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The Apple Orchard


Joe

There’s never any point in anyone sending me a letter ’cos I can’t read. I can tell when it’s bad news, though. I can feel it. Bad words in an envelope are black and heavy, and this one is really heavy. I think I know what it is.

Since the old girl died, I’ve been waiting for this. She’s had my back for over ten years, has Maddy. Well, I had hers too. Chopped wood for her, put her bins out, cleared the snow off her path. And she said she felt safe with me at the bottom of the garden. Especially with Digby. Digby barked if anyone came within fifty foot of her house. He’s small but he’s fierce. You don’t mess with Digby.

It’s a nice plot her place is on. About half an acre, with a little apple orchard. That’s where she let me stay, in an old showman’s wagon that had been there years. It’s a beautiful spot. I love the birdsong. It keeps me calm. The hooting of the owls puts me to sleep, and I wake up to the thrushes and the larks. I’m not a country boy, not really, but I’ve learned to love the peace and the fresh air. Not like where I was brought up, on an estate in the back streets of Brum. There was always noise – shouting and dogs barking and sirens and cars screeching about the place.

And in the end, I needed peace and quiet. That’s why I came to Peasebrook. My dad used to bring me fishing here when I was a kid. Those were the days I loved best – Sundays in the summer when my mum used to pack us off with a pile of sandwiches and a bar of fruit and nut from the chocolate factory where she worked. I thought it was paradise. Just me and dad on the riverbank, pulling out fish after fish. We didn’t even talk much. But it was my safe place. That’s why I ran here when it all went wrong.

The funny thing was, I was OK to start with. I was so glad to have got out of that war alive. I got a job at the car factory – that’s what everyone did round where I lived – and I did all right. I had my wife Lissa – she waited for me to come back – and my two kids and a little house. I thought the madness had stopped. Yeah, I liked a drink or two, but we all did. I never caused trouble.

But when I lost my job, when the plant closed, something inside me cracked. You’d think after twenty years I’d have buried it, but the memories all came back. The fear. The guilt. The noise and the smell of war. The only thing that shut out the pictures was a pint. Or six. Or ten, sometimes.

When you’re drinking that much to forget, no-one wants to be with you. And even when they try and help, you push them away. How can they understand? In the end, I figured they were best off without me, because I knew they couldn’t mend me.

So that was it. I walked out one day, in the clothes I stood up in, fifty quid in cash and my guitar. I walked all the way to Peasebrook. It took me four days, and I slept rough, but it was my safe place, where I had happy memories. Nothing bad could happen to me here.


I spent that first summer picking strawberries. It’s always easy to pick up farm work. They put a load of us up in an old barn. I was their hardest worker, because I am a grafter, deep down. Tons, I must have picked. And it was OK. I drank a lot of cider to pass the time and keep those memories away. But the last night of the picking season I was worried about where I was going to go next. I went a bit crazy and kicked over a load of crates – smashed strawberries everywhere. It looked like blood but they smelled so sweet. They told me to leave. They told me not to come back next year. I blew it. I can’t eat strawberries now. They make me feel sick.

Maddy found me wandering along the road near her place. She stopped her car and offered me a cup of tea. She was very posh and a bit scary but kind underneath. And she wasn’t afraid to talk to me, about everything that happened. She lost her old man in that war too. He was an officer, caught in the crossfire. She never really knew what happened, though. We talked for hours, and it helped us both, because no-one else wants to talk about that stuff. Not really. She made me feel better about feeling bad. ‘It’s too much for any man to bear, Joe,’ she would say. ‘I sometimes think my husband was one of the lucky ones.’

Then she offered me the wagon to live in. I couldn’t believe my luck. She told me it was my home as long as I wanted it. It was a turning point for me. I had a roof over my head. I had my music – that was one of the things that kept me sane, playing my guitar. And I got Digby, from the farmer across the valley. He was the runt of the litter, but I loved him the moment I clapped eyes on him.

When I felt a bit better I wanted to go back and see my family. I told myself that when I was properly sorted I’d rock up and surprise them. Bring them all the birthday and Christmas presents I’d missed. But then I found out they’d got a new dad. I wasn’t surprised. Lissa was a good-looking woman. She deserved someone stronger than me. Someone with a decent job who could get her and the kids everything they needed.

I told myself they wouldn’t want me back in their life. They wouldn’t recognise me, for a start. I wouldn’t recognise them, probably. When I think about them, even now, it stops me breathing, so I try to forget and I tell myself they’re better off without me. They’d be older than I was when I went off to war now. They’ve got their own lives.

I’ll go into Peasebrook this morning. See if I can find someone to read the letter to me. It’s market day, so I should earn a few quid. I’ve got my amp and my guitar – if we set off now I’ll be there in time to catch one of them on their coffee break. I make quite a bit of money in Peasebrook. It’s a bit like time’s stood still, and the coppers turn a blind eye. I’d get moved on in the city, but Peasebrook’s like the old days. It’s the kind of town they stick on biscuit tins and chocolate boxes. It’s why I’ve stuck around for so long.

