time. 
 
    Surely it’s time to give up the shop, he thought as he sat in The Blue Boar on karaoke night. He was a happy man what with the wad of banknotes in his pocket and four pints of beer in his belly. He watched the woman on stage belting out Aretha Franklin’s Respect. 
 
    She was an attractive lady, not quite his age but heading there. The sparkly silver dress revealed curves in all the right places, even though she was a tiny bit on the large size. He glanced at his own waistline, hugely on the large size. An unusual awareness of shameful behaviour surfaced – he was assessing the woman’s looks while indifferent to the quality of her singing. No change there; this is what he always did. In fact, he was judging all the females around him, even the young ones with boyfriends by their sides.  
 
    When the singing stopped and the applause died down, he could hear the nearby couple’s conversation. They were talking about his own daughter, about how lovely Sharon and Andy were and how much they were looking forward to the wedding. He’d received an invitation, a printed card devoid of any friendly note, not a single word. It had been months since he’d last spoken with Sharon. He wanted to make things right, but how could he if she wasn’t replying to his texts and voicemails? 
 
    The singer had finished her second song, another R&B oldie, the title eluding him. He caught her eye as she took a bow in acknowledgement of the modest applause. Stepping off the stage, she approached the bar. As he glanced around him, he was hit by the realisation that he and this woman were the oldest in the room by quite some margin. This was a pub for youngsters, unsurprising given the karaoke theme, and they were misfits. Sad misfits. 
 
    With the singer close by, he relapsed into his usual patter. ‘You’ve got a fabulous voice, love.’ 
 
    ‘Nice of you to say so. I used to sing a bit semi-professional like, but that was a while back.’ 
 
    ‘Funny you saying that. I was about to ask if you’d ever thought of going professional.’ 
 
    ‘There was never any money in it, and it was impossible to go on the road what with the kids. Still, they’ve moved on and I’ve kicked out my husband, so I can do what I like now. I’m on this sort of road trip, like Thelma and Louse. Although there’s only one of me. And I’m not intending to drive over a cliff.’ 
 
    Jamie had no idea what she was on about. ‘Fancy a drink?’ 
 
    ‘Vodka and lime would be nice. Preferably Grey Goose.’ 
 
    Maddie was her name and she was from Grimsby. She’d been travelling along the coast, stopping at Skegness then King’s Lynn, with Great Yarmouth to be her final destination before heading home. ‘Cromer’s a bit different to the other places,’ she told Jamie. ‘Quieter. Not a lot going on, is there? I don’t mind quiet for a bit, but I won’t be staying more than a night – or maybe two,’ she added with a look that Jamie interpreted as a come on.  
 
    ‘You married?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘No. I was once, but not anymore.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not what it’s cracked up to be, is it?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not.’ As Jamie said this, a rare feeling of desolation descended. 
 
    ‘I’ve had so much fun since I left him. I never knew what I was missing.’ She placed a hand on Jamie’s knee. 
 
    “Him” was Sid, Jamie discovered, and judging by what Maddie said, it was good riddance because he was a bully. She was a hairdresser with a one-person salon in a not particularly nice part of Grimsby.  
 
    ‘Mind you, even the nice parts of Grimsby are shite.’ 
 
    She’d taken the plunge and shut the shop over summer so she could head off into the sunset, as she put it. ‘And it’s been fucking brilliant.’ 
 
    Jamie sensed that it hadn’t been as fucking brilliant as she was suggesting. 
 
    ‘Do you live local?’ she asked. 
 
    That was going to be an irrelevance because he was exhausted, and more to the point, tired of all the chasing. He let Maddie chat away as if there were no tomorrow, happy to finance her heavy drinking, but there wasn’t going to be any waking up the next morning with her in his bed. 
 
    He downed his pint. ‘I must go, I’ve got a busy day ahead. It’s been lovely talking to you, Maddie, I hope you enjoy the rest of your trip.’ 
 
    He interpreted her look as one of sadness. There were too many sad people around and he was one of them. Maddie struggled to stand up then tottered across to the DJ at the side of the stage. Imagining the body under the dress, he wondered whether he was making the wrong decision. The DJ announced that Maddie was coming back on stage to belt out one of those oldies we all love – Stop! In the Name of Love. 
 
    Jamie left before the singing began, heading home and straight to bed because he really did have a busy day ahead. 
 
    Early the following morning he set to work, a mug of tea by his side. He was sitting on an oak Windsor chair next to mahogany dining room table with delicate legs and claw feet, both items surplus from the shop. There was an untidy jumble of bills, receipts, invoices, scribbled notes and printed documents in front of him. The task he’d set himself, one usually delayed until his accountant prepared his annual tax return, was to ascertain how much was he worth. He knew he was comfortable, but how comfortable? His confidence grew as he jotted down the value of shares, premium bonds, deeds for a property he rented in Cromer, ISA accounts and bank balances. 
 
    Things were looking more than good. Counting the value of his shop and the flat above it, he was far in excess of millionaire status. So why carry on trekking from house to house buying clearance goods, doing his back in lifting heavy items, and filling his shop with junk that no-one wanted? It was time to stop swizzing people, too, then the Enjoy Cromer More Facebook group might end their relentless campaign against him. 
 
    The cherry on the cake was the scope to earn a substantial amount without needing a shop. Selling the Appleby possessions was going so well that Beatrice and Julian had recommended him to a Holt friend. He no longer had to chase dealers; they were calling him. He’d had his first success at an auction house, too. It had been such a buzz being present to see prices shoot up as customers from around the world competed.  
 
    Would you believe it? Jamie Kipling was a millionaire, and there was the opportunity to make more than ever.  
 
    He had more than enough. But for who’s benefit? What was the point of hoarding money if there was no one to share it with?  
 
    Having completed his calculations, he microwaved a bland supermarket ready-meal before watching three episodes of uninspiring crime drama that he’d possibly already seen. A restless night ensued as he lamented the terrible relationship with his daughter. With Sharon refusing to speak to him, might Andy be able to instigate a reconciliation? 
 
    On the dot of nine the next morning he entered the estate agency.  
 
    ‘Hello, Jamie. What can I do for you?’ Andy’s tone was distant, deservedly so bearing in mind his own conduct over the sale of Samuel’s possessions. 
 
    ‘For a start, I’m here to apologise. My behaviour back then at your uncle’s place was a disgrace.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it wasn’t something to be proud of, but apology accepted.’ 
 
    He was a good lad; Sharon was a lucky girl to have found him. Of course, he knew that, what with them dating since schooldays. Come to think of it, Andy was lucky, too, because his daughter was a gem. He couldn’t recall ever telling her so. 
 
    ‘I’d like you to do two things for me, please. First, I want you to sell my shop and the flat. And second, I need you to organise a clear the air meeting with Sharon.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
      Ellie Bright  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘You look like you’ve been on holiday in the sunshine!’ were the first words Ellie uttered as Sean came into the lounge following his four-day work trip.  
 
    ‘Sunshine?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you’ve got a lovely tan.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it must be the sea air here. I’m getting sun splotched and wind battered like all those Cromer old geezers.’ 
 
    He wasn’t getting away with that. ‘But what about in China?’ 
 
    ‘China, you’re joking! Where I am you never see the sun; there’s a permanent pollution haze.’ 
 
    ‘Surely you get a break when you’re there, the chance to chill out in some touristy place for a day or two.’ 
 
    ‘Ellie, I’m on a building site most of the time, and when I’m not, I’m at meetings in some nondescript hotel ahead of eating and then going to bed. “I’m so glad you’re back, fancy a drink?” would have been a nice welcome.’ 
 
    Who do you travel with? Who are you going to bed with? 
 
    Sean looked as great as ever despite his moan about the exhausting journey involving two long flights – and he was definitely more tanned than when he’d left. There would be some equally bronzed female colleague arriving home that very moment. Was she married? Was her husband suspicious?  
 
    So far, Ellie’s search for evidence had been futile. She’d catch him out one day, she was sure of that, but to date going through his suit pockets and reading his phone texts had been fruitless. It was the not knowing that was making her so distraught. At least Saskia had the satisfaction of finding out about Rupert’s infidelity; she’d even met his lovers at the office. Ellie had no opportunity to suss out Sean’s colleagues. 
 
    Ellie did all that was expected of a perfect wife that evening. She poured Sean his drink; prepared their meal; responded civilly enough to his questions (predominantly about the children, little concerning her); loaded the dishwasher; sat with him to watch a TV drama; had decent enough sex; and then lay awake fretting while he slept. Had he done anything different during their love-making, something learnt from a new woman? 
 
    Her exemplary conduct that evening was because she did love her husband. However, there was an ulterior motive.  
 
    ‘Sean, you know we talked about going away for a few days when you’re off work in a couple of weeks’ time…’ she began the next morning as they lay in bed. 
 
    ‘Yes. Any thoughts about where you’d like to go?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a problem. I’ve been invited to present my research at a university conference that weekend.’ 
 
    ‘Good for you. Go! I can look after the kids. Clara will love having daddy-only time and it’s easy now Ben’s off breastfeeding.’  
 
    ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not, you deserve the chance to do something for yourself.’ 
 
    Mr Perfect? Or was he pleased because it provided an opportunity to spend more time with his travelling companion? No, surely not. He wouldn’t dare bring her home to meet the children.  
 
    Fuck, she was stuck in an illusory world – there wasn’t a shred of evidence that he was unfaithful. 
 
    ~ 
 
    A little over two weeks later Ellie made the short drive from Cromer to the university, parking at her hall of residence, the one closest to the centre of the campus. Making her way to the registration building, she was struck by the harshness of all that concrete and glass on this severely dull and damp morning. 
 
    The drive had brought on a jumble of thoughts. Excitement to be embarking on her very own adventure without the children. Guilt for leaving an overworked Sean behind. Apprehension about the forthcoming presentation – she was out of practice. Unease about being with Tom – though it was only a friendship, nothing more. Yes, only friendship, nothing more.  
 
    Standing in the queue to collect her key brought back memories of her first day as an undergraduate, as did the student room that she stepped into; tiny, austere, the ensuite toilet and shower room in a state of disrepair. She dumped her stuff onto the bed and texted Tom to let him know that she’d arrived. 
 
    Come across to the staff bar, main square second floor 
 
    The walk did little to dispel her incomprehension as to why so many raved about the architecture. She mounted a concrete stairway and entered the bar to see Tom sitting with a small group of colleagues or perhaps conference delegates around a low table. He stood as she approached and they hugged, this physical contact their first beyond the previous shaking of hands. She picked up his minty breath as she drew close. Would he notice that she was minty, too, having cleaned her teeth and used mouthwash before dashing off to join him? Still close, their eyes met, and Ellie was certain that an unspoken attraction was shared.  
 
    Having introduced her to those with him, he suggested that they sit alone for a final check on the next day’s presentation. As they went through the slides on Tom’s laptop, Ellie felt awkward in his company. They were both reticent in contrast to the lightness during previous meetings.  
 
    That evening’s after-dinner alcohol relieved the tension with Ellie drinking far too much red wine. She hadn’t noticed the others drifting away from the bar until it struck her that she and Tom were alone, slumped in armchairs, the table in front of them laden with bottles and glasses. Their conversation spanned everything that seemed to matter – climate change, favourite music, pandemics, UK politics, best films ever, gun laws in America, books they loved, childhood memories. The only topic missing was current family life.  
 
    What next, Ellie wondered? 
 
    At around three in the morning they parted, Ellie unclear who had suggested it was time to pack it in. She staggered back to her room, all but collapsing onto the narrow bed. 
 
    She was suffering when she woke the next morning and stuck to two black coffees and two paracetamol for breakfast. Adrenalin must have kicked in because if the applause was anything to go by, her presentation was a huge success. Brilliant, the Head of History told her, praising her skill in combining the national context with anecdotes that brought to life the way in which the war impacted on Cromer.  
 
    ‘If you’re looking for a job, you need look no further than this university,’ the woman told her as a parting comment. The buzz Ellie got from that statement was so powerful that she wanted to return to academia immediately rather than revert to the full-time role of wife and mother. 
 
    She was back down to earth as she got ready for that evening’s celebratory meal (universities always seemed to be celebrating something or other with food and drink). There would be time to resume her career, but for now her family came first. 
 
    She put on a summer dress that she’d bought a couple of months previously but had yet to wear, a waisted 1950s lookalike that made her feel good now that her body was back in shape post-pregnancy. She applied a new shade of lipstick, a deeper red than the usual neutral colour, and added rather a lot of mascara. She inspected herself in the corroded mirror, the diagonal crack dividing her face in two. She looked like a panda. Two pandas. 
 
