
When the past whispers, what price will you pay to hear its secrets?

‘So, what mind-altering substance do you think I slipped Colin?’ I asked quietly.  If he was going to start casting slurs on my cooking I might not feed either of them again.  He could bring sandwiches, I thought angrily.  

Keith stared back at me.  I could see the inner turmoil reflected in his eyes as he frowned.  He was trying to be sensible, think rationally but he was struggling to make sense of what or who his nephew saw and spoke to.  Colin seemed to be a normal little boy.  

Okay, some children might have imaginary friends, but not ladies in black cloaks.
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Extract from the diary of Mrs John Darwin:

9 May 1906 

It is going to take a little getting used to but I am now officially Mrs John Darwin. 

I do feel a little sorrowful though as I wanted to be Mrs Jim Watson for all time but I need to look to the future - with a young son to provide for I could not afford to remain a widow for long and Father has found a fine husband for me; I should be grateful (as he tells me repeatedly!)

At least Mr Darwin – I must get used to thinking of him as “John” – approved of my gown.  He thought beige a most suitable colour for a widow in which to remarry and considered the heavy silk was of good quality. He did however think the style was a little too modern and that I showed just a little too much ankle but he forbore to comment further after Father expressed that in his opinion I looked very handsome.  Mr Darwin – John – does so like to seek Father’s approbation.  

Mr Darwin must be aware that Father has made my son his heir; that is my reason for marrying my Father’s choice for a husband - that my son is provided for - but sometimes I wonder what Father has promised Mr Darwin in exchange for his marrying me – it is not my looks as despite Father’s assurances to the contrary I know that the few, precious years of marriage to a poor merchant seaman like Jim robbed me of those. Not that I regret those years; all looks fade, love endures. 

Now that I am Mrs John Darwin I know I should try and forget how much I loved Jim and that he loved me.  Sometimes when I look at Mr Darwin I cannot fathom his thoughts, cannot detect if he regards me with any particular esteem.  

Sometimes life is cruel but Father says I have been given a second chance and I should be grateful; not every man would be willing to marry a widow with a young son that he offers to raise as his own but I do still miss Jim.  

I know I should be happy, or at least content, but I can take comfort in the fact that at least I have my son – Jim’s son – to remind me of how happy we were, if only for such a short time.

I was hoping that the glorious weather we have enjoyed this past week would continue and for the most part it did. Unfortunately, it clouded over just as the photographer began to arrange us for his portraits. Still, as he confided, a dull day makes for a superior picture as no-one is squinting as they are wont to do in bright sunlight.

I think I shivered a little when we posed as Mr and Mrs John Darwin for the first time as the clouds obscured the sun, although perhaps it was a little from nerves at what the future holds. 

As long as Mr Darwin never discovers I only married him for the sake of my son.
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Oh Knickers!

Summer 2012

Something woke me. 

I had no idea what time it was, except that it was still dark.  

Except that it wasn’t completely dark. There was a glowing light in the room, the source of which seemed to be coming from inside the room as opposed to emanating from the security light shining in from outside. It was as if I was peering through a fine yellow mist.  

Something was in the right-hand corner of the room. Something that looked like a head on a neck surrounded by the frills of a lacy collar.

I thought, if I can’t see it, it can’t see me, and closed my eyes, feigning sleep. When I opened them a few moments later, it was gone, and the room was once more in darkness.

I fell asleep again.

*
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Looking back, I can pinpoint the moment when my troubles, not so much started, but more escalated out of control. I clearly remember the day when I was looking forward to making my next internet purchase.

‘Bought anything interesting in the internet auction recently?’ asked Katie as she passed by my workstation.

‘Actually,’ I replied with a little smile, ‘as of ten thirty last night I was the highest bidder on a pair of Victorian crotchless bloomers, at two pounds and fifty-three pence.’

‘Oh!’ Katie cried, backing away from my desk, face reddening. ‘Oh!  I didn’t expect you to say that.’

‘I don’t know how you manage it,’ Pat said as we logged off our computers at the end of the day. ‘Run your own house and then have money left over so that you can afford to buy all these things that you don’t really need. I mean, who needs Victorian crotchless bloomers in this day and age?’

I uttered up a thankful prayer that our respective bosses, Mr Brown and Mr Andrews, were deep in discussion in the main room of our down town solicitors’ office and thus were unlikely to overhear our conversation. 

