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For everyone struggling with their own perception of truth…







  Foreword



“Never be afraid to raise your voice for honesty and truth and compassion against injustice and lying and greed. If people all over the world…would do this, it would change the earth.”




William Faulkner








  
  
  January

  
  




Jane

Jane’s perspiring heavily and her feet hurt. She’s tired and she’s had enough. She also wants to punch Rachael’s smug face. 

‘Left, two, three, clap, right, four, five, six, jump. Try and stay in step, Jane.’ Rachael claps her hands in time to the dance music from the tinny box on the floor of the community centre. ‘Forward, walk, one two three, back, two three, side — and clap. Jane! Forward, quickly, well done.’ Rachael smiles.

Jane frowns. She turns, trips and bumps into Femi who steadies her with a quick squeeze of her hand.

‘Easy, Tiger,’ Rachael calls.

In the row behind her Marion is keeping pace, turning with precision and clapping in perfect timing. On her left, Amber keeps up effortlessly with the class, as does Frances who is jumping around eagerly and with far more energy than anyone else. Jane is convinced Frances is out of step but Rachael isn’t picking on the local vicar. It’s not fair.

Jane claps along with the group.

‘Breathe, two, three. Walk!’ Rachael lifts her knees and marches on the spot like a toy soldier and the class mimic her. 

Jane’s throat is dry and her heart is thumping. 

With her back turned, Rachael leads them forward in a march. Amber grins and winks and Jane breaks into a nervous giggling fit.

‘Concentrate, Jane!’ Rachael spies her in the mirror along the far wall. ‘It’s no wonder you’re out of sync. That’s not good is it, for a clock-maker? I thought your timing would be much better. I hope your watches keep better time.’

Behind her Marion snorts a quick laugh.

If Jane weren’t sweating her face would have coloured in embarrassment so she concentrates on the floor, counting the beat of the music and watching her feet. She hates this song anyway. Rita Ora might never let her down but everyone else does.

‘And…slow,’ Rachael calls and the groups footsteps grow softer. ‘Breathe… easy, two, three, and shake your arms, your wrists…’

Jane copies everyone else. Some of them are smiling at each other proud of their Monday exercise dance class. But Jane can’t smile. Her face is set in a grimace as pain spreads down her spine and into the back of her thighs.

‘Thank you everyone. See you next week,’ Rachael calls and the group breaks into a spontaneous round of applause. ‘Jane,’ she calls loudly. ‘Try practising this week, learn to take smaller steps and place your feet gently on the floor.’ 

Jane’s breathing slows but her blood pressure is rising, until she feels Amber’s hand on her arm. 

‘Come on,’ she whispers. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

Jane doesn’t need more encouragement. Her leggings are sticking to her hot thighs, and she throws an orange puffer jacket over her damp t-shirt.

‘Drink?’ suggests Amber as they head out into the cold. ‘I haven’t seen you over Christmas.’

‘It’s not my favourite time of year.’

Amber stares. ‘I didn’t know that.’

Jane shrugs. How would you, she wants to ask but instead she says, ‘Better get off home, now. I’m really trying to stick to my diet.’

‘How’s it going?’

‘It’s only week one.’ Jane shakes her head. ‘I hate January.’ Then under her breath she adds, ‘but not as much as Christmas.’

‘Call in for coffee tomorrow, Jane. Karl’s on holiday so I’ll be in the café.’

‘How’s Ben?’

‘He’s busy coming up with new ideas for the business,’ Amber says. ‘He wants us to take on a kiosk in the harbour this summer.’

‘That’s a good idea.’

Amber tilts her head in the dark. ‘Why don’t you think about it too? Your jewellery would go down a treat.’

‘It’s the cost of everything, Amber. I doubt I’ve made enough profit in the last few years to be able to invest in another premises.’

‘It’s only rent - for a few months. Let Ben investigate it all and then we can look at it together?’

‘Great, thanks, Amber.’

A light comes from inside the community centre as the door flies open.

‘Night, ladies,’ Femi calls and waves over her shoulder. Frances follows her outside and pauses for a minute at their side.

‘Are you alright, Jane?’ Frances asks.

‘Fine.’

‘Rachael wasn’t kind to you tonight so I had a word with her.’

‘You didn’t have to do that,’ Jane protests, feeling another surge of embarrassment.

‘Oh, I did. She can’t speak to you, or anyone, like that. It’s not appropriate to be unkind.’

The door bangs and Marion and Rachael come outside together, their warm breath leaving vapour trails in the darkness. ‘Anyone coming to The Ship?’ calls Marion.

Amber, Jane and Frances shake their heads. 

‘So, it’s just you and me then, Rach.’ Marion links her arm through the dance teacher’s. ‘God, it’s so cold you could freeze your ti—’

‘Night, everyone,’ Frances calls quickly, and her car door clicks open.

Marion and Rachael’s footsteps recede into the darkness as they head toward Harbour Street and Amber squeezes Jane’s arm. ‘Don’t take it to heart.’

‘Why is she such a bitch?’ Jane asks.

Amber shrugs. ‘Rachael was never this mean. She’s got worse since she’s been hanging around with Marion.’

Jane replies, ‘I thought after you’d got rid of JJ and Marion’s boutique closed that both of them were gone - for good.’

Amber grins. Apart from Ben, she had never told anyone what had happened between her and JJ, and how as a result, JJ, the previous owner of The Ship, had left Westbay in a hurry. 

