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Stalking the lion

‘Today, Jack, I am planning to stalk a lion.’

Jack Merton stared. The bizarre announcement had come out of nowhere as the two men were enjoying their beloved morning coffee. After two months of close contact with the Shadow Doctor, he had become a little more comfortable with the older man’s obstinate insistence on cloaking simple ideas in cryptic metaphor. Two problems remained. One was his experience of a few alarming occasions when it had transpired that typically bizarre statements were neither cryptic nor metaphorical. The other was a growing awareness that his very singular colleague was unwilling or unable to allow short cuts to the solid centre of his thinking, if and when it existed. Doc loved cryptic crosswords. Jack was hopeless at them.

‘Stalking a lion? Are you serious?’

‘Serious? Actually, I’ve been stalking this beast for some time. Today, my idea is to get right inside the creature’s den.’

Jack sighed. It could mean anything. Doc seemed to believe (with Oscar Wilde, apparently) that a concept or a plan, or even a person, lost layers of essential quality and identity by being encased in something as banal as a name or a simple explanation. For Jack, it was a relief to have reassuringly clear labels stuck on almost anything.

Jack sipped his coffee; a moment in which to lean back before returning his mug with exaggerated care to the kitchen table. He looked up.

So, when you say you’re planning to stalk a lion, are you talking about something that’s – you know, flesh and blood? And hair?’

‘Absolutely, Jack! Oh, yes. Breathing, walking, occasionally roaring, made of real flesh and real blood. Quite famous hair.’

‘Dangerous?’

‘Can be. Has been. Could be again.’

‘With a mane?’

‘With a mane? Of course, with a mane! A lion wouldn’t be a lion without a mane, would it?’

‘Actually, it would if it was a female. Only males have manes, don’t they?’

‘Correct. Thank you, Mister Attenborough. Well, the one that I am going to stalk is quite definitely male, and I know for a fact that this individual, masculine lion has an impressive mane, and can be extremely fierce. However, I shall do my best to battle with the creature, and if I manage to overcome it . . .’

Doc paused. A note of gravity and reserve entered his deep, gentle voice as he continued.

‘If I manage to overcome it, there is a slim chance that I may be able to discover some sweetness buzzing around in the remains.’

Jack floated, resisting a temptation to drop a nice safe anchor in the biblical connection that the other man seemed to be making. Experience suggested that observations of that kind would not be welcomed. Mentally, he set aside the question that he really wanted to ask, the one about why the Shadow Doctor appeared to be excluding him from this latest expedition, whatever it turned out to be. Apart from anything else, Doc had hitherto happily expressed a preference for being a passenger in his big silver X-Trail, and Jack loved to be behind the wheel.

‘So, excuse my ignorance, but do you have to go to Africa or India or somewhere in the Orient to sort this animal out?’

‘No, none of those, unfortunately. I have to go to Eastbourne.’

‘Eastbourne?’

‘Yes, Eastbourne.’

‘Eastbourne!’

Doc placed his elbows on the kitchen table and rested his chin on interlinked fingers.

‘Jack, although it would make life much simpler, if marginally less interesting, we really can’t sit in the middle of a forest in Sussex saying “Eastbourne” to each other for the rest of our lives.’ He raised his hands in parallel, ready to chop down and package his plans to make them comprehensible. ‘The lion that I intend to hunt is in Eastbourne. That is where I am going. It’s about thirty miles from Wadhurst to Eastbourne.’ He glanced at his wrist. ‘I shall leave straight after lunch.’

Eastbourne. As far as Jack was concerned, Eastbourne groaned and glittered with memories. Recent ones abounded suddenly now. It was the place where Jack’s gran, Alice Merton, had spent the last years of her life in a small flat near the seafront after the death of her beloved husband, William. Jack and Alice had adored each other, and loved spending time together, but the same persistent elephant had been stubbornly present in any and every room in which they met. The pachyderm was easily identified. It was Jack’s Christianity.

Once, Jack had plucked up courage to ask his gran why she never showed any positive response to the things he said about his faith. Her devastating reply had been that, however hard she listened, she couldn’t really hear him saying anything. In a letter written to Jack shortly before she died, Alice had apologised humbly for her lack of courage in avoiding every opportunity to tackle the issue after that. Ironically, it was shortly after his gran’s death that Jack had finally begun to face the hollowness within himself that she had seen so clearly.

