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			Albert Entwistle was a postman. It was one of the few things everyone knew about him. And it was one of the few things he was comfortable with people knowing.

			 

			64-year-old Albert Entwistle has been a postie in a quiet town in Northern England for all his life, living alone since the death of his mam 18 years ago. He keeps himself to himself. He always has. But he’s just learned he’ll be forced to retire at his next birthday. With no friends and nothing to look forward to, the lonely future he faces terrifies him. He realises it’s finally time to be honest about who he is. He must learn to ask for what he wants. And he must find the courage to look for George, the man that, many years ago, he lost – but has never forgotten . . .

			 

			Join Albert as he sets out to find the long-lost love of his life, and has an unforgettable and completely life-affirming adventure on the way . . . 

			 

			This is a love story, the likes of which you have never read before!

		

	
		
			

			For Harry, my very own Albert

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Albert Entwistle was a postman. It was one of the few things everyone knew about him. And it was one of the few things he was comfortable with people knowing.

			One dark and frosty December morning he arrived at work, safe in the knowledge that the day ahead would be the same as any other – and exactly the same as it had been for years and years.

			It was a few minutes before six o’clock when he cycled into the yard at the back of the Royal Mail delivery office on the industrial estate at the edge of Toddington town centre. A cold, hard light leaked out of the windows of the one-storey, grey-brick, corrugated-iron-roofed building, a building cheered only slightly by the woodwork and doors, painted the distinctive red of the company’s branding. Albert let out a yawn as he dismounted and chained up his bike. He checked his watch. The minute hand was approaching the hour. By the time he walked through the door it would be 6 a.m. Exactly as it should be.

			He unfastened his duffel coat and tugged his ID card out from around his neck, leaning forward to touch it to the magnetic sensor. The familiar buzz told him the lock had been released. He walked inside.

			‘Alright, Albert?’ said the security guard, barely looking up. Ste Stockton was a handsome man in his twenties with muscles that looked like body armour. He was so obsessed with sharing images of his physique online that he rarely took any interest in whoever entered the building ‒ a quality Albert acknowledged wasn’t ideal in a security guard but, all the same, he appreciated in Ste.

			‘How do,’ Albert said with a nod. It was his standard greeting and delivered in a way that made it clear no response was necessary or desired. Over the years he’d become adept at deflecting opportunities to interact and, as he’d entered his sixties, noticed that people paid him less and less attention anyway. This suited Albert perfectly; if he had his way he’d be invisible.

			As he fringed a line of trolleys and headed down the corridor to the main sorting office, he braced himself for the hardest part of his day. Albert always tried to dodge his way through the waves of chatter that peaked and crashed between his colleagues, particularly on Monday mornings; so many of them wanted to exchange summaries of what they’d done over the weekend. These days, most people left him alone, though some of his newer colleagues made the mistake of assuming that, because they had a life away from work, he must do too. When they realised he didn’t, they’d feel sorry for him.

			‘Have you ever thought about taking up a hobby?’ they’d ask.

			‘What about bowls?’

			‘My Auntie Mabel used to love doing jigsaws.’

			Hoping he wouldn’t be subjected to any such attention today, he buzzed open the door and stepped into the hall.

			Albert’s first hurdle was making it past the office of the Delivery Centre Manager. Marjorie Bennett was a loud and chatty fifty-something who seemed to have no filter when it came to asking people about their personal lives – or talking at length about her own. If she wasn’t being indiscreet about her husband’s piles, she was keeping her colleagues abreast of every symptom of her menopause. Today, her office door was wide open as she regaled the cleaner with a detailed description of her hot flushes.

			‘Honestly,’ she said, ‘they’re so bad I swear you could fry an egg on my stomach.’

			Albert kept his head down and scurried past. He didn’t understand why so many people appeared so comfortable talking about their most intimate experiences. It was clearly something that had been encouraged by celebrity interviews, not to mention the social media that seemed to obsess everyone. Depression, addiction, abuse – nothing seemed off-limits any more. But Albert didn’t go in for any of that. He’d survived by keeping the experiences that had most affected him to himself.

			Come on, he told himself, time to get on.

			He weaved his way through a jumble of steel carts stuffed with sacks of mail. Some of the younger staff were sifting through the letters and parcels, dropping them into grey sacks held open on stands. Albert headed towards the centre of the vast, strip-lit hall, where each of the postmen and women had their own sorting frame. Semi-circular desks were surrounded by rows and rows of shelves divided into thin slots, one for each address on their round. It would take them the next three and a half hours to sort their mail into the correct sequence of their daily walk, which in Albert’s case was made up of 667 addresses.

			He hung up his coat and high-vis cycling vest, trying not to catch the eye of his colleagues.

			At the desk to his left, Jack Brew was sipping from a mug of tea and dissecting the latest performance of the town’s football team. Jack was bald-headed, in his fifties, and had so much body hair sprouting from every opening of his clothes that Albert sometimes wondered if he might be part wolf. Jack regularly moaned about his wife, calling her a ‘nag’ when, as far as Albert could make out, all she was trying to do was nice things, such as buying a present for his mother’s birthday or booking their next family holiday. Although, Jack’s treatment of his wife was nothing compared to the roasting he reserved for the manager of Toddington FC.

			‘At the end of the day,’ he pronounced, ‘that joker couldn’t run a bath, never mind a football team.’

			The men nearby grumbled in agreement, which prompted Jack to run with his theme. At times like this he reminded Albert of his dad. I wonder if that’s why I’ve never really liked him.

			Jack was so engrossed in his discussion that he simply raised a hand in greeting. Albert felt his shoulders slacken with relief.

			It looked like he was safe from the threat of conversation from the frame behind him too. This was occupied by one of the office’s few postwomen, a young mother called Sue Frinton. Sue was addicted to competitions and, over the years, had won all kinds of prizes, from holidays and a car to a trolley dash around the local branch of Asda and something called a ‘vampire facial’, her explanation of which had made Albert feel queasy. She’d earned her nickname, Tsunami, because she was so disorganised – her sorting frame was always a mess, and she arrived late every morning. She still wasn’t in today, and by the time she did arrive, Albert knew she’d be too flustered to chat. At least I know I can always rely on Tsunami.

			Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said of the postman working to his right. Smiler was a cheerful, wiry man in his forties who had so much energy he struggled to stand still and on the rare occasions he sat down would be unable to stop his leg from jiggling. His sorting frame was decorated with pictures of the ten-pin bowling team of which he was captain and all five members of his family pulling silly faces as they undertook various madcap activities. Smiler regularly customised his work uniform and today he was wearing a string of tinsel around his neck and a Santa hat with a sprig of mistletoe tied to the end.

			‘Hiya, mate,’ he said brightly. ‘Good weekend?’

			Albert let out a little breath, as if he’d suffered a light blow to the stomach.

			‘Yes!’ he squeaked, a note of panic in his voice. Keen to shut the conversation down, he added, ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’

			‘No, thanks,’ said Smiler, ‘I’m all sorted.’ He grinned as he held up a mug painted with an image of a reindeer whose nose turned red whenever the mug was filled with hot liquid.

			Albert nodded and excused himself. It was ten past six and by now he felt sure all his colleagues would have made their hot drinks and the kitchen area would be empty. But he was surprised to see someone hovering over the kettle in the common room. The young man – mixed-race and as tall as a lamp post – had hair shaved down to his skull at the back and sides, and jeans that were so tight Albert wondered how on earth he managed to sit down. More to the point, it wouldn’t surprise me if the underpants I’m wearing are older than he is.

			Albert stepped back, pretending to be busy looking at his phone. Although he had no messages to read, he did at least take comfort from a picture of Gracie he’d saved in his photo album.

			The staff common room was barely more comfortable than the working areas, with tatty office tables and plastic chairs. An old TV was mounted on one of the whitewashed walls that were stained nicotine yellow ‒ even though no one had been able to smoke in there for years. Albert caught sight of his reflection in a mirror that had been half-heartedly decorated with an almost threadbare garland of tinsel. He might well be the oldest member of staff on the team but at least he didn’t look sixty-four. In fact, he could probably pass for a man in his late fifties. All right, so his skin was more lined than it used to be, but the walking he did every day kept his body fit. And he had a full head of hair that was still, mostly, the colour of a Digestive biscuit or a nice cup of tea.

			‘Alright, dude?’ said the boy suddenly. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

			Albert’s spirit sank like a broken lift. ‘Oh, yes, how do,’ he managed, looking at the floor.

			‘I’m Ty,’ the boy said, approaching him and holding out his hand, ‘Ty with a “y”. Short for Tyger.’

			Albert had no idea what he was talking about but shook his hand anyway.

			‘It’s my name?’ the boy said, as if it were a question.

			‘Oh, yeah, r-r-right,’ stammered Albert, allowing his eyes to flicker in the boy’s direction, and nodding. ‘Nice to meet you, Ty.’

			‘And how about you?’ Ty asked.

			‘I’m Albert,’ he forced himself to say. ‘Albert Entwistle.’

			‘Sweet, man. And how long have you been a postie?’

			‘Ever since I was sixteen.’

			‘Is it?’ Ty paused, as if deciding how to respond. ‘Man, that is sick!’

			Albert didn’t know if he’d just been insulted. He reminded himself that it would be polite to reciprocate and ask Ty about himself. ‘Are you in to help with the Christmas rush?’

			‘Yeah, I’m an agency worker?’ Ty said, his intonation rising again at the end of the sentence.

			Albert noticed Ty had made his drink in Albert’s own blue-and-green striped mug. He felt too shy to tell him.

			‘Oh, yes, terrific,’ he said. And then, because he thought he should, he added, ‘Welcome.’

			Ty thanked him and left the room.

			When the door was closed, Albert felt the anxiety leak out of him.

			He made his usual cup of strong tea – with a splash of milk and two sugars – in the only mug that was left, one emblazoned with the image of a woman looking as if she were being electrocuted and the slogan ‘Danger: PMS’. He picked it up and slunk back into the main sorting office.

			As he was creeping over to his frame, Marjorie stepped out of her office and announced she was selling home-made mince pies to raise money to send her ill grandson on a special trip to Disney World. Ever since Bradley had been diagnosed with a rare form of cancer she’d been promoting various initiatives to help reach her fundraising target, convinced that boosting the boy’s morale would give him the best possible chance of beating the disease. More than once Albert had wanted to contribute – on one occasion he’d even held the money in his hand and approached her office. But then he’d seen her break down in tears as she was telling Sue about the impact chemotherapy was having on the boy – and just picturing walking into the midst of such an outpouring of emotion had made him turn around and retreat.

			‘Come on, gang,’ Marjorie called as several of the staff gathered around, ‘get a load of these bad boys – the best mince pies in the whole of Lancashire!’

			Once again, Albert put his head down and scurried past. He’d already exhausted his capacity for conversation. He just wanted to lose himself in his job.

			  

			Albert finished his sorting and arranged all his mail into sacks. He then grabbed a trolley and loaded it all into a van. As he pulled out of the gates, a smile traced its way across his face. He was about to start his favourite part of the day.

			The sun had come up to reveal a cloudless sky and one of those bright but chilly winter mornings that always made Albert feel energetic. He spotted a snowman decoration one of his colleagues had hung from the rear-view mirror, checked no one was watching, and gave it a twirl.

			He drove north down Toddington high street, passing the grand Victorian town hall, and rows of shops and businesses that had once been the flourishing soul of the community but were now almost deserted. Every other unit seemed to be boarded up, giving the impression of bad teeth spoiling a smile. There was still a tanning shop, two hairdressers, and – inexplicably, to Albert – three nail salons. These were complemented by a handful of vaping shops, pound stores, a Cash Converters, and a whopping five branches of Greggs the baker’s. But the family-run department store that used to attract shoppers from all over Lancashire had closed down five years ago – as had the independent bookstore, the jeweller’s, and the old toy shop where he used to buy his tin soldiers. Not that Albert felt nostalgic for the past, far from it. Even so, he felt saddened – the council had tried to cheer it up for Christmas with some newly commissioned festive lights and an extravagantly decorated tree, but the high street still looked forgotten and forlorn.

