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(First published in ‘Scribble Magazine’)
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‘Tom, Tom, it's Waxy Tom,’ the voices ring out behind him. ‘Waxy Tom, Waxy Tom...’ He turns suddenly and makes as if to spit at the two boys.

‘Wouldn't dare,’ one of them taunts. ‘I'll get my dad onto you...’

‘Really?’ Says Tom. ‘Well, I'll get my dad onto you and my dad's bigger than your dad and...’ but they've already lost interest.

As he starts up the path to the front door, a movement catches his eye. In the house next to his, a woman instinctively drops the net curtain and steps back into the safety of her own living room.

Tom can't resist a smile. Neighbours.

He steps inside the house and puts down the suitcase. An odd smell hangs in the hallway. It reminds him of a great aunt whose council flat stank of bodily fluids and old food, and who hugged him interminably between huge gorilla-like arms. He opens a window pushing it wide, and stands for a moment, breathing.

A pile of letters: bills, junk mail, lie on the hall table. Protruding from the heap is a note scrawled in long looped handwriting. Tom fingers the note, the agent's condescending tones echoing as his eyes flicker over the words. Her bill will be forwarded in due course, along with the spare keys, thank you and best wishes for the future, etc.

Tom walks slowly through the house, touching, sniffing, tasting its familiarity. Upstairs, he slides and slaps a hand along the railings on the landing, like a child rattling a stick against a fence. Each room reminds him of someone or something, an event, an argument, a tension, an excitement.

Pulling the kitchen door shut behind him, he steps out onto the cracked path and takes in the jungle that used to be garden. Only the shed looks intact. Time was you couldn't turn your back without something getting nicked, or when it couldn't easily be carried off, hacked to pieces just for the hell of it. Tom checks the shed windows, tugging at padlocks, yanking them this way and that. Safe enough, he decides. He stands for a moment, studying the shed door, the keys handing idly in his hand. Eventually, he reaches out and cupping the rusting lock, eases the key into place and rotates the machinery into its open position. The padlock swings loose and drops to the ground with a thud.

Moving hesitantly, he pulls the slatted wooden door. The hinges whine and grate in their holdings as it swings wide. Big hands splayed against the doorframe supporting his weight, Tom leans forward, peering inside. Slants of light glimmer through the ill-fitting planked walls, disturbed flecks of dust eddy into falling lines like miniature waterfalls. The rug, dark crimson and speckled with oil, lies diagonally across the floor. In one long slow movement, Tom lifts a foot and steps into the centre of the rough textured fabric. Slowly, he lowers himself into a cross-legged position on the floor. Resting his hands on his knees, he closes his eyes and begins to remember...

The sun is high and warm when Tom emerges from the shed. He breathes slowly, thankfully. Taking a pouch from his inside pocket, he begins to roll a cigarette. He rests one hand easily by his side and smiles at the memory of a small boy in the bus queue that morning, who'd watched wide-eyed as Tom held the delicate paper between two fingers, dragged a dozen shreds of tobacco into the waiting channel, and like the cleverest machine ever, rolled one perfect cigarette with less effort than another man might extract a ready-made straight from the packet. Not exactly a worthy skill, he decides, licking the gummed paper. You'd never make Prime Minister with a hand-rolling talent.

He taps the small tube gently on the back of his hand and flicks it up into his half-open mouth. His other skill. He inhales deeply, smoke easing down his throat like some achingly desirable fusion of need and satisfaction.

Built from railway sleepers in the days when trains still ran past the bottom of the garden, these days you'd never guess there'd ever been a railway line there. New bungalows overlook the house now. Neighbours Tom hadn't bargained on can see straight into his living room. Her next door has the right idea—net curtains. Too late now though. Strange that no matter how hard he's tried to leave the past behind, it always manages to jump right back at him like a yo-yo. The shed is a prime example. Should have pulled it down years ago. Still... He takes another drag then flicks the cigarette into the hedge and walks back towards the house.

Stepping outside the back door, Tom can't resist a peek around the corner of the house. Sure enough, the six-foot high gate has been removed from its hinges. It lies in pieces on the ground. Could have been kids, he muses.

Back inside, he picks up the phone and orders a pizza. The voice on the other end is whiney and irritating. Tom considers hanging up. Outside, the boys from earlier are jumping on and off the garden wall. They can see him through the unwashed glass, and occasionally smile in the way children do when they think they have nothing to fear. The whiney-voiced man is whispering to someone in the background. Tom asks if they can do ham and cheese. The voice says they can.

He sits down to wait.

Maybe it's been a mistake to come back. Same house, same town, everyone knowing your business. That had been one of the things he'd loved about it, at first, years ago. He'd even written poetry about the place. Had it published in the local rag whose editor was an old school friend. They'd asked for a regular contribution. Tom enjoyed the fame. Neighbours congratulated him for months afterwards. A story in one of the 'Sunday's' hailed him as a 'Voice of the People' with the headline: 'Tom Waxes Lyrical'. But that was before. Before all the stupidity. He begins to set a place at the table.
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‘You're glad to be back, then?’

‘Give over, Jimmy,’ says Tom, reaching up to exchange a carton of semi-skimmed for one of full fat. ‘I need building up. Prison takes it out of you. But you'd know all about that, wouldn't you, Inspector?’