*

Oh dear, thought Emilia. Poor Joe. I wish there was something I could do to help.


She remembered the first time Joe had come into the bookshop, just after her father died. She knew it was a big deal for him, because he was scared of the shop. He couldn’t read, so he didn’t trust books, but he still came in to say he was sorry.

‘Your dad was a legend,’ he told her, in his strong Brummie accent. ‘He used to bring me out a sandwich on his lunch break sometimes. They were always a bit posh – funny cheese and funny bread and he always put bits of salad in. I told him cheddar on a bit of sliced white would do. It’s not that I wasn’t grateful.’

Emilia laughed, because that was her father all over. She could imagine the sandwiches – mozzarella and rocket and tomato on focaccia – and Julius and Joe munching them in the sunshine. Her father was one of those people who treated everyone the same, whether they were a lord or a tramp. She tried to be like him as much as she could. What would dad do? she asked herself, several times a day.

She’d asked Joe if he’d sing a song at her dad’s funeral, but he wouldn’t. He liked churches even less than he liked bookshops. He sang one in the street instead. His favourite pitch was at the foot of the stone bridge by the bookshop, at the top of the high street. Once or twice a week he set up for the day, with his guitar and his little amp and his Patterdale, Digby. Digby was shiny and black and never left Joe’s side.

Joe sang Purple Rain for her. It was one of her father’s favourite songs. Julius Nightingale had loved music – everything from Prokofiev to Prince – so it was perfect. As soon as she heard Joe playing the opening chords, she wanted to cry.

She could listen to the saddest music composed in the world – Mozart’s Requiem, or Barber’s Adagio – and not shed a single tear. But this had her on her knees. She did her best not to cry, though, because she knew it would upset Joe, thinking he had upset her. She couldn’t explain what it meant, to hear him sing for her dad. And her father would have loved it. He and Joe used to talk for hours about music and records: The Jam and Led Zeppelin and Bob Dylan. They must have been about the same age, although Julius had always looked much younger than Joe, who’d had a much harder life.

The day Joe came into the bookshop for the second time, he had waited until the shop was nearly empty, hovering outside the door. Emilia was putting out the books on the bestseller shelf, re-arranging the chart positions – they had a new chart every week – when he tapped her on the shoulder.

‘Can you read this for me?’ he asked. ‘I don’t read most of my post, but I’ve got a feeling this is important.’

‘Of course,’ said Emilia, putting down a pile of paperbacks and pulling the letter out of its envelope, postmarked from a big firm of solicitors in Oxford.

When she read it, she wanted to lie to him. She wanted to tell him it was the new recycling rota, or notification of a power cut. Not that a power cut would affect him, because she

knew he didn’t have proper electricity in his wagon. Just an old generator, so he could make a cup of tea and keep him and Digby warm in the depths of winter.

She had to tell him though. There was no point in keeping it from him.

‘You’re being evicted, Joe,’ she told him.

He stood there, in his army greatcoat and his clompy combat boots and his bobble hat and fingerless gloves. His greying hair straggled out from underneath his hat, and his beard was almost white. Emilia had always thought he must have been quite good-looking once – he had beautiful clear blue eyes – but he was very gaunt. He looked cold and pinched. And the light went out in him when he heard the news. It was as if someone had kicked him while he was lying on the ground.

He was quiet for a moment. Then he sighed. ‘Thought so.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

He shrugged. ‘It was always going to happen when she died. Maddy always said her daughter was greedy.’

‘She didn’t make any arrangements in her will? For you to stay on her land?’

‘Why would she? I’m not family.’

‘No. I suppose not. But don’t you have any rights? Have you taken advice?’

‘Nah. I don’t pay any rent. They’ll get me out in the end, anyway, so I might as well go now.’

He gave a philosophical shrug. It always amazed Emilia, how well Joe took everything life threw at him. She knew he’d been in the Falklands, and he’d had a wife and children who he never saw any more. He’d lived in the showman’s wagon at the bottom of Maddy Broome’s garden for as long as anyone could remember. He was a really fantastic singer – he had one of those rough, husky voices that could sound as sweet as honey given the right song. And he could play anything you asked. He was a human jukebox.

Emilia knew Maddy had passed away a few weeks ago, and she supposed it was only to be expected. But the letter made her angry. Where were Joe and Digby supposed to go? The wagon was rotting on its wheels, but it was still their home. But if Maddy’s daughter wanted to sell the house, she wouldn’t get as much for it with Joe lurking in the orchard. Of course she was kicking him out.

Why can’t things just stay the same? Emilia wondered.



































































































































































Loved The Apple Orchard?
















OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
The Apple Orchard

Veronica Henry





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
&
VERONICN

HENRY *
The Anple
Orhac

e

@@3@1‘ 3&