			Albert came to a stop at the traffic lights and tapped out a beat on the steering wheel while a raisin-faced woman crossed the road, tugging away on a cigarette. His mam always used to say smoking while walking down the street was ‘common’ and, even though she’d been dead for eighteen years, he could still hear her voice as clearly as if she were sitting in the van next to him. He shook the thought of his mam out of his head; it would only spoil his day.

			The lights turned green and Albert drove past the library, which was supposed to have been saved from closure but never seemed to have its doors open, the old parish church, which now attracted more visitors to its themed craft fairs than to its religious services, and a statue in the market square of a nobleman who’d been born in the town. For the last few weeks, the statue had worn a traffic cone on its head, which the local police hadn’t yet got round to taking down. Albert thought it looked rather jolly and liked to imagine whoever had put it up laughing to themselves mischievously each time they passed.

			After a brief stretch of dual carriageway, busy with stragglers late for work or returning from the school run, he came to a main road lined with rows of stone terraces, where the traffic thinned. As he accelerated, glimpses of the Lancashire moors winked at him through the gaps made by the occasional side street, a sight that never failed to cheer him. He passed the doctor’s surgery, the school and the garden centre, the forecourt of which still had a pile of Christmas trees for sale, not that he felt any temptation to buy one; there didn’t seem any point when neither he nor Gracie would appreciate it. At the top of the road he parked his van outside Cod Almighty, the chip shop he liked to visit for his weekly treat. He unloaded the trolley, checked his sturdy walking shoes were fastened tightly, and did up his coat against the bracing cold. He was ready to begin his walk.

			He delivered mail to almost every house along the odd-numbered side of the road, breaking away at intervals to cover the cul-de-sacs and side streets. He posted letters through every model, size and fit of letter box: ones that were fixed to the bottom of the door and forced him to bend down, setting off a twinge in his lower back that he tried to ignore, others that were too narrow to fit all but the thinnest letters through them, yet more that were blocked by a hard brush that scratched his fingers, and, finally, those that were just as he liked them – wide, easy to open, and positioned at waist height.

			Here and there, mail was snatched out of Albert’s hands by overenthusiastic dogs. He had, on occasion, been chased out of gardens by terriers intent on defending their territory, but he’d got to know every potential attacker on his walk and now came armed with biscuits and balls to distract them. At one rather grand property, guarded by a particularly aggressive Border collie, Albert kept a stick hidden in a nearby bush, knowing a few waves of it would warn off the dog and send it retreating back to its kennel.

			The extra Christmas parcels and cards on today’s walk meant there was more toing and froing between the van and the trolley than usual. But Albert didn’t mind – it gave him more opportunity to observe the world as it went about its business. And in observing, he allowed himself to feel part of this community.

			On today’s walk alone he glimpsed window sills and mantelpieces filled with evidence of births, deaths, marriages and divorces. He encountered signs of new jobs or offers of places at university, as well as indications that people were struggling with debt or suffering ill health. Through bills, legal notices and personal cards or letters, the mail he delivered offered insights into all of their lives – and sometimes he’d let his mind wander and imagine the stories behind the correspondence, stories he knew could never happen to him. Yet Albert was careful to limit his face-to-face contact with people to the strictly superficial. He’d wave through the window to people who weren’t at work, or say a polite hello if he had to knock to give them a parcel or if he required a signature. But the brisk pace he kept encouraged them to think he was too busy to stop and chat. When he delivered mail over the counter of shops or to the secretary in the high school, he always appreciated the warm greeting but was careful never to engage in conversation.

			‘I mustn’t dawdle,’ was how he ended each exchange – and, if there was ever the slightest danger of being drawn into a chat, he’d nod at his bag and add a cheery, ‘These letters aren’t going to deliver themselves!’

			No one ever argued.

			He had to be careful when he delivered mail to a handful of people he could tell were desperate for human interaction. About a third of the way through his walk, he’d come to a little crescent of bungalows overlooking the moors. One of the residents was an elderly woman he knew was called Edith Graham, although she rarely received any mail. Nor had he seen her hosting a single visitor in the five years she’d lived there. But he had once witnessed the sad sight of her trying to strike up a conversation with some uninterested binmen, and on another occasion he’d caught her engaged in what looked like a very involved discussion with a pair of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Other than that, as far as Albert could tell, Edith spent every morning snuggled into a heavily cushioned armchair in the corner of her living room, angled so that she could watch the TV but also look out of the window. Every morning she’d spot Albert and wave. And every morning, she’d sit forward and smile hopefully.

			But Albert always kept his head down, as he did today. I can’t stop, I’ve got work to do, he told himself, a little guiltily. And anyway, what would I say?

			He strode on and, as he reached the upmarket detached houses that bordered the park, he started to need the loo. He spotted a little brick public toilet block on the other side of the railings. But he looked away. When he was growing up, his dad – a police constable – had been scathing about the things he said went on in there. He’d told Albert stories that had repulsed and frightened him.

			‘Filthy’, ‘disgusting’, ‘animals’ . . .

			All these years later, Albert couldn’t forget the words his dad had used to describe the men who met up in the toilet block. And all these years later, he still didn’t dare venture in there. Telling himself that he’d just have to hang on for the loo, he gripped the handle of his trolley and pushed on.

			When he passed the stone lion that guarded the entrance to the park, he knew he was halfway through his walk. He checked the time on his watch and saw that it was three minutes past twelve.

			Not bad for a busy day.

			He looked around to check no one was watching and patted the lion on the head. ‘All right, lad?’

			Back on the main road, Albert delivered mail to a final few addresses, including the doctor’s surgery, where he used the toilet, and the betting shop, where a ruddy-faced manager dressed as an elf was huffing and puffing as he pinned up Christmas decorations. Then Albert returned to his van, turned on the engine, and powered up the heating so he wouldn’t have to sit shivering as he ate his dinner. He switched on the local radio station to listen to the news, lifted a cheese and pickle sandwich out of his lunchbox, and unscrewed the lid of his flask of tea.

			There wasn’t much going on in Lancashire today; he sat through features on a member of the Lancashire Pork Pie Society who for the first time had been invited to be a judge at the British Pie Awards in Melton Mowbray, and a man who’d been fined because his parrot had been shouting swearwords at passing schoolchildren. But it was a perfectly pleasant way to pass the time and once Albert had finished his sandwich, he unwrapped his regular treat: a Crunchie bar. The honeycomb centre reminded him of the cinder toffee he used to love as a child, a big block of which he’d been given as a good-luck present on the day he’d started work as a postman. But shops didn’t sell it on its own any more; at least that was his excuse for allowing himself to eat chocolate every day. That and wanting to keep the memory alive – the memory of how happy he’d felt when he’d been given the present.