    In true university style, there was lots of food, lots of drink, and over-long speeches, each speaker congratulating everyone involved and presenting flowers to administrators, managers, caterers and student helpers. It was gone eleven by the time the dinner drew to a close, at which point the hardy amongst the group retired to the bar. Ellie wasn’t hardy, but there she was, sitting next to Tom, drinking her God knows what number prosecco.  
 
    ‘What a day! A huge well done, Ellie.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Tom. I loved it.’ 
 
    ‘What time are you planning to leave tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose I’d better get going soon after breakfast. I need to check the house is still standing.’ 
 
    Their eyes met – that unspoken pull again. 
 
    ‘Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I was wondering whether you fancied a walk around the Broads National Park. It’s a beautiful place and the weather forecast is promising.’ 
 
    ‘Tempting, but probably not.’ 
 
    ‘Well the offer’s there. See how you feel in the morning.’ 
 
    Ellie looked down at her watch, the digits blurred by alcohol. Where had the last two and a half hours gone, it was half-past one? 
 
    ‘I’d best be heading off to bed.’ She stood, stumbled and sat back into the chair. She managed to remain upright on the second attempt, though stability was in short supply. 
 
    Tom stood by her side and took hold of her arm. ‘Let me help you get back in one piece. My room is in the block next to yours.’ 
 
    They walked together, arm in arm, Ellie all too conscious of the warmth of his body against her own. She edged closer, wanting more. She looked up at a full moon peeping through the trees, casting spooky shadows. The sudden head movement brought on a wave of dizziness and she stopped in her tracks, pulling Tom to a halt next to her. 
 
    ‘You OK?’ 
 
    Who started the kissing, Tom or her? Who kept it going for so long, a hungry exploration of mouths and tongues? Who was the first to reach naked skin, she caressing Tom’s lower back, his shirt pulled up, he stroking Ellie’s neck, shoulders, arms? Tom touched her breast, through her bra and then inside it. She shivered in the heat of it all.  
 
    When they froze it was like they’d been captured in a photo, her hand on his waist, his clumsily reaching to her breast, their faces depicting both bewilderment and lust. 
 
    Who pulled away first? 
 
    It was Ellie who was the first to speak. ‘We can’t do this. I can’t do this.’ 
 
    ‘Nor me. I want to but can’t either.’ 
 
    There was no need for explanations or apologies. Both had happy families, loving partners who couldn’t be betrayed. 
 
    They sank down onto the grass and lay together. For Ellie the pull of sex swiftly waned, replaced by the comfort of leaning against this fine man. They remained there in silence for quite some time, the full moon casting magical shapes around them as the trees swayed gently in the breeze. 
 
    It was Tom who broke their reverie. He stood and held out his arm to lift Ellie. ‘Come on, best get some sleep.’ 
 
    Ellie didn’t take hold. ‘You go, I’d like to stay here a bit longer.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I am. I’ll see you at breakfast.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see you tomorrow then.’ 
 
    Tom walked off, tucking his shirt in as he went. 
 
    Ellie was wiping away tears as she watched him. 
 
    

  

 
   
     Jamie Kipling  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘I haven’t got long, Dad.’ Not the warmest of greetings.  
 
    Jamie had thought long and hard about the first words he’d utter at the reconciliation meeting with his daughter. He’d settled on the admittedly uninspiring, “It’s time we put the past behind us”.  
 
    ‘Sharon, don’t you think it’s about time you put the past behind you?’  
 
    There was no reaction from Sharon, no nod, no smile. She sat there stony-faced, inspecting her glass of wine. They were sitting in an off the beaten track village pub she’d selected, the location communicated to him via Andy.  
 
    It was half-past four. The place was deserted. Rock music was blaring. Gambling machines were flashing and pinging. Jamie looked across to the barman who was nodding in time to the heavy metal riff. He refrained from asking him to turn down the volume; he’d have to shout.  
 
    ‘Thank you for agreeing to meet me, Sharon.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need to shout.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    Sharon really doesn’t want to see you Andy had informed his future father-in-law. Jamie hardly blamed her bearing in mind his track record of being such a poor father, but he’d persevered, imploring Andy to ask again. And again. He had to see his daughter ahead of the marriage. There was an apology to be made – and then the offer. 
 
    So here they were, a couple of weeks on from the initial request, as yet making little progress. Lost for words, Jamie joined his daughter in examining the drink, swilling it round so forcefully that beer slopped onto the table. 
 
    ‘Why are we here? What exactly do you want beyond me watching you spill beer?’ 
 
    ‘That was an accident. Look, I’d like to say sorry for starters.’ 
 
    ‘That’s possibly the first time I’ve heard you say that, though one sorry can’t make me forget all the times you’ve let me down.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not expecting that. Can we go outside? I can hardly hear you with this music on.’ 
 
    ‘I want to put things right, Sharon,’ Jamie continued when they were sitting on a bench alongside a rough wooden table in an unkempt garden. ‘Andy’s confident that he’ll find a buyer for my shop soon, the flat, too. And I’m doing rather nicely selling a customer’s valuables on commission. I’m more than comfortable and I want to pay for the wedding. All of it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s done, all paid for. We don’t need your money.’ 
 
    ‘That’s daft. I’ve already told Andy that’s what I’m going to do.’ 
 
    ‘Nice of him to let me know.’ 
 
    ‘I asked him not to, I wanted to break the news myself. It’s an offer in good faith, take it.’ 
 
    Sharon knocked back her wine and Jamie finished his beer. ‘Another one?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No, I’m driving.’ 
 
    ‘I think I’ll have one more. A half will be OK.’ Jamie stood. ‘You will still be here when I get back?’ 
 
    At last, a smile from Sharon. She had a nice smile and Jamie hadn’t seen it for far too long. ‘Yes, I’ll be here,’ she assured him. 
 
    When he returned, it was Sharon who was the first to speak. ‘You know, when I was a kid I thought you could do no wrong, I loved you so much. But then you cheated on mum…how could you do that? She was so ill. She was dying!’ 
 
    ‘It was a disgrace and I’m asking you to forgive me for what I did to Sally.’ 
 
    The conversation moved on. After all, how many times and in how many different ways can an apology be made? Jamie turned to the wedding plans; all he knew so far were the scant details on the invitation card.  
 
    ‘Am I giving you away?’ he asked when Sharon had outlined their arrangements for the ceremony. 
 
    ‘No. Someone else is.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘A sweet man I’ve got to know a bit.’ 
 
    ‘Do I know him?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. His name’s Clive, he’s a volunteer at North Lodge who chats to my kids about plants and flowers. He was Andy’s uncle’s neighbour.’ 
 
    Jamie winced at the reference to Samuel. ‘Sharon, using someone who you’ve met a few times is hardly comparable to your father. You can’t use a stranger, you have to let me do it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll think about it.’ 
 
    ‘And then there’s the speech? Can I?’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s a definitely not.’ 
 
    The threatening clouds that had been racing in for a matter of minutes erupted into a downpour that had the pair dashing back inside the still deserted pub.  
 
    ‘Are you planning a honeymoon?’ Jamie asked. Having spoken to Andy, he knew the answer. 
 
    ‘Yes, though not until the school term ends. Then we’ll head off to somewhere hot.’ 
 
    ‘Which I’ll be paying for.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not. I told you, things have taken a massive turn for the better.’ 
 
    Jamie related how much he was enjoying engaging with dealers and auction houses rather than individual customers. 
 
    ‘I hope you’ve become more honest in your dealings.’ 
 
    The answer was yes, but Jamie didn’t respond. 
 
    ‘I’d best be going, Dad. I’ve got loads to do for school tomorrow.’ 
 
    Sharon stood and pecked her father on the cheek.  
 
    ‘When can I see you again?’ Jamie asked. ‘I’d like to. Soon,’ he continued when Sharon failed to reply. 
 
    ‘Possibly,’ she said before heading off.  
 
    Jamie ordered a half pint for the road and sat there reflecting for a while. He couldn’t expect instant affection from his daughter; this had probably been as good a start as he could have hoped for. Mind you, he would have liked a show of gratitude for his offer to fund the wedding and the honeymoon. Loads to do for school, she’d said, and it struck him that he knew nothing about how she was getting on at work. In the past he’d had no interest. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Alone in his flat above the shop he got drunk that evening, hoping inebriation would dull the memory of his lack of support for Sharon when her mother was dying. It didn’t. 
 
    The next morning he was woken by the buzz of his mobile. It was Andy. 
 
    ‘Good news, Jamie. We’ve had a firm offer for the shop at the asking price and there are a couple of highly interested buyers for the flat. I was thinking this might be a good time for you to see properties; some new ones have come in this week.’ 
 
    ‘Great. I’ll be there in an hour.’ 
 
    Two paracetamol, one glass of milk, and a long shower helped clear his foggy head.  
 
    Jamie was nervous as he made the short walk to the estate agents. As a rule, he took everything in his stride, but this was different because the shop and the flat had been at the centre of his life for over thirty years. Moving was as dramatic as it could get.  
 
    But when he met Andy, his first question wasn’t about buying and selling properties. It was the relationship with his daughter that was top of the list.  
 
    ‘Did Sharon say anything about our meeting when she got home?’ 
 
    ‘She thought it went fine.’ Andy was looking down at the sheet listing properties for sale. Sharon had reported that her strongest emotion was feeling sorry for her father, a sad loser desperate to be liked. Despite admitting fault, she reckoned he was as selfish as ever. Andy was hardly going to impart that to his future father-in-law. 
 
    ‘I’ve asked if I can lead her down the aisle, so to speak.’ 
 
    ‘She did mention that and it’s under consideration. You know how Sharon likes to think things through before deciding.’ 
 
    ‘But I am her father.’ 
 
    ‘Shall we go through these property details?’ 
 
    Two hours and three house visits later, Jamie had found the perfect place, a fisherman’s cottage tucked away in one of the winding lanes leading down to the old harbour. 
 
    ‘I’m fairly certain this is the one,’ he told Andy, ‘but I’d love Sharon to see it before making a final decision.’ 
 
    ‘Let me ask her.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Andy.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
     Saskia van Nolten  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Hi Sharon,’ Saskia called out, having dropped Freddie off at school. His teacher was balancing a pile of books as she marched along the corridor. ‘I was wondering if I could have a word with you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m pleased with Freddie, he’s coming along in leaps and bounds. There’s a parents’ evening after half-term for a proper update.’ 
 
    Sharon was struggling to open the door while holding on to her load. Saskia assisted. ‘It’s not about Freddie, it’s about me.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got rather a lot of admin to get through before I’m back with the class after music.’ 
 
    ‘Just a few minutes? Please.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Take a seat.’ 
 
    Sharon plonked the books onto the floor with a thud and sat down. 
 
    They faced each other across a desk piled high with papers in Sharon’s miniscule office. A laptop was precariously close to the table edge. 
 
    ‘Two things. Firstly, I would like Freddie to see that counsellor, the one you suggested. Things at home are better than a couple of months ago, but hardly brilliant. We’ll be separating soon and I want Freddie to be ready to cope with that. I’m still intent on putting my son first, so I’m not rushing to leave Cromer. That leads me to the second thing.’ 
 
    ‘Fire away.’ 
 
    ‘I want to do something worthwhile while I’m still here. I overheard one of the mums talking about being a volunteer helper in the school and I was wondering whether there are any vacancies.’ 
 
    ‘We’re always looking for helpers, particularly parents willing to listen to children reading.’ 
 
    ‘I could do that.’ 
 
    Sharon frowned. ‘But we need people who are reliable, able to commit to regular hours.’ 
 
    ‘Fine.’ 
 
    The suspicious look hadn’t diminished. ‘We undertake police checks for safeguarding purposes.’ 
 
    ‘That isn’t a problem; I’m hardly a criminal.’ 
 
    Sharon was slow to reply. Too slow. 
 
    ‘Rupert didn’t press charges when I beat him up!’ 
 
    There was no reaction to the joke. A smile would have been nice. 
 
    ‘Look, Sharon, I can do it. I want to do it. You can rely on me.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, I’m prepared to trial it. I’ll get you a DBS form to take home to complete.’ 
 
    ‘DBS?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the check – Disclosure and Barring Service.’ 
 
    Sharon left the room and Saskia fretted about whether a couple of drug charges in her early twenties would be unearthed. In Holland, so hopefully not. 
 
    Glancing at the raft of papers on Sharon’s desk, she noticed at the top of one of the piles a job description for a part-time communications and marketing assistant. She took hold of the sheet. The search was for someone to maintain the website, edit the newsletter, and ensure that all correspondence to parents was accurate and clearly written. The post-holder would be line managed by Sharon Kipling. 
 
    The paper was still in her hands when Sharon returned.  
 
    ‘Spying? I think DBS might pick that up!’ It seemed like a tease from Sharon though Saskia’s track record of behaviour in front of the woman cast some doubt.  
 
