
A collection of short stories loosely linked by the theme of love.
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Amelia pulled her front door closed at precisely ten forty-five in the morning, as she did at the same time every morning. She locked the door and popped the silver key into her purse, then checked the door by giving it a brief tug to be sure it was well and truly locked, before turning and walking down the path through her immaculate front garden.

Not quite immaculate today, for there were a couple of faded flower heads that she just had to pluck before she was sufficiently satisfied that it was safe to walk out through the picket gate into the street beyond. Much as she wanted to, she resisted the temptation to glance back and check that the front garden, which was truly the best kept garden in the street, was indeed looking as good as it should.

Ever since her husband had left suddenly, almost five years ago now, Amelia had thrown herself into gardening, with a vengeance. Although both she and her departed husband had always kept the gardens, front and back, in a respectable, if unremarkable, state of repair, the gardens had only truly realised their potential in the last couple of years under her unstinting labours. Indeed, if the garden hadn't been so tiny she would have considered opening to the public under the National Garden Scheme. Or she would, if she hadn't been so painfully shy.

Today, the weather was very fair, a typical mid summer's day, which is to say it wasn't typical at all. It was storybook weather. Blue skies, only the lightest of light breezes and plenty of warm July sunshine.

Amelia took her customary route to the sea front via the shopping parade. She paused briefly in front of the butcher's window and noted that the pork chops looked ideal for her dinner tonight. Not too big, not too much fat and not too dear. Since Ronald had abandoned her, she needed to be more careful with her expenditure than ever.

They had been married for twenty-five years. She had supposed it to be a happy marriage. It wasn't perfect, but surely there were few, if any, perfect marriages. They had their disagreements and occasional rows, but that was normal, wasn't it? On the whole they'd rubbed along well enough together. They'd had happy times, fun times, too, though mostly that was in the early days she remembered. They'd had good holidays, but mainly they'd been friends and companions, or so she'd thought.

Maybe if we'd had children, she thought, for about the millionth time. Maybe things would have been different.

She shook her head in annoyance when she realised that she was running through the same thought cycle yet again. Like a hamster, endlessly running around its wheel and getting nowhere. She had vowed to herself that it was time to move on. To stop rehashing her past life and start thinking about her future. She was still young enough at fifty – well, fifty something – to have a whole future life ahead of her as long as she could break the cycle of reliving the old life in her head. If only she could just forget.

She popped her head around the butcher's door. "Hi, Mr Hicks," she said. "Could you put by one of the pork chops for me, please? I'll pick it up on my way back."

Bill Hicks, waved his bloody meat cleaver at her in greeting, without pausing in his chopping. "When are you going to start calling me Bill?" he asked.

She smiled and gave him a wave as she continued down the street for her daily coffee ritual.

The coffee ritual was part of her self-regeneration project. For three years after Ronald had left her, she had moped and reflected the lost twenty-five years. She had sleep walked through the divorce and settled unhappily into a spinster's life. Her friends, who had been so supportive in the beginning had gradually stopped, or at least reduced their calls. They'd stopped entirely trying to set up 'accidental' dates for her when it had become obvious that she simply wasn't ready or able to move onto pastures new.

The gardening therapy, though, had brought her a certain peace and acceptance that what was done was done, or maybe it was simply the passage of time that had wrought the change. Whatever, about three months ago she had made a decision that she would go out and make new friends, a decision easier made than done. She'd found it difficult, as a fifty something woman, to find places that she could go to on her own and meet new people. She didn't dance, and was shy about going to a dance class on her own. She considered joining a club for singles, but somehow it wasn't quite her. She certainly wasn't the kind of woman who could breeze into a bar on her own and drink alone, and so the coffee ritual began.

She was determined to leave the house every day, and eventually settled on going out for a morning coffee. Each day, therefore, at ten forty-five exactly she would walk down to the promenade and take coffee in the little café at the end of the shops. Normally, she was able to sit at the small table just inside the window, by the door, where she could watch people strolling along the promenade, or just look out at the sea and the herring gulls wheeling overhead.

Although this daily ritual had got her out of the house, it hadn't really achieved its main objective, which was to meet new people and make some new friends. Sure enough, there were other people in the café each day, many of them regulars like her, but they tended to sit on their own, and were clearly happy to do so, or they arrived in groups, or met their own, existing, friends.

After three months, she was on nodding acquaintance with half a dozen of the regulars and first name terms with the waitress, but not one genuine new friend. She'd even taken to bringing a paperback book with her to read, which rather defeated the object of meeting new people. She did need some new friends. She missed the company of her husband. Her ex-husband. She wondered if he was happy? She supposed he was, though she had her doubts that the young woman he'd gone off with would last half as long as the twenty-five years she and he had spent together. 

She shook her head in annoyance at finding herself once again drifting into the circular and pointless reminiscences of her life with Ronald. He was gone, for better or worse, he was gone. She had to get over it. There was no doubting that she missed the company, though.