			After dinner, it was time for Albert to tackle the even-numbered side of the road. This was the shorter section of his walk, although it did include a large council estate. The Flowers Estate was so called because each of its streets was named after a well-known bloom; Crocus Lane, for example, led on to Tulip Drive, and Buttercup Avenue gave way to Iris Street. When Albert was a child, many of the other boys from his school used to live on the estate; in those days, it was home to people in low-paid jobs such as manual labourers and factory and mill workers. And it may have been a little rough around the edges but it was a friendly place where people would chat over garden fences and kids would play rounders or football in the street. He had no idea what had gone wrong but it had deteriorated from being rough-around-the-edges to what his mam would have called ‘dog rough’. He shook the memory of his mam out of his head.

			As he walked through the estate, Albert had to pick his way over broken glass and piles of little metal cylinders that, according to the local newspaper, were evidence of the use of a drug called laughing gas. He stepped around a rusty, twisted old bike and a cluster of supermarket trolleys that had been abandoned in the middle of the pavement. Every garden he passed seemed to have become a dumping ground for old furniture. On one patch of dead grass there was a three-piece bathroom suite that had been there for so long weeds were starting to sprout from the plughole of the sink. On top of the toilet seat someone had plonked a blow-up Father Christmas that was slowly deflating.

			Each day, Albert hurried through this section of his walk and avoided making eye contact with the gangs of track-suited youths who, more often than not, were lounging around on the dilapidated garden walls – and sometimes shot him distinctly threatening glares. He put his head down and said nothing to the drunk who was swaying from side to side and mumbling to himself at the bus stop. And he didn’t stop to look when he passed two women hurling insults at each other.

			Although there was one resident of the estate to whom Albert found himself curiously drawn. Nicole Ashton was a young and apparently single mother who lived in the last house he called at, just a few metres away from a cobbled alleyway that led to his own house at the end of a red-brick terrace. He was pretty sure she was reaching the tail end of her teens, and she lived with a toddler. He had no idea who the child’s father was or what Nicole did for a living, although he had worked out she was doing some kind of training course because he’d delivered letters to her from the local adult education centre. He assumed she must attend classes in the evening because each day, at roughly the same time, there she’d be, standing at the door, smoking and flicking through her phone. Despite the December chill, today was no exception. Nicole was wearing big fluffy slippers and had pulled a dressing gown over her leggings and hoodie. She didn’t even look up as Albert walked down the path to give her some kind of final demand from the electricity company. Behind her, Albert could make out a chubby little girl in the hallway, amusing herself on a play mat, singing a nursery rhyme to a battered old cuddly toy.

			‘How do,’ he said, handing over the bill to Nicole.

			She looked up and in her eyes he recognised a flicker of unease, but she quickly covered this up with a scowl and snatched the letter out of his hand. He couldn’t help wondering what had happened to make her so unfriendly. For a brief second he imagined himself chatting to her and finding out. But the idea made him prickle with fear. No, no good could come of that.

			There was an awkward silence. Nicole stubbed out her cigarette and turned to go back inside.

			‘Well, I mustn’t dawdle,’ Albert blurted out.

			Nicole shut the door behind her.

			He nodded at his bag and announced to no one in particular, ‘These letters won’t deliver themselves!’

			 

			Albert drove back to the delivery office, stopping to collect the mail that had been left in a couple of post boxes en route. He dropped off the packages he hadn’t been able to deliver then looked at the clock on the wall: it showed 2.13. Bloomin’ ’eck, that’s not bad at all.

			He returned to his sorting frame to do his paperwork. But just as he sat down, he heard the distinctive sound of Tsunami coming back from her walk. He looked up as she flung her coat across her desk. Sue was in her early thirties and had red hair and a face and arms that were sprinkled with freckles. Today, she was wearing reindeer horns on her head and Christmas baubles in her ears – and she looked flushed.

			‘You’ll never guess what,’ she said, as her coat slid to the floor.

			Seeing that Jack and Smiler weren’t yet back in the office, Albert had no option but to respond. ‘What?’

			‘I’ve only gone and won another competition – I just had an email!’

			‘Congratulations,’ said Albert. And then, because he knew it was expected, he added, ‘What have you won this time?’

			A grin swept over Sue’s face. ‘A year’s supply of salad cream. I’n’t it great?’

			How on earth do they measure a year’s supply of salad cream? Albert wanted to ask.

			Thankfully, the conversation was interrupted.

			‘Albert, love,’ Marjorie said, standing over him and holding out an envelope, ‘you’ve got a letter from HR.’

			Albert corrugated his brow. He received a letter from Human Resources once a year, when he was sent advance notice of his annual ‘performance and development review’. He’d have to fill in endless forms about his hopes and aspirations for his career progression, something he always thought was pointless when it was perfectly obvious he wanted his career to carry on exactly as it had for the last forty-nine years. But this was different. And it didn’t look like anyone else was receiving a letter.

			He took the envelope off Marjorie and turned it over in his hands.

			‘Well . . . aren’t you going to open it?’ she asked. As her eyes bore into him, the vein on her neck bulged like a snake swallowing a rat.

			In an instant, he understood this was going to be the most important letter he handled all day. There was no way he could open it now; he’d wait till he got home and was with Gracie.

			‘Erm . . . no, it’s OK thanks,’ he said. ‘I’ll read it later.’

			Marjorie looked crestfallen. ‘Alright, love, if you’re sure. But you know I’m always here if you need me.’ She smiled at him as if he were a puppy with a sore paw.

			‘Yeah, thanks,’ Albert managed meekly.

			As she walked away, he folded up the letter and tucked it into his pocket. Judging from her expression, it was going to deliver bad news.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Albert took the letter from Human Resources from his pocket and put it on the mantelpiece.

			I’ll open it in a bit, he reassured himself. Once I’ve got myself settled.

