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Author’s Note

When Albert, a young drifter, turns up on Karl’s doorstep, neither of the men is prepared for the consequences.

Albert, a 27-year-old gay man has no idea where he is heading. Karl, an 87-year-old resident of the idyllic cove where Albert arrives at the start of the summer, cannot keep a lid on a pot of memories, stirred by Albert’s arrival, which threatens to overturn his simple and quiet life.

In forging an unlikely friendship, they both feel compelled to share a fact about themselves.

Karl’s memories of a long since dead romance re-surface, with unexpected consequences for him, Albert, and neighbour Joan, Karl’s lifelong combatant.

“... My mother liked to read. She particularly liked an author called Lucy Maud Montgomery – she wrote Anne of Green Gables – you probably don’t know it.”

“Can’t say I do, Karl.”

“My mother’s favourite was a story called Story Girl ... There was a line from that book that she had carved on her gravestone. If I remember it correctly, it says ... Nothing is ever really lost to us if we remember it ...”

“I’ll never forget you.”

“Then neither you nor I will ever be lost ...”

Defiance is the first Tale from Love Lane. Look out for more instalments in the future.

Cam Inch
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Was it just habit these days? He had to agree that it felt like a habit rather than something purposeful, but maybe that was because he couldn’t always remember the reason, certainly not as clearly as he used to. Habit or not, it was exercise and exercise made him feel vital, or, at least, less pathetic.

Joan’s scowl felt like a cold, sharp wind – the type you encounter as you round a corner. The type that could stop you in your tracks if you didn’t have your collar pulled up.

He had his proverbial collar pulled up.

The scowl, in a way deflected, thudded into the granite wall that separated the lane from the recreation ground. It made no sound as it died.

Ambling to the top of the lane where the bins were put out for collection, he could not ignore the slight pain in his chest. He didn't need to consult his doctor to know that it was angina. Wasn’t eighty-seven a decent innings by today’s standards, he mused?

His father had died in his seventies and his grandfather in his sixties albeit he had to admit that their lives had been far harder than his. Mother had been ninety-three when she had died. He supposed he had inherited her genes.

Grabbing the handle of the wheelie bin, he turned back and felt the sun on his face, and with the sun on his face, he neither saw nor sensed the scowl that welcomed his return, and the pain in his chest lessened.

After re-siting the bin on the raised slab that sat to the side of the garage, which blocked the gap between the garage and the wall that enclosed the bottom of the garden and prevented Molly from using it as a litter tray, he made a mental note to call William to ask him to come over and cut back the brambles. As he passed through the gate at the foot of the steps that rose to the level of the first terrace beneath the cottage, he heard the familiar squeal of a child. He turned to catch sight of the family group as it wandered down from the main road to the beachfront. A man and a woman and two children: a boy of perhaps eight and a girl of perhaps five. He guessed from the man’s pallor that he probably spent the rest of the year holed up in an office. The woman looked pensive for some reason. The children were squealing as children should, children on their way to the beach without a care in the world.

As he turned to make his way up to the back of the house, he heard the woman say sternly, “Jessica! Stop screaming.”

He very much hoped, as he reached the final flight of steps, that Jessica never stopped screaming, being the best antidote to developing a scowl in later life in his opinion. He suspected that Joan had stopped screaming at a very early age.

oOo

He left the back door open to air the kitchen. Filling the kettle reminded him that Barry was due over within a day or two to pay over the rent on the beach hut, which in itself would pay the water rates. Fifty pounds a week seemed like daylight robbery for something that his grandfather had built out of scrap wood. Still, the water rates only ever went up. How in God’s name did Joan justify charging five hundred a week in the summer he would never know. Then she was a grasping cow – his mother’s assessment, not his. He reached for the tea caddy – the one from Clovelly, which had eight sides and a hinged lid. The only one he had ever known, like so much in the cottage. Bequeathed from generation to generation like fine paintings or Georgian silver. Ferreting for the flat, round spoon that bore the crest of his grandfather’s regiment, he was transported back to the first time that his mother had asked him to make the tea. He had been twelve years old. The occasion was his grandmother’s wake. Philip had arrived in the morning, driving a smart open-topped sports car.

Was it wrong to hate God?

He hated God – still hated God - for making Philip so perfect. How could you compete with perfection? Still, it hadn’t lasted, had it? Barely three years after the said wake, they were lowering him into the ground. An ulcer they said. He knew it was alcohol.

While the tea was brewing, he fetched the biscuit tin, tossed Molly a gravy bone to stop her begging for a Rich Tea, which the vet said she mustn’t have, and sat down to read the newspaper.

‘Jobless figures reach record levels ...’

He’d never known joblessness or idleness come to that. Work – and hard work - whether it had been picking fruit or repairing engines, had been his lot since the age of five after his grandmother suggested his lazy eye was symptomatic of a dull and lethargic disposition – just like his good for nothing Uncle Bernard. If he tried hard, he could still remember her voice – like glass being shredded. He remembered his Uncle Bernard as the man in the camel coat and the trilby hat by her graveside, sporting the biggest grin.