‘There’s a decent group of shop owners in Harbour Street and we can all support each other - in spite of Marion. She closed for a month but she’s now determined to keep the boutique open.’

‘Well, I guess she has to make money too.’

Amber pulls her coat across her chest. ‘See you tomorrow for coffee.’

‘Thanks, Amber.’

As she turns in the direction of her home she calls over her shoulder ‘Give some thought to the kiosk.’ 

Jane turns towards home where the neat rows of old fishermen’s cottages are small and pretty. She glances into the windows. Lights are coming on. Some people haven’t yet drawn their curtains or shutters to keep out the cold night. A girl is curled up on the sofa reading and a young boy is watching TV. In another, a couple are preparing supper, and although Jane likes to see what others are doing, she feels increasingly lonely. She doesn’t know how to shake off this feeling of utter desolation.

* * *

An hour later, Jane is sitting on the floor, wearing her denim dungarees packing golden Christmas baubles into a worn red box. She has done this since she was a child. They had always kept the decorations up until twelfth night and, like every year, she thinks the old tissue paper could be replaced but, like every year, she packs them quickly, rhythmically and methodically away. Four years since Dad died and it doesn’t get any easier. 

She sighs and rocks back on her heels. ‘Well, I’m not spending another Christmas alone,’ she says aloud. ‘I swear to God. I’ll do whatever it takes but I’m not spending another Christmas like this. It’s bloody miserable.’ 

She stares at the naked Christmas tree that she will pack in the box and store away until next year and then pulls angrily at the silver tinsel lying on the windowsill and along the brick chimney mantelpiece before rolling it in a ball and tossing it on the floor. She takes the burnt candle stubs and hurls them in the bin. ‘I’ll go mad’, she continues her solitary monologue. ‘I’ve got to sort myself out. I don’t want to be alone.’

Holding a box in her arms she pauses in the hallway and gazes into the mirror at her sad reflection - her grey streaked hair that used to be blond, brown eyes that once shone with happiness and her mouth that was always turned up in a permanent smile.

‘Look at you! You’re pathetic. Overweight. Pale. Bags under your eyes. Ugly.’

In the kitchen her iPhone pings. Distracted she puts the box on the table and picks it up.

Hey gorgeous, wanna meet up?

She gazes at the photo staring back at her. A prematurely grey-haired man that you’d see in a Saga advert smiles back at her. She knows he doesn’t really look like this in real life. He’s either photo-shopped it or stolen it from another profile, but she doesn’t care. He lives five miles away and she’s lonely. 

At forty-seven she needs to know that her life isn’t over and that there is still a chance she might meet Mr Right. Besides, this is the beginning of a new year so she takes a deep breath and is filled with resolve. She has the same opportunity as everyone else to make the most of her life. It was too late for a family and children but it wasn’t too late for love.

She texts quickly back with practiced ease. Thursday?

* * *

The pub is in the city centre. It has low beams, cosy nooks and a fireplace at the far end. The decorations are still up but instead of it having an air of festivity, the pub feels forlorn as if the party was over a long time ago and everyone has gone home. 

Jane didn’t want to meet him in Westbay in case anyone saw them together. She also didn’t want him to know where she lived or that she had a successful business in Harbour Street, one of the prettiest roads in Westbay.

She stands in the doorway and pulls her red scarf from her neck and a few heads turn in her direction. She scans the room quickly. There’s no one who looks like Saga-Man. She sighs and checks her watch. Bang on seven. He’s late and she can’t bear tardiness but she waits at the counter to be served.

‘Gin and tonic,’ she orders, ‘with lime. Make it a double, please.’ Once she has her drink, she finds a corner table and waits. She checks her phone. Ten minutes later the door opens and an overweight man with balding hair in his fifties approaches her table.

‘Jane?’

‘Gordon?’ 

He smiles and shrugs off his coat. ‘Nice to meet you. I see you have a drink. I’ll be back in a sec.’

She watches him, wondering if he’s arrived deliberately late so that he didn’t have to buy her a drink. He’s broad and stocky and he walks like a sailor on an uneven ship, rolling from side to side with his hands in his pockets. He pulls out change and counts it carefully and places it on the bar before his pint is served. 

Jane wonders how he knows the exact cost of a pint.

A few minutes later, with his drink in his hand, he slides onto the bar stool opposite her. ‘Cheers.’ The froth leaves a cream moustache on his upper lip and he wipes it with the back of his hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’

Jane smiles back.

‘What do you do then, Jane?’

She sighs. He’s straight in there with the question she hates most. She feels he’s assessing her, working out what job she has and how much she earns. ‘I’m a receptionist,’ she lies.

He nods thoughtfully as if it’s a profound and interesting subject.

‘What about you?’

‘I was a contractor, built houses — privately, you know the sort of thing.’ Jane nods although she doesn’t and he continues, ‘Big houses in Richmond and Chiswick, then when business was booming, I bought a place in Alicante, so I go backwards and forwards to Spain now.’ He goes on to explain how much he’s earned and invested in property over the past thirty years and how hard he’s worked.

‘Is business still booming?’

He shakes his head. ‘Everything’s changed since Brexit.’

There’s a white patch of skin where his wedding ring used to be.

‘And what about family?’

He picks up his pint and takes a long gulp. ‘Wife left me. Took the kids — and the dog, which I miss more.’ He laughs. ‘She’s gone back to Leeds to be near her mum.’

‘How old are the kids?’

He waves his hand. ‘Twenties, they don’t talk to me now.’