    ‘I saw it there in front of me. But look, I could do that, it’s my area of expertise. Until Freddie was born, I had a career in marketing and communications.’ 
 
    ‘The advert’s going out today; you’re welcome to apply. It’s only part-time and the salary is pretty pathetic, I’m afraid. School budgets are so tight.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t need the money, at least not until Rupert and I split. I’d do it for free, part of my volunteer work.’ 
 
    ‘We used a volunteer until recently, but it all got too much for her. It’s time-consuming, there are some tight deadlines, and it comes with considerable responsibility.’ 
 
    ‘As I said, it’s what I do. Did. I’m professional. I’m a fast worker. I’m good.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a possibility. Could you spare half an hour to meet the Head and Jeanette, our admin person, tomorrow after school? Perhaps email me your cv today?’ 
 
    ‘Yes to both. Thank you.’ 
 
    ~ 
 
    A week later, Saskia was installed as Communications and Marketing Assistant at the school – not “Manager”, “Director” or “Executive”, but so what.  
 
    She set to work on the challenging task of undoing the website failures of the past incumbent while preparing a newsletter that parents might want to read. When Sharon suggested that she put on hold assisting pupils to concentrate on this role, she was delighted. If the truth be told, her impatient streak didn’t sit kindly with listening to children reading, this her own son had learnt from experience.    
 
    Meanwhile, the truce with Rupert was being maintained, their large house well-suited to providing independent space in bedrooms, bathrooms and lounges. Often they took breakfast and dinner together as a family, with Saskia content to do the majority of the cooking. Rupert headed off some nights to be with Revolting Lips, Saskia hardly caring. The suspension of hostilities was only partly to avoid adversely affecting Freddie’s well-being, the longer term objectives being to avoid a fight for custody and to gain a satisfactory financial settlement. There appeared to be an upsurge in Rupert’s businesses, not reaching the successes of past years, but enough for him to be taking on more staff and funding the family without duress. He was even supportive of Saskia taking on the job on a voluntary basis.  
 
    The month was drawing to a close, an October of unprecedented Indian Summer. Saskia wondered whether Revolting Lips was still on the scene when Rupert suggested they go to the cinema one evening, and on the next, sat next to her on the couch having put two glasses of red wine onto the coffee table. It was a no to the cinema offer and she shifted out of his reach on the couch – she wasn’t going to sink back to the state she’d finally resolved to escape from. She was going to leave him. Exactly when was another matter. 
 
    On the final day of the month she drove Freddie to Sheringham for his first counselling session, the man “suggesting” (Saskia recognising this as the polite English way of ordering) that she leave the room during the consultation. 
 
    ‘It’s best not to have a parent present at this stage.’ 
 
    Freddie had looked across at his mother in terror. 
 
    ‘Just a quick chat, young man. Come on, sit down. I’m Laurie, by the way.’ 
 
    Saskia was exiled to the reception area where she flicked through her phone for the half an hour. Finally, she was called back in to see Freddie smiling away on an armchair that engulfed him. 
 
    ‘I think we’ve made a good start,’ Laurie declared. ‘Do you agree, Freddie?’ 
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
    ‘You’re a good lad. I’m really pleased that you’ve been able to speak so openly about how you feel.’ He looked across at Saskia. ‘We both think it would be sensible to meet again in a couple of weeks’ time.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine by me if Freddie is happy.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve given you a little bit of homework, things to reflect on.’ 
 
    Saskia was impressed that the conversation was being directed through Freddie, but now the counsellor’s intense gaze shifted to her. ‘Freddie tells me that the family situation has improved.’ 
 
    Saskia nodded as she looked into penetrating grey eyes speckled with brown flecks, eyes that exuded wisdom and compassion. The man had an attractive face, his black curly hair somewhat longer than the current fashion. He was casually dressed and from what she could see, of slim build. Probably around her age. No wedding ring. This man was dishy. 
 
    ‘Mrs Barfield.’ 
 
    ‘Van Nolten, I use my maiden name.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs van Nolten.’ 
 
    ‘Saskia’s fine.’ 
 
    ‘Saskia. Are you in agreement then?’ 
 
    ‘With what?’ He was mega attractive. 
 
    ‘An appointment for Freddie to see me in two weeks’ time.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely.’ She was blushing. She never blushed. 
 
    ‘I liked talking to him,’ Freddie said as they made their way along the Sheringham promenade in search of ice cream. 
 
    ‘He seems very nice.’ Gorgeous. ‘Let’s stay out for dinner, we can have fish and chips.’ 
 
    ‘What about daddy?’ 
 
    ‘He’ll be fine.’ 
 
    ‘But you should call him.’ 
 
    ‘Give me a minute. I will.’ 
 
    They walked on, Saskia lost in thought. Always daddy. The separation and custody arrangements were still to sort.  
 
    At a sea-facing restaurant they watched a soft pink sunset sky turn purple as they ate, Saskia barely listening as Freddie chatted away about this and that. 
 
    Gorgeous! And it wasn’t the sunset that was on her mind. 
 
    

  

 
   
     Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Neil and Pete’s visit was passing by all too quickly, their two-month stay coming to an end. I had savoured every minute of our time together. We’d explored the Norfolk coastline, the Broads, churches way out of scale for their present-day populations, and stately homes with their sumptuous arboretums and gardens.  
 
    On their penultimate day with us, as we were strolling along yet another vast unspoilt stretch of beach at Horsey, Neil took hold of Pete’s hand as they walked on ahead. 
 
    ‘Isn’t that lovely,’ Rosemary exclaimed. ‘The two of them are so happy.’ 
 
    Being able to open up about how I felt when I’d spoken with Christine, a near total stranger, but not with my wife, was troubling me. It was time to change that. 
 
    ‘Rosemary, do you think Neil decided to go travelling because he feared how we might react to this?’ 
 
    ‘Quite possibly yes.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, the question I want to ask is a bit different. Do you think his fear was based on how I might react?’ 
 
    ‘Yes to that, too. You were rather narrow-minded back then, but the world was a different place.’ 
 
    She was right. I would come home from the college full of anger to tell Rosemary about what I’d seen those students get up to. Kissing, fondling, even intercourse, with me having to clean up condoms in the gardens. And it hadn’t only been boys with girls, it was same sex, too. There was a high likelihood that on one of those days when I was ranting about the disgusting things I’d witnessed, Neil had overheard and consequently pulled away from a conversation he was desperate to have. 
 
    ‘I lost him for fifteen years.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Clive, don’t fret, it’s all in the past. We have him back with us now.’   
 
    ‘Hardly. He might be back in spirit, but there’s soon to be the huge physical distance again. God, I’m going to miss him.’ 
 
    ‘Me too.’ 
 
    We’d stopped walking. I was crying.  
 
    ‘Hey you two.’ Having turned towards us, Neil and Pete were rushing back. ‘Are you alright, Dad? Is it your ankle?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘He’s upset because the seals haven’t turned up today,’ Pete joked. 
 
    ‘Exactly. Come on, let’s head back.’  
 
    ‘Remind me what time you need to set off tomorrow?’ Rosemary asked as we began walking towards the car park. 
 
    ‘Not until after lunch, so you could make us a final veggie meal.’ 
 
    ‘If you lived back in England, I’d be able to cook whatever you wanted all the time.’ 
 
    ‘’Fraid that’s not going to be, Mum.’ Neil had already made it clear that he saw his home in Thailand.  
 
    I sat with him that evening while Pete was upstairs packing and Rosemary was in the kitchen. I wanted to talk about how I felt, to apologise for our past relationship. All those years ago when he’d told us that he was going on a short trip to sort things out, I hadn’t asked what things. I hadn’t asked if I could help. The only communication over the fifteen years since had been brief birthday and Christmas calls and an occasional postcard informing, “Arrived in Brisbane, it’s paradise, having a great time” or such like. And two brief visits with him staying with friends rather than with us. 
 
    ‘Where did you travel before Thailand? How did you cope with money?’ I asked him.  
 
    His first years away had been lonely ones, he told me, drifting across the southern hemisphere taking on low-level jobs – serving in bars, stacking deckchairs, sketching portraits in town squares or on the promenades.  
 
    I felt utterly ashamed as he spoke. Until that evening, I had no idea about any of this; I hadn’t made any attempt to find out. Not once had he asked for financial support.  
 
    He met Pete a couple of years after arriving in Thailand. It was love at first sight, he told me, his eyes piercing, testing my reaction. 
 
    I nodded. Smiled. 
 
    ‘I’m happy, Dad. My job’s great, where we live is great, too. And being with Pete is wonderful.’ 
 
    All those wasted years, his whole life, because I’d hardly given my son the time of the day when he was a boy. I couldn’t connect, we seemed to have nothing in common beyond the blood tie. I wanted him to be outdoors, learning about flora and fauna, kicking a ball around, playing cricket in summer. He was intent on staying indoors with his drawing and painting. 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you tell me about, about you know….’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘I knew you’d be furious, even planning for this visit felt threatening. I only came over because of Pete, he was brilliant to push me. And he was dead right about how you and mum would react. I’m grateful for that, Dad.’ 
 
    Pete came to the door. ‘Was that my name I heard?’ 
 
    ‘Only a compliment,’ I said. 
 
    ‘I’ll leave you to chat, I’m popping out to get the best bottle of champagne Cromer has to offer.’  
 
    I added diplomacy to his long list of skills, and it struck me that Rosemary was keeping out of the way, too. 
 
    ‘I don’t think I deserve gratitude. It’s a bit late.’ 
 
    ‘It’s never too late and I do appreciate it.’ 
 
    Neil spoke of how lucky he’d been to find the job of his dreams. He’d been drawing portraits on some beachfront, not doing badly moneywise because it was a resort full of affluent Europeans and Americans. A man had approached him with a strange request, could he draw his two teenage children as animated film creatures? Being an obsessive cartoonist, this was music to his ears and he was able to put sketches together that the children loved. Their father was impressed enough to invite Neil to his office the following day. Neil turned up in crumpled T-shirt, calf-length jeans and sandals, to be greeted in the interview room by four men in dark suits. He was asked to draw sketches for three scenarios and then to scan and work on them using photography software. He was upfront honest when sat in front of the computer – things had moved on massively since he’d been IT savvy at school. But I’m a quick learner, he told them, and they believed him enough to take him on. He passed the three-month trial with flying colours and was now a well-respected character animator for the video games company. 
 
    Pete returned with the champagne and Rosemary served up dinner, cheeseless pizza piled high with roasted vegetables. A small dish of grated cheese was placed by my side, but I left it there.  
 
    Neil was in full flow about his work. When he described techniques for animating his gaming characters, it all went way over my head, and I suspect Rosemary’s, too. Judging by his contributions, Pete did understand, although his own job was very different. He worked in the tourist industry, organising and leading tours.  
 
    ‘You’re going to have to visit us in Thailand,’ Pete urged. ‘It’s a great country and you’d be able to come on one of my trips.’  
 
    ‘All that way, we couldn’t possibly.’ 
 
    I disagreed with Rosemary. It wasn’t impossible, but I kept quiet for the time being.  
 
    ‘Whether we visit or not, we’re not completely useless with computers,’ I told them. ‘So please email us your news. Send photos, too.’ 
 
    ‘Better still, we can WhatsApp.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘No, WhatsApp,’ Pete said, I assume some sort of joke judging by Neil’s laughter. 
 
    Pete agreed to set it up for us that evening and provide a brief demonstration. 
 
    The next morning, I was glad to catch some moments alone with my son again while Pete was doing his final packing. 
 
    ‘I’m proud of you, Neil.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Dad, though there’s no need to tell me.’ 
 
    ‘There bloody well is because I never said it when you needed it said. I like Pete, you’re well matched.’ 
 
    Neil grabbed hold and hugged me tight. 
 
    ‘It can’t have been easy us being in the bungalow for such a long time. But I’m mighty glad we were.’ 
 
    ‘Me too. I wish it were for longer.’ 
 
    ‘Come to Thailand.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    It was painful to see them go, I stood by the door long after the taxi had pulled away.  
 
    ‘You should get out, Clive, do your volunteer work. It’ll do you good.’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t want to leave you alone.’ 
 
    ‘Go will you. I’ve got loads of clearing up to do.’ 
 
    Thoughts about Neil poured out during my teatime chat with Christine. Yet again, I was finding it easier to talk freely to her than to my wife. ‘It’s not straightforward being with one person for so long,’ I blurted out, immediately horrified that I’d made such a declaration.  
 
    ‘Well, Clive, I wish that was still the case for me. Enjoy your good fortune because you never know what’s around the corner.’ 
 
    The conversation dried up; I was overwhelmed by embarrassment. In silence I finished the ginger cake, knocked back the tea, thanked Christine, and rushed home. 
 