			He rested the crumpled envelope next to his paltry cluster of Christmas cards. Although he’d delivered thousands on his round, this year he’d received only three: one was from Smiler, who gave cards to everyone in the office; one was from his mam’s second cousin in Blackburn, who Albert hadn’t seen for years and who always called him Alfred; and one was from his dentist – and that hadn’t even been signed by hand but printed with the signatures of everyone who worked in the surgery. But he could hardly complain; he hadn’t sent a single Christmas card since his mam had stopped doing it from both of them when she became too ill. Since then, the number that arrived at the house had dwindled each year. But he told himself he preferred it this way, and tried not to feel a pang of sadness when confronted with the stark evidence of how few people cared about him.

			Albert hadn’t bothered putting up a single Christmas decoration, either. He hadn’t seen the point; it wasn’t as if he was expecting any visitors. Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t had any visitors all year, not unless you counted the man who’d come round to fit his new smart electricity meter, or the plumber who’d come to unblock the sink and told him off for scraping bits of food down the plughole. Oh, and that time in the summer when the kids from next door threw their ball into my back yard.

			He remembered how flustered he’d been when he’d answered the doorbell and the kids’ dad had invited himself in and sauntered through the house to get to the yard. Once he’d found the ball, he’d stood in the kitchen with it tucked under his arm, asking Albert what he thought about the current form of Toddington FC. Albert hadn’t known what to say, so had resorted to discussing the weather. When that topic of conversation had dried up, the ensuing awkwardness had sent his neighbour retreating to the door. No one had set foot over Albert’s threshold since.

			‘But we like that, don’t we?’ he said to Gracie. ‘We like it when it’s just the two of us?’

			Gracie was Albert’s cat, an all-grey crossbreed he’d brought to live with him as a kitten, shortly after his mam had died. He’d named her after Gracie Fields, his mam’s favourite singer from her youth, whose songs she’d sing around the house when he was a boy. Just as he did every day when he got in from work, he picked Gracie up to cradle her in his arms, stroking her long fur and tickling her in her favourite spot behind the ears.

			‘You’re perfectly happy, aren’t you, my little girl?’

			With a purring Gracie in his arms, he took her on their usual stroll around the house, an end terrace in which he’d lived all his life. He began in the front room, which was painted a cheery yellow and stuffed with a plush three-piece suite, his mam’s old display cases of crystal ornaments, and a 40" TV and sound bar – the most extravagant purchases of Albert’s life but devices he found it bafflingly difficult to operate. He really didn’t understand why he now needed three remote controls, a mobile phone and a consistent WiFi signal just to watch TV. Is that supposed to be progress?

			He padded through to the back room, which contained the kitchen and washing machine, as well as the old family sideboard and dining table, although Albert only ate at the table on Christmas Day. He’d never quite been able to shake off the memory of a confrontation that had happened around that same table almost fifty years ago. It was a confrontation that had determined the course of his life – and one he wished he could forget.

			In his arms the cat continued to purr. ‘Have you had a busy day, Gracie?’ he asked, softly. ‘Have you been guarding the house?’

			Gracie miaowed loudly and jumped down on to the floor. She hovered around her feeding area and nuzzled Albert’s shins.

			‘Come on,’ he said, fondly, ‘let’s make your tea. I bet you’re hungry, aren’t you?’

			He went to the fridge and pulled out a packet of chicken livers, which he put on the cooker to boil. He did give her regular tinned food in the morning but in the evening he took the time to spoil her. As the smell began to fill the kitchen, Gracie became visibly excited. She’d been off her food a little lately so her enthusiasm made Albert smile.

			Then he remembered sitting in the office and overhearing Jack Brew making fun of a woman on his round who lived alone with three cats.

			‘There must be something wrong with her,’ Jack had bellowed to his colleagues, ‘because you never see her with any people. She’s one of them crazy cat ladies.’

			Albert took the pan off the boil and tried not to think about it.

			Once Gracie was happily gobbling her livers, he made his own tea. As it was Monday, he was having sausage and mash. Tuesday was egg and chips, Wednesday and Thursday were cottage pie (he always made enough for two portions), and Friday was takeaway. Usually this was fish and chips but sometimes he treated himself to pizza, and once he’d even had a curry ‒ a chicken tikka, which he’d actually quite enjoyed. But that had been shortly after his mam died, before he’d given in to the comfort of clinging more and more tightly to his routine.

			As usual, he ate his tea on a tray, sitting on the sofa watching the BBC News at Six. Gracie followed him through to the front room and sat licking her paws while Albert tried to concentrate on the TV and ignore the letter from HR.

			At half past six he did the washing up, drew the curtains, and went upstairs. As usual, he walked past the closed door of the back bedroom, a room he avoided entering unless he had to. He continued along the landing to the front bedroom, which was where he’d slept ever since he was a boy. There, he took off his uniform, put on the pyjamas he’d left neatly folded on the end of his bed, wrapped himself in his maroon, plaid dressing gown, and stepped into his cosy, padded slippers. Then he returned downstairs to settle in for an evening of TV.

			Although Albert knew the programme schedule of his favourite channels by heart, he couldn’t predict what Gracie would do. Tonight, she chose not to sit on his lap but curled up in front of a radiator – and this didn’t suit him at all. He switched off the heating, knowing that as the warmth leaked out of the radiators she’d search for it elsewhere – and with any luck would find it on his lap. A cold nose would be a small price to pay in return. Sure enough, by the second episode of Coronation Street, she was pawing at his knees.

			‘Hello, my little girl. Are you coming for a cuddle?’

			The cat snuggled into the groove between his legs, stretched herself out and was soon fast asleep. Albert picked up her little paw and held it in his hand.

			Gracie was still asleep on his lap when I’m A Celebrity . . . Get Me Out Of Here! began at nine o’clock. In this episode, a comedian Albert had never found funny, a pop star he’d never heard of, and somebody who called himself a ‘social media influencer’, a profession he’d never understood, were sitting around the camp talking about their biggest fears.

			‘Mine’s spiders,’ said the pop star, pulling a face.

			‘Mine’s snakes,’ said the comedian, squirming. He turned to the influencer. ‘What’s yours?’

			‘People,’ Albert said out loud, talking over the influencer. ‘People.’

