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      THE AFTERLIFE smelt of cut grass and fresh laundry.

      This was not an aroma that had been landed upon lightly. Countless alternatives had been suggested over the millennia, such as ground coffee, frankincense with a hint of lemon, freshly baked bread, sea air with a whiff of slightly soured buffalo milk, spiced cinnamon and ginger, morning frost, rhubarb and spearmint and, obviously, chocolate. However, when all had been decided, newly cut grass and freshly laundered linen were deemed the most appealing scent for the wide range of clientele that passed through this interim aspect of existence. After all, it didn’t matter if you lived your previous life in the meadows of fourteenth century Eastern Scandinavia or grew up in a tower block in 1984 listening to Michael Jackson on your Walkman. Cut grass and fresh laundry smelled good wherever and whenever you came from. Unless you were Walter.

      In Walter’s defence, he’d spent the first century of his afterlife revelling in the starkly clean comfort of the scent. Even now, the occasional whiff could tickle his senses and unexpectedly transport him back to a more pleasurable time. However, lately those moments had become few and far between. In truth, it was not the dewing aroma that Walter Augustus had grown sick of in the last few decades, more the interim in its entirety.

      While alive, Walter had been considered an attractive man. His hair was sun-bleached to the colour of straw and his skin was tanned and weather-beaten in the way that skin that dealt with the elements often was. His slight shyness – and acute awareness of his position in society – meant he often avoided eye contact, but in a manner that came across as endearing, rather than rude. He had been a reserved, hard-working and appreciative man in life, and for the longest while these characteristics had travelled with him into the interim. Unfortunately, like the love of his post-existence aroma, he could sense that within himself these characteristics were also starting to fade.

      Walter’s current abode was an exact internal replica of the house in which he’d lived during his adult physical years; one up, one down, with bare stone walls and a hearth that occupied the majority of the downstairs. He had opted out of its original view – a large and unfeasibly pungent manure pile – and instead selected a cliff top position, complete with winding pebble path and distant, cawing seagulls. The garden outside was home to a selection of vegetable patches and fruit bushes, while his trusted wicker rocking chair was, if possible, even more comfortable than it had been during his corporeal years. These decisions had not been a conscious selection, of course. The interim would have never worked in such a prosaic manner.

      Walter pulled a cast-iron poker out of the fire. He plucked the toasted bread from the end, took a bite then coughed as the bitter tasting charcoal covered his tongue. Spluttering, he swallowed and took another bite. Not until he was halfway through the slice did he remember that whether he ate or not, it would have no bearing on his day. He sighed, opened the window and threw the remaining toast outside.

      Since his great-granddaughter had passed on, Walter had stayed almost entirely in his little corner of the interim. He kept no company and his existence had become a day-to-day monotony of habit and routine. That said, he had ways to keep himself occupied and tried to mix things up now and again. Along with strolls down to the beach, sometimes he chose to rest in the long grass of the cliff tops and scribble odd verses into his little blue notebook. Occasionally, he would saunter over to the workshop and hammer out an odd piece of ironwork should it so take his fancy. He had no desire to see how humanity had changed since his passing or to see how his afterlife existence could be in any way expanded or updated. Walter had resigned himself to live out the rest of his existential existence on his own, in his own way. Particularly now.

      For the first time in half a century, Walter was genuinely excited. This was not the sort of excitement felt for everyday events – like the thought of a good meal after a strenuous day’s work or discovering long-forgotten money in the lining of a seldom worn summer jacket. This was the type of excitement that only resulted from years, if not decades, of anticipation. It occupied every waking thought and continued to bubble through his intestines at night. Bigger even than the birth of his children or Edi’s arrival in the interim. Walter’s excitement was almost beyond containment.

      A day, a week, one month at absolute most, and he would be moving on, leaving the interim for whatever awaited him in the next stage of the afterlife. It was just a matter of time.
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        * * *

      

      Letty rubbed her eyes and groaned. Every muscle from her ankles to her wrists throbbed, but it was her knees and back that were the worst. They had been on dodgy ground for a while now, with too many clicks and aches to mention, but today, they were burning. Simply bending down to pick up one of the many discarded welly boots was enough to cause a shooting pain to sear right through her thigh, all the way up to her spine. No doubt the extra weight she’d piled on in the last few years hadn’t helped, but she was fairly sure that age – not Mars bars and millionaires’ shortbread – was the overwhelming culprit. She groaned again, hoisted herself up using one of the low square seats designed for fittings, and placed the boot back on the shelf.