    Of course I have good fortune I was thinking as I reached the bungalow. We cared for each other, we were in good health, we had no money worries – what more could a man want? There’d been too much snapping at each other lately; it was time for it to stop. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry I left you alone this afternoon. I should have helped tidy up.’ 
 
    ‘I wanted you to go, I know how much you love your gardening afternoons. Anyway, it’s given me time to clean the place in peace.’ 
 
    ‘Fancy a walk now, some fresh air?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, why not. Give me a few minutes to get ready.’ 
 
    I stood by the front door, already missing having Neil and Pete around, their backpacks crammed full as if they were about to set off on a mountain trek. Laughing, the pair of them, always laughing.  
 
    ‘All set,’ Rosemary declared as she came down the stairs to join me. She was out and at the end of the drive before I’d closed and locked the door. We started our customary walk, past the grand houses on the way to the promenade which marked the start of the Overstrand path, the place where “our” bench was located.  
 
    She drew to a halt and looked down at her feet. 
 
    ‘Rosemary! You’ve not put shoes on!’ 
 
    

  

 
   
     Ellie Bright  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie wept on the journey back from the conference, the tears streaming down her cheeks as she drove. By the time she stepped indoors she was riddled with the guilt of having to conceal something shameful. Or maybe not because she hadn’t done anything wrong unless a kiss counted. Actually, that kiss had to be counted. OK it wasn’t sex, but it wasn’t a peck on each cheek either. She’d enjoyed it, had wanted more. She had strong feelings for Tom. She was bored with her life. She loved Sean. She hated him being away so much. Jeez, her mind was in such a mess. 
 
    It wasn’t quite a Mr Perfect scenario when Sean greeted her. He was holding a coughing Ben and she could hear Clara crying out from the lounge. 
 
    ‘Hi, love,’ he said. ‘It’s good to see you.’ 
 
    With Ben finally upstairs in his cot fast asleep and Clara now happy as she played with the musical teapot Sean had bought her, Ellie was able to catch up with her husband over a cup of coffee. He hadn’t had an easy couple of days. Now you know what it’s like for me full time, she wanted to tell him. 
 
    She described the conference detachedly, as if reporting back to a work colleague. Her presentation was well-received. Some of the other sessions were fascinating. It’s very much a love it or hate it campus. The austere student bedroom brought back distant memories of her own time at university. At least the food was edible, though hardly gourmet. 
 
    ‘How did you get on with your boss? Tom, isn’t it? Was he happy with you?’ 
 
    Could he know? No, of course not. ‘Fine. I like working with him and he was more than pleased with my presentation. I’m sure you’ll meet him one day, maybe at another uni event. Or he might come to Cromer to see what I’m covering at first hand.’ 
 
    ‘I’m pleased it went well though I’m not surprised, you’re bloody good at research and putting on stunning PowerPoint shows. Any friendship material there?’ 
 
    ‘There wasn’t the time to go beyond polite hellos and discussions about work really.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m sure there’ll be other chances to get to know people. But listen, I’ve got another stint in China coming up.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘I need to leave early tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Sean…’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. We’re near completion, then all this travelling will stop.’ 
 
    ‘I get so fed up being here alone.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I could head off to see my parents for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea. It might be sensible for Clara to have some time away from the nursery. She’s told me she hates it because all the other children are being horrible.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine most kids go through that phase when they’re away from home for the first time. That’s beside the point though; there’s no harm if she skips a few days.’ 
 
    Ellie glanced at her buzzing phone. ‘Back in a sec, I’d better take this.’ 
 
    Out of earshot in the bedroom she answered Tom’s call. He was checking that she’d got back safely, then admitting that wasn’t the real reason for phoning. He was finding it impossible to return to normality with his family. He couldn’t stop thinking about her, he was missing her. He wished they’d… 
 
    ‘Stop it, Tom.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you feel the same?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But also no – we agreed it couldn’t work.’ 
 
    ‘Ever?’ 
 
    ‘Please don’t ask that.’ 
 
    ‘When can I see you again?’ 
 
    ‘Am I still working for you?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Well, then I’ll see you when we have the next meeting to discuss the research.’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘Very funny.’ 
 
    ‘Just hearing your voice has been important. Ellie, I’m crazy about –’ 
 
    ‘– Don’t!’ 
 
    ‘OK. I’d better go.’ 
 
    Ellie deleted the record of the call before returning downstairs. 
 
    ‘Who was that?’ Sean asked. 
 
    ‘A huge coincidence, it was mum. I’ve arranged a visit for next week.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Exactly when?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t get around to finalising dates.’ 
 
    ~ 
 
    The next morning Sean left early, leaving Clara howling that she wanted her daddy back and Ben crying without reason beyond solidarity. 
 
    Amidst hysterical remonstrations, incorporating screams of “No! Please Mummy. Don’t leave me!”, a little girl waved and raced towards Clara. Her dissent came to an abrupt end and Ellie could leave her. Ben was asleep in the buggy by the time Ellie reached his childminder, this a recent two mornings a week arrangement to provide space for her to do research in peace.  
 
    Back home, ahead of getting started on investigating black market activities during rationing, Ellie called Saskia. She’d promised to provide an update on her return from the conference. 
 
    ‘And…?’ was Saskia’s first word. 
 
    ‘And what?’ 
 
    ‘The man? The history lecturer?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bit complicated.’ 
 
    ‘Tell.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Tell.’ 
 
    ‘Not over the phone.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve popped into school to do a bit of sorting, but it’s half term so there isn’t much going on. Fancy a coffee.’ 
 
    Ellie had no enthusiasm for work. ‘Yes, alright, but you aren’t going to be supplied with salacious gossip.’ 
 
    ‘No problem, I’ll survive without. However, I’m sort of double booked because I’ve tentatively arranged to have a coffee with Sharon this morning.’ 
 
    ‘To talk about work?’ 
 
    ‘No, a catch up on her wedding plans. We seem to be friends now, probably she has no choice because we’re squeezed into the same tiny office. Do you mind if she joins us?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, why not.’ 
 
    ‘Great. That Danish place at eleven?’ 
 
    Saskia and Sharon were already sitting by the window as Ellie approached. There was a synchronised vigorous wave which she acknowledged with a slight raising of her arm. Suspicion that they’d been talking about her crossed her mind.  
 
    Saskia sprang up as she entered the café. ‘I’ll get the drinks, you sit down.’ 
 
    Ellie did as instructed, judging Sharon’s eyes to be probing as she took off her jacket and set her bag down. 
 
    ‘They’ll bring the drinks over,’ Saskia informed as she sat down and turned to face Ellie. ‘So? How was the conference?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve already asked that.’ 
 
    ‘And so far, all I’ve got is a few word answer on the phone.’ 
 
    Ellie had been deliberating over how much to tell since that call. Although she hadn’t known either Saskia or Sharon for that long, they were her closest friends in Cromer. Saskia had been open about her own marriage and it was because of Sharon that she’d met Tom. Yes, she would cover everything if the conversation went in that direction, but she wouldn’t take the lead. 
 
    Her outline of the conference agenda was businesslike, exuberantly describing how the speakers presented information about life in Norfolk during the war. ‘You see, everyone focuses on the big cities – the London blitz, the bombing of Liverpool – when there are equally important stories to tell about elsewhere.’ 
 
    Sharon appeared to be listening intently; Saskia was yawning. 
 
    ‘Ellie, we can read books about the history; I’ll be more than happy to read yours when it’s published. But can we hear a bit more about you?’ 
 
    ‘I was coming to that, Saskia. To be truthful, I was nervous, but I’d done my preparation and of course I am used to presenting from my time at the university in London.’ 
 
    ‘And what about Tom?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he was a great help. We discussed my presentation the day before and…’  
 
    ‘And? Go on.’ 
 
    Both were looking at her in anticipation. Was it a genuine interest in their friend’s well-being or a hope for scandal? Ellie plunged into an account of what had happened, how she felt about it, how Tom felt – she was convinced he was genuine – and how she was resolved to stay loyal to Sean. 
 
    ‘You said you thought Sean might be having an affair. If that is true, surely it would make a difference to what happens between you and Tom.’ 
 
    ‘No, I would never play tit for tat.’ 
 
    ‘I thought my understanding of English was perfect, but tits and tats, what does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘Loosely – revenge.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re right,’ was Sharon’s first contribution. ‘Infidelity is wrong. Full stop. However, Tom is bloody good-looking.’ 
 
    ‘I have asked Ellie to pass him on to me if she’s not interested. Mind you…’ 
 
    ‘Mind you what?’ 
 
    Saskia filled the others in on her meeting with Freddie’s gorgeous counsellor. 
 
    ‘Saskia! I gave you his details because he’s good at working with kids, not because he’s good looking.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, nothing has happened. Yet.’ 
 
    ‘It’s probably best not to hear more sordid details from Saskia and it’s definitely enough about me,’ Ellie declared, relieved that the spotlight was off her. ‘It’s your turn, Sharon. How are things coming along with the wedding plans?’ 
 
     Sharon outlined progress, including the moderate improvement in her relationship with her father. ‘I hope you’ve got both dates in your diaries, the wedding and the hen night, which could turn out to be the world’s most boring event.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t wait, I’m always up for a party.’  
 
    ‘Remember I’m your boss, Saskia. I expect good behaviour.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll make sure she stays out of trouble. Anyway, I’d better be off, it’s nearly time to collect Clara.’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   Andy Powell  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘I’m getting nervous. What about you, Shaz?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. Everything’s more or less sorted. It’s just the sprint to the finishing line now.’ 
 
    Everything wasn’t sorted, there were still wedding related issues to be resolved between father and daughter. Beyond those though, their relationship had improved following that first meeting at the pub. Soon afterwards, Sharon had agreed to see the property that Jamie was intent on buying. 
 
    ‘What do you reckon, Sharon?’ Jamie had asked after they’d viewed the fisherman’s cottage. 
 
    ‘I think it’s great, I love the old-world feel to it. The beams, the inglenook.’ 
 
    ‘Perfect for an old man then?’ Jamie said with a smile which was reciprocated. 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll only buy it if you think it’s right for me.’ 
 
    ‘I think it is right. Mind you, it does need some work done, a new kitchen and bathroom at the very least.’ 
 
    ‘Would you help me to choose things?’ 
 
    Andy had seen this statement and Sharon’s response as a defining moment. Jamie’s request for help was heartfelt, devoid of play-acting. Although hard to believe, the man appeared to have developed some sensitivity, an awareness of how to win over hearts and minds. And Sharon picked this up as she indicated that she’d be pleased to get involved. 
 
    The success at that house viewing had lessened the next challenge for Andy, to get Sharon to accept with grace Jamie’s offer to fund the full cost of the wedding and their honeymoon.  
 
    ‘Shaz, for years you've been telling me what a tight-fisted bastard he is, so you shouldn’t be complaining if he wants to give you money now.’  
 
    ‘It's the principle.’  
 
    ‘But you said that when it was the opposite, when you thought he wasn’t going to contribute anything towards the wedding.’  
 
    ‘Did I?’ 
 
    Andy decided to play his trump card, a confession that finances would be tight until the sale of the bungalow went through. Having examined his spreadsheet, Sharon agreed to accept her father’s offer. 
 
    That left the outstanding wedding issues to address. How would Sharon react to Jamie’s two requests at that evening’s meeting? 
 
    The three of them sat in Jamie’s lounge, a bottle of red wine by Sharon’s side and a pack of cans of lager resting on the table between Jamie and Andy. What a strange room it was, cluttered with so much furniture and knick-knacks that didn't match, a smaller scale version of the shop below. He wondered how readily Sharon’s minimalist preferences would be accepted by Jamie when furnishing his new property. Probably with indifference because by the look of this place, Jamie wouldn’t care what he ended up with. 
 
    Would the two wedding requests be a bridge too far? Andy had promised Jamie that he would be the one to raise the issues.  
 
    His strategy was to begin with an upbeat account of their wedding plans. ‘We’re over the moon that everything’s in place, aren’t we, Shaz? It couldn’t have gone more smoothly; the venue owners have been brilliant.’ 
 
    Sharon was swept up in the excitement. ‘We’ve met the caterers, florists and photographer and we’re happy with all of them.’ Andy was pleased to take a back seat as she provided details of the menu, the colour scheme, the drinks that would be available on tap, the travel arrangements and the timings. 
 
    ‘You need to give me all the bank details this evening so I can settle the accounts.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Jamie.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Thanks, Dad.’ 
 
    This was it, time to face the final hurdles. ‘So, all we need to do now,’ Andy began with a light tone that he didn’t feel, ‘is finalise the schedule for the day itself.’ 
 
    ‘As I’ve said before, it would be an honour to give the bride away.’ 
 