‘That’s sad.’

‘That’s life.’

‘And your wife?’

‘She didn’t understand the stress I was under, you know, making lots of money for her to sit on the beach all day and go to the salon and get her nails painted and her hair done.’ He finishes his pint and smacks his lips. ‘Another drink?’

Jane nods. ‘It’s a double,’ she says as he heads to the bar.

Gordon rocks on his heels at the bar, waiting. When the barmaid comes over, he takes his time ordering. He’s chatting to her for a while. The barmaid glances over to where Jane is sitting and she’s suddenly self-conscious.

‘Have you been in this pub before?’ Jane asks when he returns with their drinks.

‘No, but she’s very friendly. She’s a smasher.’ He nods at the barmaid and tries to catch her eye again with a smile, but she’s busy and doesn’t look at him.

‘So, where were we?’ he asks.

‘You were telling me about your kids.’ The gin hits the back of her throat.

‘There’s nothing to tell. You know kids, they’re protective of their mother.’

‘And has there been anyone else since?’

He scratches his head and wiggles on his chair. ‘A couple of dates. Nothing serious. I thought I didn’t want to get involved — I didn’t want to get hurt again.’ He stares into her eyes. His green eyes have brown rings around his large irises and his voice softens. ‘What about you, Jean?’

‘Jane. It’s Jane.’

‘Yes, of course, sorry.’ He places his hand over hers and she’s comforted by the touch of his skin and his thick fingers. ‘It’s been a long day.’

Jane stares at him conscious that he’s moved his stool closer and their faces are inches apart.

‘What’s your story,’ he whispers. ‘Husband, kids?’

Jane shakes her head. ‘I think I’ve always picked the wrong guys. You know, the bad boys.’

He nods wisely and sips his pint then rests his hand on her knee.

She says, ‘You see, my dad was a lovely man. There is no one who could ever measure up to him. He was kind and sensitive and…’ her voice trails off, as she’s jolted by a memory of her father bent over his work top, showing her how to repair the winder on a Cartier. ‘He knew things. He knew everything; he was very wise.’

Gordon shifts uncomfortably. ‘Any boyfriends?’

‘I was with Trevor on and off for years - that was before I moved here - but he was married.’ 

Gordon raises his eyebrows.

‘I knew that. I didn’t want to move in with him or for him to leave his wife. It just suited us at the time. But then it all stopped.’

‘Stopped?’

Jane nods. She doesn’t tell Gordon about the evening she went out to celebrate her Dad’s birthday and that she saw Trevor in a restaurant with a younger and more attractive woman. They were holding hands.

‘Then I met Dave. He was wild. He just wanted to party, but he took drugs and was sometimes off his face in the middle of the day.’

Gordon’s eyes widen and his finger traces circles across her knee.

‘Then I met Ritchie. He was a banker. He told me he was divorced, but he wasn’t.’

‘How long did that last?’

‘A few months.’

‘Anything more recent?’

‘Not since I moved here four years ago.’

‘One-night stands?’ Gordon smiles.

Jane shakes her head. ‘Not my scene.’

‘Threesomes?’ Gordon traces the inside of her thigh.

Jane giggles. ‘Never say never.’ She downs her gin and by coincidence Gordon’s glass is also empty. ‘My round. I’ll give you the money if you get it?’

Gordon smiles and takes the notes she offers him. She watches him at the bar. He’s confident. He’s flirtatious with the barmaid who must be young enough to be his granddaughter and Jane wishes she’d eaten dinner before she came out. She thought they’d only be an hour but the time is passing quickly and she’s quite enjoying the attention of Gordon’s hand on her leg.

‘Here you go, Princess.’ He slides the glass onto the table. His hands brush the inside of her thigh and Jane is pleased she wore a skirt.

‘What are you looking for?’ she asks.

‘I think I’m looking for you.’ He leans forward and kisses her gently on the lips.

Jane scans the pub quickly. She hasn’t been kissed in public for years and she’s suddenly wary, she pulls her leg away from him. 

Gordon smiles. ‘I think you like a good time.’

Jane nods. ‘I also like walks by the sea, jigsaw puzzles and jewellery.’

‘Jewellery?’ Gordon glances down at her hands and notices the assortment of unusual rings on most of her fingers. He glances at his watch.

‘That’s a Skagen watch,’ Jane says.

He nods. 

‘Jewellery is my speciality.’

‘That’s an expensive hobby.’ Gordon swings his legs aside and away from Jane. 

‘Did your wife like nice jewellery?’

He nods. ‘All women like bling,’ he says. ‘It’s a costly process. You go for a drink and the next thing the woman wants an engagement ring.’

Jane laughs. ‘And what do you want?’

‘Well, it’s important to have a bit of fun, you know, see if you get on and you’re well matched.’

‘How many dates do you go on a week?’ Jane’s question seems to take him by surprise.

‘Maybe two or three.’

This time Jane is surprised. ‘You look nothing like your picture.’

‘I know.’ He laughs. ‘One of my mates changed it for a laugh.’

‘But you didn’t change it back.’

‘Nah, no point. It’s only a bit of fun.’

‘You don’t sound serious about dating. You said on your profile that you wanted a serious relationship.’

‘I do, but you’ve got to try everything first.’

‘Everything?’

‘Well, you know, make sure you like the same things. It’s pointless tying yourself up with some old woman who’s frigid, isn’t it?’

Jane’s mouth opens.

