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Richard
Mann braced himself against the blustery wet night as he darted
across the road to the letterbox set in the old brick wall of the
Post Office. The trees rocked and the rain blew in waves across the
solitary streetlight as he checked the two letters for the very
last time.

He sighed
and dropped them through the slot.

It had to
be done - he knew that! Sooner or later it had to be sorted, and it
might as well be now. So he timed the letters to arrive by the
first post on Friday.

Back in the car he wiped the wet from his face, annoyed
that he couldn’t stop the guilt from tugging at his heart.

Because
the first letter was to Bridget, his wife of twenty
years.

With her
flame coloured hair and slate-grey eyes he once thought she was the
most beautiful woman in the whole world. She loved him too, of
course. But somewhere along the way the light began to fade until
eventually those same eyes looked back at him with total
indifference. So now they just drifted along from day to day,
tolerating each other, going out to work in the morning and coming
home again at night.

Richard Mann knew tonight wouldn’t be any different. By the time he
got home she’d have already eaten. She’d ask politely about his day
as she put his meal on the table. But she’d turn away and carry on
doing something else as his answer drifted past her. He’d go for a
shower, read the paper, and she’d watch television late into the
night.

Maybe if
the children were still at home, maybe if … well, it was too late
now, anyway.

The
letter simply said;

‘Bridget,

You knew in your heart this day would come, and I only hope
we can part with dignity. By the time you get this letter
I’ll be far
away, starting a new life somewhere else. I want nothing from you,
so you’ll never hear from me again. And you’ll never find me
anyway, even if you wanted to.

Richard.’

The
second letter was to a girl who was also called Bridget. Everyone
called her Bridie, and she was very special to Richard
Mann.

Richard Mann smiled as he remembered how, years ago when
they’d first
met, he used to call his wife Bridie. But as their lives slipped
into a more formal phase the endearment began to sound hollow. So
she became Bridget again.

The long, deep sigh he gave caused a patch of the
windscreen to steam up. As he wiped it away he wondered how
different things would have been if the factory where he worked
hadn’t hit
the buffers recently. A crucial order from their key customer was
cancelled at the last minute and it threw the whole operation into
turmoil. It was touch and go as to whether the factory could
survive such a serious downturn.

Everyone
braced themselves for the worst. But at the last minute they were
merged with a much larger company and their jobs were secure again
- for the moment. However, the new management wanted far more stock
than the workforce was used to producing, so their working routines
were changed. Everyone was so grateful to still have a job they
agreed to work twelve-hour shifts, seven days a week, until the
re-structuring was bedded down.

People
were shifted around, moved to different machines, sometimes even to
different departments. And they often worked in pairs. Bridie Cox
and Richard Mann slotted in so well together the supervisor was
impressed enough to keep them on the same rota throughout the
emergency.

What
amazed Richard Mann was that both he and Bridie Cox had actually
worked in the factory for years, but it was only when they were
thrown together under such enormous pressure that he really noticed
her. And for the first time in years he looked forward to going to
work again.

The work was hard and the hours were long so everyone felt
they deserved a quick drink and a chance to unwind on the way home.
And in the lounge of the Stoker’s Lodge Richard Mann and Bridie Cox seemed to
gravitate naturally towards each other at every
opportunity.

Then the crisis resolved itself and things started to
return to normal. But they both knew they couldn’t just slip back into the old
routine of eight hour shifts and not see each other every day. What
they felt for each other was only a few weeks old but it had
already burrowed itself deep into their lives and it was not so
easy to let go of.

So what used to be snatched tea breaks behind the sheds now
became a whole lunch hour together in the canteen. And the quick
drink in the pub after work turned into a drive in the country.
They looked for reasons to work late at the factory, or
to go away on
training courses together.

Eventually it started to consume them both to the point
where they flip-flopped between two intense emotions - guilt about
the way they were
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