In that same letter, Alice had talked about an extraordinary meeting with a man who described himself as ‘The Shadow Doctor’. The encounter had rescued her from an abyss of hopelessness, and, she added, something else had happened that she would tell him about when they met. Alice was gone by the time Jack got to read her long, final letter to him, but she had included the phone number of a person who would be able to connect him with Doc, the Shadow Doctor. If by any chance we don’t get to meet again, she had said in a postscript, ask Doc, and he will tell you what happened to me.

With great fear and apprehension, and following a long, emotional splurge of a telephone call, Jack finally arranged to meet the Shadow Doctor at his cottage in a remote part of the Sussex countryside near Wadhurst. His experience on that wild and stormy night was surprising, to say the least. He seemed to have found a safe place to say dangerous things. The freedom was intoxicating, but he was shocked to find himself eventually agreeing, a few weeks later, to enter a living, working partnership with a man who conducted his faith, if faith it was, in a way that was almost unrecognisable. Jack had spent his Christian life in settings where, for the most part, nothing shocked, and spontaneity was carefully controlled.

The two men were very different, and there had already been battles, but Jack was hanging on to a belief that both of them had taken decisive steps into the no-man’s-land between each other’s heavily defended lines. Hopefully, the future lay somewhere out there where the mud was thick, and the bullets flew, and a good friend was what you needed most. That was the plan, but every panel within the mosaic of that plan seemed to be completely different, except to the extent that most of them were unpredictable, and, on almost every occasion, Jack had been allowed little or no involvement in their genesis or development.

Today was a good example. What was the plan? Where were the lions in Eastbourne? Why was his so-called colleague intending to travel alone? He thought of a question.

‘What kind of weapon will you be using against this fierce creature?’

Swinging an arm, Doc pointed lazily to a rectangular object standing against the wall beneath the bow window. It was neatly wrapped in brown paper and tied with string.

‘Over there – that’s my weapon, Jack.’

Jack stared.

‘Is it – it looks as if it might be a picture.’

‘Good guess, that’s exactly what it is. A painting. A copy of a painting.’

‘You’re going after a lion, armed with a picture.’

‘Correct.’

‘Is the picture – loaded?’

The Shadow Doctor smiled grimly. ‘Oh yes! Fully loaded and ready to fire. I just have to make sure that my aim is dead straight.’

‘Why can’t I come with you?’

Doc appeared to be studying a small remnant of the biscuit he had been enjoying with his coffee. Jack raised his voice slightly.

‘Do you mean that you’re planning to do this stalking thing on your own?’

‘Tell me, Jack, is this a genuine Choco Leibniz biscuit, or is it another miracle replica from the place in Tunbridge Wells that does a palatable single malt for a few quid?’

‘Miracle replica. Why am I not coming with you? Why have you not mentioned this before?’

The Shadow Doctor popped the fragment into his mouth and dusted his hands together industriously before replying.

‘Actually – I have mentioned it before, but not quite in the same terms.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You recall that icy night on your first visit when you followed me into the forest? When we were back in the cottage later, I went right over the top with promises about things I’d tell you if and when you agreed to come and work with me. Remember?’

‘Do I remember? I think about it all the time. I’ll never forget it.’

He instructed himself silently. Tell him. Tell him the thing that made all the difference.

‘I remember you telling me your wife’s name.’

It had been an unforgettable moment. The two men were sitting before the open door of an oven on that freezing cold night in the early hours of the morning. The Shadow Doctor had spoken reluctantly but openly for the first time about his wife, telling Jack that she had died of a brain tumour fifteen years earlier. This unaccustomed openness seemed to be presented as a sort of hostage, perhaps a deposit of good faith in return for a decision about joining Doc in his attempts to help people struggling with a bewildering variety of problems. Although Jack had not realised it until much later, the question he asked in response to this act of vulnerability was probably a sign of his need to be sure that the man he was facing would not always be in charge of selecting the stretching points in their relationship.

‘What was your wife’s name?’

That had been his question, or words to that effect, and, to Jack’s alarm, the Shadow Doctor had reacted physically and abruptly, almost as though someone had leaned forward and slapped his face. But he did answer the question.

‘Her name was Miriam. My wife’s name was Miriam.’

A strange moment. Electric. Significant. Unsettling and reassuring. That particular tension seemed to be an ongoing feature of their relationship. Had getting closer to this strange man become easier as the weeks went by? Ironically and illogically, he felt that he would eventually have to ask Doc to answer that question. Not now, though.