‘It’s true,’ he continues, ‘Women lead you on and then complain when you get horny. I mean, it’s no joke when the woman gives you all the vibes and encouragement, then turns into Mother Theresa at the end of the night.’ He gulps his beer then places his hand on Jane’s knee. ‘I think I’m pretty good at reading women. I’ve had lots of experience, and with Spanish women too. You’re basically all the same. You want to look good, have great sex and then sit at home without makeup and not make any effort—’

‘Wait a second.’ Jane holds up her hand. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Of course, although you can’t say any of this any more as it’s not PC, is it? It’s not politically correct. Everyone’s gone mad. The world is crazy now. You can’t speak your mind and say what you think — it’s all woke! But it’s the truth.’

‘But equally, your opinion of women is outdated—’

‘Babe, I’m sixty-two, what do you expect?’

‘You said on your profile you’re fifty-three.’

‘Ah, profiles. It’s all rubbish. It’s just a man and a woman wanting to meet for sex.’

‘Is that what you think?’

‘Isn’t that why you’re here?’

‘No.’

‘You didn’t mind me stroking your leg, did you?’

‘That’s not the point. I thought we had a connection.’

‘Connection? You’re pissed and I’m not far behind you. Look, we can either go back to mine, I only live around the corner or…’ He looks over his shoulder and lowers his voice. ‘We could go into the toilet here.’

Jane blinks.

‘Come on. Don’t look so shocked. It’s not as if you’re a virgin, is it?’

‘That’s not the point.’ Jane picks up her iPhone.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Calling a taxi.’

Gordon let’s out a heavy sigh. ‘Oh, FFS.’

* * *

Gordon was right. Jane is very drunk. She gets the taxi to drop her at the small supermarket on the corner near her home. She has no bread to make a sandwich and she needs something to soak up the alcohol. She also buys a bottle of vodka.

Walking home, Harbour Street is quiet. The Christmas lights have been taken down, there’s a calm softness to the evening and her footsteps seem to whisper on the pavement.

‘What a dick,’ she whispers. ‘What an absolute waste of time.’

The old clock tower strikes nine o’clock and Jane clutches her purchases as she cuts down the alleyway. It’s cold and she shivers, thinking of random snatches of conversation with Gordon.

‘It’s what women want, he says. Sex.’ She snorts, thinking of the way she had given him money for a round and he hadn’t given her back any change. She’d picked up her coat and left the pub without saying goodbye. He didn’t deserve it. ‘It was no wonder his wife had left and his kids don’t speak to him. He was hitting on the barmaid, for God’s sake!’

‘Who was hitting on the barmaid?’

Jane stops, suddenly conscious of someone beside her. She frowns and squints in the lamplight, recognising a familiar face.

‘Oh, hello Ozan.’

He smiles. ‘It’s Yusef.’

She giggles. ‘Of course, sorry, I can never tell you guys apart.’

‘I’m the better looking one.’ Yusef laughs, throwing back his head. His long dark hair is lush and thick under the streetlamp. ‘Have you been out, Jane?’

‘I went to a pub in town.’

‘Ah, good night, was it? Here let me take that for you. You don’t want to drop that bottle. Oops.’ It slips from her grasp and he catches it. ‘Saved.’ He grins and follows her along the narrow pavement. ‘I didn’t know you lived here,’ he says, as she produces a key from her pocket.

‘How would you? You only own the barbers opposite my shop,’ she replies pushing open the door and switching on the hall light. She leaves the door open so he follows her inside.

He whistles. ‘This is lovely. Very cosy.’

Jane reaches for a glass. ‘Drink?’

‘Why not?’

She pours neat vodka and pushes his glass across the kitchen counter. ‘Cheers.’

‘Cheers!’ Yusef smiles.

‘All men are shit,’ she says, after downing her glass and pouring another one.

‘Women are just as bad,’ Yusef replies. He’s never seen this side of Jane before. Normally she works in her jewellery shop, day and night, barely going out, and when she does she wears trendy dungarees, Doc Marten boots and mismatching scarves and hats. Tonight, she’s wearing a colourful dress, black tights and a low-cut top that reveals bigger breasts than he’d expected.

‘Men only want one thing.’

‘That’s what Naomi said.’

‘Naomi?’

‘My ex.’ Yusef shakes his head. ‘All women are shit,’ he says. ‘Did you buy the bread for a sandwich?’

‘Do you want one?’

‘I’ll make it.’ Yusef makes himself at home. He pulls out an assortment of cheeses from the fridge wrapped in decorative paper, clearly leftover from Christmas, and smells them before cutting neat squares and laying them on the bread.

Jane perches on the stool at the kitchen counter watching his long, quick fingers.

‘You like hairdressing?’ she asks.

‘I love it.’ He looks up and smiles.

‘You and Ozan are always smiling. Why are you so happy?’

‘Because we get to do what we enjoy doing, every single day.’

‘I enjoy making jewellery but I’m not happy.’

‘Why not?’ Yusef cuts the sandwich in half and pushes a plate in front of Jane, then pours them both another glass of vodka.

‘I guess it’s an age thing,’ she mumbles.

‘Why do you say that?’

Jane laughs aloud. ‘Look at you, you’re only twenty.’

‘You don’t look much older.’

She ignores his compliment. ‘You have your life ahead of you, Yusef. Everything is possible. All your dreams can still come true. You have your own business and your life is perfect.’

Yousef nods. She wasn’t entirely wrong, The Grooming Room – Esquires of Westbay, was his dream and with his brother, they have a very successful business.