‘But they’re not expensive,’ I pointed out. ‘Just a few quid.’

‘It all mounts up,’ Pat said. She paused as she reached for her jacket. ‘Gary would have a fit if I spent money on such useless items. You can’t wear them.’ Here she stared at me, and I felt compelled to agree with her on this count.

‘No, they’re not for wearing. Just for curiosity, really.’

‘And curiosity killed the cat,’ she mumbled, and for a split second any joy I had felt in my purchases seeped away.  

I fought the urge to point out that it was my money, and that if she wanted to buy useless things, I wouldn’t stop her. It was also on the tip of my tongue to say that Gary was no saint either. Why shouldn’t I buy something antique that I could keep and admire, when he spent a small fortune drinking several pints of beer on a Friday night with the lads, which nine times out of ten, ended up deposited on the pavement in an ungainly fashion on his way home?

In the end, we agreed to disagree, and I walked with Katie to the bus station. As someone who is avidly researching her family tree, Katie often expressed an interest in my online vintage purchases. 

‘They’re really not as rare nor as expensive to obtain as you might suppose,’ I said as we strolled up the High Street. ‘These knickers are nothing fancy, just plain white cotton with a border of broderie anglaise lace around the lower edge of each leg. Not the very basic type of crotchless bloomers where each leg is separate, being attached via a drawstring at the waist, as worn by the ladies dancing the Can-Can that made their moves so risqué –’ 

Here Katie uttered a surprised ‘Oooh!’ 

‘– But just have a slit opening to allow easy access for calls of nature – and doubtless other activities’ – we raised knowing eyebrows and grinned – ‘when other more sedate ladies wore long voluminous skirts too cumbersome to hitch up in order to do the necessary.’

‘I’m too afraid to bid in an auction,’ Katie said. ‘I’d likely lose my head and bid too much.’ 

I agreed this could be a problem. ‘Try to just bid small amounts. It can be a little daunting bidding against another person, who you cannot see, and have them counter bidding. And I admit it can sometimes get a bit out of control, and I have once –’ I thought about it, then amended myself, ‘Or maybe twice ended up bidding, and ultimately spending, more than I’d originally meant to in a “just one more go” fashion. So now I try and stick to a highest limit bid.’ I really do, I told myself. ‘And then just walk away when I’ve been outbid. Like buses, I wait and hope that a similar item might pop up later.’

Katie nodded. ‘It’s not quite the same, though, is it? As a normal auction where people stick their hands up or wave things to attract the auctioneer’s attention, and you have to be wary that scratching your nose might land you with an awful painting or something.’ 

Here our trek up the High Street was interrupted by an approaching train, and we paused at the crossing railings, hoping that it would quickly pass us by as neither Katie nor I, after a long day spent sitting at our desks, felt the urge to climb the steep steps of the Victorian bridge which had been erected over the tracks when the new station was built. 

‘Well, when you bid against someone in the seesaw manner, it’s similar,’ I agreed, whilst checking the time on my watch, hoping we were not delayed too long. I didn’t want to miss the bus, then hence miss the end of the auction. ‘But you need to watch out for twitchy fingers as opposed to itchy noses.’ We chuckled, then as the train passed I waved to a beaming child, the railings lifted and we resumed our walk, although this time at a slightly increased pace.

‘There is a second method of bidding, though, which can be a little risky,’ I said, quickly sidestepping a dawdling toddler, its mother distracted by her mobile phone. ‘It involves keeping an eye on the item in question and refraining from bidding until the very last few seconds. The person who holds the current highest bid is lulled into a false sense of security that no-one else is interested and that the item is theirs, then, just as the last few seconds of the auction count down, bam! You go in for the kill and make your bid,’ I explained. ‘You have to time it just right to give them no chance to bid again and snatch the item back, and you also have to guess correctly what amount will give you the winning bid – too little sees you lose out and just pushes up what your opposing bidder has to pay, which is an unfair tactic some nasty people employ. However, it can backfire and they can end up the “owner” of an item they didn’t really want.’

We reached the bus station and prepared to join our respective queues. 

‘Any other tips?’ Katie asked hopefully. She still looked unsure, a frown marring her normally placid countenance, and I wondered if there was something she yearned to buy but wasn’t yet confident enough to attempt to enter into a bidding war.