‘I remember it all. I don’t remember anything about lions, though.’

The older man hardly missed a beat, but he did miss one nonetheless, without any doubt. Jack smiled to himself. If they had been playing Just a Minute, it would be his turn now.

‘That’s because I didn’t. I never mentioned lions. I said that I was planning to visit a famous Christian leader, and I think I made the point that—’

‘That’s right – you said you had something to tell him that might ruin his life.’

‘Well, spoil his day, I think I said, but – who knows?’

‘So, let’s get this straight. The lion you’re talking about is actually a Christian elder or minister or something.’

This time the ensuing pause was controlled and deliberate.

‘His name is Trevor Langston.’

It was like being hit in the gut by a medicine ball. An unidentifiable threat of potential catastrophe rendered Jack speechless. For nearly half a minute he found it difficult to breathe and impossible to move. It was as though his present and his past were being fused together by a dangerous accident. He collected himself at last.

‘Trevor Langston. The Trevor Langston? Are you serious? Trevor Langston who’s moved his big shepherding headquarters thing down to the Old Town in Eastbourne? Up the hill from Meads Village? I’ve been there. Speaks and prophesies all over the world. Loads of books. Doc, you can’t go chasing after him. He’s an amazing man of God. Everyone says so.’

‘Mm. Famous for his hair, is he not. A bit like a lion’s mane.’

‘No, you don’t understand. He was very important to me when I was a young Christian. The things he said and wrote. He was for real. I – I sort of leaned on him and his ideas.’

Jack was conscious that a note of pleading had entered his voice.

‘I don’t doubt it,’ replied the Shadow Doctor quietly, a kind but quizzical smile illuminating his face. ‘Don’t worry. You don’t have to come.’

Rising to his feet, Jack gathered up coffee mugs and plates and the empty miracle biscuit packet. Without speaking, he carried them over to the sink, dumped the empty packet in the bin next to the end of the work surface, and washed the mugs and plates thoroughly under the hot tap. Reaching up for a tea towel from the shelf next to the oven, he dried everything carefully before hanging the mugs back on their correct hooks on the dresser and returning the small blue plates to the top shelf of the middle cupboard immediately underneath. Only when these small tasks were completed did he turn and face the other man once more.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’

Planting his elbows on the table, the Shadow Doctor pushed his hair back with both hands before lifting his head and looking rather helplessly at Jack.

‘Oh, Jack, telling the truth is so not the simple matter that people say it ought to be. I want you to come with me because I’m a little bit nervous about doing this thing on my own. That’s true. I don’t want you to come because I am more than a little worried that if you do, you will almost certainly learn things about me that you won’t like, and you’ll have a pretty massive close-up view of me at my weakest. Less than attractive I can assure you. Look, I suppose I do, and I don’t want you to come because – well, perhaps this is the most challenging thing of all, and it won’t surprise you. You will end up further inside who I am and what I do than you have been before. Tough for you as well as me. Fear and trust and all sorts up in the air.’ He stroked the surface of the table in rhythmic arcs with the palm of one hand. ‘It’s a big step for me, Jack. I need to want that. The child in me, the kid who would always rather run away, definitely doesn’t want that.’ He tilted his head to one side. ‘So, it’s up to you. Come if you want.’

‘Trevor Langston?’

‘Up to you.’

‘If I do come, will you tell me what’s happening before we get there?’

‘No. No, you’d only decide to have a view. Don’t even try to say you wouldn’t. Everyone has a view. I’m not quite used to dealing with views yet. Are you coming?’

‘I’ll tell you after lunch.’
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Sign of the times

Breakfast and teeth-cleaning were completed by nine o’clock. The kitchen was cleared, and coffee beans were ground in anticipation of Martha’s visit with the assistance of a new coffee-bean grinder, shipped, according to Doc, who had received the package at the door on the previous day, directly from the Amazon. All that remained was for Jack to drive to the village to pick up fresh strawberry tarts to go with the coffee. At the last moment, Doc climbed into the car and said that he might as well come along.

As they set off along the track towards the lane, Jack could sense his companion thinking. He had discovered that this could happen quite often when you travelled with the same person in the same car all the time. Something about the power of sideways communication? Perhaps you learned to recognise and interpret differences in breathing or body movements. Easy to get it wrong, of course.