    Andy turned to face Sharon; this had yet to be settled.   
 
    ‘I'm not a piece of furniture, Dad!’ 
 
    ‘What are you on about?’ 
 
    ‘I’m on about being given away.’  
 
    ‘It's only an expression, Sharon.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure your dad doesn't mean anything sexist, Shaz.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, I won’t say “give away” again unless by accident. Can I though?’ 
 
    Sharon nodded in assent. Andy’s past polite questioning of the logic of using Clive, a near stranger, had won through. 
 
    ‘And there’s one other thing. I’d like to say a few words about my lovely daughter.’  
 
    ‘You mean a speech?’ 
 
    ‘A few words.’  
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Only nice things.’  
 
    ‘No!’  
 
    The referee stepped in. ‘Jamie, it’s not going to be a formal do. Let Sharon and I work out the exact order of things and then we’ll get back to you.’ 
 
    ‘No means no,’ Sharon informed Andy as they were walking home after the meeting. ‘You should have backed me up there and then; now it’s up to you to let him know.’  
 
    ‘He is paying for everything, Shaz.’ 
 
    ‘If you tell me that once more, I’ll scream.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, I’ll let him know your decision.’ 
 
    ‘Our decision.’ 
 
    ‘As soon as we get this weekend out of the way.’ 
 
    ~ 
 
    It was the weekend of a supposedly sedate hen night and a raucous stag night.   
 
    Andy’s friends had suggested a trip to East Europe, ideally something involving strippers. This was rejected by Andy, and in its place he’d booked a hotel in Norwich for two nights. There were tickets for the Norwich match against the Premier League champions, potentially a rather masochistic option given the gap between the two teams. This would be followed by a meal at Sushi Yasuda, a Japanese restaurant that had rave reviews.  
 
    Sharon’s plans involved a visit to the best restaurant in town. I can hardly go wild, she’d told Andy, I’ll have my headteacher with us. Andy couldn’t imagine Sharon going wild, she wasn’t that sort of person. 
 
    Andy and his mates set off for Norwich by train on the Friday evening after work. There was a lot of drinking that night, by his own foggy recollection four pubs and a nightclub. Though considerable, his own consumption didn’t reach anywhere near the amount of alcohol consumed by his friends. He was the only one up for breakfast the next morning and was strolling along in the city centre while the other six were still in bed out for the count. Walking through the winding lanes near the castle, he was happy to have some quiet time. He passed the jeweller where he’d bought Sharon’s engagement ring and the Uncle Samuel fiasco with Sharon’s father flashed through his mind. 
 
    He felt so lucky – his wonderful girlfriend was soon to be his wife; he owned, mortgage aside, a dream house; and his job was enjoyable and well paid.  
 
    Mind you, that wasn’t how his friends saw things.  
 
    ‘Don't you regret not having played the field?’ an inebriated Shane had asked the previous evening.   
 
    ‘What with that massive mortgage round your neck, you're stuck with the same old dead end job for thirty years, mate.’ Rob was so wrong to see his work as a problem. 
 
    He glanced at his phone; it was time to head towards the ground.  
 
    See you at the match you lazy fuckers he texted.  
 
    His friends did manage to turn up, and the six of them watched with admiration as Norwich avoided being blown away by the league champions. An honourable defeat. 
 
    ‘What's that drink they have in Japan?’ Dean asked as they were sitting in a pub analysing the game over a pint.  
 
    ‘Sake,’ Rob said.  
 
    ‘Then it’s sake for me tonight!’ 
 
    ‘More like sicky for you lot.’ They laughed at Andy’s quip, though he knew it was the likely outcome.   
 
    He left them to get over their hangovers the following morning and set off back to Cromer alone, arriving home a little after midday. 
 
    He found Sharon still in bed, her head pressed against the pillow. 
 
    ‘I feel awful,’ she whimpered. 
 
    ‘Overdid it, did you?’  
 
    ‘Not at all. I did drink, but not enough for a hangover like this. Oh fuck, not again.’  
 
    There was a bucket at the side of the bed which Sharon lifted, groaning as she vomited. 
 
    ‘That’s better,’ she said, having sipped some water. ‘It must be that twenty-four-hour bug that’s been doing the rounds at school.’  
 
    ‘Let’s hope that’s all it is – we need you fighting fit in two weeks’ time. How was it last night then?’ 
 
    ‘A lot of fun once I got over the fancy dress shock. They were dressed up as princesses, the usuals from Cinderella, Snow White and those sisters in Frozen, though with outrageously short dresses. I bet it was Saskia who gave the order to cut them right down.’ 
 
    ‘What about you?’ 
 
    ‘As soon as we met, they dragged me into the pub loo and dressed me up as Prince Charming. And then they spent the whole evening flirting with me. Honestly, I do have my doubts about Saskia, her flirting wasn’t restricted to me.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve still got your moustache on.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, have I?’ 
 
    Sharon sprang up but slumped back down to over the side of the bed and vomited into the bucket. 
 
    ‘Blimey, Sharon. Shall I call the doctor?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Sunday, there’ll be no one there and it’s hardly an emergency. I’m sure it’s this twenty-four-hour thing. Kids at school were being sick.’ 
 
    ‘Positive?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely. It won’t last, in fact I’m feeling better already.’  
 
    

  

 
   
     Andy Powell  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the night before his wedding, a dream about to come true, first imagined over fifteen years ago when he’d lined up next to Sharon at secondary school. Of course, back then the dream was no more than a vague notion, at age eleven far removed from any perception of love or sexual attraction.  
 
    He now recognised that his views about love had been strongly influenced by his mother, an insatiable romantic. From infancy onwards, every story she’d read to him or told him had to have a happy ending. “Happily ever after” was her mantra.  
 
    She used her wedding album to illustrate this message. ‘Shall we look at this again?’ she would ask, sitting down by his side, clasping the bulging cream book as if it were a fragile glass ornament. 
 
    ‘Yes please, Mummy,’ he’d say, taking in her warm glow of pride and contentment. 
 
    The padded cover of the album was adorned with embossed line drawings of silver bells and hearts. He liked to stroke the cover, tracing the irregular indentations. Inside, the first photo was of his mother, beautiful, a princess in her white dress, a shyness apparent as she looked towards the camera. On the next page was his father in a navy suit, his bold red tie matching the colour of the carnation in his buttonhole. There was a confidence in that face, a joy, too. Andy was allowed to turn the pages himself, pages full of smiles – the couple, their families and friends, children throwing confetti as they exited the church. 
 
    His thoughts on that eve of his wedding suddenly turned dark. Was he dreaming? No, he was awake, aware of Sharon’s rhythmic breathing by his side. He’d broken out in a cold sweat, his heart racing, his head pounding. 
 
    Another church was on his mind, one far removed from the images found towards the back of the wedding album. This church was for an event when photos never seem to be taken. The double-tragedy boy was at his parents’ funerals, in one fell swoop shattering the illusion of happily ever after. Lies, all lies. 
 
    As he lay there, unable to sleep, it came to mind how at the time the prayers had infuriated him, the suggestion that there was no tragedy to grieve over. Indeed, all was well, his mother and father’s deaths being God’s will, bringing them peace in heaven, a better place. It was outrageous, they’d already had peace in their own home, alive, with him. They were a loving family, full of happiness, so how could death be better?  
 
    In the weeks that followed, he’d felt that his own life was all but over, too. He’d looked up the words used during the service and written them down on a piece of paper that he illustrated with drawings of daggers dripping with blood. He still had it; he’d not shown it to Sharon. 
 
    He could recite exactly what the words were on that sheet.   
 
    The joy of heaven, where there is neither sorrow nor pain, but life everlasting.  
 
    Ashes to ashes, dust to dust: in sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life.  
 
    What rubbish! 
 
    On this of all nights he should be ecstatic with his bride-to-be by his side. Sharon had turned to face away from him. He edged closer and wrapped his arm around her waist, a comforting warmth. 
 
    His parents had died long ago; how sad that they wouldn’t be seeing him tie the knot. Had they ever met Sharon? He couldn’t remember, but possibly. They would have loved her. 
 
    He had the wedding album, and one day he’d show it to his own children, telling them how wonderful his parents had been. How old would they need to be before he could talk about the car crashes?  
 
    Soon there would be a second wedding album, his own. It would remain bright with digital perfection, unlike the faded photos with blurred edges in his parents’ book.  
 
    Sharon stirred. Not long until dawn. Over the past couple of weeks since the hen night, she hadn’t been her usual lively self. Despite the outward calm, maybe like him, she was apprehensive about the wedding.  
 
    Andy looked across to the suit hanging on the door of the wardrobe. It was navy. The tie was red and there would be a red carnation, choices to honour his father. 
 
    Finally, he slept. 
 
    

  

 
   
     Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A wedding. I should have been looking forward to this happy occasion which couldn’t be for two nicer people. Unfortunately, I was having a rather difficult time since Neil and Pete had left – funny how I was now saying the two names together – worrying about Rosemary. 
 
    It was her memory. It was failing and I knew enough about old age and forgetfulness to realise that this could be serious.  
 
    Fearing the worst, I’d insisted on arranging for her to have a check-up. ‘I’ve made an appointment for you to see the doctor,’ I told her.  
 
    Her response only furthered my concern. ‘What’s wrong with you?’  
 
    ‘No, Rosemary, it’s for you.’ 
 
    ‘Is it your ankle that’s bothering you then?’ 
 
    The appointment was a week and a bit before Andy and Sharon’s wedding. I’d alerted the practice about the reason and Doctor Edwards was well-prepared as we entered the surgery. 
 
    ‘Let’s start with a few general questions that I like to ask all my patients,’ he said, suggesting to me that he had a tried and tested tactic to prevent anxiety.  
 
    He read out from a printed sheet and took note of Rosemary’s answers. I found myself willing her to get them right, wanting to explain exactly what response the doctor wanted. Of course, I kept quiet as she struggled to answer even the easiest questions. She’d always been on the ball when it came to money, able to total in her head and spot a shopkeeper’s error. Now she couldn’t state how much change she’d have from a five-pound note if she made a single purchase of £3.50.  
 
    Then out of the blue, she responded to a question with flying colours. 
 
    ‘Can you name three animals or insects beginning with the letter B?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I can. Bee. Butterfly. Bear. Badger. Buffalo. B –’ 
 
    ‘– That’s fine, Mrs Drinkwater, you’ve reached three.’ 
 
    ‘Baboon. Boxer Dog. Bat. Bullfrog. B…’ 
 
    ‘Rosemary,’ I said, giving her a gentle nudge. ‘I think we’ve finished with that question.’ 
 
    After fifteen minutes the doctor rested the sheets on his desk and turned to face Rosemary, though to all intents and purposes he was addressing me. 
 
    ‘There’s clearly something going on, but we mustn’t jump to conclusions. I’m going to set in motion a series of tests to help us to understand what the problem is. We can start with a blood test today, that’s as much to rule things out as it is to identify the issue, but it’s an important first step.’ 
 
    Over the week between the doctor’s appointment and the wedding, I wouldn’t say things got worse, if anything there was an improvement which made me question my own judgement. 
 
    ‘Isn’t it Wednesday today?’ Rosemary correctly asked on the Wednesday. ‘Aren’t you going to do your volunteer gardening?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t sure I should leave you.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, I’m fine. And I do know about the BLT sandwich and the cake,’ she added with a conspiratorial smile. 
 
    I did go to North Lodge Park, the manual labour a welcome distraction, though less so the chat with Christine. Any intimacy between us had been absent in recent weeks. I blamed myself having made that foolhardy statement about the difficulty of living with one person for so long. Yes, I had been referring to Rosemary and me, and yes, it was insensitive bearing in mind the death of Christine’s husband. But I wasn’t being improper if that’s what she thought. My attempt to improve matters had come to nothing and I wasn’t confident that our close friendship could ever be re-established.  
 
    By the time the wedding day arrived my deep concern regarding Rosemary’s memory loss had returned.  
 
    ‘It’s Andy and Sharon’s wedding,’ I told her again and again as she questioned why we were getting all dressed up, why we were in such a hurry to leave the bungalow, why we were making our way to the town hall rather than to the shops.   
 
    ‘It’s where Andy and Sharon are getting married today.’ 
 
    ‘That’s nice, I like them. I think they’ll be very happy together, just like our Neil and Pete.’  
 
    

  

 
   
     Saskia van Nolten  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One final glance in the mirror and Saskia liked what she saw. The shopping expedition to Knightsbridge in search of an outfit for Sharon’s wedding had been a success, the clingy designer dress having made Rupert gawp earlier that morning.   
 
    The friendship with Sharon had blossomed over recent weeks, but she was nevertheless surprised to have been invited to her wedding.  
 