‘Well, there’s a method you can use if there’s an item that you desperately want and can afford. Just enter an incredibly high bid at the outset. Other people may enter bids, which pushes the price up; however, they eventually get fed up with continually bidding and getting nowhere and gradually drop out of the running. However, the risk is that before the other bidders drop out, they’ll have driven the amount you have to pay up to a high level. As I say, if you use this method you have to really, really want (and need) the item in question.’

Katie nodded that she understood, but I was unconvinced I had converted her to online auctions.
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Chapter Two
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An Unexpected Phone Call

I couldn’t wait to get home that evening to switch on my computer and check the progress of my winning bid for the Victorian undergarment. In my eagerness I failed to notice that Keith, who usually gets the same bus, wasn’t there. Perhaps things might have turned out for the better if I’d also missed the bus home and been forced to dally awhile in town. 

However, ensconced in my daydream, I sat staring blindly out the window completely oblivious to the stranger sitting on the seat next to me, pre-occupied with contemplating my next online purchase.  

As soon as I was in the door, I flung off my jacket and switched on my laptop, eagerly waiting for the lights on the router to turn to green, eyes flicking from the screen to the router like a ski jumper anxiously waiting for the amber light to change and signal that he should begin his jump. Three lights, four lights. Quickly I loaded the internet and scrolled down my favourites bar until I reached the auction site icon, keyed in my password and moved to check the status of my current bids.  

In hindsight, I probably should have just contented myself with checking my emails or engaged in some other completely different activity, such as washing my hair or reading a book, but I’d been bitten by the bidding bug, and so I blithely proceeded without thought to the consequences it might have on my finances or the frictions it might cause in my friendships – not to mention the sleepless nights.

Good, no-one had outbid me on the bloomers. I had, however, been outbid on a posh frock that I’d been tempted to bid on with a view to the office Christmas party at the end of the year. In a similar style to a dress I had admired in a town boutique, it was a rich, dark, ruby red with a fitted bodice, a full skirt reaching to mid-calf and several layers of black netting underskirts to give it shape and volume. Bidding had started at 99p, therefore I had entered the contest submitting my first highest bid at £10.05. Pat, before she took to nagging me about my spending habits, had advised me to bid in odd amounts as, she explained, most people bid round figures such as £10, so if you bid a few pennies more you can often outbid them, just. 

With one eye on the clock – the bloomers’ sale was due to end just after 6.30 pm, and I needed to be there for the countdown to protect my bid - I gradually started to up my bid on the dress, which now stood at £10.54. I countered with £12.06 and, disappointedly, was instantly rebuffed with £13.09. I tried £14.12 and the reply on the screen showed £14.99. The fact that this new amount was less than one pound higher than my submission suggested this was my rival bidder’s highest limit. Hesitantly I keyed in £15.54 and was pleased to be informed that I currently held the winning bid. The question was – how to play it now?

I contemplated my stratagem. There were still two days for this auction to run, if I put in a reasonable bid now, there was plenty of opportunity for the other person to outbid me again. The dress was nice, but with it being just over six months until Christmas (and Pat’s admonition still ringing in my ears) I elected to keep my bid as it was.

And then typically, just as I was composing myself to enter battle for the bloomers, the phone rang.

I looked at the receiver and thought about ignoring it, but it persisted in ringing. I brought the details for the bloomers up on screen, then answered the phone.

‘Hello? Carrie?’ asked a male voice, sounding slightly higher pitched and more agitated than usual.

‘Yes, Keith,’ I replied a little brusquely, hoping he would hurry up and get to the point.

‘I missed the bus.’ Tell me something I don’t know, I thought, impatiently tapping the fingers of my free hand on the telephone shelf. The pause lengthened as if he was expecting me to comment. I merely tapped my fingers a little harder. ‘You remember, I said I’d come round tomorrow to help with the garden?’

‘Yes,’ I agreed, knowing full well that will mostly involve Keith, a book and a deckchair.

‘Well, something’s come up.’ There was another pause while I waited for him to explain “what” exactly had “come up.”  ‘Well, can I bring my nephew?’ 

‘Yes,’ I said doing a quick mental count of deckchairs, ‘okay.’

‘Thanks,’ he said and hung up.

I remained staring at the receiver for a second wondering why it had gone quiet before I realised it was 6.28 pm and I had more pressing issues at hand than Keith and his nephew.  

I replaced the receiver and, turning quickly in my haste to get back to my laptop, knocked my arm painfully on the door handle. I rubbed it ruefully thinking more haste, less speed.

