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He knew most
times he didn’t look his best. People stared at him either with a
contemptuous look or one of pity. He hadn’t always been like that.
There was a time people stopped to admire him; his strong athletic
body, his long flowing hair and the most piercing blue eyes in the
town. He had the reputation of being the best dressed boy in the
valley and the girls were always round him like proverbial bees
around a honey pot. Those days were gone and he knew it.

Glancing
sideways at his reflection in a shop window, all that was gone.
What looked back at him was a haggard, stooping and balding
individual who dressed and looked careworn. A life spent down the
mine, bent double most of the shift, pick and shovel his main
companions, and both had left their mark. His knees were the worst.
On occasions he could not walk around his small house without the
aid of a stick and he hated to be seen in town with it. That
determination had cost him dear. After falling headlong in the
street one morning and helped to his feet by young boys, he rarely
went out, and when he did, the stick was reluctantly in his hand
which long ago would have been round the waist of one of his pretty
girlfriends.

As he stumbled
towards the town, his gaze rested on the new Curio and Antique shop
that used to be Charlie Jackson’s Fish and Chip café. In the window
was a mirror. Not an ordinary mirror; this was what rich folks
called a Cheval mirror. Tall and stately on a sturdy frame, it
stared accusingly back at him.

He stopped,
and suddenly realized that there wasn’t a single mirror in his
house. In the good old days when his mother was alive he never
needed one. Before he went through the front door, he would be
inspected, dusted down, criticised for his long hair, receive a
quick kiss from her on his cheek and off he would go. When she
died, his maternal mirror died along with her. So for the past
thirty or so years he hadn’t cared too much about his
appearance.

After her
funeral his life was all over the place. Sometimes he would come
home as drunk as a skunk; other times on the arm of a girl with
every expectation of luring her upstairs to his room. Some nights
he succeeded and the next day he was tortured with pangs of guilt.
The spectre of his late mother seemed to be there in every corner
of the house, and the previous night’s rush of lust turned into
daytime anguish.

Walking back
with his small bag of groceries, he found himself walking up to the
window of the Curio shop and eyeing up the Cheval mirror. Grasping
the door handle, he paused for a moment as if he had forgotten why
he was there, then turned the handle and walked inside the gloomy
interior. As he did, the bell that Charlie had installed fifty
years ago clanked and echoed through the cluttered shop. He stood
for a few moments in the quiet gloom and was about to make a swift
exit when a small man appeared as if from nowhere and said ‘Sorry,
I need to replace that bell, I can’t always hear it when I have the
radio on.’

He stared at
the man for a long moment, noticing how small and untidy he looked.
One eye fixed his, the other lazily drifted away into another
dimension. He was fascinated; never in his whole life had he seen
anyone do that. He wondered if the man had practiced this ocular
drift to captivate customers or if it were something he couldn’t
control. The diminutive shopkeeper couldn’t have been more than
five feet tall and his bent back forced him to incline his head up
towards his customer. He would have made a good Hunchback of Notre
Dame had he been an actor.

Considering he
had been born and raised in the valley, he had never seen the odd
looking shopkeeper before. Then he remembered that Arthur next door
had told him that the newcomer was from ‘down south somewhere’ and
that was that. End of conversation. Down south somewhere was out of
his league. He had never ventured ‘down south’ in his life. There
was no need to. He had all he needed around Woodville, why for
goodness sake would he waste his time going ‘down south?’

The silence
was broken by the shopkeeper. ‘So, what brings you into my
emporium? Is there something in the window or the back that takes
your fancy Sir?’

Never once in
his life had he been addressed in such a respectful manner. He
looked down at his feet, saw as if for the first time how scruffy
his shoes were, raised his head again and looked down on the old
man. ‘Well’ he mumbled, ‘It’s the mirror. I saw it in the window,
thought it might make a nice present for my wife.’

As he made
that statement, he realised that he was both a liar and a man
deluded by years of wishful thinking. Despite all the pretty girls
and lovely women who had graced his arm and bed over the years, his
mother never approved of a single one of them, and here he was,
alone and lonely, telling tales to a stranger.

‘Ah, you’re a
man of good taste, I could see that as soon as I set eyes on you’
said the shopkeeper. ‘A lovely piece that is, comes from a good
home as well you know; nobility I might add, but I’m not selling it
at a price that you would expect. Oh no, this is a special piece of
furniture, would grace any fine bedroom. I’m sure your dear lady
will spend hours appreciating her good looks in front of this.
Where can I deliver it to, what address can I put down?’

 He must have looked shocked as the
shopkeeper finished his monologue. For a moment he didn’t know if
he should make a rush for the door and get back to the comfort and
safety of his little house before he said any more. But he was
rooted to the spot. The old man slowly drew from his waistcoat
pocket a small writing pad and a stub of a pencil. Looking
expectantly at him, the old man patiently waited for his
address.

