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“Welcome,
everyone,” Bertha said as the committee members came into the
village hall. “I feel this could be the last meeting of this sort
for the village. Now that romance has returned to us, the sign is
almost complete. We just need one more couple.”

“Don't look at
me,” Ted said.

“No, it won't
be you, Ted. I did hear, Daisy, that you mistook Harvey for an
interviewee.”

Daisy blushed.
“I know. He's forgiven me, after I got him to do a bit of
flower-arranging. He said he quite liked that. Found it
therapeutic. Will you find love again, Bertha?”

“No, I'm too
old,” Bertha replied, “but I know someone who isn't. Where is
Caroline, by the way?”

At that moment
the doors crashed open and Caroline rushed in, along with a man.
“Sorry I'm late. Was just telling Jeff here what's what at the
shop.”

Jeff asked, “Is
she normally like that: rush rush rush?”

“Will you
please slow down, Caroline,” Bertha said. “Welcome, Jeff.”

Caroline sat,
puffing. “Can't stop long.”

“Yes,” Ted
said. “We had hoped that she'd slow down after what happened last
year.”

“What was
that”? Jeff asked.

“She's not told
you? I'm not surprised. After her last assistant left, she tried to
run the corner shop on her own, and ended up having a major health
scare. I’m sure she will tell you in her own time. We're pleased
she has employed you to assist her. It means that she has at last
accepted she needs help.”

“Caroline?”
Jeff said, looking her way.

“I'll tell you
when we get back.”

“Well, the
village has a new couple now. Daisy here from the florist’s has
found love with a photographer called Harvey. And because of that,
the village sign will show it. Caroline will know what I mean.”

“Yes, I had
heard about that,” Caroline said. “OK if Jeff stays to listen in
for a bit? He could learn something about the village.”

 


Caroline strode
briskly back to the shop.

“Will you not
rush,” Jeff said. “The shop will still be there in five minutes or
ten.”

“OK,” she
relented.

She stopped at
the village sign, getting her breath back. She put her hand on her
heart, which was beating fast, and looked around her, taking in her
surroundings. She'd been too busy with work to take much notice of
her village. Now with the warmer weather coming it looked so
lovely, especially the park, with its comforting trees, soft green
leaves and bright flowers.

Thinking of the
park made her picture the cafe and Angel's cakes. She licked her
lips at the thought of them. No, she mustn't. Her consultant had
told her that to keep well she needed to forego all bad foods. Oh
well. At least she had Jeff to help in the shop now.

“Oh!” she
gasped. She stared at the village sign, which was flashing at
her.

Now she saw
what the others meant when they said it had been changing. It now
read ‘Doublebu’. She could just about make a RY under the glow of
the sun. She hadn't seen that before. Why had it started to change?
Was it just her? What had she been thinking about when it happened?
Oh yes, Jeff. It flashed again.

“Did you see
that?” she asked.

“What?”

Maybe he
couldn't see it yet, she thought.

She gazed
around her. No one else was about. She didn't blame them. It was
still chilly out here. “What about Jeff?” she silently asked the
sign. It flashed again. “You think he could help me? I don't know
how. We shall see.”

In the shop
Caroline said, “OK, let's start with the magazine section.”

“I'll make the
tea first,” Jeff said.

She began at
the bottom shelf. She sorted out all the magazines, putting aside
any old ones, and jotting down the titles she needed to order. She
worked her way up to the top shelf. Knowing that she couldn't quite
reach it, she found her stool and put it in place. She lifted a
foot to step up onto it when Jeff said, “What do you think you're
doing?”

“Oh, you made
me jump, Jeff,” she said, putting her hand to her chest.

“Sorry, but
what were you doing?” He put two mugs down on a nearby table.

“What did it
look like?”

“Putting your
life at risk,” he told her.

“I've done it
before so it should be OK.”

“Well, that was
before then. You did say you'd tell me about it when we got back
and here we are.”

She paused for
a second. Should she tell him what happened? She would be working
with him now. She recalled his interview. He had been so easy to
talk to then.

Jeff saying,
“You don't have to say if you don't want to,” brought her back.

“No, I feel you
should know. I had a heart attack last year.”

“Do you want to
tell me what happened?”

She took a deep
breath. Time to admit it to herself and others that she wasn't the
same person anymore. “I picked up some piles of magazines and got
that stabbing feeling, then collapsed.”

“The heavy
lifting. Which is why you brought me in to help. So why don't you
let me?”

She
shrugged.

“Ah, you hate
losing that bit of independence. But if it's good for your health,
then make it work. Tell me when you need help and I'll be there.
Please.”

“OK,” she
said.

“So, what were
you doing?”

“I want to see
what magazines are on the top shelf.”

“Nothing
naughty, I hope!”

“Of course
not!” she snapped.

“Only joking. I
don't think Bertha would approve, do you?”

Caroline
laughed. “Definitely not. She'd certainly kick up a fuss if there
was anything like that.”

“That's better.
A laugh is good for the heart. Let's see what we have here.” He
took down the rest of the magazines. “Oh, this is an old
ancestry-tracing one. Does anyone buy this?”

“I don't know.”
She peered at it. “No, not that one. I have had queries about
another like it.”

“Oh yes, who
was that?” he asked.

“Daisy's
partner, Harvey. He has an interest in the village.”

“I’d like to
meet him sometime. So, we need an up-to-date issue of that. What
about these ? Do they sell well?”

“Not
really.”

“What does
then?”

“Let's think.
Women’s magazine, of course. Crafts such as card-making, cakes …
family trees, history.”

“Harvey?”

“Yes. Cars,
fashion.”

“Let's order a
few of those and put the old ones aside. Really we should cater for
what the village now wants.”