Then to pre-empt any last-minute bidders, I quickly raised my highest bid from £2.53 to £3.58 and just in time as the total on screen suddenly leapt up to £3.05. I nervously watched as the seconds on the counter decreased, and I prepared to increase my bid again to £4.68. With my palms beginning to sweat, I wiped my hands down my skirt to dry them and then keyed in the amount. When the timer said three seconds to go, I confirmed the amount and waited.  

The message relayed on the screen: you have won this auction. 

The bloomers were mine!

Oh, how different my life might have been if only Keith had phoned a few minutes later and I’d missed the deadline for the auction. 
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Extract from the diary of Mrs John Darwin:
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15 August 1906

I am so glad to be home! 

We have spent a glorious three months on our honeymoon making the Grand Tour – through France and Switzerland, over the Alps to Italy. The air was so clean and fresh in the Alps but still at times somewhat chilly even in summer - and the crossing! There were times I thought we would never make it! 

But John spared no expense with the number of servants he hired to carry our baggage, not to mention the number of new gowns, shawls and stoles he purchased for me to keep out the chill!  He was so very solicitous of my health. 

Then into Italy and the heat! And the stench in Venice! Again, John did not hesitate to get out his purse in order to procure perfume with which to sprinkle around us as a barrier against the odours that just seemed to arise from the waters.  

John has been so considerate – on whatever my eyes alighted he bought for me, lace in Switzerland and chocolates, scent, and a sculpture as a present for Father in Italy (that poor man who had to carry it, especially during the return journey through the mountains!)

Sometimes when he enquired with a glint in his eye after my wellbeing, I wondered whether he had an ulterior motive regarding my health, but we have only been married such a short time for an outcome such as that to occur!!

But wonderful as it was, I am glad to be home, to see Father again. And I did miss my son dreadfully.  
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Chapter Three


[image: image]


Close-ish Encounters

I’d first met Keith when our eyes met across a crowded bus station. Actually, I was sitting on the bus ruminating having just endured a disastrous visit to the hairdressers’, and found myself gazing out of the window at a man who was standing one foot poised on the metal front plate, waiting to climb aboard the bus, with his head turned to one side, staring back at me. He had long, dark hair tied neatly back in a ponytail and the darkest pair of brown eyes I’d ever seen.  

Flustered, I had quickly looked away. Flirtation has never been my strongest point and especially not with an awful hairdo. He boarded the bus and, to my horror and consternation, sat next to me, although not through any choice or desire as it turned out, but because it was the last available seat. I was mortified as I was sure I looked a mess; I felt a mess and spent the whole journey with my back turned slightly away from him trying to study my reflection in the window, looking for little bits of telltale hair clippings stuck to my face.  

However, as the song goes, I couldn’t get him out of my mind, and the next day before leaving work I was determined that just this once I was going to look my best. 

‘Come on, Carrie! What on earth are you doing in there?’ Pat said.  She stuck her head round the cloakroom door as I applied some fresh lipstick and patted my hair in place. ‘Good grief. Ten minutes to put on a bit of lippy!’ Then she stared at me via the mirror and asked outright: ‘You’re hoping to see that chap again, aren’t you?’ 

‘Might be,’ I replied as casually as I could.

However, that little extra time to consider my appearance may not have been my smartest move as our office of Brown and Andrews is situated in the Old Town part of Poole, with its narrow alleyways and pedestrian pathways that are throwbacks from mediaeval times, and while I like working in an office close to the harbour, I just sometimes wish it was also closer to the bus station. Therefore, I had to walk as quickly as I could and risk arriving at the bus station somewhat sweaty from the exertion.  

The office name is that way round, although many people think it should be alphabetical, however Mr Andrews is a new addition to what was previously just plain old Brown’s Solicitors.  

Prior to the property slump in the early 1990s, Brown’s was a prominent firm situated in a prodigious double office on the High Street in the Old Town, where many businesses still retain their fine Victorian facades. When the property market slumped and people could not afford to buy houses, it was not just estate agents who went out of business. Solicitors also retrenched as land searches were no longer required nor leases drawn up or contracts exchanged. And so, Brown’s shrank from operating out of a large prosperous office with a double frontage, as it was divided up and sold off, moving into half the building, leaving a smaller office with a single bay window; and not just office space was surplus to requirements but also secretaries.  