‘Well, hmm,
hang on a minute, I don’t even know how much it is, and I don’t
even know if it will fit in my, I mean our bedroom.’ They stared
into each others’ eyes. A thousand years later, or it could have
been a second or more, the old man said ‘Look Sir, I don’t mean to
be rude, but I’m sure we will come to a mutually satisfactory
bargain. Let me see.’ He bent down to the left hand corner of the
mirror where a small white tag hung. Inspecting it carefully he
stood up again and said ‘the ticket price is one hundred and forty
pounds, but as you are a considerate and intelligent man, I’m
pleased to let it go to you for a mere one hundred and twenty
five.’

‘Oh, hmm,
well, what a shame, that’s way more than I can afford’ he said with
some relief.

‘You drive a
hard bargain; I could see that as soon as I clapped eyes on you.
Tell you what, it’s yours, delivered free for a round hundred.
How’s that for a deal eh?’

Damn. At this
point he wanted to run. He wanted to, but his feet were welded to
the old and worn linoleum on the floor. A voice that he didn’t
recognise for a moment said ‘Well, alright then’ and the deed was
done. But what had he done? When he crossed the threshold he had no
intention of buying a single thing, let alone spending a fortune on
a mirror. A mirror; had he lost his senses?

Ten minutes
later he was home, his bank balance severely depleted. He put the
battered old kettle on the stove to make a cup of tea and cursed
his stupidity. A hundred pounds, a hundred pounds; he had never
spent that much at one go in his entire life. The more the words
went through his mind, the more he metaphorically kicked himself.
What a fool he was. I know, he thought, I’ll go back in the
morning, tell him it was a mistake, that my wife doesn’t want the
mirror after all. While he was thinking it, he knew he wouldn’t. He
didn’t have the courage to do something as bold as that.

The next
morning around nine thirty, there was a ferocious knocking on his
front door. Summoning all the courage in him, he yanked the door
open, determined to tell the old man it had been a mistake, and
came face to face with a young and powerfully built boy standing
next to his new possession.

‘Morning my
friend, hope I’m not too early for you, I believe this is yours. Do
you want me to take it up to your bedroom or do you want me to
leave it here?’

Before he
could answer, the boy calmly picked up the mirror and its stand in
one smooth movement, and marched purposefully up the stairs. He
followed behind, wary in case the boy fell backwards, but at the
top of the stairs the boy called out ‘Which room, the one on the
left?’ He reached the landing just in time to redirect the boy to
his own bedroom. The other used to be his mothers, and he couldn’t
bring himself to even go in there these days. It was a shrine,
untouched for nearly thirty years. So many times in the past he’d
ventured inside, so many times he told himself don’t be stupid,
don’t be sentimental, get rid of it all, give it all away to a
charity, rent the room out, you need the money. But he couldn’t
face it. So there it was, dust crowned, cobweb encrusted, the air
crackled with her eu de cologne. Every time he turned the key and
made his pilgrimage into that holy place he would look in every
corner as if expecting her to still be there, waiting for her
rebuke, her criticism of his drawn features. Every time he would
retreat, walking backwards, reverently and carefully close the door
as if not to wake her, and slowly turn the key.

‘Here you are
my old friend’ said the young boy with a familiarity that jarred
against his old fashioned upbringing and the age difference between
them. Without being asked, the boy placed the mirror in the far
corner of the room diagonally opposite the small and dirty window.
He held out his hand with a look of expectation on his face. After
a moment, expectation turned to contempt and the lad brushed past
him with a grunt and as he clumped down the stairs muttering ‘tight
fisted old bastard.’

The front door
crashed as the boy closed it with a gesture of obvious contempt and
the man stood there, looking at himself in his new mirror. It was
tipped up and at first all he could see was the top of his
shoulders and his head. He stared at it for a while trying to
figure out why most of him was missing, then realized that he
needed to adjust it. He walked to it, tilted the frame down and
there he was, all of him, and as he gazed at himself, a vision of
the day before in the shop came into his mind. Why had he done such
a stupid thing, throw his meagre savings away on such a useless
piece of furniture? He sat down on the small bed, taking stock of
the situation and stared for a while at the mirror and the old man
who faced him. Then with a long sigh, he rose, walked out of the
room and went downstairs.

That night
when he went to bed he had forgotten about the mirror. As he
switched on the small bedroom light he turned and nearly fainted
with fright. There was a man in his room walking towards him. Then
he realized that the man was himself, and he felt his heart beating
in his breast like a hammer. How foolish he felt, and was relieved
that no-one was around to see his fear and shock at seeing himself
like that. As he undressed and put on his threadbare pyjamas, he
kept sneaking sidelong glances at the mirror as if to reassure
himself that it really was only he and not some would-be burglar,
not that there was anything of value to steal.

Reaching up to
the bedroom light switch that was swinging from the ceiling above
his head, he took one more look at the mirror. The reflection of
the room, his bed and he in it looked bigger in the mirror than he
expected. As he squeezed the switch it seemed that his reflection
moved even though he hadn’t. The room was plunged into darkness,
but instead of laying his head on the pillow he sat there, his eyes
gradually getting used to the street lamps shining
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