‘You have time,’ she wails. ‘My hourglass is emptying. The sand is falling between my fingers and I can’t catch it. I’m not as fit or as fast or as driven as I used to be.’

‘I think you’re pretty fit.’ Yusef downs his vodka.

‘You’re just saying that because you feel sorry for me. You see an old woman who shuts herself away in a shop, who never goes out, who never speaks to anyone. A woman who doesn’t have a life.’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘You must.’ Jane finishes her sandwich and dabs her lips with a square of kitchen roll.

‘I’ll tell you what I see.’ He leans across the counter. ‘I see a strong woman in our community who helps those around her. You’re a good friend to Amber and you supported her to get rid of JJ so the old travel agency wasn’t turned into an amusement arcade. You’re friends with Ian and Derek. You’re popular. The vicar is a good friend —’

‘But that’s not what it’s all about, is it?’

Yusef frowns. ‘To have respect and friends in the community is very important.’

‘But that’s not about me, is it?’

Yusef pours more vodka, but Jane puts a hand over her glass and shakes her head. ‘That doesn’t stop me from being on my own, does it?’ she whispers.

Yusef leans closer. ‘You’re lonely?’

‘Of course I’m bloody lonely. Then I go into town to meet someone and he wants to shag me in the toilet.’

Yusef bursts out laughing. He can’t stop and that’s when Jane starts to laugh too. He’s wiping his eyes and his tummy begins to ache. How can this shy jeweller who works cross the street, who is old enough to be his mother, make him laugh so much?

She giggles. ‘His profile picture was like a man on a Saga holiday: greying hair, debonair and confident but in real life he was an overweight builder who is probably addicted to Viagra.’

Yusef laughs louder.

‘I’m destined to meet awful men,’ she adds. ‘It’s in the stars.’

Jane likes the way Yusef laughs. He’s not at all self-conscious. He’s confident and attractive and without a shirt his body would be all muscle. When Yusef stops laughing Jane says, ‘He was over sixty and he asked me if I’d be up for a threesome in the pub toilet with the barmaid.’

Yusef explodes with laughter. He doesn’t know if Jane is telling the truth but it’s very funny and he imagines her with her skirt pulled up over her waist and he imagines the feel of her skin against his body.

Jane laughs but loses her balance on the stool and Yusef catches her in his arms. It seems the most natural thing in the world for them to kiss. Their lips meet and overwhelmed with passion, delight and surprise Jane opens her mouth to Yusef’s probing tongue.

Jane feels the firmness of Yusef’s chest and she rips his shirt from the waistband of his trousers and marvels at the softness of his hairless, strong body. She bends and kisses his nipples and that’s when he lifts her face to his.

‘Are you sure, Jane?’

‘I have never wanted anything more,’ she replies, laughing, and she takes him by the hand and leads him upstairs.

* * *

After they’ve made love, Jane props up the pillows and sits up in the bed. She pulls the duvet over her breasts. Beside her, Yusef lies with his hands over his head snoring softly his legs spread wide across the sheets.

‘That’s sobered me up,’ she whispers. ‘What an earth am I doing?’

‘You’re living,’ Yusef replies quietly with his eyes still closed. ‘It’s time for you to find some excitement.’

‘Not like this.’

He rolls onto his side and leans his head on his hand and gazes at her. ‘Why not?’ He has a flower tattoo over the left side of his shoulder, over his chest and down to his waist. It’s incredibly beautiful and it suits his lean, muscular body.

‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty-four.’

‘I’m forty-seven.’

‘Cougar,’ he roars softly and turns his hand into a claw.

‘It’s not funny.’

‘What are you looking for?’

Jane considers his question. It’s easier to talk in the half-light of the dark January night and Jane answers quietly, ‘I’m looking to share my life with someone special.’

‘Is that why you use dating sites?’

‘How did you know?’

‘I guess that’s how you met Mr Saga-Man aka Mr Viagra - which just for the record, I want to add, I do not use or need.’

Jane places a hand on his chest. ‘I can tell.’

Yusef clutches her hand. ‘You’re a very sexy lady.’

‘You make me feel that way.’

‘Good.’

‘What about you? Do you have a girlfriend now?’

‘Not now…’ his voice trails off. ‘Not any more.’

‘What happened?’

‘Nothing’ He pulls his hand away and turns to lie on his back staring at the ceiling.

‘I’ve told you about my Saga-man,’ she prompts.

‘It’s complicated,’ he replies, and Jane can see he is struggling with emotion.

‘She must be very special.’

‘She is.’

‘Can you be together?’

‘Not now.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because it’s not me she wants.’

‘How could she not want you?’

Yusef smiles sadly. ‘That’s what I asked.’

‘Maybe you should talk to her.’

‘It won’t make any difference.’

‘Why not?’

‘Her mind is made up.’

‘So, change it.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Why not?’

He refuses to speak, so Jane asks, ‘Can I speak to her for you?’

He wipes a tear from his eye with the back of his arm so Jane snuggles down beside him and cuddles into his long, naked body.

‘You really like her, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Life is short, go and get her.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Tell me why?’ she asks softly.

‘Because it would kill the one person I love most in the world.’

‘Ozan?’

‘Yes. He’s in love with her too.’

* * *

Jane makes tea and toast for them both and then insists he leaves her home before it’s light and the neighbours wake up.

‘Will I see you again?’ he asks.