      ‘Why don’t you do the till?’ Joyce said as she straightened up the sales rack. Joyce was a slightly vacant but sweet eighteen-year-old that had started as a Saturday girl and had a penchant for revealing more information about her relationships than Letty deemed necessary. ‘I can finish tidying up. Might as well get the vacuum out too. I don’t think we’re going to get anyone else in now.’

      ‘You’re probably right,’ Letty said and glanced through the open doorway. The afternoon sun had started to dip and the sky had taken on an orange hue. After a moment’s consideration, she nodded her agreement and started towards the till. En route, she paused to straighten up a size four patent girls’ school shoe and two rows of men’s loafers before continuing over to the counter. ‘Let’s see how we’ve done today,’ she said.

      Shoes 4 Yous was a small chain of shoe shops that provided mediocre quality merchandise at a slightly less extortionate rate than its nearby competitors. Set midtown – equidistant from the swanky bistros with their oversized wine glasses and the kebab shop where meat was of an unspecified origin – it attracted a range of clientele, particularly at this time of the year. With the start of the school year only days away, the shelves were packed with sensible looking black footwear, from slip-ons, to triple Velcro and – for those parents who still had the patience to teach bunny ears or the like – old fashioned lace ups. The aroma in the shop was one of faux leather and carpet cleaner, and while the soft lighting had been intended to create a homely inviting atmosphere, Letty was fairly certain that it had also resulted in her need for reading glasses since the age of thirty-five.

      Still, there were worse places to work, she reasoned.

      Now fifty-four, Letty had worked as the Senior Manager at Shoes 4 Yous for the best part of three decades. Prior to that, she had worked in a Woolworth’s store, which had been converted into a discount furniture shop selling cut-price sofas. There was nothing about insoles, insteps, and upper leathers that Letty didn’t know. She could tell a child’s foot width from a cursory glance, the condition of a woman’s arches by the state of her heel, or whether a man wore a size nine or ten, regardless of which he asked for.

      ‘Letty,’ Joyce said, cutting the vacuum only minutes after starting it. ‘You wouldn’t mind if I skip out a bit early, would you? Kevin’s taking me out tonight and I wanted to go see if I could get my bits waxed first.’

      ‘Oh. ‘Course. You get off.’

      ‘He doesn’t like it if I don’t, see. He says it’s like kissing a hamster down there.’

      ‘It’s fine. Please just go.’

      ‘I’ll finish the ’oovering first.’

      ‘Don’t worry about it. Just go. Honestly, I’ll see you Monday.’

      ‘Cheers, Letty,’ Joyce said, dropping the vacuum where it was and blowing Letty a kiss. ‘You’re a right star, you are.’

      As Joyce disappeared down the high street, Letty turned the sign to closed, locked the front door, then got about balancing the till.

      The day’s takings were good. Other shops were finding it hard now, with online shopping and supermarkets managing to undercut them at every corner, but shoes were different. People liked to try shoes on before they bought them. And rightly so to her mind. In Letty’s opinion, one could never underestimate the power of good or bad fitting footwear. So, while other clothes and retail shops were closing up all over the place, Shoes 4 Yous was about to open its fifth branch. Not that it affected Letty at all, just a few more trainees to get up to speed here and there.

      After balancing the till, Letty went about the rest of the jobs. That night, it included restocking the shelves, pulling used tissues out from inside a pair of high-heels, and wiping off a dubious green substance from the underside of the mirror. Once that was finished, she picked up the vacuum to finish where Joyce had left off. The old red Henry growled as the nozzle pushed against the faded blue carpet, it’s heavy thrum drowning out the sounds of the radio and the high street beyond.

      Due to the noise and Letty’s concentration on the job in hand, it was a solid minute before she finally registered a heavy knocking sound coming from the front of the shop. Glancing over her shoulder, Letty started at the sight of a face pressed up against the glass.

      A second later, she offered a short wave of recognition. ‘One sec,’ she called, before craning over and switching Henry off at the plug. She scuttled over to the door, unlocked it, and opened it with a jingle.

      A woman with frizzy brown hair stood in the doorway, rocking a stroller back and forth. ‘I’m so sorry I’m late. He wouldn’t settle.’ She gestured the pushchair in her hand. ‘It’s like he knows I’ve got things to do.’

      ‘No, not at all. Perfect timing. I was just off in my own little world, that’s all. You hang on a sec. I’ll go and fetch it from out back.’

      Letty ambled across to the back of the store and through the heavy white door marked Staff Only. A minute later, she reappeared, a large white box in her arms.