    The resurrection of her career had all been down to Sharon. In a matter of days in her role as volunteer Marketing and Communications Assistant at Freddie’s school, she’d upgraded the website and produced an e-newsletter that parents actually found useful, this indicated by the wave of compliments on the school’s Facebook page that Saskia had set up.  
 
    It got even better. When Sharon had asked if she could come to a meeting with the headteacher and some others, she’d assumed those others would be parents and teachers. They weren’t. 
 
    ‘Saskia, can I introduce you to John Shaw who is Operations Director of our academy group, and Mary, Jane and Colin who are the principals at our partner schools?’ 
 
    John, not the most inspirational of speakers, outlined the benefits to schools of working together within an academy chain. With Freddie’s school newly signed up, he thought the time was right to adopt a coordinated approach to marketing. ‘We consider it important for all concerned to speak from the same hymn sheet. Do you see what I mean?’ 
 
    Yawn, yawn. Of course I bloody see what you mean, it’s hardly the discovery of a mind-blowing new business strategy. ‘I think you’re quite right.’ 
 
    ‘Good, I was hoping you might see the light. We should have a shared logo, a similar style for dispatches, a single communication channel to the media, complementary websites, and there could well be economies of scale for purchases at a time when school budgets are extremely tight.’ 
 
    More yawn, yawn, but Saskia managed to retain a pose indicating great respect for this man’s wisdom, conveyed every so often with a knowing nod. She used her smile, too, always a valuable weapon to win men over to her side.  
 
    With her patience running thin, the offer of a salaried full-time job as Marketing and Communications Manager was finally made. Since she was already doing this work in one of their schools, John explained, the role could be regarded as an extension of activities, hence there would be no requirement for an open recruitment process. 
 
    She wasn’t going to challenge his reasoning, but two weeks of unpaid very part-time work hardly justified his assumption. 
 
    However, she knew she could make a success of the role. The advantage beyond doing something she enjoyed was that she would be getting paid. She needed to build up her savings in advance of the split from Rupert. There was a further benefit; being local it was perfect for looking after Freddie, all the more so when John rambled on about the scope to work from home some of the time.  
 
    How long more would she be living in Cromer? It hardly mattered, she was here for now and needed to work.  
 
    On the Monday after the interview she started her new job and by the time of Sharon’s wedding, was a star performer. 
 
    ~ 
 
    ‘You look absolutely gorgeous, Saskia,’ Rupert declared as they were setting off for the wedding. 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    In fact, Laurie, Freddie’s counsellor, had also thought she was gorgeous. She dressed carefully for her son’s counselling sessions, subtly sexy, nothing too garish. During the briefings at the end of his one-to-one sessions with Freddie, she could read Laurie’s inadequately disguised thoughts. Their conversations were increasingly flirtatious, less and less concerning her son. Surely this was reasonable given that Freddie was doing so well. He wouldn’t require many more sessions, leaving Saskia plotting to ensure that encounters with Laurie could continue. She needed to come up with a strategy quickly; a job to be done immediately after Sharon’s wedding. 
 
    She texted Ellie as they were walking towards the town hall.  
 
    Let’s make sure we get some private time to chat today 
 
    Her friend had indicated that something was seriously amiss when she’d called earlier that morning.  
 
    

  

 
   
     Ellie Bright   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie was ashamed. She loved her husband, but the night before Sharon’s wedding when they were making love, she imagined she was doing it with Tom. As soon as the image crossed her mind she strived to dismiss it, but once it’s in your head, how can you? The thought hadn’t made her enjoy the sex more, quite the opposite, because sex and guilt are not a comfortable pair.  
 
    Sean nestled up against her, stroking her cheek, satiated and smiling. She loved his touch. What was wrong with her? If he hadn’t been away so much would she be in this predicament? 
 
     To what extent is it a predicament she thought as Sean slept peacefully by her side. After all, she hadn’t been unfaithful and surely she and Tom could continue to resist temptation. It was like a teenage infatuation that would peter out as rapidly as it had emerged. 
 
    Between the conference and the day of Sharon’s wedding she’d had two meetings at the university with Tom. At the first, only a week or so after their weekend together, they’d both been chillingly aloof bearing in mind what had happened.  
 
    “Do you think I should…”  
 
    “You might like to investigate…”  
 
    “Shall I send you a first draft?” 
 
    They checked diaries and arranged the next catch up, Ellie having declined Tom’s suggestion of having lunch together. 
 
    Tom texted her that evening. Distraught that our meeting was so cool. Can you call? 
 
    Ellie phoned straight back. So began clandestine conversations that went round and round in rational and irrational circles – how much they fancied each other, how impossible it was to take things further, or dare they? On the night of Sharon’s hen party, pissed out of her mind, she’d called Tom and begged him to fuck her. What she most remembered from that evening out was an intense jealousy of Sharon’s unrestricted and uninhibited young friends. Even Saskia, now no longer tied to Rupert, was flirting with every male she came across. She felt like the spinster aunt. The drunk spinster aunt who had somehow managed to call Tom to ask if he’d like to fuck her. 
 
    She had no memory of saying this until Tom related the conversation when they met the following week. Work was relegated to a distant second place as they addressed their dilemma. After lunch he walked her to the car. With Tom in the passenger seat they kissed like young lovers. If she hadn’t had to dash home to pick up Clara and Ben, god knows what might have happened. Nothing, because it was impossible to take things further. Wasn’t it? 
 
    It was all Tom’s fault that he was on her mind when she was making love to her husband on the eve of Sharon’s wedding because he’d phoned her earlier that evening. Since Sean would be at home next week after his business trip and so able to take care of the children, he asked, couldn’t she stay at the university overnight?  
 
    ‘That’s a stupid suggestion, Tom.’ 
 
    ‘Is it?’ 
 
    The next morning it felt like Ben was waking her up only seconds after she’d finally drifted off. She groaned. 
 
    ‘Not to worry,’ Sean told her, ‘I’ll take care of the kids while you get ready.’ 
 
    Before doing so she had to speak to somebody. Sharon was out of bounds. There were London friends, but that wouldn’t do because they were also friends of Sean. That left Saskia. She called her.   
 
    Ellie was barely coherent as the tears flowed, but Saskia managed to calm her down, pointing out that nothing had happened and nothing was going to happen that day. Saskia suggested that they could find time for a chat at the wedding. 
 
    She showered, dressed, sorted her hair and applied make up. Her spirits lifted. 
 
    The table was laid, the children were seated, and the coffee was brewing as she came into the kitchen.  
 
    ‘Look at mummy, children!’ Sean demanded as the toast popped up. ‘Doesn’t she look beautiful.’  
 
    

  

 
   
     Jamie Kipling  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie would soon be escorting Sharon on the short walk to the registrar conducting the ceremony at the town hall. He was excited. Excitement was an out of character emotion for him, his norm being indifference or more often cynicism. I mustn’t say I’m giving her away, he reminded himself. Although the relationship with Sharon was much improved of late, he remained wary of antagonising his headstrong daughter and she’d made it crystal clear that this was not a term she wanted to hear again.  
 
    Worry about saying something not to her liking wasn’t the reason why he had suffered a sleepless night. He so wished he could explain to Sharon what had really happened when her mother was on her death bed, but how was that possible? As far as his daughter was concerned, when Sally was terminally ill he was having an affair with another woman – it was as clear-cut as that. It was hardly surprising that his relationship with Sharon fell to pieces, but there was more to it than she could ever understand. Mind you, even a half-truth explanation at the time might have helped.  
 
    What Sharon didn’t know was what Sally had said when she knew she was dying. “You’ll never be able to cope by yourself. You need a woman to take care of you and we know exactly who that is”. Riddled with cancer and in considerable pain, she’d urged him not to delay. 
 
    Had he been right to take Sally at her word? He’d told her to stop talking rubbish, but she wouldn’t let up.  
 
    Perhaps he could tell Sharon that part of the story, but what was behind his wife saying what she said he could never tell. They’d had an open marriage, Sally every bit as consensual as him. Ahead of her worsening illness, she’d been sleeping with Bernie and he was having sex with Bernie’s wife, Barbara. Out of the blue, Bernie upped and left to live in Australia. “One separation and one imminent death – it’s the perfect match” Sally had reasoned. You could never explain those goings on to your child, whatever their age. Sharon found out about the affair and was further shocked when the couple cohabited soon after Sally died.  
 
    Tossing and turning in bed, he concluded that since it was impossible to tell Sharon the whole truth, all that was left was to persist with the unreserved apologies. He should have rejected his wife’s idea, but there was nothing he could do now other than live with the secret.  
 
    A wave of sadness struck him. How he wished Sally were still alive; she would have loved to see her daughter’s marriage. She was the driving force in the family, kind and clever, and no woman had ever come close to measuring up to his dear wife. He missed her – an admission that for far too long he’d steered clear of. 
 
    Come the morning, the regrets and fears evaporated as is so often the case between night and day. His excitement was building up. Two strong black coffees and then it was time to dress for the occasion, every item newly purchased – suit, shirt, tie, shoes, even socks and underwear. Having checked for the umpteenth time that his tie was straight, he was whistling cheerily as he entered the kitchen to make a third coffee. He was euphoric, joyously happy.  
 
    Checking emails and texts had become a several times a day routine since engaging in the new line of business. Despite this being his daughter’s wedding day, there was work to be done before setting off. He accepted a dealer’s offer for antique pine furniture that he was selling for a farmer near North Walsham. He confirmed the appointment to value the possessions of a deceased parent at a house in Aylsham. Regularly checking for messages was addictive, but that was it for this special day. He switched off his phone. 
 
    One final thought as he left the flat – if only Sally were with me.   
 
    

  

 
  
   Andy Powell  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The wedding was over, the guests had departed, and the married couple were in the master suite in the grand old house where the party had been held. It was nowhere near dawn and Sharon was fast asleep by Andy’s side. Sharon had always been able to get to sleep, whatever the level of noise, the degree of excitement or the severity of a crisis, leaving Andy to lie awake fretting. That night there was neither noise nor hint of a crisis, it was excitement that was keeping Andy awake.  
 
    Fragmentary memories of the day swirled around like grains of sand on a storm-ridden beach, his random thoughts spanning the trivial to the monumental. Saskia’s son Freddie dropping a plate on the floor with a loud clatter. Sharon looking across to him and declaring “I do”. His wife. He’d have to get used to saying that.   
 
    With sleep impossible, he set himself the task of gathering his reminiscences in chronological order.   
 
    The plan had been to walk to the town hall, but in the end, with rain belting down, Jamie had driven them there to keep their outfits in pristine condition. They sat in the back of his car giggling like kids.  
 
    ‘I’m going to ask you something one more time, Sharon,’ Jamie shouted above the thump of the windscreen wipers. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Can I say a few words about you at the reception? I promise I’ll keep it short and I’ll only say nice things.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve told you. No speeches.’ 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t be a speech really, only words.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Well, shall we see when we’re there?’ 
 
    ‘Dad, if you dare, I’ll follow up with a speech about you and it won’t make pleasant listening.’ 
 
    That shut him up and Sharon started to tickle Andy. 
 
    They were still laughing as they got out the car, to be greeted by cheers and applause. Andy held aloft a large golfing umbrella with a pattern of navy and red triangles. It would be interesting to see what that photo looked like. One of Sharon’s heels sank into the gravelled drive and she stumbled. Andy caught hold of her, the umbrella dropping to the ground. It would be interesting to see what that photo looked like, too.  
 
    The ceremony itself was relaxed, shorter than Andy expected. There was some signing to do before making their way out of the building to face a hail of the biodegradable confetti that Sharon had insisted on using. By then, the wind had subsided and a watery sun was casting a pearl grey sheen over the sea – perfect for photos. 
 
    ‘Let’s not make them cheesy, Andy. You’re over-smiling.’ 
 
    Was Sharon being serious? ‘But I’m over-happy.’ 
 
    ‘Our kids are going to have to see them; we don’t want them to think we’re muppets.’ 
 
    Sharon’s comment made Andy think of his parents’ wedding album. Had his mother asked his father not to over-smile? 
 
    They were the last to arrive at the reception, welcomed by hugs, handshakes and kisses.  
 
    Ahead of the eating, drinking and dancing, they’d planned to have two miniscule speeches, neither given by Jamie. 
 
    ‘A few words,’ Andy shouted having tapped a spoon against a glass. It took a while with a lot of shushes before silence prevailed. ‘I want to thank you all for helping us to make this such a wonderful day. You know how Sharon shies away from praise, so I’ll have to be brief or else she’ll murder me which wouldn’t be a great start to a marriage. But I must tell you how lucky I am to be married to this wonderful woman. Sharon has something to add.’ 
 