			As the chatter on TV continued, Albert couldn’t help considering his answer. He hadn’t always been frightened of people; when he was at school he’d been quite sociable and had lots of friends, friends like Tom Horrocks and Colin Broadbent. When they were little, the boys had played British Bulldog, Piggy, and Finger, Thumb or Icky in the playground, later on meeting up to go to the pictures or the local temperance bar, later still sneaking into pubs, each of them doing their best to look old enough to be served at the bar, goading each other on and revelling in the shared thrill of transgression. It was a transgression they knew was only minor and might even make their fathers proud, reminding them of a similar rite of passage in their own youth.

			But then everything had changed.

			Albert had been given a blunt message about what his friends thought of people like him, what the world at large thought of people like him – of the real him, the him he’d been careful to keep well hidden. As a result, he’d gradually begun backing away from everyone and had first retreated into his work, later into caring for his mam. Little by little, he’d been overwhelmed by a new shyness, a shyness that was bolstered by fear, like a current he’d been powerless to swim against – until he was drowning in it.

			But it doesn’t do to dwell.

			‘Any road, we’re still here, aren’t we?’ he said to Gracie. She didn’t reply but rested her head back on his lap. ‘And we’re alright as we are. Just the two of us – me and my girl.’

			At ten o’clock, the programme finished and Albert had to disturb Gracie to stand up and switch off the TV. It was time for bed.

			But before that, he was going to allow himself a treat. It wasn’t something he did every day but something he saved for special occasions or when he wanted to cheer himself up. Or when I want to take my mind off a scary letter on the mantelpiece.

			He went over to his old stereo and took out a CD of classic songs from the musicals. He wasn’t such a fan of musicals himself but the songs reminded him of happier times. They reminded him of his teenage years – and someone who’d made him happy.

			He checked there were no gaps in the curtains and the door was firmly shut, and pressed Play. He didn’t turn up the sound too loud as he didn’t want the neighbours to hear him. But he kicked off his slippers and began dancing around the room to ‘Shall We Dance?’ from The King and I, twisting and skipping with a skill and agility that would have left his colleagues open-mouthed. Gracie was used to witnessing these private performances so didn’t even raise her head, although Albert directed all his moves at her. As he did, he could feel his shyness and reserve dissolving like the two teaspoons of sugar he took in his mug of tea. And he leaped and twirled around with an energy that surprised even himself, savouring every moment of the joyful release.

			Next he played ‘I Could Have Danced All Night’ from My Fair Lady and then ‘Singin’ in the Rain’. As he danced away every last inhibition, he could feel the happiness vibrating through him. If he spent most of his time feeling like he was drowning, now he was rising above the water like some kind of beautiful creature who was being set free. If only all my life could be like this. If only I could always feel this free.

			And then, once again, the letter on the mantelpiece caught his eye. All of a sudden he realised what he must look like. A little out of breath, he went over to check there really were no gaps in the curtains. As he caught a glimpse of the dimly-lit street outside, he felt the heat rushing into his cheeks, staining them with shame. Bloomin’ ’eck, lad, what are you doing prancing around the front room? What’s got into you when you know you’ve important news to deal with?

			He switched off the music and snatched up the letter. Once he’d caught his breath, he ripped open the envelope and tugged the single sheet of paper out. He began reading.

			 

			Dear Mr Entwistle,

			It has come to our attention that in three months’ time you will be celebrating your sixty-fifth birthday. In advance of this special occasion, Royal Mail would like to offer our congratulations, together with our heartfelt thanks for so many years’ loyal service.

			 

			Well, that’s not too bad.

			 

			As you are no doubt aware, the company has a policy of compulsory retirement at sixty-five.

			 

			No, no. That can’t be right.

			He tried to read on but the words began swirling around the page and he was starting to feel sick.

			 

			We understand that some members of staff feel they aren’t ready to retire and may wish to challenge this ruling.

			 

			Too right I do.

			 

			But we’re afraid there is no possibility of a post­ponement.

			 

			Hell fire.

			 

			If you’d like to discuss the matter with your Delivery Centre Manager, Mrs Marjorie Bennett . . .

			 

			Albert held on to the mantelpiece to steady himself. This couldn’t be happening. 

			I can’t stop working. How can I carry on being me if I’m not a postman?

			He looked at the letter again but there it was, in black and white – notice of his compulsory retirement.

			He remembered how reassuring he’d found his routine today, as he did every day. He remembered arriving at work that very morning, secure in the knowledge that today would be the same as every other day.

			How wrong he’d been.

			Because today was a day that changed everything.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Nicole Ashton sneaked a look at her phone. There were no texts but just the thought that one might arrive soon sent a jolt of excitement running through her.

			‘Now remember girls,’ chirped her teacher, ‘you’re never fully dressed without a manicure!’

			Nicole took a long, calming breath and tried to focus. She nodded at the teacher. Joyce Bennett was a slim woman, approaching sixty, who always had her platinum-blonde hair blow-dried so extravagantly it looked a little over the top for her surroundings. As usual, her skin had been sprayed with a fake tan the colour of butterscotch, which Nicole assumed was a perk of her job as head of the Hair and Beauty department at Toddington College.

			‘And what’s my motto?’ she added.

			All around Nicole, her fellow students chorused, ‘Life’s too short for bad nails!’

			Joyce’s face lit up. ‘Fabulous. Now let’s spread some sparkle!’

			Nicole felt a rumble of nerves. She was more than three months into her course and tonight, for the first time, she’d be performing a manicure on a client. Most of the girls had been assigned an elderly pensioner, as these tended to be the only women with time to spare and a willingness to let an untrained youngster loose on their nails. But she’d been allocated a matronly woman called Marjorie who was in her fifties and worked in the local Post Office. More to the point, she was Joyce’s sister-in-law, so Nicole knew that every little detail of her work would be reported back. She wanted to do as well as possible, to propel herself one step closer towards her ambition of one day running her own beauty salon; an ambition that might seem desperately improbable at the moment, but one she always kept in mind. I have to smash this.

			She looked at Marjorie and smiled with a confidence she tried to force herself to feel. Her client’s hands were already stretched out on two white towels, and Nicole had lined up her products and tools at the side.

			‘Now I’m going to start by cleaning your hands,’ she explained, falteringly.