      ‘Do you want to have a look first?’ she said. ‘Check it’s all okay?’

      ‘Thank you,’ said the woman, who then took to jostling the stroller with her foot.

      Letty prised away a small piece of tape and lifted the lid. The woman gasped.

      ‘Oh, it’s perfect. Thank you so much. You are so clever.’

      ‘Oh, it’s my pleasure,’ Letty said. ‘How is he, by the way? Over that tummy bug?’

      The mother rolled her eyes. ‘Finally. Honestly, I thought it was never going to pass. Craig’s come down with it now.’

      ‘Oh, I am sorry. Will he be alright for tomorrow?’

      ‘He doesn’t have much choice.’

      Letty offered a polite little chuckle then took one final peek inside the box. She was proud of this one, even if it was simple. The coloured triangles of the bunting were the neatest she’d managed, and the little blue bear and toy box were easily as good as some she’d seen in magazines. Two tiers. Hand cut letters too.

      ‘It’s forty pounds, right?’ The woman took the box and carefully squeezed it into the base of the stroller, before slipping her handbag off her shoulder. After a moment of rummaging, she pulled out her purse and extracted two twenty-pound notes.

      ‘That’s great. Thank you,’ Letty said.

      ‘No, thank you. Honestly, you should open a bakery. You’re brilliant.’

      ‘Maybe one day.’ Letty felt a flush of colour rise to her cheeks. Fortunately, any possible embarrassment was averted by a sudden interlude of bawling that erupted from the stroller.

      ‘Not again. I swear he never sleeps.’

      ‘It’s no problem. You get off. And have a lovely day tomorrow.’

      ‘I’m sure we will. Thanks again.’ Making a variety of shushing noises, the woman headed back down the high street. After a moment more watching her, Letty shut the door with another jingle and went back to the vacuuming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      THE CORRIDOR IN the interim was by no means your standard corridor. In fact, it would not, by the average lay-person’s standard, qualify as a corridor at all. A sea of free-standing doors stretched out endlessly into an infinite landscape which – like the doors themselves – would change and transform almost daily. It was easy to see how people found pleasure in the unexpectedness and beauty that rose from this magnificent panoramic backdrop which was so central to the interim afterlife. Although Walter was not one of those people.

      Today, the doors were a heavily stained cedar, from which rose an earthy and damp perfume that blended perfectly with the cut grass and linen aroma. The floor, by contrast, was an infinite expanse of powdery sand that shimmered and glinted in the soft light and from somewhere far off came a light-fingered mastery of the mandolin. The destination of these doors was, to Walter, as elusive as the manner in which they were constructed.

      Perhaps it was his age, or the cynicism that had grown from being alone for so long, but to Walter, the interim no longer possessed the irrefutable prestige it once had. There had always been the odd rancid egg – those that had difficulty letting go or found pleasure in the obscure and, of course, those whose memory lived on for the most abhorrent reasons – but it was the vast quantity of them still hanging around that was worrying. Men calling themselves actors, gathered in droves, discussing the time they had a walk-on part as a half-eaten zombie or laughed about their pet cat on ice going viral, whatever that meant. Wives of ex-cons gossiped and whinged about the good old days over frozen margaritas and manicures, not in some secluded doorway, but out in the open, for everyone to see. Gamblers, addicts, and musicians: once their time here had been brief, but now, they never seemed to leave. Yes, in Walter’s opinion, the prestige of the interim had most definitely deteriorated.

      Walter kept his head down as he hurried through the corridor. He had visited Betty often since she’d moved into the home and barely needed to lift his eyes to find the way. After a few minutes and having successfully avoided the gaze of every person on his route, Walter found the door he was looking for. He twisted the handle and stepped through.

      Elizabeth Mabel Green was the last person on Earth who knew who Walter Augustus was. She’d read Seas, Swallows and all but Sorrows – the only remaining copy – in the early sixties, and while some parts of her memory had given way to time, she’d remembered his name as clearly as she remembered her own. She remembered how she chewed on a crumpet while her father read the poems over breakfast and how the melted butter dripped down her chin as she listened. She remembered the coarse woollen blanket that covered her knees while she fought off the cold and re-read her favourites in the first home she’d ever owned. She did not remember every word of every poem, but she remembered the way they made her feel.

      Once Pemberton had departed the interim, Walter assumed he would not be far behind. But Betty continued to cling to his name and his poems. Even now, in her last days, Walter could feel the tugs as he flitted through his memory. After all, Walter was family.