‘What are you thinking about?’

The Shadow Doctor shifted slightly uneasily in his seat.

‘I was thinking about a question you asked me the other day.’

‘Oh, good, was it the one about who George is? I’ve been looking forward to finally knowing what that’s all about.’

‘Do you want to hear what I’ve got to say or not?’

‘Go on.’

‘You asked me if I thought you’d changed for the better in any way since we’ve been together?’

‘That’s right. And I told you I’m not fishing for rubbish compliments. Not that you’d be any good at those. I really want to know what you think. I know it seems a bit childish, but even a little thing would do. Something encouraging. Just to keep me going. But it has to be true.’

‘Well, first, I ought to ask you the same question. I guess we’re supposed to be adapting to each other. So, have I changed for the better? There’s a question. You have a good think about that and let me have it later with both barrels if the answer’s messy.

‘Right now, though, it occurred to me, as we were enjoying our breakfast earlier, that as we have to go up to the village for a spot of tart-hunting anyway, there’s an ideal opportunity to point out something that suggests to me you’ve changed quite significantly.’

‘To do with my driving, you mean?’

‘No, that still has a bit too much Champion the Wonder Horse about it for my liking, but—’

‘Champion the what?’

‘It was a programme in the sixties about – oh, never mind. No, it’s nothing to do with driving. Look, let’s pick up a paper at the garage on the way.’

Jack smiled. ‘You’ll be saying next that my significant improvement is something to do with buying newspapers.’

‘It is. That’s exactly right. It’s all to do with how you actually buy a newspaper.’

Here we go again, thought Jack. It’s like being taken on a trip without any warning of how the weather’s going to be or what sort of terrain you might have to face or who you’re going to meet. You just have to go as you are and hope for the best. Ah, well, maybe I can solve the clues for once.

‘OK, let me get this straight. You’re going to tell me a way I’ve improved, and it’s to do with how I buy a newspaper. Have I understood that much?’

‘You have. I mean – a bit of it depends on me not being up the creek with one or two guesses based on observation, but yes, it’s basically about how you buy a newspaper.’

Jack leaned an elbow on the ledge beneath the side window and rubbed his chin. How could that possibly make sense?

‘It’s not about which paper I buy, because we nearly always get The Times.’

‘Correct.’

‘And it’s not just about me being nicer to the person who sells it to me or engaging with them more than I have done in the past – your sort of constructive time-wasting style?’

‘Both of those things may well be true, Jack, but they have nothing at all to do with the improvement I’ve noticed.’

‘So, you’re saying it happens before I pay for the newspaper. In the queue, do you mean?’

‘Not at all. Never in the queue. Before that. Always before the queue.’

Jack resettled himself in his seat, both hands on the wheel, leaning forward and peering hard at the road ahead, as though it might be possible with intense concentration to drive himself into the heart of a solution to Doc’s puzzle.

‘But, Doc, nothing happens before I join the queue. I just pick up a paper and troddle off to pay for it. Is it something to do with when I pick the newspaper up off a pile? No, it can’t be. How could the way I take a paper in my hand tell you anything at all about me?’

‘Let’s wait until we get to the garage, Jack. Easier to explain on the spot.’

Five minutes later, parked in a space at the side of the garage forecourt, Jack presented Doc with a newly purchased copy of The Times, sat back in his seat and folded his arms.

‘Right. Here we are. Explain.’

The Shadow Doctor placed his newspaper on his lap and nodded solemnly.

‘Very well.’ A pause. ‘Jack, ask yourself this. Why do we buy The Times?’

Jack drew in a breath and shook his head.

‘Same as anyone else, I suppose. News, of course. The Times has turned into a bit of a tabloid, but still not bad. Sport. We both read quite a lot of it, and you enjoy doing the crossword. Is that what you mean?’

‘That is exactly right, and because the last thing you said is true, the way that you pick up the paper has changed – for the better. And that’s what I’ve noticed.’

‘Am I more careful how I handle it?’

‘In a way, but that’s not really the point.’

Jack raised a hand to slap something, but ended up touching the dashboard lightly with the flat of his hand.

‘All right. OK. I’m baffled. I have no idea what you’re talking about. I give up. Come on then, tell me. And it had better make sense.’