‘You work across the road from me, so I should think so.’

Yusef spreads Marmite on his toast. ‘No, I mean, like this.’

‘I don’t think it’s a good idea.’

‘Why not?’

‘Well, aside from our obvious age difference, I think people would laugh.’

‘But what do you want?’

‘Yusef, you’re lovely. You’re kind and gentle and easy to talk to, it’s just that I’m looking for someone—’

‘Older?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Because in the longer term you and I want different things. You like to go out clubbing and meeting people and I want to stay at home and do jigsaws and get cosy beside the fire.’

‘We can do both.’

‘I’d get very jealous if I saw young, attractive, girls flirting with you all the time.’

Yusef smiles. ‘Naomi told me that I can’t help myself.’

Jane finishes her toast. ‘You need someone your own age too, Yusef. Someone who shares your taste in music, computer games or hobbies. We’re from different generations.’

‘It didn’t seem like that last night.’

Jane’s cheeks redden. She looks away and then turns deliberately to face him. ‘Please, promise me you won’t tell anyone?’

Yusef looks at her. ‘Why?’

‘I don’t want to be another conquest.’

‘You’re not.’

‘Good.’

‘But, I promise I won’t tell anyone.’ He frowns seriously.

‘Thank you.’

‘But, just for the record, I would like to see you again.’

‘We can have coffee sometime.’

‘Really?’ His face brightens.

‘We can bump into each other.’

‘Can I come here again?’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’

He scratches his head. ‘But we both enjoyed ourselves and we really get on. You’re so easy to talk to.’

‘It won’t do either of us any good.’

He grins. ‘I think it will.’

Jane reaches for his jacket and throws it playfully in his arms. ‘It’s time for you to go.’

He leans forward and kisses her briefly on the cheeks. ‘Thank you.’

‘I don’t think you should thank me.’

He stares at her and then says. ‘When I bumped into you last night, I was very upset but explaining everything to you, made me see things better.’

‘Do you mean about Naomi and Ozan?’

‘I shall now bow out gracefully and be a gentleman. I will give them my blessing.’

‘That sounds like a good plan and besides, I do think that you will meet the right person for you.’

They walk down the hallway together and he pauses at the front door with his hand on the lock. ‘How is it that you believe I will meet the right person, but you won’t?’

‘Perhaps I will.’

‘Perhaps the stars will realign this year and the right man for you will come along.’

‘Maybe.’

He opens the door and before he steps outside and closes it behind him, he whispers, ‘And if not, I am here for you, Jane.’

* * *

Jane opens the shop with the same regularity each morning. She lifts the blinds, checks the window displays, makes coffee and then sits at her workbench behind the counter until customers arrive. She has some repair jobs that she has put off until after Christmas, plus there was an order for a special handmade pair of earrings for a 21st birthday due the middle of January.

After the Christmas rush of shoppers, January is notoriously quiet. Sometimes people want to return a gift, but it is all usual, normal and predictable. That’s what Jane likes, predictability. She hated to admit it but she likes routine, monotony and a timetable. It’s what keeps her organised but more importantly, she feels safe.

At eleven o’clock she puts a note on the door to say she’ll be back in ten minutes. She walks slowly enjoying the cold wind on her face and that Harbour Street is quiet. Outside her hangover eases. On the right, leading to the harbour, a large van is negotiating the narrow route between the stone legs of Colossus, the clock tower, while to her left a van is parked on the kerb, delivering boxes to From the Heart Gift Shop. Jane calls out a brisk hello and Kit looks up and waves. 

Jane can’t see Eva in the flower shop or Ben in the art gallery but Ian is serving a customer in the grocers and Tracey, from Step Ahead beauty salon, comes out into the street. They meet at the café door.

‘Hello Jane,’ she says, pulling her scarf closer. ‘It’s bitterly cold today and I’m desperate for a coffee.’

‘Hi Tracey, how’s business?’

‘Slow.’ Inside Tracey calls out, ‘Morning Amber. Hello, Faisal. No Karl today?’

Faisal grins at her while cleaning a table. ‘Karl and Molly have gone to the Canary Islands for a week.’

‘Lucky!’

Amber turns from the coffee machine. ‘Morning ladies’

‘I’ll have a latte,’ says Tracey. ‘I haven’t got long as my next appointment is due.’

‘I’ll make it quickly.’ Amber turns away again.

‘I think it’s just the boys who are busy,’ Tracey says. ‘There’s always a queue outside the barbers, isn’t there?’

‘I hadn’t noticed,’ Jane replies, feeling her cheeks colouring.

‘What? And you’re right opposite them. Goodness, I’d be glued to the window staring at them the whole time. Those boys are proper eye-candy, don’t you think?’

Amber smiles and presses a lid on the cup. ‘Too young for me,’ she says.

Tracy nods. ‘Yeah, I suppose so, I forget. Goodness, Jane, it hadn’t crossed my mind but you could probably be their mother. Thanks for the coffee, Amber. See you both later.’

‘Later,’ Amber calls out and she laughs as Tracey closes the door. ‘She’s not the most tactful but her heart’s in the right place. I think it’s taken her a while to get her confidence back after Dan dumped her.’

‘She seems alright to me.’ Jane wishes her tone didn’t sound so brusque, but Amber doesn’t seem to notice.

‘I’ve got some information here on the kiosk. Have a read of it, Jane, while I get your coffee ready,’ she says pushing a small booklet toward her. Jane scan reads the information doubtfully, it’s only January and she isn’t sure she wants to tie herself into anything just yet. 