      Betty Green’s hospital room was adorned with several bunches of flowers. It sported a small white cabinet and plug-in air fresheners at every available socket, although they did little to camouflage the scent of Dettol and urine that rose from the carpets and bed sheets. Betty lay beneath a powder blue blanket that, at a casual glance, appeared motionless, although Walter – and any person who cared to sit and study it long enough – could see there was still life in the old girl yet. Walter watched the faint rise and fall. He could hear a gentle hiss as the air was drawn in and then expelled from his great-great-great-great-granddaughter’s lungs and the weak double thud of her fading heartbeat.

      ‘Are your kitchen tiles a nightmare to clean?’

      Walter jumped back from the bed.

      Behind him a small black box was affixed to the wall, inside a tiny woman was on her hands and knees scrubbing the floor. She looked out at Walter, opened her mouth and spoke. Beads of sweat began to bubble on his forehead.

      ‘You need to try Fleazy Klean.’

      The woman’s voice, rather than coming from her mouth, came from another little black box, two feet to the right. Walter shuddered. A television. Even avoiding the present day as he did, Walter had not managed to evade this unnatural source of wizardry. One glimpse of the shiny black glass was enough to send his post-organic frame rigid with tension and his surplus-to-requirement pulse into overdrive. He sidestepped away – keeping half an eye on the mini-man who was now on screen, apparently trying to sell him some kind of dental apothecary – and focused his attention on Betty.

      Walter knew there must be pain; there always was at that stage, but for now, she seemed at peace.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, leaning over and whispering. ‘It’s not the end. Everyone’s waiting for you.’ Betty mumbled softly. Walter reached down and stroked her forehead. ‘Take all the time you need,’ he said. He waited another minute, offered a final uneasy glower to the man with too many teeth on the television, then opened the door and stepped back into the corridor, a spritely spring in his step as he walked.
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        * * *

      

      Low slung clouds shrouded the sky as Letty strolled up the high street. The evening was cool, and a light breeze carried an aroma of oak trees, honeysuckle and the slight hint of motorbike fuel. Donald would be glad of rain, Letty thought. The humidity of the last month had played havoc with his joints too. A little way up the high street, she stopped. Resting her arm against the yellowish Bradstone wall, she kneaded the base of her spine with her knuckles. In one of the stores across the road, the back-to-school sales signs were already being pulled down and replaced with pumpkin banners ready for Halloween. Letty’s stomach churned. If the thirty-first of October marked everyone else’s Halloween, Letty’s personal day of nightmares came a few weeks earlier each year.

      Despite living less than twenty miles apart, Letty and her sister Victoria saw each other an average of three times a year; Christmas, the twins’ birthday, and once in July to remember their mother’s birthday. Occasionally, they would place a meeting somewhere between January and July to bridge the sixth month gap, but that was not always the case. As it was, Victoria had cancelled the July meetup this year, as the twins had a last-minute gymkhana competition they simply couldn’t afford to miss.

      There were various reasons that meetings with Victoria tended to be tense, one of the overwhelming factors being money. While Letty suffered from an affliction of saving money, the same could not be said for her sister.

      ‘It will just be a short-term loan,’ Victoria said the last time. ‘And the interest we’ll give you will be far better than any you’d get at the bank.’

      ‘But what about Mum’s inheritance?’ Letty said. ‘That was over twenty thousand pounds.’

      ‘My thoughts exactly. And I’m guessing it’s just sitting in your account earning you nothing. If you look at it that way, we’re actually doing you a favour. Think of it as an investment opportunity.’

      Letty had mumbled something unintelligible as she shifted uncomfortably.

      ‘Great,’ Victoria said. ‘Do you want me to set up a bank transfer before I go?’

      ‘What’s she doing with all their money?’ Donald said when Letty told him of the conversation a couple of days later. ‘And what happened to her share?’

      ‘I didn’t want to ask.’

      Donald huffed. ‘Well, you know how much you’ve got left of that money. If you think we can lend her a couple of grand, then it’s up to you. But don’t go leaving yourself short.’

      That had been over a year ago, and Letty had neither seen nor heard anything of her investment opportunity since.

      The other point of tension came from the children. As anyone who had witnessed Letty at work could testify, she had an uncanny affinity for small children. Be it screaming toddlers or sulky teenagers, somehow Letty could bring the best out of them all. All children, it seemed, apart from her nephew and niece.