Yes, she admitted to herself, it isn't only friends that I need, it's a man's company that I miss. Irritating as they all seem to be at times, there's no doubt that they have their uses. She blushed slightly and smiled. She'd meant companionship, nothing more, well maybe a little more, sometimes.

When she arrived at the café she saw that her favourite table by the window was already occupied, indeed the café was quite crowded. Holiday season, I suppose, she thought to herself. She saw a few of the regulars scattered amongst the strange faces, but no vacant table.

Momentarily disconcerted she almost turned away and walked home, but Jo the waitress saw her hesitate and waved across the heads of the seated customers. Amelia thought it would be churlish to walk away now and pushed through the door looking around to see if anyone was about to leave.

"Hi," said Jo. "It's a bit crowded today."

"Maybe I'll give it a miss today," replied Amelia

"There's space on the balcony," said Jo. "It's a nice day, why don't you sit up there. If you go on up I'll bring your coffee."

Amelia hesitated briefly. This small break in her daily routine was enough to induce a minor feeling of panic. She'd never sat up on the balcony before. She knew it was there, of course, she'd seen other people sitting up there when she'd walked by, but somehow it lacked the security of her little table in the window. After a moment's hesitation she gave a small nod and headed for the little wooden staircase at the side of the café.

"Do you want a muffin today?" Jo asked as she passed.

Normally Amelia would have declined. She only allowed herself muffins on Wednesdays and Saturdays, today was only Tuesday, however today was already a break with normal. She was going to sit outside on the balcony. Why not go the whole hog and have a muffin, too? She could always skip Wednesday's muffin to compensate. 

"Yes, please," she called as the put her hand on the newel post of the stairs. "Blueberry if you've got one."

For some reason she felt slightly wicked as she climbed the steep wooden stairs to the balcony. 

The balcony area was small and deserted. There were only three tables. The view, however, was grand. It was possible to see along the promenade in both directions and to look straight out across the estuary to the other half of the town on the opposite bank. In today's sunshine the view was magnificent and, even though she'd seen it a thousand times before, Amelia found herself gazing at the scene in front of her as if for the first time and smiling.

"Beautiful, isn't it," said a voice from behind her. 

She jumped slightly at the sound of the unexpected voice and turned towards the unseen person who had spoken.

It seemed that there weren't just three tables on the balcony. Tucked slightly farther back and partially hidden by the open café door was a fourth table. A man was sitting there with an empty coffee cup and an e-book reader.

"Sorry," he said. "Didn't mean to make you jump like that."

"No. That's OK. You didn't. Well, only a little. I didn't see you there."

"I'm here every day," he added. "I like to think of this as 'my' spot. Luckily most people don't seem to realise it's here. It's pretty sheltered, even when the weather isn't as good as today."

Amelia smiled and nodded and began to pull out a chair at one of the other tables. 

"Would you like to join me?" the man asked. "It would be nice to have someone to talk to for a change. That's if I'm not intruding, of course. Sorry. A bit presumptuous of me. Maybe you'd prefer to be on your own."

"N-No. Thank you. It's very kind of you. I I'd love to join you. I've got a coffee coming. But I don't want to disturb you. You're reading, aren't you? Isn't that one of those electric book things?"

"e-book reader? Yes. But I'd rather have someone to talk to. If you'd like to, of course."

The man stood up and pulled out a chair for her to sit on. He was tall. Taller than Ronald anyway and slim. Didn't have that pot belly that Ronald had acquired. She sat down and looked about her awkwardly wishing she had something to do with her hands.

"Name's David," he said offering his hand for her to shake. 

"Amelia," she replied.

"That's a lovely name," said David. "Do people call you Amy for short?"

She nodded. "Some do," she agreed.

"Do you mind if I call you Amy?" he asked.

He had a nice voice, she decided. "Of course not," she said.

There was activity at the top of the stairs as Jo appeared with Amelia's coffee and cake.

"Oh," she said. "I didn't know you two were friends."

Amelia blushed slightly. "We're n.." she began, but she was interrupted by David.

"Yes," he said. "Good friends."

"Would you like another coffee, David?" asked Jo.

"Please, Jo. Make it a big one and I think I'll have one of those muffins, too, while you're about it. They look excellent."

And that's how Amelia met her second husband.

No. No, not David. 

Amelia and David did become good friends. On fine days they took their coffee up on the balcony and on cold, wet days they sat at the small table by the window. If the weather was truly superb they would sometimes walk along the promenade together and even take lunch at the pub overlooking the harbour. They never lacked for conversation and, in due course, David introduced Amelia to his long-term partner, Dominic. Dominic turned out to be an excellent chef and loved nothing better than throwing dinner parties. It was at one of Dominic and David's dinner parties that Amelia met William, a shy man of about fifty something whose wife had died a couple of years previously, and, in a surprisingly short time, William moved in with Amelia. They were married a year later.