			She reached for a sanitising spray and applied it to each side of the hands and then wiped over them with cotton wool.

			‘And now I’m going to file the nails to make them neat and tidy.’

			‘Don’t forget, girls,’ Joyce called out as she worked her way around the room, ‘while you work it’s important to chat to your client and make her feel special. Remember, the salon should be a safe space for her to talk about whatever she wants. What do I always say?’

			All around Nicole, the girls looked up from their nails. ‘What happens in the salon stays in the salon!’

			Nicole felt a wave of fear lick her belly. This was the part she found difficult. But she knew that if she was to succeed as a beautician, she needed to get over her unease at chatting to strangers. ‘So . . . you’re Joyce’s sister-in-law?’ she attempted.

			‘Yeah,’ Marjorie said, ‘we’ve known each other for thirty-five years. She married one brother and I married the other. People used to say we were Toddington’s answer to Di and Fergie.’

			Marjorie smiled at the memory but Nicole wasn’t sure what she meant.

			‘Although this was way before all the toe-sucking,’ Marjorie added.

			Nicole was completely lost.

			Thankfully, Marjorie was happy to carry on talking. ‘That all seems like a long time ago now,’ she said, wistfully. ‘These days, my Fred has piles the size of a bunch of grapes and I’m saddled with the change of life. Honestly, love, it’s awful. I get such bad night sweats it’s like sleeping in a paddling pool.’

			Oh my God, this woman’s full-on.

			‘Oh, and my sex drive’s gone through the floor,’ Marjorie rattled on. ‘Mind you, that might not be such a bad thing; my fanny’s gone so dry you could strike a match on it.’

			Nicole wasn’t sure how to respond. She gave what she hoped was an appropriate, if embarrassed, murmur of sympathy.

			As she moved on to the second hand, she stole another quick glance at her phone. Still nothing. Oh come on, I’m going to burst if he doesn’t text soon.

			‘Anyway, how about you?’ asked Marjorie. ‘I see you’ve got a little girl.’

			‘What?’ Instantly, Nicole felt defensive. ‘How do you know that?’

			‘I saw it on your phone, love. On your screensaver.’

			Before she replied, Nicole reminded herself of Joyce’s feedback the first time she’d done a blow-dry on a client. She’d said that Nicole was one of the most talented students on the course but her client had complained that she came across as a bit hard. At the time Nicole had resisted the urge to give an epic eye-roll; as a young black woman, all she had to do was be slightly standoffish and white people assumed she was angry and aggressive. If she ever said anything vaguely political this only exacerbated the problem. On her last course, she’d made one single – very polite – enquiry about why there weren’t any sessions dedicated to Afro hair and her tutor had accused her of ‘threatening behaviour’. But why couldn’t people see that she wasn’t aggressive but shy? No one ever stops to think I might have lived through experiences that have left me wary of opening myself up.

			She rearranged her features into a smile. ‘Yeah, that’s Reenie,’ she replied. ‘She’s just turned two. She’s really into Peppa Pig at the moment. She goes downstairs to the crèche while I come up here to do my course.’

			Nicole considered adding that the first time she’d done this she hadn’t been able to stop worrying about her and had slipped off to the toilets to have a little cry. She considered adding that at the same time as wanting to keep her daughter close, she also worried Reenie would grow up to be shy like her and so wanted to make sure she mixed with other kids. But she didn’t feel comfortable sharing this kind of confidence.

			She finished the filing and straightened out both hands to examine her work. Hmm, I’m actually quite pleased with that.

			She stopped and drew in a deep breath.

			Now don’t mess things up by being rude . . .

			‘I’m going to apply some cream to the cuticles,’ she explained, sweetly, ‘just to soften them up before I start pushing them back.’

			Marjorie nodded. ‘So who’s the girl’s dad?’ she probed. ‘You’re very young to have settled down.’

			Nicole’s fingers stiffened. She didn’t want to tell Marjorie she hadn’t settled down. She didn’t want to tell her she’d fallen in love with a boy called Dalton when she was just fifteen, overawed by his talent as a songwriter and his ambition to make it as a musician, but a year later she’d fallen pregnant and a relationship that until then had been all about fun had suddenly turned serious. At first Dalton had been supportive and had begged Nicole to keep the baby, even though she was worried about how they’d afford it, and how it would affect her career plans. He’d promised to stick around – and he had. Until a record label in London showed the slightest whiff of interest in some songs he’d written, when he promptly disappeared down south, abandoning her two months before the baby was due. Then, he stopped answering her calls. Nicole had been devastated and found herself forced to drop out of her course and put her ambitions on hold.

			And now here she was, starting all over again, living on a council estate miles away from her friends, studying at this night school where she didn’t really know anyone, with no one to babysit so she could go out and get to know people – and the only contact she had from Dalton was the money the Child Support Agency forced him to pay into her account every month. He regularly missed these payments, now the music career he’d left her to pursue had amounted to nothing. But he’d decided to stay on in London and hadn’t even bothered to come home to meet Reenie. But she didn’t want to divulge any of that information to Marjorie; she’d hate people to think of her as some stupid, naive girl who’d let a man walk all over her. I might have been like that once but I’ve learned my lesson – and I’m not like that any more.

			‘Oh I broke up with Reenie’s dad a while back,’ she said, briskly. ‘But we’re perfectly happy without him. The two of us manage fine on our own.’

			Of course this wasn’t strictly true. Nicole tried not to think about how overdrawn her bank account was – or how she was going to afford Christmas. The fear slammed into her. Don’t think about that now. Stay focused on your manicure.

			She finished massaging the cream into Marjorie’s cuticles and put the left hand into a nail bowl that had been filled with warm water.

			Marjorie narrowed her eyes at her. ‘Well, if you’re not with Reenie’s dad, who’s the new fella?’

			My God, this woman’s unreal. Has she got no boundaries?

			‘Come on, love, you can’t fool me; I’ve seen you checking your phone. And I recognise that look a mile off.’

			Nicole took a deep breath and swallowed the urge to tell Marjorie to back off. ‘Yeah, I have started seeing someone,’ she said reluctantly. ‘But I’d rather not talk about it, if you don’t mind . . . it’s still early days, and I don’t want to jinx anything.’