      While some may have seen fit to liken the pair to characters from a Stephen King novel, Letty would have considered this unfair, given the possible moral redeemability of the bloodsucking clowns and killers Mr King portrayed. Likewise, adjectives such as spirited and boisterous seemed far more suited to rescue puppies than to the double delinquents with whom she somehow shared DNA. Born after years and years of trying, Victoria viewed her children as nothing short of miracles. Throw in the added guilt she felt at being an older parent and a father who was barely home, and it was clear how Victoria and Felix had raised nothing short of monsters.

      Every visit included a fight. Sometimes, these involved weapons, such as a plastic Buzz Lightyear or a conveniently placed lamp. Other times, it was simply teeth and nails.

      ‘They’re energetic,’ Victoria said. ‘Lots of intelligent children are like this.’

      Letty wasn’t so sure. The twins’ birthday was the singular time of year when Letty truly considered giving up baking for good.

      The cake thing had become somewhat of a venture lately. Twelve months ago, she’d been doing one order, maybe two, a month. Now it was more like that a week. And gone were the days of simple round cakes with a little bit of pipe work. In the last month alone, she’d created one Peppa Pig cake, two M&M piñata cakes, a Louis Vuitton handbag, three cupcake wedding towers, and a hen-do cake that even now turned her cheeks scarlet at the memory. Of course, the area manager had dropped by for a chat on the morning she’d taken that one into work. The meeting had been tortuous. Letty sat nodding, her mouth bone dry, beads of sweat trickling down her forehead as the box sat perched above his head resting on top of the size twelve men’s brogues.

      ‘There’s really no need to look so worried,’ the manager had said. ‘Everyone’s numbers are down on this time last year. You should see Stroud’s numbers.’

      Letty nodded mutely.

      When he finally left, Letty had told Joyce she was taking an early break, at which point she collapsed onto a box of lime green flip-flops, red-faced and trembling. No more hen party cakes, she decided after that one. Not unless they were picked up from home.

      ‘You should be charging proper money for these,’ Donald said, almost every night as she stood in the kitchen rolling out fondant and mixing up buttercream.

      ‘I’m not doing it for the money.’

      ‘Well, maybe you should be. You’re wasted at that shop. And we can’t rely on my wage forever. I’m getting old.’

      Despite Donald’s concerns, Letty was savvy enough not to be out of pocket. She charged enough to cover the ingredients and a little bit more so that people felt they were getting quality. In her opinion, people always became suspicious if they thought things were too cheap.

      The sky twisted with soft greys and lilacs as Letty ambled towards the crossroads. Somewhere, a bonfire was burning, and the tang of pine drifted through the air. She glanced down at her watch. Five thirty-two. Friday night meant Donald would be out for drinks with the other men from the water board. A homemade pie was defrosting in the larder, and a large apple crumble awaited them for dessert. She had a little time to spare. With one last glance at her watch, Letty changed course and crossed the road. Thirty seconds later, she was standing inside the bank.

      Letty preferred these bank machines, as unlike the others on the high street, they were tucked away inside a building. Whenever she used the outside ones, it felt as though someone was there, peering over her shoulder, trying to steal her PIN code or tutting if she took too long. That afternoon, only one of the machines was in working order, and when a young man with a toddler in tow stepped through the automatic door only a moment after she did, Letty waved him in front.

      ‘Honestly, you go,’ she said.

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Of course, of course. It’s no problem.’

      Letty stood what she considered a suitable distance behind, while the man did his business. After he finished, she offered him a polite smile and watched as he exited the room. Only after the automatic doors had closed and she felt certain that no one else would be entering for at least a minute, Letty moved to the cash machine, inserted her card and tapped the screen.

      Entering her PIN was a reflex response. After all, she’d used the same four numbers for every card that she’d ever owned and had no intention of changing it anytime soon. A series of options, including Cash or On-Screen Balance, appeared in front of her. She selected balance.

      As she waited for the figure to appear, she withdrew a small notebook and pen from her handbag pocket and wrote the date at the top. A moment later, a number appeared. Sixty-seven thousand, six hundred and sixty-eight pounds and twenty-four pence. Letty wrote it down in her notebook. After confirming with the machine that she did not require any more services, she withdrew her card, placed it back in her tattered old wallet, and selected another.

      This second account gave a similar reading to the first, as did the third and fourth she checked. The fifth came in slightly lower, at only twelve thousand, two hundred and nine pounds and thirty-three pence. She was about to check her sixth when a cough behind her caused her to jump.

      ‘Sorry,’ Letty gasped. She pulled out her card and hurriedly backed away from the machine. ‘I’m all done now.’