“OK,” she said.
“What about you? What do you like?”

“History.
Genealogy.”

“Oh, like this
one,” Caroline said, picking up another magazine.

“Yes, that
one.” Jeff went to take it and touched Caroline's hand.

As they
touched, Caroline felt a sparkly feeling in her hand. “Oh!” she
exclaimed.

“What was
that?” he asked.

“I don't know.
You can't get static from paper. Here you are.” She gave him the
magazine. As she did, she saw his face very clearly, especially his
eyes, which were a deep brown like her favourite dark chocolate.
She smiled at him. He smiled back.

“I'll leave you
to work out what we will need. Thank you, Jeff.”

“Pleasure.”

“I'll be in the
Post Office section if you need me.”

Caroline took
her tea and went behind the post counter where she counted the till
money,and tidied all the forms.

From her
position behind the counter, Caroline watched Jeff as he worked. He
placed a magazine on the top shelf. She had found it easier than
she had expected telling Jeff about her heart problems. She hadn't
felt like that since Dave had died.

He stopped what
he was doing to ask, “Are you all right, Caroline?”

“Yes, I'm
fine,” she said. “How are you getting on?”

“Getting there.
Some useful magazines, but a lot of old ones. A few that might
still sell. I've made a list of what might attract more
customers.”

“OK. What have
you got?”

He gave her the
list.

“Ah yes. These
would appeal to lots of people in the village. Thank you, Jeff.
I'll leave the ordering to you.”

“Sure.”

She watched as
he walked round the shop floor. “What's wrong?”

“I'm trying to
think what we could have here as well as stationery and greetings
cards. You mentioned card-making. Who makes cards?”

“That would be
Faith. She handmakes them, making them personalised. You won't see
much of her as she's quite shy. She has Asperger's syndrome, so
doesn't interact much unless it's one-to-one, I'm told.”

“I see. Maybe
you could have a meeting with her to see if she'd like to supply
you. A local person would get you more customers.”

“I'll check
with Angel who she's staying with. See what she says. Her cards at
the Easter fair went down a treat, especially the portraiture ones
of us all. Such a talent.”

“Sounds
perfect,” he said.

“I remember at
the interview, you said you last worked at a shop in London. What
was that like?”

“Non-personal.
The shop had started to experiment with an app where customers
could come in and pay with their phones, put their purchases in
their bags and leave without speaking to the staff. You just acted
like a guard.”

She shivered.
“Ugh. I like the personal touch.”

“So do I,” he
agreed.

“Is that why
you chose to come here? You thought you would be more involved with
the customers?”

“Partly. The
history of the village was the other. Which reminds me. At the
meeting, Bertha said the village sign will flash to you about the
latest couple.”

“Ah. It did
when we walked here afterwards, but I don't think you saw it. You
might see it when we go there together sometime. You prefer village
shop life?”

“Definitely.
This is certainly one of the good ones.”

“You're just
what I need, Jeff. Someone to be organised and bring in more stock
and some fresh ideas. Thank you, Jeff. I'll be in the Post Office
section if you need me.” She picked up a magazine as she went. It
wasn't until she sat down behind the counter that she realised what
it was. One of the history magazines. A genealogy one.

She glanced
through it, stopping at a page about family trees. She knew that
this shop had been her grandparents’ but not about anybody before
that. Did this building go back before their time? She scanned the
article with new interest. Umm ... she wondered. She'd take it home
to read properly later.

It was a while
before Jeff called, “I've finished.”

Caroline joined
him. She surveyed the shelves, which looked neater with all the
magazines lined up, though a bit sparse because a few had gone.

“Wow! You have
done a good job, Jeff. Thank you.”

“A pleasure.
Want another cup of tea?”

“No, thank you.
I'm going home now to relax.”

“OK. I shall
see you tomorrow then. Oh, I see that you picked out that
magazine.”

“Yes, it looks
interesting.”

“Tell me what
you think when you’ve read it. Genealogy is a passion of mine. I'll
finish off and come out with you.”

A few minutes
later, outside the shop, as Caroline was locking up, he said, “I'll
see you tomorrow, Caroline. Have a good rest.”

“I will. Thank
you for today.”

“I enjoyed it.
Hope you like the magazine.”

On the way
home, Caroline walked through the park. Not only did she feel a
warmth around her, which she thought was odd for the time of day
and season, but it felt as if she was being watched. She kept an
eye around her as she went but couldn't see anyone else. All
indoors out of the weather probably.

Back home she
was glad of the heating. Curled up with a mug of tea, a couple of
custard creams (she would cut down on them shortly as her
consultant had advised), she began reading the history
magazine.

After a few
pages, she realised why Jeff was so fascinated by the past. She
didn't know much about her relatives. As she thought that, Caroline
again felt as if she was being watched. She went to the main window
which looked out towards the park. She and Dave had bought the
house for its views of the park and trees. The greenery calmed her.
Yet now it was as if someone was out there. Jeff? No, he had said
he was going home. He wouldn't be out in this cold and why would he
be watching her anyway? She wouldn’t like the thought of that. She
stared around, but there was no one to be seen.

Then she
thought she heard a whisper: “I'm here, waiting.” Who was it? She
sensed that whoever it was, they didn't mean harm.

 


* * *

 


Next morning
Caroline walked to the park with a vigour in her step. As she went
through the park, she noticed all the flowers and trees appeared
bright and clear to her. What lovely surroundings, she thought. She
really should take more time to get out instead of staying in the
shop. Today she hadn't made her lunch to take out as normal, so she
could walk back home at lunchtime to eat it.

By the time she
reached the corner shop she was out of breath, but it
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