‘It’s a big step.’

‘It’s only from April to September,’ Amber says. ‘It would be perfect.’

‘But I couldn’t employ anyone,’ Jane replies. ‘It all becomes far too complicated.’

‘Look, let’s take a walk down there. Have you time on Sunday and we can have a look together?’

Jane agrees. Not because she wants to rent a kiosk in the summer but because she’s desperate for company, especially at the weekend when time drags.

The café door opens and it’s suddenly busy.

‘I’ll text you,’ Amber calls as she turns to make another coffee.

Outside in Harbour Street, Jane glances toward the art gallery across the road where Amber’s partner Ben works. She’s thinking of Yusef and wonders how other shopkeepers would react if they knew the truth. ‘They must never find out,’ she whispers.

* * *

On Sunday morning the rain pauses at mid-day and Jane is pleased to receive a text from Amber.

Meet us in the harbour - 30 mins?

She pulls on her multi-coloured Doc Martens and throws a coat over her olive green and black dungarees. Jane knows that Amber and Ben live on the far side of the harbour and that Ben inherited his family home. Jane has been invited there a few times in the past two years since Amber took over the café and although Jane hadn’t been part of the political scene when Amber first moved to Westbay, she now takes a keen interest.

When she moved to Westbay, Jane’s initial focus was on her business and making ends meet. There had been a time when she hadn’t managed to keep up with the rent on the shop but eventually she’d negotiated a deal with bank and the owners to buy the property. She’d remortgaged her cottage as collateral and she’s happy that she’s safeguarded her financial future. When Covid came along, unlike many other small businesses, Jane had found a way to survive. She’d spent all her time creating an online business. She hooked up with online shopping sites and was now shipping her jewellery all over the world. The only problem was that she needed help. She needed someone who could help her manage the online business while she focused on the design and making of the jewellery. One thing she had learnt was that she couldn’t afford to be cheap.

Jane’s Jewellery was getting a name as an expensive but reputable brand, and she needed help — someone who knew about staff. Jane didn’t know anything about having employees.

Amber and Ben are standing at the deserted Artisan market; coloured beach hut-styled kiosks are set back from the water’s edge and fishing boats line the harbour wall.

Amber is wearing a multi-coloured woollen coat and flat cap which look cool and trendy, while Ben wears a leather bomber jacket and jeans. They look perfect together, tall, good-looking, smiling and successful.

This is the partnership Jane wants. The perfect Yin and Yang. Like sun and moon or wind and rain — a happy balance. She didn’t want someone too like her or anyone too handsome or too young. She wanted someone who would complement her and she would do the same for him. She would be the perfect partner for the right man — a man who was happy in his own shoes. A man who is confident and intelligent but not cocky or smart, a down-to-earth man who loves normal things like a jigsaw. A man she would snuggle up with and watch a film, and be happy watching sport or football with. She wanted a man who would smile and tell her everything would be alright, a man who would think things through with her and give his honest opinion without bias and without gain — a man like Ben.

Was that too much to ask?

‘Did you see how busy it was here last summer?’ Ben asks.

‘Sometimes.’

‘Then you’ll know that anything goes. There’s food from Thailand, prints and pictures, photographs, handmade jewellery, craft shops, clothes…’ He waves his arms. ‘Just about everything.’

‘So, what will you do?’ Jane asks.

‘We can either offer breakfast with coffee, donuts and sandwiches or we could aim for the lunchtime trade and offer oysters, fish, chips — simple things —and maybe even picnic baskets for the beach.’

Amber screws up her eyes and looks around at the fishing boats bobbing on the tide in the harbour as if weighing up their options.

‘It will all depend,’ Ben explains, ‘if we want to use the Bistro or the café side of our business. We’ve been keeping them separate because of the accounts but we have to make the decision soon because these kiosks are popular and they will soon go.’

‘I think my jewellery will be too expensive.’ Jane frowns.

Amber digs her hands into her coat pocket. ‘So, why not do a cheaper brand? That way, you can appeal to two different markets.’

‘It might take away my exclusivity,’ Jane replies. ‘Although, it would be a good idea and I could certainly use some of the jewellery I sell online. That’s not nearly as expensive as the stuff I put in the shop.’

‘It would be good to expand your business,’ Ben agrees standing beside her.

‘What about staff?’ Jane is encouraged by their enthusiasm. ‘You guys are always so optimistic.’ She laughs. ‘You could talk me into anything.’

Amber holds up her hand. ‘No. Please take your time and think what suits you best, Jane. I just thought it must be so hard trying to make all the business decisions. Sometimes you just need ideas and someone you can talk things through with—’

‘I used to talk to Dad a lot. I wish you’d known him. He was happy just fixing and repairing things but it was me who ran the business side of things. I stocked the shop, managed the customers and the orders. But you’re right, Amber. Since losing Dad, I haven’t been able to speak to anyone — apart from the bank when I remortgaged my home.’

‘But you’re doing alright, Jane.’ Ben smiles, but then he’s distracted and turns away. ‘I think that’s Tommy over there.’ He raises his hand and strides off towards the stranger near the fishing boats.

‘So, what about staff?’ Jane asks.

Amber shrugs. ‘We haven’t got that far yet.’

‘Doesn’t Ben work with a lot of young people in London?’

‘He does, but they’re often homeless and although he’s formed a charity and helps them with woodwork and things, not all of them are interested in the hospitality industry. I’m lucky I have Karl and Faisal but there are often lots of students around in the summer looking for work.’