      Two minutes later, when she was back on the street, Letty’s pulse pounded. Her money situation was out of control, and she was going to have to tell Donald sooner or later. She just had to find the right way to word it.
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      IN THE MID 1800s – when Walter James Augustus had been at the pinnacle of his living existence – he, like those around him, held to the concept of a finite life and an infinite afterlife, be it eternal bliss or equally, if not more so, eternal damnation. His belief was perhaps slightly weaker than those around him; he would not feel the need to chastise himself too greatly should he forget an evening’s prayer for instance, yet he never considered allowing his children to forgo their prayers, just in case. Like his fellow men, he’d believed – somewhat naively, he now realised – that his passing would take him to his final resting place, where he would spend all eternity surrounded by those he loved. If only it were that straightforward.

      Back in the cottage, Walter took a sip of tea. A melancholy groan escaped his lips. Overly-sweet tea, exactly the way Edith would have made it.

      It had been one hundred and twenty-four long, long years since Edith had been with him in the interim, yet he could still see the shy, embarrassed flush that coloured her cheeks whenever she caught him watching her. He could still feel the way her hands would work out a knot at the base of his neck after a hard day at work and how she, exhausted from running around after the children, would drift to sleep beside the fireside, her crochet hooks still delicately held between her fingers, the balls of yarn unravelling at her feet. He could remember it all, and soon, he would be able to live it all again.

      For three years, when he’d first passed, Walter watched over Edi as she carried on her life without him. Unbeknownst to her, he was there by her side when she woke each morning and stayed tucked up next to her at night as she slept. He read poems to her of an evening as she sat crocheting small bonnets for the grandchildren and would take walks with her around the village and down to the bay and even to place flowers by his headstone.

      When Edith’s time came to join him, they took up the mantle together, keeping a watchful eye on their ever-expanding brood. Similarly, Walter and Edi were never far from their children’s thoughts.

      Generally, tugs for Walter occurred somewhere between his sternum and his belly button. During those first few decades, he’d been acutely aware of them all. On a few occasions – like Edith’s passing or the arrival of a new grandchild – the sensation had been more like a knife through the gut. Most of the time, it was more of a gentle twist around the appendix. Still, each time Walter felt that belly-binding sensation, he, like all other inhabitants of the interim, knew he was being remembered down on Earth, and as long as the bond between him and the Earth remained, Walter, like all other remembered spirits, was bound to the interim.

      While alive, Walter J Augustus had been many things, including, a churchgoer, a husband, and a father with a tendency for over-indulging his three daughters. He had grown up during the tail end of the eighteenth century in the small town of Eastleigh Leach, on the North Somerset coast – a pretty village with a shingle beach, a quaint church, and excellent bakers. It was there that he’d met and married Edi, raised his girls, and even written a short poetry anthology. This anthology, as it happened, was the cause of his post-mortality quandary.

      During his pre-eternal existence, Walter had been a farrier. While others of his intellect may have dwelled on the limitations of his modest beginnings, Walter, in this temporary existential state, had never been one to brood. He had taught himself to read and write for betterment of himself and his family yet had had no desire to progress above his current situation in life. He did not wish to travel up to Birmingham to work with the ironmongers, nor did he wish to study veterinary arts with the scholars in Camden town. The idea of spending his days gorging on such rich and fatty obscenities as to cause his legs to swell with gout – as it did with so many of the people whose horses he shod – was to Walter a source of constant bewilderment. Walter Augustus had a good life and one he treasured.

      Despite that, work was not easy. Walter spent his days by a skin-singeing furnace, with smoke that choked his lungs and caused his eyes to stream. By the time he’d finished his apprenticeship, his arms were puckered and pink with scars, and he’d developed a cough that would put a chimney boy to shame. But of an evening, when the sun had sunk so low that even Pemberton deemed it time to shut up shop, Walter would head home to his family, where he would be surrounded by laughter and warmth. Sundays, after church, they would head to the beach to fly kites or sail model ships and eat blackberries that they’d foraged en route. And if time permitted, as occasionally it would, Walter would write.

      Storytelling was an art Walter had honed as a child. As the eldest of six, he was often required to entertain his siblings for extended periods of time and quickly discovered that a well-spun tale of a heroic family adventure – with several misdemeanours, blood thirsty battles, and the occasional dragon – could keep them occupied for far longer than, say, a game of marbles. As an adult and with the sudden rise in popularity of rural poetry, Walter saw a new avenue for his creative streak. Initially, his poems were little snippets or phrases scribbled in the margins of Pemberton’s day-old papers, but then Edi saved up money from the housekeeping and bought him his own little notebook. He had promised to think of her with every word he wrote in it, and that he did.