			More to the point, it’s none of your business!

			‘Come on, love,’ Marjorie persisted, ‘you can tell me. Do you think he’s The One?’

			‘Please, can you just give it a rest?’ Nicole snapped. ‘I really don’t want to talk about it—’

			She saw the dejection on Marjorie’s face and stopped herself. Girl, don’t mess this up now.

			‘Sorry,’ she managed. ‘It’s just all a bit new and I’ve not got my head around it yet.’

			She did her best to smile in a way that made it clear that topic of conversation was now closed. She quickly finished Marjorie’s right hand and popped it into a nail bowl.

			‘Now I’m going to gently push back the cuticles,’ she said, ‘so the nail plate looks a bit longer.’

			They hit a bump of silence and before Marjorie could fill it with another personal question, Nicole jumped in with one of her own.

			‘Anyway, how about your man?’ she asked. ‘How did you meet him?’

			She gave a quiet sigh of relief as Marjorie launched into a long story about love at first sight striking to the sound of Wham! in a Toddington nightclub that had long since been demolished. Nicole tuned out and allowed her memory to rewind to the first time she’d met her new boyfriend, Jamie. They’d matched online the previous summer, when Jamie had been back in Toddington to stay with his family during the university holidays. He was studying to be an engineer at Leeds and from the moment they’d begun messaging, Nicole had been encouraged by how different he’d seemed to Dalton. When they’d met for their first date, things had gone brilliantly. Because she had no one to look after Reenie, she’d had no choice but to bring her along; she and Jamie had gone for a walk around a local reservoir while Reenie had her afternoon nap in her buggy. Nicole had been worried this would put Jamie off but he hadn’t seemed remotely discouraged. On the contrary, he seemed interested in her life and opinions – and when he insisted on pushing the buggy, the muscles stood out on his arms in a way that made her feel slightly short of breath. Not only that, but when Reenie woke up he was great with her and seemed to genuinely enjoy playing with her.

			Within a few weeks, Jamie was regularly staying over at Nicole’s place and she could feel her soul coming alive again. But in September he’d gone back to Leeds for the start of his final year and he’d only been back to visit her once all term, for a weekend at the start of November when they’d taken Reenie to a local bonfire and firework display and Nicole had felt her soul soaring again. But as soon as he’d left, she’d found herself missing him even more. She’d consoled herself with the thought that he’d be back in Toddington for Christmas. And tonight was the night he’d finally be coming home.

			But will the connection between us still be there?

			What if it’s faded in all the time he hasn’t seen me?

			What if being around his uni friends has made him realise he wants someone cleverer than me ‒ someone with no baggage?

			As she took Marjorie’s right hand out of the nail bowl and began to dry it, she snatched another look at her phone – but still he hadn’t replied.

			Oh come on, Jamie, you said you’d text as soon as you got home. You must be back by now . . .

			She began pushing back the cuticles on the right hand while Marjorie jumped forward to her wedding day and began talking Nicole through every last detail. In between giving the occasional nod, Nicole replayed in her head the FaceTime conversation she’d had last night with her best friend, Lisa.

			‘Your defences are, like, bound to be up,’ Lisa had said, using her phone as a mirror in which to straighten her hair. ‘Dalton put you through hell.’

			Lisa was a mixed-race girl who’d been in Nicole’s class at school and still lived in their hometown of Huddlesden, where she worked as a sales assistant in a women’s clothes shop. One of the reasons Nicole had hated moving away was because she’d known how difficult it would be for her to carry on seeing Lisa and her other friends; although Toddington was only a forty-five-minute drive away, none of them had cars, so most of their communication since then had been limited to messages in the WhatsApp group she’d set up, and the occasional conversation on FaceTime.

			‘Well, how do I break my defences down, Lise?’ she asked. ‘How do I make myself stop worrying?

			Lisa dropped her straighteners. ‘Girl, you just need to chill. Whatever you do, don’t start being needy and texting him all the time. Don’t put him under any pressure – you don’t want to, like, scare him off.’

			Nicole had promised to heed her advice – and had felt comforted by the conversation. But as soon as she’d put the phone down, insecurity had set in. It didn’t matter how many times she reminded herself of how she felt when she was with Jamie ‒ or how the connection between them was strong enough to weather the separation ‒ by the time she went to bed she’d started to lose conviction.

			And now my head’s all over the place.

			She picked up her cuticle nippers and re-set her face into a smile. ‘I’ll just tidy up your cuticles; it’ll make your polish look better.’

			As she began cutting off the excess bits of skin sticking up at the sides of Marjorie’s nails, Marjorie launched into a graphic description of the injuries she’d sustained while giving birth to her youngest child.

			‘Honestly, love, it was like pushing out a Christmas turkey. It was like a war zone down there afterwards – I tore right through. I’ve never seen so much blood in my life—’

			‘And how are you two getting on?’ interrupted Joyce, her eyebrow arched expectantly. ‘Everything alright?’

			Nicole could feel her spirit slump. She hoped she hadn’t been too brittle earlier.

			‘Oh yeah,’ replied a beaming Marjorie, ‘don’t worry about us, we’re getting on like a house on fire.’

			She gave Nicole a wink and Nicole smiled back at her gratefully.

			‘Fabulous,’ said Joyce, ‘keep it up. It looks like you’re on course to get top marks, Nicole.’

			Nicole could feel the smile splitting her face.

			She dropped her cuticle nippers back into the jar of disinfecting fluid and gave each of Marjorie’s nails a wipe. ‘Now I’m going to start applying your base coat,’ she explained. ‘And then we’ll do the colour.’

			But Marjorie wasn’t paying attention. ‘Well, whoever this fella is,’ she said, ‘I hope he’s worth it. And I hope he realises how lucky he is.’ She reached out and gave Nicole’s hand a little squeeze.

			Out of nowhere, Nicole could feel her eyes filling with tears. She sniffed them back quickly. ‘Thanks,’ she managed. ‘Thanks a lot.’

			She dipped her brush into the polish and stole what she promised herself would be her final glance at her phone. But all that was looking back at her was a photo of Reenie dressed in her pyjamas, her hair in little Bantu knots, smiling as she held up George Pig, the cuddly toy she carried everywhere.

			Still there was nothing from Jamie.
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