‘OK. It’s to do with something I’ve been thinking recently, Jack. How can I put it? I’ve been amazed by the way human beings like us seem to be blindfolded when it comes to patterns of behaviour that have somehow got installed in our lives, I don’t mean through planning or anything like that, but because what we might call a habit of attitude is bound to have an automatic effect on the way we make decisions. Are you following me?’

‘No, I’m not following you. Actually, I don’t want to follow you any more. I’ve gone off down a nice, flowery little side-road to find a place under a tree where I can lie down and have a nap after wasting all this time trying to understand what you’re talking about.’

The Shadow Doctor smiled patiently.

‘Fair enough. Let’s take you as an example, Jack. Both of us have these patterns of attitude, as I call them, but here’s one of yours that’s been a part of your life for quite a long time. Over the years you learned to police yourself, and others at times, quite sternly over matters of morality and general Christian outlook. Correct?’

Jack sighed. ‘Correct.’

‘And the problem with that perspective, if it gets out of hand in the lives of people who call themselves Christians, is that the rules and regs can end up being applied at the expense of care, love, flexibility – all those things. And when you think about it, trying to stay safe through an obsessional adherence to not getting things wrong is never going to work properly. Agreed?’

‘Agreed.’

‘You run out of steam in the end. That’s what happened to me once, and I know it’s happened to you because you’ve told me. Are you following me now?’

Jack signified reluctant assent. ‘Yes, well done. You’ve managed to drag me back from my flowery little whatnot. I know that way of looking at things has been part of me. Still is quite often, and I know I don’t want it to be. Do you remember that time when we met the posh lady in the car park near Battle?’

‘She’d just been to the doctor’s surgery.’

‘That’s right. She offered us her parking ticket because there was quite a lot of time left on it. I don’t know if I ever told you this, but my first response to her offering us that ticket was to refuse it because we would be cheating if we took it. Stealing money from – I don’t know – Battle council, or whoever owns the car park. Stay true to your faith in the small things, we were taught, and you won’t go wrong when it comes to really big challenges. For most of my Christian life I would have said it was the Holy Spirit who told me what to do when I had to make those kinds of decisions.’

‘Oh dear, I messed that one up for you and the Holy Spirit and the wise person who told you that, didn’t I?’

‘Yes, you did, particularly because the words she said when she passed over the ticket across the bonnet of her posh car told you something important about her state of mind that I didn’t even notice. You smiled and took the ticket and asked her a question. Then you and she had a little private talk and she ended up laughing and giving you a hug. That annoyed me. I remember that. I was confused, and grumpy about being held up when we were supposed to be meeting the exploding lady. And how come you got hugs from posh ladies you’d never met before and I didn’t? Everything about you confused me in those early days. Quite a bit still does. Come on then, tell me about the newspapers.’

‘OK, well, this is where, if my original conclusions were mistaken, the whole thing falls apart, and you haven’t improved at all, not in this way anyway.’

Jack laughed out loud.

‘Oh, this is just great! A massive build-up, all for nothing. I should have stayed among the flowers.’

‘We’ll see. I could be wrong. You must be honest.’

‘Do get on.’

Jack consoled himself yet again with the reflection that it was good to at least role-play being the person who did the driving.

‘It began the first time I saw you collect a newspaper. It was from one of those plastic-covered bins like the ones over there where you just got this paper. I was standing right behind you that first time, and I noticed something a little odd. Try to picture this. You picked up the paper from the top of the pile, glanced at it for a moment, then picked up the next paper in the pile and put the first one back in the bin. Then, curiouser and curiouser, you pondered for a moment, picked up the one you’d just put down, and put the second paper from the pile back on top.

‘After that, I watched with interest each time to see if you would do it again. You did, but there were three variations. Occasionally you went through the whole palaver I’ve just described, but every now and then you simply took the top copy of The Times straightaway. At other times you slid out the second paper in the pile and left the first one on top. I have to say, it baffled me for a while. I got it in the end, though – I think. Can you remember why you went through all those variations, Jack?’

Jack shook his head in wonderment.

‘This is all so strange. No, in one way I don’t remember. At the time I never really focused on what was going on.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘Now that you’ve been good enough to describe every fascinating little detail of my strange behaviour, I’m pretty sure I know exactly what I did, and why I did it.’