      Walter had trained under Edward M Pemberton, a man whose face was so long and pinched it appeared to be made almost entirely of nose. He was the type of person who spoke twice as slowly as he needed, thus sounding like he viewed everyone he spoke to as an idiot. With Walter, he spoke three times as slowly. Pemberton – who almost always had a boiled sweet in his mouth, thus extending his pinched look even further – had apparently inherited the Eastleigh Leach Farriers from an uncle, although he had no children or family to speak of.

      He would bark orders at men he deemed below his station, treating them with as much civility as he did the horse manure that amassed outside his workshop. To men above his standing, he was polite, but often curt in a way that would make Walter flinch. As for women, from what Walter saw, he refused even to acknowledge them. If Pemberton ever saw the glowers he received, he paid them no mind, for it was of no consequence to his business. Despite all his flaws, Edward Pemberton shod horses with the best shoes between Bristol and Barnstable, and he knew it.

      The frost had been thick on the ground for nearly a month and the air outside tasted of ice and fog. Pemberton was unusually absent, attending to business in Bristol, and Walter felt no guilt as he blew the bellows at the forge and made the coals glow a little redder. Winter was the time of year that Walter was grateful to be in the shop amid the warmth of the forge. Trips outside resulted in chilblains and numb feet, rigid joints and arthritically slow fingers. Everyone was more irritable in the snow, the horses included.

      The doors to the shop were pushed open, and a strong draught blew the snow in from outside. During the previous few weeks, business had been so slow that a lesser man than Walter may have taken advantage of their master being away for the day and closed the doors, but Walter had not. He had, however, positioned himself close to the flames, tucked away from the entrance and out of the biting wind. Making the most of the quiet, he took out his notepad and began to write.

      Walter’s pen sped across his notepad. His teeth bit down on his bottom lip as he tried to keep pace with the flurry of words in his head. He was thinking of Edi, as he’d promised, gleaning inspiration from the way she curled a strand of hair around her finger when she was nervous.

      ‘What is that you’re writing?’

      Walter shot up from his seat and banged his elbow on an anvil.

      ‘Sorry, I … I … Sorry, sir, I didn’t see you there.’

      The young man was similar to Walter in age and build. He was dressed in jodhpurs and a fitted jacket that, no doubt, cost more than Walter would earn in a decade.

      As the son of one of the wealthy estate owners, the man was a familiar face in the village. He was far more affable than those in his position tended to be and always offered a wave or a smile if Walter happened to see him out and about. Walter had even seen him racing around, giving piggyback rides to the local children.

      The man waved Walter’s apologies away, stepped into the shop, and shook off some of the cold.

      ‘Please don’t apologise. I shouldn’t have startled you.’

      Walter blushed and slipped the open notebook onto the workbench behind his back.

      ‘You shouldn’t have come out in this weather, sir,’ he said. ‘I’d have come to the house.’ Walter crossed the workshop and peered out the doors to see a bay horse racked up against the fence post. Its cinnamon coat was dappled with snow. ‘Mabel again? She thrown another shoe?’

      ‘Yet another,’ the man cast a glance outside. ‘I have to admit the weather didn’t look nearly so ghastly when I left.’

      ‘Why don’t you head back up to the house?’ Walter said. ‘I can come up in the morning. Or tonight if it’s desperate.’

      ‘No, no, it’s not desperate.’ The man threw another glance towards the swirling sky and shivering mare. ‘Perhaps you’re right. Maybe I’ll hold on a minute, though. See if it’s going to pass.’

      ‘As you wish, sir.’

      The gentlemen took another step into the workshop.

      ‘Please. Come in by the forge,’ Walter said.

      ‘Thank you, I will.’

      Letting the man pass, Walter pulled the door to, then took a moment to flatten down his apron and wipe a little of the ash from his hands.

      ‘Is there anything else I can get you?’ Walter said, stepping back inside to where the man stood facing of the forge.

      ‘Actually,’ said the man, turning to face him. ‘I would very much like to have a read of these.’
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      LESS THAN A minute after the key clicked in the lock, the heavens opened. Letty cursed herself for dawdling. Even with her knees playing up, she could have gotten home in half the time, but her mind was elsewhere, back in the bank and the mystical numbers that had risen beyond all realms of possibility. She took off her shoes and placed them on the shoe rack, straightening Donald’s beside them.