Brown’s held its own and eventually started to recover. Houses may not have been bought and sold, but life went on. People still got married and, more importantly, divorced. Enter Mr Andrews with his own particular area of expertise, and Brown and Andrews expanded once more, but this time in name only.  

Not that I was employed at Brown’s when half of the office space was sold off and staff let go, but as most employees of any business are aware, fortunes can change, ebb and flow like the tides of the sea on which much of the prosperity of Poole has been based, from its harbour masters and traders who amassed riches, to pirates and smugglers who did likewise although doubtless through more dubious methods.  

The port flourished after the Norman Conquest and withered following the Napoleonic Wars and a decline in trade with North America, then expanded again with the introduction of the railways. This prompted a spurt of hotels springing up with an associated growth in the brewery and other trades during the industrial revolution, before being overshadowed by the emergence of seaside resorts like neighbouring Bournemouth in the post Victorian era.

Unfortunately, my previously unheard-of attention to detail regarding my appearance meant I was later than usual getting to the station and almost missed seeing my fellow traveller as I hurriedly clambered aboard my usual bus. He was also just climbing aboard a vehicle, unhappily this time not the same direct bus in which I was currently sitting, as on the previous evening, but one that travels along the “scenic route” through all the housing estates.  

Once again, I spent the journey home staring out the window, however this time not checking for stray bits of hair but rueing my vanity that had delayed my arrival at the depot when I could have seen him arrive and ensured which bus he was going to catch.

On the third night, therefore, I determined that I too would go home via the scenic route. I arrived just in time to squeeze onto the bus and, being one of the last passengers aboard, I had to stand at the front near the driver. As this worthy stalwart backed his vehicle out of the depot, I happened to turn my head and glance towards the queue of my usual bus, and there standing at the forefront was my mystery man, and as his head turned, I realised he was watching me, watching him, as the bus backed out of the depot, like some comedy farce on TV.
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Chapter Four 
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Keith

It seemed I was destined never to meet my mystery man, never again to travel on the same bus at the same time, and I lost count of how often I had mentally kicked myself over my behaviour on that first day when I’d turned away from him on the bus because I was having a bad hair day. Had I given him the impression I hadn’t wanted him to sit next to me?

Then one day during a thunderstorm, our office at Brown and Andrews Solicitors was suddenly plunged into darkness as hard on the heels of a flash of lightning the power went out. Lights, computers, everything died. 

‘I was just going to put the kettle on as well!’ Katie exclaimed, placing her mobile phone on the desk with the little torch feature switched on. 

‘Might be better to see if there are any emergency candles in the kitchen,’ Pat said. ‘You don’t want to run your phone down in case you need it later.’ She returned a few moments later brandishing one tall, thin candle and a packet of even thinner ones for putting atop of birthday cakes. In the gloom we glumly looked at each other.

‘I spy with my little eye...’ Pat began. Luckily just at that moment, Mr Andrews opened his office door.

‘Anyone brave enough to venture out and collect a batch of headed paper from the printers?’ he asked with what sounded like a little forced cheerfulness. ‘I’ve already phoned and checked they’re open. Here’s the docket.’

I found myself standing up and volunteering before I realised what I was doing.

‘Fancy him phoning himself,’ Katie commented. 

‘Well, there is that important report due to go out tomorrow, and I expect he wants to make sure we have enough of the fancy embossed paper,’ I said. ‘Wouldn’t do for some of the old bods to get their letters printed on the cheaper stuff with the header off the computer!’

‘Are you sure you want to go out in this?’ Pat asked. 

I peered out the window as I struggled into my raincoat. ‘What’s the alternative? Parlour games with you? Murder in the dark, perhaps? Besides, the rain seems to be easing a bit now. I should only get a little damp around the edges.’ 

The narrow streets were deserted with only a handful of intrepid shoppers braving the weather as I carefully made my way from the Old Town, with its mix of Georgian houses and Victorian shops interspersed with older pathways, towards the New Town, with its housing blocks erected in the 1960s, and the modern shopping centre by the bus station.  

Perhaps the power cut was keeping people at home. When I approached the cluster of shops just past the plaque proclaiming the spot where in 1665 King Charles II had dined with the Duke of Monmouth (despite during the civil war the town being a Puritan island in a largely Royalist Dorset) the first few stores were in darkness, displaying hastily handwritten signs informing any brave soul who had ventured out that due to a loss of power they were closed. 