He didn’t stir until he heard the tired cries of the children being carried home from the beach.

“Come on, Molly!”

He kept the setting sun, and the scowl, at his back, smiling to himself, as he invariably did, in the knowledge that, by the time he turned around it would be too dark for Joan to see, and he could stick two fingers up with impunity.
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It was going to be an exceptional day. The only evidence to support this theory – and the only evidence needed - being Joan’s departure at nine-thirty sharp for her weekly trip to the supermarket and lunch at The Royal.

He thought Margaret must be in-line for sainthood – an OBE at the very least.

The thermometer suggested it was thirty-two degrees, and that put paid to Molly’s usual walk down to the beach and along to the holiday cottage.

“Sorry, old girl. Vet’s orders. Just a quick run up to the top ...”

A run up to the top meant an amble to the pavilion in the memorial gardens.

He picked up Molly’s lead and a pooh bag and headed for the front door, not the back. She looked at him oddly.

“My knees are bad, old girl.”

Satisfied with the answer, she toddled after him.

Heading out through the front door avoided the back garden steps and the worst of the slope. It also gave him a chance to deadhead a few roses on the way out. The gate at the end of the short path opened out onto the main road. They turned right and walked slowly to the entrance to the memorial gardens. It was empty except for one other dog walker. Like clockwork, Molly performed her elaborate dance and then did her business. Once the pooh had been picked up and disposed of, they wandered to the pavilion. He sat down in the shade while Molly followed her nose along the edge of the hydrangea-bordered path.

Unaccountably, he fancied a coffee, but the kiosk was closed. When examining the backs of his hands was clearly failing to provide an answer to the burning question of whether or not to renew his membership of the bowls club, he mustered himself, calling out for Molly.

She failed to return.

“Where is she?”

He walked slowly towards the exit, knowing she’d never stray too far from the hand that dished out the treats. When she hadn’t materialised by the time he stepped out onto the path, he began to worry a little. When her head appeared from around the side of a small, red van parked by the corner to the lane, he breathed a sigh of relief.

“Molly!”

She waddled over, tail wagging.

“Why did you go off, silly?”

Bending down to reclip her lead to her collar, he heard the unmistakable sound of a wheel brace clattering on the roadway, which was followed by a pretty fruity curse.

Curious, he toddled in the direction of the back of the van. Molly began to pull on her lead.

“Steady, girl ...”

As he reached the back of the van, the doors of which were open, a young, shaggy blond-haired man stepped around from the roadside.

Molly barked excitedly.

“Hello, again!”

The young man reached down to stroke her head.

“How old is she?”

“Ah; it’s rude to ask a lady her age but as she’s no lady, I can tell you she’s eighteen.”

“Wow; she’s fit for her age. I love dogs ... I’m Albert by the way.” And the young man stretched out his hand.

“Karl ...” And he returned the firm handshake, and in so doing noticing that the man’s hands were grease marked and the knuckles of his right hand were newly skinned.

“... You’ve hurt yourself-”

“Can’t get the bloody wheel nuts off!”

When he said without hesitation, “Let’s have a look!”, he knew for sure that it was going to be a truly exceptional day.

oOo

“I’d never have thought to use a longer lever ...”

“When you’ve changed as many tyres as I have, you learn a thing or two ... Cup of tea?”

“Oh; I don’t want to put you out.”

“It’s no bother. Move the van down the lane and park in front of the garage with the blue door. While you do that, I’ll pop the kettle on. Come up the steps at the back.”

“Thanks!”

Never one to judge, having had the benefit of years and years of practice in the art of tolerance thanks to Joan, he couldn’t help but notice that the young man was a little unkempt. The inside of the van was a jumble of bags and what looked like a dirty old duvet. The smell defied identification.

With a rare spring in his step, he hot footed it to the kitchen and popped the kettle on. While he was putting the tray together, he heard the back gate swing shut, and seconds later, “Hey!”

“We’ll have this on the patio, shall we?”

“Sure ... Can you manage?”

“Yes, I’m okay thanks ...”

He placed the tray on the table and then erected the umbrella to give them some shade. As he lifted up the lid of the teapot to stir, he asked, “On holiday?”

“Not exactly – I mean, I’m touring so I suppose you could say holiday – not that it feels like it today ... at least not until now ...”

“Touring ... I’ve never left the island.”

“No freaking way! Why not?”

Yes, why not?

“Oh, I don’t know ... Becomes a habit, I suppose. When I was younger, I had to look after my grandparents and my parents – we had a business too ... Time just slips by and before you know it, it’s too late.”

“It’s never too late – you can’t be that old.”

Couldn’t he? His knees tended to disagree.

“Eighty-seven-”

“Fuck – I mean, Jesus. No way, man. Eighty-seven?”

“Eighty-eight in April ... What about you?”

“Twenty-seven ...”

Could he remember being twenty-seven? Vaguely. Twenty-seven had been in 1960, sixty years ago. The year his mother had to have three toes taken off – no wonder he’d blanked it out.

“... You’re only as old as you feel; isn’t that what they say?”

He looked the young man in the face, seeking out the crystal-clear deep
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