    Sharon allowed the applause to die down before speaking. ‘Hi everyone. It’s a thanks from me, too; it’s brilliant to have all our family and friends together today. I value honesty so I have to tell you that I’m pretty pleased to be married to this guy. Oh, and one other thing – I’m pregnant!’ 
 
    There was a split second pause before the cheering broke out. The guests flocked towards the pair to offer congratulations before getting on with the drinking, eating and chatting, the buzz of conversation drowning out the piped music.  
 
    One of Andy’s thoughts as he lay in bed was that some of the guests either already knew or had guessed that Sharon was pregnant. Maybe the morning sickness and her late arrivals at school, or not drinking alcohol when they were with their mates in the pub, were the giveaways.  
 
    Still no sleep! Andy set himself the task of naming each of the fifty guests in the hope that it would serve as a substitute for counting sheep.  
 
    His six football team friends for starters, for much of the evening huddled by the bar taking advantage of the free drinks on offer. The contrast with Sharon’s friends, eight or nine of them, was all too apparent. They were happily mingling with all-comers, laughter in abundance.  
 
    ‘Why are we here?’ he overheard Clive’s wife ask. 
 
    ‘It’s Andy and Sharon’s wedding.’ 
 
    He heard the question and reply several times. 
 
    ‘She’s fine, just a bit forgetful,’ Clive replied when Andy enquired. 
 
    His memory of Sharon’s friend Ellie was vivid, literally, what with her skirt and jacket the colour of a pink highlighter pen. The husband, Sean if he remembered rightly, had on a dark suit, crisp white shirt and plain navy tie, more suitable for a work meeting, or even a funeral, than a party. There seemed no rapport between the grownups as they attended to their children, chatting to the little girl, chasing the hyperactive toddler around the room. 
 
    Andy had heard loads from Sharon about Saskia and her fun-loving take on life, and more recently, about her accomplishments at the school. It had to be said that Saskia was beautiful. She was wearing a knockout dress that must have cost a fortune, her shoes had the highest heels and pointiest toes he’d ever seen. She knew what to do with makeup, too. Her husband was with her. Was he called Rupert? Despite Sharon’s stories of arguments and even a full-on fight, all looked well as the couple circulated between guests with Freddie in tow. Andy chatted with them for a while and liked their frivolous and witty manner.   
 
    Jamie was being Jamie, homing in on Sharon’s young female friends. He’d lost weight of late and was looking good in his smart gear, but not good enough to deflect the gesturing behind his back that Andy picked up. They were mocking him and the poor man was oblivious. 
 
    Andy tried to add up his total of guests so far. About fifteen friends from school plus nine from three neighbour families. Then there was Jamie. And how many from work – the estate agency and Sharon’s school? 
 
    He fell asleep.  
 
    ~ 
 
    ‘Good morning, Mr Powell. Have you been awake long?’ 
 
    Sharon drew up close. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Mrs Powell. I’ve hardly slept, thinking about yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘And your verdict?’ 
 
    ‘Ten out of ten.’ 
 
    ‘Come here, let’s make it eleven out of ten.’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   Jamie Kipling  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That went well Jamie was thinking as the wedding reception drew to a close. He’d had a plan to spend as much time as possible socialising with his daughter’s girlfriends. Step One, get them to like him. Step Two, they’d tell Sharon what fun her dad was. Step Three, Sharon would appreciate him all the more. The first step had been accomplished, he was sure of that.  
 
    A couple of weeks went by without seeing Sharon again. He was busy with a valuation at a farmhouse bursting with antique pine furniture. There were also trips to London to negotiate with a dealer specialising in eighteenth century silverware. Jamie was able to inform his client of the lucrative deal and commission fees continued to roll in. He cast his mind back to when he’d calculated that a comfortable retirement was possible if he sold his shop. That seemed like a lifetime ago: his new line of business was bringing in more than he could ever have dreamt of. And now there was a reason to keep the money flowing – a grandchild on the way to spoil something rotten.  
 
    There was some good news from Andy – the sale of the shop was concluded. Jamie now had sufficient funds to buy the fisherman’s cottage before selling his own flat. It was time to call Sharon.  
 
    As he waited for her to answer, the exhilaration of the wedding day, the pride in escorting his lovely daughter into the ceremonial room, his thumping heart as she took the vows, all this came flooding back. 
 
    ‘I’ve bought the cottage,’ he told her. ‘I can carry on living out of the way here while you get going with those changes you suggested. If you’re still up for it, that is.’ 
 
    ‘Up for it? You bet. I’ve been in discussion with a builder. Can I pop round to show you the plans?’ 
 
    What could be nicer than this offer? He bought in some drinks and snacks, forgetting Sharon was alcohol-free until she reminded him as he was pouring out the wine.  
 
    ‘Stupid me. I’ll pop out to get some soft drinks.’ 
 
    ‘No need to bother, water’s fine.’ 
 
    ‘I insist, I won’t be long.’ 
 
    By the time Jamie got back, papers with drawings, specifications and costings were laid out on his kitchen table. As Sharon talked through her recommendations, he struggled to conceal his shock on seeing the sums. He hadn’t got used to being rich. 
 
    Sharon held up a visualisation of his state of the art ground floor space. ‘Well, what do you reckon, Dad?’ 
 
    If the truth be known, he wasn’t bothered what she did as long as it provided a comfortable home. When she spoke about knocking out downstairs partition walls, adding underfloor heating, and creating a remote-controlled heating and appliances system with a command by speech option, he nodded enthusiastically despite doubting whether he’d ever want to have a conversation with a thermostat.  
 
    ‘You don’t need to worry,’ she assured him, sensing his hesitancy. “I’ll show you how everything works. Once you get the hang of it, you won’t believe how convenient it all is.’  
 
    There was a cherry on the cake as Sharon outlined the plans, one that had him fighting away tears of joy. She’d considered making the upstairs open plan but thought it best to keep the two bedrooms intact because the smaller one would be useful for overnight babysitting.  
 
    The builders worked fast and on one crisp late-February morning, Sharon informed Jamie that it was time to see his new home.  
 
    The tour began in the kitchen with Sharon pointing out the double oven, double sink and double fridge/freezer. 
 
    ‘That’s a lot of doubles for a single person.’ 
 
    ‘You might not be single for ever; some daft woman might like you enough to move in.’ 
 
    ‘Fat chance of that. What’s this on the fridge door?’ 
 
    ‘An ice making dispenser.’ 
 
    ‘Why do I need that?’ 
 
    ‘You drink whisky. Now you’ll have ice to add on tap.’ 
 
    ‘But I’ve got plastic containers for ice.’ 
 
    ‘Not anymore – you won’t need them. Come over here.’ 
 
    Sliding glass doors stretched across the whole of the back of the cottage. When Sharon slid them open, Jamie was excited – that rare emotion again – as he stepped onto the decking terrace to relish the winter sun on his face with his daughter by his side.  
 
    ‘Like it?’ 
 
    The tree branches were edged with white crystals.  
 
    ‘Love it!’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go upstairs. There are some final touches to do, largely decorating.’ 
 
    ~ 
 
    ‘You should have a housewarming,’ Andy suggested when the three of them were together in Jamie’s new home for the first time. Sharon had cooked the dinner, insisting Jamie assisted her so that he could get to grips with using the cooker. His help predominantly consisted of watching.  
 
    ‘Maybe,’ he replied with little enthusiasm. Although no longer the Cromer Facebook group demon anymore, that didn’t mean he had a host of friends to invite. Despite enjoying his new home, there was lingering despondency. He was lonely; he wished there was a woman to share it with. He would be microwaving processed meals for one in the dream kitchen and relaxation on the decking would be a solo affair. 
 
    Boredom took Jamie to the karaoke night at The Blue Boar a few days after the meal with Andy and Sharon. It was his first visit since he’d felt ancient amongst the young set several months previously. He sat at the bar, nursing a gin and tonic. The change from bric-a-brac shop owner to upmarket house clearance consultant had brought the shift from beer to G&T as his drink of choice, but now, as he spat out a lemon pip, he questioned the change. He didn’t want strawberries, pomegranate seeds, cucumber and lemon slices floating in a glass, what was the point?  
 
    There had been other lifestyle changes over recent months. He’d smartened up, purchasing his clothes from Norwich menswear shops rather than at the local supermarket. He’d changed diet, too. While still relying on processed meals, the No. 1 range from Waitrose in North Walsham was his preference. The combination of less beer, a healthier diet and the long walks he’d begun to take, were producing a considerably trimmer version of his old self. 
 
    A further lifestyle choice was the decision not to swindle customers. Being fair-minded and courteous were the norms in his new role.  
 
    Some habits die hard though and eyeing up the women on stage during karaoke nights was one of them. Might this be the way to find a long-term partner? Not if past experience was anything to go by, but where else could he look? Sharon had suggested online dating, but that wasn’t for him. 
 
    There he was, wealthy, generous with his money, not at all bad looking for his age, quite possibly compassionate, (Sharon had mentioned him having become a new man whatever that meant), so surely there had to be a woman out there who would want him. 
 
    This singer had a slight build, her clothes casual. He noticed sensible shoes rather than the dressy heels that seemed to be the norm for female performers during their brief moments of stardom at The Blue Boar. 
 
    He recognised the song, an unusual choice for a female singer – Bruce Springsteen’s The River. He was some distance away from the stage but was sure he saw tears as she sang.  
 
    There was a ripple of applause as the woman stepped off the stage and made her way to the bar. 
 
    ‘That was great; you’ve got a fabulous voice, love.’ 
 
    She looked across at Jamie and laughed. ‘Hardly. I’ve always liked singing, but as the leader of my village choir used to say, “I’m prepared to keep you in the group as long as you don’t sing too loudly.”’ 
 
    Jamie shared the laughter. ‘They didn’t know what they were talking about. Let me get you a drink.’ 
 
    She accepted his offer, giving him a quizzical look as he pulled out a wad of twenty-pound notes to pay for her dry white wine. She drank it quickly, explaining that she’d promised to dash back for a second song. 
 
    ‘Something a bit more cheerful,’ Jamie called out as she headed off. 
 
    ‘I’m pleased to welcome back Lydia,’ the DJ announced. ‘If you thought her last song was sad wait until you hear this one, voted one of the top ten sad songs ever. It’s old time, but we’ve got it. Billie Holiday’s Gloomy Sunday.’  
 
    Jamie moved closer to the stage and this time there could be no mistaking the tears. And as odd as could ever be imagined, he was crying, too. 
 
    ‘Beautiful,’ he said as she came up to him having left the stage. It struck him that he meant the person as well as the song. ‘Let me get you another wine.’ 
 
    ‘My turn,’ Lydia said. ‘What would you like?’ 
 
    ‘I think I’ll have a Heineken, please,’ he said, pointing to one of the taps. 
 
    Their conversation soon turned to personal stuff. Lydia had recently moved from London to Holt, her childhood home. Her life had been enjoyably hectic with a demanding career and three needy boys, but it all took a turn for the worse after the boys had flown and her husband died.  
 
    ‘That was three years ago. I was alone and wanted a clean break, but it’s taken all this time to make the decision to return to Holt.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry about your husband.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, nice of you to say. Enough about me though, what’s going on in your life?’ 
 
    An hour or so later, with the pub about to close, they stood on the pavement outside The Blue Boar. He had never spoken so openly about his past, all the mistakes he’d made, how he was determined to make amends.  
 
    ‘You paint a dark picture, Jamie. I think you’re being too hard on yourself.’ 
 
    Tears welled up again and Lydia took hold of his hand. ‘Much too hard.’ 
 
    ‘I have my daughter back, that’s the most important thing. And a lovely home.’ 
 
    ‘Lucky you, being able to walk home. I’ll order a taxi to get me back to Holt.’ 
 
    ‘Lydia, I’d like to see you again. Maybe for a coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, that would be nice.’  
 
    

  

 
   
     Saskia van Nolten  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The three women were sitting in the Danish café that had become their regular catching up venue over recent weeks. It was three months after the wedding: Sharon was on half-term holiday, Ellie had left the children with Sean, and Freddie was over at a friend’s house.  
 
    ‘Enjoy some time with your new baby as long as you can afford it. Take a break from work,’ Saskia suggested. ‘What do you reckon, Ellie?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so but be prepared to be bored stiff doing all the mundane jobs. Some of my friends seem to love every minute of it, maybe it suits some women more than others. And it depends on how much help you get from your husband.’ 
 
    The other two were all too aware of the tension between Ellie and Sean. There followed a period of reflective silence as Ellie stirred the chocolate into her cappuccino at spill-threatening speed. 
 
    ‘By the way girls, I’m definitely in love!’ Saskia announced. 
 
    Ellie and Sharon already knew about Saskia’s relationship with Laurie. They’d been told during their first meeting after the wedding.  
 