However, as I reached the New Town section with its pedestrian precinct, I passed one that professed itself to be not just “open” but “still open,” and the dread that had seized me that I’d walked in the rain for nothing eased a little.  

Sure enough, the office supplies store, although in darkness, was open, and as I entered I gasped, as standing behind the counter poised ready to greet me with a smile that lit up his face in the gloom, stood my mystery man. A little nervously I approached him, my own answering smile a little shaky. 

Typical, I thought, still not looking my best, as I tucked a wet clump of hair behind my ear and tentatively wiped my dripping face with shaking fingers.  

I was a little taken aback to realise we were about the same height as, for a moment, I looked directly into his dark brown eyes before I dropped my gaze to find the authorisation slip for the printing. My wet hands fumbled in my bag for the docket, which I feebly handed across.  

‘Ahh, Mr Andrews said someone would be along to collect the paper,’ he confided confidently being on home ground (and dry and neat and tidy), as he removed the box containing the printing order from a shelf behind him. ‘It’s a little dark, but as most of our business is done on account, I don’t need to be able to operate the till.’ He nodded towards that appliance, which lay lifeless. ‘We’ve actually been quite busy.’ He smiled again, revealing perfect white teeth that would have gained him honorary admittance to an American singing family, as the door behind me opened to admit another person bundled up in wet weather gear. 

I glanced up at him a little shyly and murmured my thanks as I took the A4-sized box, prepared to slip it into a plastic bag to protect it from the elements whilst I carried it back to the office, and took the opportunity to briefly study him.  

Despite the gloom I thought he looked different somehow when viewed not through a grimy bus window. He sported a few days’ worth of dark stubble that accentuated his regular white teeth when he smiled.  

I was almost at the door when he called after me, ‘See you at the bus station later!’

Turning back in surprise, I noted he was grinning at me, and I managed a small smile in return.  

I walked back to the office bathed in blazing sunshine, blissfully unaware of my damp feet where my shoes leaked. I happily directed a tourist who was seeking the museum, which houses an ancient longboat discovered in the harbour mud off Brownsea Island dating from a time when Poole was just a small Iron Age settlement, and gaily waved away the apologies of a man with his umbrella still up covering his face so that he could not see when he nearly walked smack into me.

However, once back in the office my mood changed. There was something wrong with the clock; it took forever to get to five o’clock, and by that time, it had started raining again, and this time, heavily.

I hurriedly splashed through puddles splattering my trouser legs and arrived at the bus station thoroughly drenched. If my hair had looked bad at the beginning of the week, that was nothing to how it looked now. It hung in thick clumps around my face with rivulets of water running down my neck and dripping off my chin like drool. My only consolation was the thought that he would be just as wet.

He was lounging by the railings that separated the various queues and the buses as they draw up into their respective bays. As I joined the end of the line of passengers, he left his position nearer the head of the queue and came back to join me. I noticed wryly that he appeared quite dry.

‘Hi.’

‘Hi.’

We stood in silence for a moment, and I thought that as he’d made the suggestion in the store that we might meet he could take the initiative in the conversation. He duly obliged.

‘Keith,’ he said nodding and pointing to his chest in time honoured fashion.

‘Carrie,’ I replied, also nodding but not pointing as my slippery hands were full with handbag and shopping bags.

We were saved further conversation by the arrival of the bus, and Keith chivalrously allowed me to get on first. However, it was, as usual, packed, and we sat at opposite ends of the vehicle. All the way home I gazed out the window seeing not the passing vista but Keith as he’d been standing behind his counter smiling confidently.  

We reached my stop first and I duly alighted. As I walked along the pavement by the side of the bus, I glanced inside. Keith grinned, raised a hand and gave a little wave.

Since that day we’ve met most evenings on the bus. We’d fallen at first into casual conversation, and then during the summer months when the weather was warmer, we often bumped into each other in town during the lunch break and thus started to eat lunch together on the Quay (seagulls permitting) and once or twice we went to the park. As we ate or bussed together we discussed all the things that people talk about – work, television, books, music – but he never once asked me out on a date.

*
[image: image]


I read once that a woman changes her hairstyle every time she takes a new lover. I’d often wondered about Keith.  He doesn’t change his hair; he changes his beard. When I’d first met him he had long hair tied back in a ponytail with a designer stubble look of various days’ growth. Since then, there has been the little goatee with very long sideburns, a larger goatee with very short sideburns, and the style that is perhaps my personal favourite – although it didn’t last very long – what I like to call the “cake frill” - about an equal length of growth of about two inches all along his jaw line. I’m still waiting for the plaited version or the two spikes with beads à la a character out of Asterix the Gaul. Or perhaps a handlebar moustache? 