      The house was the same one Letty and Donald had moved into when they married, and her weekly salary at Woolworths had been a paltry one hundred and fifty-two pounds. Paltry, at least compared to the three hundred and eighty pounds that Donald had earned at the water board. Back then, the house smelled of newness – the latest kitchen appliances and wood chipped walls. Now, it smelt of dated decor, hidden cobwebs, and icing sugar.

      Donald had insisted he pay for everything when they married. The mortgage – though in both their names – came out of his account, as did the gas bill, the electricity, and the television license. Despite earning her own salary, he’d insisted on giving Letty house money for groceries and any incidentals and maintained that Letty keep her own money for when she wanted to, ‘Buy herself something nice.’

      Donald’s funding of their life was something Letty kept to herself. She could have found it demeaning, but Donald had never meant it like that. He had wanted to look after her, give her everything she needed. Paying for things was his way of doing that. He couldn’t give her what they’d really wanted, of course, but neither of them had known that at the start.

      That was where the saving had begun. Each week, Letty had put aside the lion’s share of her earnings in an account, ready for when the pitter-patter of tiny footsteps finally arrived. She was in no rush when they were first married, and there was an exciting buzz about the moment she’d be able to reveal to her husband that, not only was he about to become a father, but that she’d already saved enough money to kit their little one out with everything he or she would ever need, including the best Silver Cross pram that money could buy. As the years progressed, the money increased, although the pitter-patter never arrived.

      It was her bank who advised her to open a second, then third, fourth, fifth, and sixth account as her savings expanded. Most banks, she’d learnt, now had a protection limit of eighty-five thousand pounds. However, Letty never really felt comfortable having that much money in one place, so separate accounts seemed like the best idea.

      At their suggestion, she also set up a couple of low-risk savings ventures and, after a conversation with Felix over a decade ago, she’d bought herself some premium bonds – once again, all with the initial intention of surprising Donald.

      But the bond winnings only made her secret-squirrelling even more disconcerting and any time she tried to broach the subject she felt her palms turn slick with sweat and her chest begin to palpitate. Letty Ferguson had single-handedly amassed herself a small fortune of over half a million pounds. The thought made her nauseated.

      Letty switched the kettle on at the plug then went back out to the hallway to hang up her coat. She was back in the kitchen and halfway through pouring when the phone rang.

      ‘The Ferguson residence,’ she said.

      ‘Oh, Letty love. I’m glad I caught you. I was worried you might be out for the night.’ The voice came through with an unusual breathlessness.

      ‘Jean? Everything alright?’

      ‘Yes, yes. Well, no, not really.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘You see, it’s the party at the shop tomorrow. For the staff. Two years already, can you believe that?’

      ‘That has gone fast.’

      ‘Well, I’ve just realised I’m the one who said I’d bring the cake. Of course, I’d bring the cake. I’m the bloody owner. I meant to ask you weeks ago.’

      ‘It’s fine—’

      ‘I’d get one from the shop. I mean, I can if you’d rather. Only I know that Angela’s bringing one of her homemade quiches, and Phil says he’s to bring a fish pie—’

      ‘It’s fine I can do it—’

      ‘It doesn’t have to be anything fancy, you know. Just a sponge or something. We’re only shutting up the shop for a couple of hours. Maybe a bit of icing—’

      ‘Honestly Jean. I’m having a baking night already; one more won’t be a problem.’

      ‘You’re a lifesaver, really you are.’

      ‘It’s no trouble at all.’

      There was a slight pause down the line. Letty waited for the final request.

      ‘And I don’t suppose you could pop it down to the shop, could you? Only I’ve got to shuffle things around over there. Make a bit of room.’

      Letty was almost positive that at no point in their thirty-year friendship had she ever said no to any of Jean’s requests, yet still she let the silence hang for a teasingly long fifteen seconds.

      ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘What time do you want it? Ten? Nine-thirty?’

      ‘Ten would be a dream.’

      ‘No problem then. How many people is it for?’

      ‘Oh, not too many. Ten. Twenty, perhaps, if they bring partners, I suppose. Perhaps a couple more.’

      ‘Well, I better get baking then. And I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      ‘Thank you my lovely. I owe you one.’

      ‘Don’t mention it,’ Letty said, then she hung up the phone and went upstairs to fetch a clean apron.

      The addition of Jean’s cake meant Letty was a little later than planned in getting the pie into the oven. Fortunately, Donald was home from the pub a little later than planned.

      ‘Good day, dear?’ she said.

      Donald grunted, kicking his shoes off
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