    ‘When Laurie told me Freddie didn’t need more sessions,’ Saskia had explained, ‘I needed to act fast if I wanted to see him again.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ Ellie asked. 
 
    ‘I told Freddie to wait in the reception and when we were alone, I instructed Laurie to ask me out.’ 
 
    ‘What did he say?’  
 
    ‘He went on about having professional ethics to consider.’ 
 
    ‘Quite right.’ 
 
    ‘Not really, Sharon. We’d already decided that Freddie didn’t need any more counselling, so it wasn’t an issue. He was dithering so I all but yelled at him, “Do you fancy me?” He said he did which I knew was the case all along, so I suggested we went out as soon as possible.’ 
 
    ‘And then?’ 
 
    ‘And then it gets a bit personal.’ 
 
    Ellie and Sharon had fallen about laughing when they’d heard the story. 
 
    And now, two months into the relationship, they were hearing Saskia declaring that she was in love, quite some step from what her friends assumed would be no more than a fleeting romance. 
 
    ‘It’s working out brilliantly. I’m with him in Sheringham some weeknights while Freddie’s at home with Rupert, and every other weekend Freddie comes along with me. He likes Laurie.’ 
 
    ‘But what does Rupert think?’ 
 
    ‘Tit for tat, isn’t that the expression you taught me? He spends some of the nights when I’m home with his woman which is fine by me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s Kirsty, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘No, not anymore, it’s a Cindy now. Similar age, similar brain power, better lips though.’ 
 
    ‘How does it work when you’re in the house together?’ 
 
    ‘We get on fine. We plan who’s going to be where and when, we share looking after Freddie –’ 
 
    ‘– Who must think it’s all a bit odd.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but he has a home, he can see that both his parents are happy. We have meals together, sometimes the three of us go for a walk or to the cinema. It really is working.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to stay in Cromer after all then?’ Ellie asked. 
 
    ‘You’re not allowed to leave; we need you working for the schools.’ 
 
    Saskia had no intention of quitting her job. It was enjoyable, the relationship with Laurie was fantastic, Freddie was happy, Rupert was tolerable. Why rush to a divorce court with all the difficulties that would bring regarding finances and custody arrangements?  
 
    ‘I might move in with Laurie at some stage, we’re getting on incredibly well, what do you say? Like a fire in a house?’ 
 
    ‘Like a house on fire.’ 
 
    ‘That’s an odd thing to say for something that’s good. Anyway, if I do move, Sheringham is Cromer more or less, so you’re stuck with me, Sharon.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better not let a Cromer citizen hear you lump us together with Sheringham. Our centuries’ old rivalry remains in place.’ 
 
    Saskia stood up. ‘Another coffee, girls? And I think I can have a slice of apple cake because I’ll be burning it off with a run this afternoon. Want to come with, Ellie?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t think I will, thanks. I’d better get going, I’ve got stuff to do.’ 
 
    ‘No time for a quick coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Not today, I’ll catch up with you both soon.’ 
 
    There were the customary hugs and kisses. 
 
    ‘What about that cake to go with the coffee,’ Saskia called across to Sharon after Ellie had departed. 
 
    ‘I think I might. After all, I am eating for two.’ 
 
    Saskia returned with two large slices. Her life was for now sorted, but that didn’t seem to be the case for her friend. ‘I’m worried about Ellie,’ she declared.  
 
    ‘Me, too.’  
 
    

  

 
   
     Ellie Bright  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie left the café in tears. She’d shared much with her friends, but not what had happened recently. 
 
    She’d had sex with Tom. It wasn’t planned. She’d been keeping a professional distance during their work meetings. There would be no more snogging in her car or anywhere else. 
 
    ‘You OK?’ he’d asked after a couple of hours together in his office one bitter January afternoon. It was a tiny space, crammed full of books and papers, very different to where she’d worked in London with those spacious lecturers’ offices doubling up as seminar rooms to run tutorials. 
 
    ‘Yeah, just tired.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t sure you’d come today, what with the weather forecast.’ 
 
    ‘However bad it gets I’m sure they’ll keep the main roads clear.’ 
 
    She’d set off mid-morning, the mist hanging low, touching the blanket of frost across the bare fields. It was only now, sitting in his office, that the sun had finally forced its way through the haze.  
 
    ‘See, it has got better.’ Ellie was by the window. The sun was low, casting lop-sided shadows onto the concrete buildings that remained a disappointment to her. The meeting had been productive, desire suppressed. Sean was at home caring for the children. All was well.  
 
    They were to call it “The Beast from the East”, a ferocious blizzard that arrived at such speed and with such intensity that coping with it was an impossible challenge for the authorities. Within minutes of Ellie looking out, the sky had darkened and the snowfall had begun. A swirling wind smacked snow against the window. They carried on working with Tom checking for updates at regular intervals. It was soon apparent that all roads were impassable and all trains cancelled. 
 
    On hearing this, Ellie knew what would happen and she was sure Tom felt the same. There seemed an interminable silence, their heads down, shuffling papers, sorting, taking notes, before they were locked together in an embrace.  
 
    ‘Not here,’ Tom uttered when Ellie lifted his shirt to grab hold of flesh. 
 
    Tom pulled away and called the hotel next door to the university. He reserved a room, one room, one of the last available he was told.  
 
    The excitement of being touched by Tom, the surprise of doing things in a new way – it was wonderful and devoid of the guilt that Ellie had envisaged.  
 
    When they woke in each other’s arms Ellie anticipated delayed guilt, but there was none. What was on her mind was whether this was a one-off to quell the yearning that had lingered for months, or whether it was the start of something so serious that life as she knew it would never be the same again. 
 
    Surely the what-next was on Tom’s mind, too, despite their laughter at breakfast; they even talked about work matters.  
 
    ‘I’d better get going. I’ve texted Sean to let him know I’m about to leave.’ 
 
    ‘Is it safe to drive?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I googled.’ 
 
    ‘We have a lot of things to talk about, but perhaps not today.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed, not now,’ Ellie said, reflecting on how so much drama and the subsequent implications could be condensed into the word “things”. 
 
    Their parting hug was fragile, their kisses restrained, their smiles uncertain.   
 
    On the drive home Ellie resolved to come clean with Sean; it was only fair, for the best.  
 
    ‘I need to tell you something,’ she said that evening as she was scraping left-overs into the bin, the children in bed and quiet. She wasn’t feeling brave enough to look him in the eye. 
 
    ‘Can I go first, Ellie? I know how difficult it’s been for you with me being away so much. Well, the China project is complete.’ 
 
    ‘Australia next?’ 
 
    ‘Very funny. It’s a promotion. I’ll be behind a desk at the Norwich head office most of the time, business trips are going to be few and far between.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good. I’m really pleased.’ For you? For me? She should be delighted; she should be rushing up to him and hugging. She wasn’t. She didn’t. ‘Listen, Sean…’  
 
    ‘I think I know. Not exactly what, how far things have developed, but it’s obvious something’s going on, I assume with your lecturer. You’ve never been able to hide your feelings.’ 
 
    Ellie was still standing by the bin, the scraping long finished. Returning to the table, she sat down opposite him. ‘And you’re able to stay calm?’ 
 
    ‘I love you, I love our family. That’s what matters.’ 
 
    Ellie was furious. Why wasn’t he yelling at her, devastated that she’d deceived him? How could he stay so composed?  
 
    She’d had her suspicions about Sean, but past investigations failed to provide any evidence of infidelity. Now was the time to eke out the truth. ‘And what about you?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Other women?’  
 
    ‘Of course not. I’d never do that.’  
 
    Ellie’s anger dissolved, to be replaced by a rush of guilt. 
 
    ‘Whatever’s happened, I want us to stay together,’ Sean reiterated. 
 
    Is that what she wanted? She couldn’t think straight.  
 
    ‘Surely you do, Ellie. We have so much going for us.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I know.’ 
 
    ~ 
 
    A month had passed between that conversation with Sean and Ellie leaving the café in tears after the catch-up with Sharon and Saskia. A wretched month. There had been desperate texting and calls with Tom. She hadn’t returned to the university but was missing him like hell. Marriage to Sean had been an emotional rollercoaster with arguments, steps towards forgiveness and reconciliation, bitter recriminations, and joyful lovemaking.   
 
    Yes, a wretched month because nothing had been resolved and Ellie still had no idea what her future held.   
 
    

  

 
   
     Clive Drinkwater  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Blue.’ 
 
    ‘Yes dear, it’s blue.’ 
 
    ‘Blue.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, Rosemary.’ 
 
    How things have changed. It’s a year to the day since we first sat on this bench overlooking the sea. I know I’m right about the date because the nineteenth is Neil’s birthday. Yes, exactly a year since that venture out with my broken ankle, Rosemary fussing over me like I was a fragile sapling in the college garden. “You mustn’t overdo it; let’s rest here.” “Watch out for the step.” “Be careful, it might be slippery.”  
 
    If I remember rightly it was a stinker of a day, the wind raging, for much of the time the rain lashing down. I saw what’s her name, Ellie, on the deserted beach and thought she was stepping out to sea and would keep on going. I got that wrong! She’s down there now, the four of them are. She’s holding her little girl’s hand and he’s carrying the toddler. Such a nice family.  
 
    The whole of Cromer seems to be on the beach today and good luck to them because it’s an unseasonal scorcher. It’s lowish tide but the sand’s still saturated, glistening in the sunshine. I can see a couple of children paddling in the distant sea, they must be freezing. 
 
    Rosemary has gone quiet. Sometimes she’s non-stop nattering and then she’ll be silent for hours, not even answering my questions.  
 
    I’m finding it difficult looking after her. I’m not complaining, but when we moved to Cromer, we had such dreams of an enjoyable retirement by the sea.  
 
    I’ve been thinking about death rather a lot lately. When we were on our way here, ever so slowly because Rosemary kept stopping to check on who knows what, it struck me that all the shrubs and trees we were passing would be standing long after I’m gone. I know it’s obvious that’s the case, but it just hit me. It’s been a mad spring, everything is blooming far too early. There’s a chance that a cold snap will create havoc. 
 
    I don’t fear death, but I do worry about leaving Rosemary behind if I go first. Who would be there to look after her? 
 
    It is dementia, that was finally confirmed about a month ago. I knew anyway, I didn’t need a doctor to tell me. It’s a strange illness, it doesn’t follow a pattern. Sometimes Rosemary has no idea what’s going on, but sometimes we can have a long conversation reminiscing about some past event, one so minor that I’d long forgotten about it. 
 
    She’s usually on the ball when we Skype with Neil and Pete, but they do know the situation because I send Neil emails about his mother’s state.  
 
    Saskia’s on the beach with Freddie, the two dogs, and that man who isn’t her husband. I’ve spotted them together in town a few times; they seem intimate. It’s a bit of a mystery because I sometimes see her with her husband and Freddie, the three of them laughing away. I’ve no idea what’s going on in that family. 
 
    There are Sharon and Andy; it does look like everyone we know is down there. They’ve stopped to talk to Saskia and her fellow. Sharon can’t have long to go, she has quite a bulge. What a lovely pair, they’ll be wonderful parents, I’m sure. 
 
    In our day, Rosemary and I would have been taking advantage of the spring sunshine just like all the youngsters are doing now. We’d be walking along the beach holding hands, laughing away with an optimism about our future and a feeling of infallibility.  
 
    We took the risk and had a few days in Great Yarmouth when Rosemary was heavily pregnant. On our first day there we checked where the hospital was located, just in case. We never did need it though; we were home in time and Neil was born in the Rosie back in Cambridge.  
 
    After Neil and Pete’s visit, I did some investigating about a trip to Thailand. It would be expensive with a long and arduous journey, but I was confident we could manage. What with Rosemary not being right I put everything on hold, deep down knowing that it was never going to happen. It was about now that I’d been planning for us to set off. I miss my son and I dread the possibility of never seeing him again. Skype’s better than nothing, but it’s not the same. 
 
    Andy’s spotted us. Oh, that’s nice of him. ‘Look Rosemary, it’s Andy and Sharon, and Saskia and her friend. They’re all waving. Wave back.’ 
 
    ‘Blue.’ 
 
    ‘Yes dear. The sea. It’s a long way out, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Of course it is. It’s low tide, silly.’ 
 
    A coherent thought. I have to laugh. 
 
    ‘What’s so funny?’ 
 
    ‘I was thinking we could go down onto the beach for a bit. Mix with all those young ones.’ 
 
    I help Rosemary up and check that we haven’t left anything by the bench before heading towards the ramp.   
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book you might also like R J Gould’s Nothing Man 
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    Join hard done by Neville on his haphazard, humorous journey to find happiness, led by two women determined to get him there at all costs. Quite possibly the most unusual romance story you’ll ever read.  
 
    “More than a feel good read, it’s a feel great read.” Amy’s Book List. 
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