The taller man avoids his gaze, studying the array of dairy products in front of them.

‘No, I wouldn't.’ He picks up a tub of yoghurt and studies it gratefully. ‘Can't remember the last time I came into a supermarket. Wouldn't know what to buy these days. Only wish Marjorie's diet fads didn't have to include me,’ he says mournfully. ‘Guts can barely keep up.’ He turns to watch a young couple arguing over a tin of beans. ‘I said to her the other day,’ he continues, ‘folk should leave well alone. Get on with their own business.’

Tom looks at him. ‘Why don't you, then?’ He moves off towards the cold meats.

‘You've been up that bit,’ Jim calls.

‘Oh,’ says Tom. ‘I thought perhaps I could go where I liked.’ He moves on. ‘I'm not in prison now.’

They walk in silence for a while, Tom a little way in front. At the checkout, he turns and smiles. ‘We should do this more often.’

Jim looks hot. He begins to walk away. ‘Maybe you're right. Things change.’

Tom nods.
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The knocking has become rather insistent. Tom hauls himself up from the armchair. The room is dark, and he flicks on the light as he moves slowly into the passageway. The visitor has inserted a slender finger through the letterbox. Tom steps back slightly in alarm, then relaxes as the familiar cluster ring comes into view. He can't resist gently pulling on the finger. It retracts sharply, accompanied by a yelp of surprise.

Marjorie looks nervous. ‘Can I come in?’ She pushes past him. Tom glances outside before closing the door.

Marjorie sits at the kitchen table, eyeing the half-eaten pizza with suspicion.

‘You've seen Jim,’ she says. It isn't a question.

‘Could hardly avoid him.’ He sits down opposite and waits. She doesn't raise her eyes from the pizza. Tom takes another mouthful then shoves the plate across the table, startling her.

‘I've just eaten,’ she says, looking directly at him, eyes wide and tearful. ‘Maybe we should...’

Tom sighs. ‘No point dragging things up again.’ He picks a small piece of ham off his trousers and places it carefully on the table. ‘I thought perhaps if I kept my head down, stayed out of sight...’

Marjorie reaches out a hand and rests it gingerly on his. It is almost affection. ‘I know,’ she says. ‘I said to Jim, It's a shame. That's what I said, Tom.’ She studies the pizza again. ‘It's a shame the way people poke their noses in. I don't know why we ever...’ She inhales quickly and looks away, beyond him, holding her breath, then after a few seconds begins to cry.

Tom shakes his head gently.

He waits. He'd feel foolish trying to comfort her, and the touch of her hand leaves him with an odd feeling of separation, as if they’re total strangers. As if. Though it's been years, he knows what Marjorie's tears can lead to. He lets her cry.

A moment, then, ‘You won't..?’ she begins. 

Tom shakes his head. ‘If I’d meant to say anything, don't you think I’d have done before now?’ Marjorie nods tearfully. ‘Besides,’ he continues. ‘Bit like bolting the shed door...’ He reaches into a pocket.

‘We just made a mistake,’ she sniffs, taking his handkerchief. ‘No-one would ever have known if that...that...’

‘Child,’ he says. ‘Only an inquisitive child.’ He closes his eyes and breathes deeply.
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The smell of sweat-damp wool hung in Tom's nostrils. He sniffed hard, trying to clear his throat. Wood shavings littered the shed floor, scattered tools and discarded items of clothing. The woman who lay in his arms breathed slowly, regularly. Lifting his head slightly he noticed the vertical channels of pale light that poured through the dark shadows of their unexpected intimacy. Tom closed his eyes. ‘Jesus...’

His companion moved, breathing in and coughing almost at the same time. Tom felt suddenly ashamed and began to undo himself from their human knot. As he did so, Marjorie opened her eyes and stared down at him. ‘Hello lover,’ she whispered.

Tom looked away, searching for his watch. ‘It's getting dark,’ he said. ‘You'd better get back.’

Marjorie sighed and rolled over, allowing Tom space to move. Then as he sat up, his eyes inadvertently fell on the narrow shaft of evening light. It wavered across their bodies as the breeze nudged the partially open door. Marjorie followed his gaze. Tom blinked. An eye met his. Then another. Then a shriek of glee broke the stillness.

Marjorie jumped up, quickly pulling on her jeans and tee-shirt. ‘Christ, bloody Christ.’ Seeing that Tom hadn't moved, she stopped for a second and glared at him. ‘Come on,’ she hissed.

‘They're only kids...’ Tom began, but she was already through the door and out of his line of vision. Tom hurriedly dragged on his clothes and ran out into the semi-darkness, At first, he could see nothing, then a high-pitched wailing cry caught his attention. He followed the sound to the side of the house to find Marjorie hanging onto a young girl with one hand while the other clasped the ankle of a boy who straddled the wooden beam across the top of the gate.

‘Jenny,’ shouted the boy. ‘Climb up.’ He waved a clenched fist at Marjorie, his trapped leg thrashing wildly. A swipe caught Marjorie's face and with a yelp of surprise, she let go. Tom moved forward uncertainly. The boy glared down at him, then with a final kick, swung his leg over
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