‘Thank goodness for that – if I’m right. It all made sense when I remembered one thing. Pay close attention, Jack. I wouldn’t want you getting bored. The top paper in those piles has often got quite scruffy because of people picking it up to glance at the headlines, and then putting it back and getting a nice clean, smooth one from underneath. Then, along comes Police Constable Merton – that’s you – to buy a copy of The Times. He detects himself rejecting a messed-up copy that may become the one remaining option for some poor soul at the end of the day, so he makes the personal sacrifice accordingly. Thereafter, on other occasions, he takes the paper straight from the top of the pile when it’s clearly not scruffy at all, and the second one down when the temptation is just too great to resist. Am I close?’

Jack threw an arm up in mock despair.

‘Do you know, I’m not sure I come out of this with a great deal of dignity, Doc. My only consolation is that you’ve obviously taken as much time obsessing over the way I choose newspapers as I have in choosing them. Perhaps we could share a room with nice soft walls to bang our heads against when we get older. We could count coloured objects together.’

‘Did you want to hear about the improvement?’

‘I need to.’

‘For quite a long time now, as far as I can tell, you’ve chosen a pristine copy of The Times on every single occasion without hesitation. Now, why would that be? I think it’s because you noticed that the scruffiest bit of the paper on top of the pile is usually the back page. It’s the way people pick it up. They look at the headlines, then quite a lot of them turn it over to glance at the sport. What else is there on the back page of The Times?’

‘The crossword.’

Doc spread his hands in congratulation.

‘Grace has once again galloped up on the rails and won by a short head from Law. Thank you for your kindness to me, Jack.’

Jack was suddenly embarrassed.

‘Ah, well, I do know you love your crossword, Doc. Can’t be easy filling it in when it’s all scrunched up.’

‘Right, let’s go and do our shopping. Martha deprived of her strawberry tart is not a pretty sight. Well, that’s not strictly true. Martha is always a pretty sight, but the metaphor is—’

‘Don’t worry. I understand. Let’s get the tarts.’
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Meeting Martha

Martha was late. She arrived at twenty past eleven, just after Jack had nervously put the kettle on for the third time. He was sitting awkwardly at the kitchen table with Doc, twisting his hands together and wondering if the strawberry tarts needed to go in the fridge to avoid them going mushy, when a crunching of tyres on the gravel outside, followed seconds later by the slam of a car door, signalled her arrival. As Doc disappeared outside to do the initial greeting, Jack rose slowly to his feet and glanced at the kettle. Now, perhaps? No, just wait.

Martha entered the cottage with the happily relieved sigh of someone who has finally arrived at the place in the world where they most want to be. Tall, fair, slim but strong, dressed with casually stylish confidence in blue jeans, a soft grey pullover and a delicately flowered grey silk scarf, she stopped just inside the door, beautiful and at a reassuringly comfortable distance, with her arms outspread and her head tilted to one side. Gazing at Jack through the kindest, most absorbent and grown-up eyes he could remember seeing, she said just three quietly impassioned words.

‘Jack! At last.’

The Shadow Doctor’s prediction was accurate. As the morning wore on, Jack did fall in love with their morning visitor, but it was the type of instant attraction that rather surprisingly swept him straight back to memories of Miss Watson, his very first infant school teacher. At the age of five he had given this dark-haired lady his heart, more profoundly and completely, he reflected later, than to anyone since, certainly in any kind of romantic sense. Martha must have been a good twenty-five years older than him, but she projected an ageless radiance that left Jack captivated and, for the early part of her stay, virtually tongue-tied. He felt like a young fan suddenly discovering that his favourite film star had dropped in for morning coffee.



‘Jack was hoping to ask you some questions, if you have time, Martha.’

‘Oh, I would love that! I’m really hopeless at thinking of things to ask, but I can bore anyone to death with answers. Are they very clever questions, Jack? I hope not.’

The strawberry tarts had been admired and consumed. Martha and the Shadow Doctor were still sitting at the table drinking coffee. Jack, relieved to have a practical task, had removed plates and cutlery, and was busy washing up. He turned from the sink, his own coffee mug dangling from a finger of one hand, and a wet cloth in the other. Martha had swung round in her chair and was gazing at him with bright expectancy. He gave an embarrassed little laugh.

‘Oh, no – honestly, not clever at all. I just wondered if—’

Without changing her expression at all, Martha had transferred her gaze to the cloth and the mug, both of which were dripping water onto the kitchen floor. For heaven’s sake!