‘It sounds like another headache.’ Jane watches Ben saunter over to a man leaning over the railing watching the boats.

‘Maybe you’re right. Come on. Let’s get a coffee. It looks like Tommy has been out here for ages. He looks freezing too.’

‘Tommy?’

‘He’s a friend of Ben’s. You must have seen him walking around town with his wife — a beautiful Iranian woman?’

Jane shakes her head.

‘He used to be a fisherman but he had a heart attack last year. Bless him. He still spends all his time down here in the harbour. It’s his home.’

Amber insists on buying takeaways from a small coffee shop and they take them over to where the men are chatting together.

‘I bought you a latte, Tommy.’ Amber hands him a cup and he appears surprised.

‘That’s very welcome.’ He smiles. ‘Thank you.’

After introductions, they chat for a while and Jane regards Tommy while blowing on her coffee. He has deep-set serious eyes and a worried frown.

‘Hey Jane! Amber! Hi you gorgeous people!’

Jane’s body stiffens. She recognises the cheerful voice behind her and she’s frightened to turn around.

‘Hi Yusef, where are you going looking so smart?’ Ben claps him on the shoulder and Yusef pulls him into a man-hug.

‘Hi.’ Yusef is looking directly at her.

‘Hi.’ Jane looks out to sea.

‘Hey, Tommy, my main man, how are you?’ They shake hands. ‘You all having a good time?’ Yusef’s tone is cheerful and upbeat. He doesn’t wait for an answer. ‘My cousin’s birthday lunch today.’ He pulls on his suit jacket. ‘Thought I’d dress up, proper-like.’

‘You look gorgeous, doesn’t he, Jane?’ Amber smiles.

‘Do you think?’ Yusef stands taller and moves closer to Jane. ‘You like?’

Jane steps back, blinks and nods her head. ‘Yeah, it’s great.’

Amber laughs. ‘See, we all love you, Yusef.’

‘Yeah?’ He looks at Jane who will not look at him.

Ben throws his arm over Yusef’s shoulder. ‘Don’t be so needy, mate.’

Yusef laughs. ‘Gotta hone my skills, you know? Well, guys, have a good day.’

To Jane’s relief, Yusef steps away and after he’s gone, she breathes a small sigh. Could anyone guess? Did they know? He’d been too friendly with her and she suddenly feels very self-conscious and uncomfortable.

‘I’m really sorry, I have to go. I’ve got to get back. Yusef just reminded me, I have to call my aunt. It’s her birthday too,’ she lies. She smiles, and still clutching her coffee tightly she walks quickly through the harbour, under the Colossus clock tower to the safety and security of her lonely home.

* * *

Once she’s at home, she begins to work. Jane sits at the dining table with the radio on in the background, sorting through her tools, wires, bits of gold and silver. She picks up her pad and begins designing earrings and matching necklaces; small, delicate sea creatures; sea horses, starfish, dolphins and seals. Then suddenly she hurls the sketchpad across the room where it hits the wall and crumples to the floor.

She puts her face in her hands and warm tears fall down her cheeks. ‘You stupid, stupid woman! The whole town knows. They must do. That bloody, Yusef. How could I be so stupid?’
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Tommy

The floor is hard and uncomfortable and Tommy stares up at the ceiling. There’s a smell of damp from the carpet and a draught coming in from the window. Or was it from under the door? Either way, for a man used to being out in all weather, he wasn’t comfortable or happy. The man lying on the floor beside him is about to fall into a deep sleep, his breathing growing deeper, and on his other side, a strange woman is within touching distance. 

Tommy wiggles his feet and then remembers he’s not supposed to move. He’s supposed to be in some trance-like state, emptying his mind. But how is that possible? How can anyone just switch off like that? How can you go from a busy head to an empty head by changing focus — or position — or just stretching?

Yoga. 

The doctor said it would be good for him.

It wasn’t. 

Tommy didn’t feel good at all.

Relax, the doctor had said. Well it wasn’t relaxing at all.

If his wife was here, Sunita, she’d be lying beside him trying to make him laugh and he would have to snuffle a hearty giggle. But he has no one to make him laugh now and this isn’t at all funny. 

He glances at his watch and he takes a quick look around. They’re all ages. The young ones are wearing black leotards and skimpy tops stretching over their toned bodies. Then the ones like him are wearing baggy track pants and oversized t-shirts. He rests his head back and stares up at the ceiling trying to remember all the positions; downward dog, cat something or other and even a warrior. The last person Tommy felt like was a warrior. He was, in fact, the opposite. It’s funny how appearances can be so deceptive. A fisherman stereotype is burly with a thick grey beard and Tommy wasn’t like that at all. He really looked after himself. He was slim, well-toned, average height and he still had his own hair and teeth. Who would have thought he’d have a heart attack? The thought of that alone was likely to give him another one. He wasn’t overweight. It wasn’t diet or drink or stress — well, he didn’t think it was. The surgeons fixed him with two stents and sent him back home to the real world and he still hadn’t felt like a warrior or even a fisherman — worse still — he had felt sorry for himself. 

Before the heart attack he was always busy; working, helping friends in their gardens and time seemed to fly past. He filled his days easily but now what? Now he can’t work and he’s supposed to take it easy. What’s the point of that? What’s the point of living?

The man beside him suddenly snorts awake and twitches. 

This is so boring. Tommy closes his
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