Keith had recently moved out of the parental house and into his own flat. I’d heard about the flat but had neither seen it nor (so far) been invited round. It comprises the upper floor of a converted house but with no outdoor space.  

Feeling inordinately friendly one day, I’d invited him round to my own small back garden, bordered by a high wall on two sides, with trees and a garage on the third. Backing onto scrub wasteland, it is reasonably quiet and secluded. On the whole, my neighbours keep to themselves, and I try to keep away from them as well.

‘You’re so lucky having a garden,’ Keith had told me. ‘Where I live, there’s no front garden, and the owner of the ground floor flat has sole use of the back. I don’t mind, though. It’s small and always in the shade being bordered by tall trees; it’s too small to swing a pair of Y-fronts in, let alone space for a line on which to hang them.’

‘My garden’s small, only a square patch of grass,’ I informed him. ‘But I try and eke out my meagre pay packet by attempting to grow my own vegetables. So far, I’ve had some success with carrots, courgettes, mange tout, dwarf beans, spinach and beetroot. Plus, there’s also some brambles along the back wall which produce blackberries, and my sister donated some strawberry plants. I start growing seeds in pots scattered around various window sills in the house, usually the kitchen and bedroom to start with, and then as they get bigger and hardier and outgrow the available space, I transfer them into bigger pots, and they get placed in possibly less sunny locations, such as in the lounge and dining room. One year I even had two cauliflower plants growing in the bathroom.’

Keith grinned but then grew sombre, seemingly reflecting on the small size of his flat and lack of available sunny sills at his disposal and no outside area at all in which to transplant them at the appropriate time.

‘You could try a window box or something with lettuce or rocket, even spinach that does not need to be transplanted outside,’ I suggested. ‘I can give you some seeds if you like; I’ve got plenty.’

Keith smiled his beaming smile that caused a little warm glow inside me, which then sparked a little more when he offered, ‘Thanks. I’d like that. And I can come and lend a hand in your garden sometimes, when I’m not working on a Saturday. Mow the lawn, that sort of thing.’ Then the flames faltered somewhat when he added, ‘But I can’t do any weeding. Will have to leave that to you, I’m afraid. Don’t know enough about plants to distinguish what should be left in situ and which should be discarded. Sorry.’  

I readily agreed to this arrangement, despite the fact that he did not look particularly sorry.

At first, I’d been curious as to Keith’s aptitude as a gardener. Being somewhat small in stature but (in my opinion) perfectly proportioned he could turn out to have hitherto unsuspected muscles and be able to wield my lawnmower with ease, hack through the brambles menacing the chrysanthemums and lop low lying branches off trees that threaten to brain me as I wondered through my realm. He certainly had the healthy complexion of someone who spends a huge amount of time out in the fresh air.

On the other hand, he could turn up with a small ribbon-like slash of a moustache across his top lip à la Errol Flynn and tapering sideburns, and mince around like an effete gentleman gardener, delicately dropping a seed here and there onto Mother Earth to await her bounty.

I’d awakened early in anticipation of Keith’s first visit and indecisive as to whether at the last minute I should decline all offers of help, pointing out that it was my garden and thus my responsibility and, as my guest, he should just relax in the sun while I did all the hard labour. Or should I encourage him to put his shoulder to the grindstone and stand back and drool over his rippling muscles as he worked?

As it turned out Keith was an average gardener; he used the mower with an economy of effort that, somewhat disappointingly, got the job done without any brazen display of his physique. He trimmed hedges and lopped branches and, very occasionally, he dug the odd hole. 

We’d previously agreed that, as tomorrow was a Saturday and he wasn’t scheduled to work, if the weather was fine, he could, as he often did, come and ‘help’ in the garden. This normally meant thirty to forty minutes of actual gardening, as defined by the likes of Alan Titchmarsh and Charlie Dimmock, and then two or three hours reading in a deckchair in the sun.

And now he was going to bring his nephew.  

He’d sounded a little stressed on the phone, and I wondered about a nephew who presumably wasn’t old enough to look after himself. My own nephew is fifteen, six foot four and covered in pimples.

It was while I contemplated this situation that I noticed the card from the postman on the mat indicating that
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