‘Sorry, just put these back in – you know.’ He cleared his throat. ‘No, it’s just that I wondered – I’m not sure how to put this. I wondered how you fit in to all this. The stuff Doc does. You were the first person I spoke to on the phone, and you were so friendly that I thought perhaps—’

Martha clasped her hands together as she interrupted.

‘Jack, that’s kind of you. It was easy to be friendly, though. Doc had spoken so warmly about your gran, who he became very friendly with, of course. And I knew he was really hoping you might get in touch, so when you phoned I thought, Wow! Yes! It’s Jack! Things are happening. And they were. And they have, haven’t they?’

‘Well yes, but no thanks to me, I’m afraid. I’ve got a lot of catching up to do. I’m still not sure where I am in all this. So I thought I might at least find out something about you – if you don’t mind, that is.’

Martha turned and addressed the Shadow Doctor as though he was a naughty five-year-old. The ghost of Miss Watson made a fleeting visit to the kitchen of Marlpit Cottage.

‘Michael, you are useless. What are you?’

‘I am useless.’

‘What should you have done?’

Doc looked very abashed.

‘I should have explained more to Jack. Filled him in on more things.’

‘Exactly! Right. You never do learn, do you? We’re all going to go into the sitting-room now and Jack can ask me whatever he likes.’

‘Right.’

Finishing at the sink, Jack shot a glance at the other two as they rose to their feet and turned towards the sitting-room. Doc’s arm slid comfortably around Martha’s waist. He could see her smiling before she allowed her head to rest for a moment on his shoulder. He felt a stab of jealousy. Who or what was he jealous of? A friendship like that, he supposed. How do you become part of something as downright lovely as that?



‘OK, here we all are. We’ve been catching up a bit, Jack. I’ve just been asking Doc for a favour.’

Washing-up completed, Jack had hesitated to join Doc and Martha in the sitting-room. He felt nervous and awkwardly intrusive. He told himself that it was more to do with him than them, and hoped he was right.

Martha laid a hand on the younger man’s arm. ‘The thing is, Jack, my lovely gran, Elsie, who’s in her nineties, lives in a really excellent nursing home over in Kent, in the Pembury area. Doc’s visited with me a couple of times, so he’s met her and knows the place.’

She turned back to the Shadow Doctor.

‘I had a call from Aelwen, Doc – you remember, the lovely Welsh girl who has a lot to do with looking after Gran?’

‘Of course. Brilliant girl.’

‘Well, apparently Gran’s suddenly gone all silent and worried. You know what she was like the times when we visited. A little bit confused, but marbles intact and very smart and fit for her age. Loves to talk usually. Aelwen says it’s as if there’s something very heavy bothering her, but she just can’t get it out.’ She choked on an emotion and swallowed hard. ‘I’m worried, Doc. I’m sorry to bother you, but I wondered how you might feel about paying her a visit.’

‘You don’t think it should be you? She adores you.’

‘You know I’d go like a shot if I thought it would help, but I know it won’t. I’d cry and have to go out of the room, and then I’d come back and suggest something stupid like a cruise or a trip to the hairdressers, and then cry again when she doesn’t know what I’m talking about and have to go out again, and—’

Doc raised both hands in surrender.

‘Yes, yes! I get the picture. You’re right. I will go. I’ll go. How about next week? Wednesday OK?’

‘Oh, Michael! Really? That would be wonderful. The doctor comes on Wednesdays, and he’ll want to see her, but that won’t be for very long. Any time after that. Mid-morning probably.’

‘Fine. You set it up and give me a call. Fancy coming along, Jack?’

‘Of course. I don’t know that I’ll be much use, but I’m happy to come.’

Martha turned her radiance onto Jack.

‘I would be so happy to think that you were going as well. Thank you!’

Doc clapped his hands loudly once, perhaps signalling a change of direction.

‘That’s settled then. Now, Jack. Where do you want to start?’

Jack patted the arms of his chair briskly.

‘I’m really not sure. I’d just like to know where Martha belongs in the story. I mean, was she a big part of what happened?’

‘She was a huge part of it, Jack. In fact, without her, it might never have happened at all.’ He stared into the distance for a little while. I tell you what – I think we could start with that trip I made to Ripon. What do you think, Martha?’

Martha folded her long legs comfortably into the armchair beneath her and smiled reassuringly.

‘Perfect place to start. Couldn’t be better.’
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