She still walks down to the café on the promenade and takes coffee with David on Wednesdays. They sit on the balcony if the weather is fine and they usually have muffins with their coffee.
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Now, you have to bear in mind that this story never happened, alright?

I need to make sure that you know that it's just hypothetical, OK?

OK. As long as that's understood, I'll tell you what happened. But you have to promise not to breathe a word to anyone else. No one. Not ever. Promise?

Right. Where shall I begin? I guess this is one of those stories that begins way back, years ago, lifetimes ago even, but for the purposes of getting started let's just suppose that it started on a Monday morning about a year ago. The day isn't important.

Martin had to go to Paris on a business trip. That, in itself, wasn't unusual. He made at least a couple of business trips a month to some city or another. Usually he drove himself to Heathrow to get his flight and left his car in one of the on-airport carparks. This time, however, I was driving him because he had just had a two-week driving ban – speeding points – and, anyway, I wanted to talk to him before he left. It's not easy to find a space to talk with the children around, but today they were both safely parked with their grandparents for a few hours.

The drive from our home to the airport is only about forty minutes, and for the first twenty I don't think a single word passed between us. I was driving and Martin took a couple of calls on his mobile, but mostly we just drove in silence. That pretty much summed up our lives these days. I looked after the children and the house and Martin took care of his business and paid the bills. We were like thousands of other couples, millions maybe. Normal, unfulfilled, approaching middle aged couples who once loved each other, with a home, two cars, two children, a mortgage, two foreign holidays a year and a fifty-five-inch flat screen television. Once, we'd found each other interesting, funny and sexually attractive. Now we found each other mildly irritating, predictable and convenient. We had worked out a way to live around one another where once we'd had the ambition to live with one another.

I'm not complaining that Martin is a bad man. He isn't. He's a good provider. He's honest. He works hard. He takes his part in looking after the children. It's just that I'm not sure that I love him anymore, and I have no idea if he still loves me.

A couple of times I'm steeling myself to speak, but then his phone goes again and the moment passes. I see the signs on the overhead gantry telling us to get into the correct lanes, ready to leave the M25 and join the M4 for Heathrow. "Martin," I begin, but he's lost in another arcane business discussion on his mobile. Apart from saying 'Goodbye', we don't speak again and I watch him disappear towards the security check area for passengers with hand baggage.

Somehow, I can't face the drive home at that moment and make my way over to the coffee stand and get myself a cappuccino. I perch on a bar stool looking out over the concourse and wait for my coffee to cool a little. Is it me, I wonder? Do I just expect too much? Shouldn't I just be grateful for what I have, two lovely children, a nice home and a husband who provides all the material things we could need? I scarcely notice the man who puts an espresso coffee down just along the counter from mine, while he unloads his bag from his shoulder onto the floor. "Is it OK to sit 'ere?" he asks, smiling as he sits anyway.

"Sure," I say, still not paying him much attention.

"Could you pass me ze sugar, please?" he asks.

I've always wondered why French people insist on saying 'ze' instead of 'the'. I'm sure it's not because they are incapable. I have a theory that they are taught to speak that way 'because you will discover zat ze British find it very sexy'. Well, whoever came up with that observation certainly got that right.

I slid the sugar bowl towards him and for the first time took some note of him. Not especially tall, probably around five eight or five nine, dark hair, well styled, slim face with a slightly aquiline nose, and grey smiling eyes. I don't know how eyes can smile, but his eyes definitely smiled.

"Sank you," he said, and then he winked.

Now I don't know about you, but I'm not used to being winked at by strange men. I found it quite disconcerting. What was that supposed to mean? Was he flirting with me? I felt the colour rising in my cheeks and turned away, towards my still too hot coffee.

"Are you waiting for someone?" he asked. He had a warm voice and the accent was adorable, but I avoided looking at him.

"No. I just dropped my husband off for a business flight." Why was I telling him this?

"E is a lucky man. Where is his business meeting?"

"Paris. He often has to go there."

"Ah. I 'ave just come ze ozzer way. I was up at six o'clock zis morning to catch ze flight for Londres, sorry, London, and now I 'ave 'ad a message to say zat ze meeting is cancelled."

"Oh. That's a shame. Will you have to fly straight back?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. I 'ave an 'otel room booked for two nights, so maybe I will take a couple of days 'oliday to see ze sights. What do you sink?"

Now I know that the warning lights should have been flashing at this point, and maybe they were. Maybe they were starting to flash and I just didn't want to see them. Instead of drinking my coffee and saying 'goodbye', I turned instead towards the stranger and said, "Why not? It sounds like a fun thing to do. Be spontaneous."

His eyes laughed. Small lines radiating from the corners twinkled, even though I know it's not possible for skin to twinkle.

"Allo," he said. "My name is Jean Luc." He offered me his hand
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