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Bedtime was often a challenge. 

Anne, a grey haired divorcee of advancing years,  glanced at her Victorian clock, effortlessly and noisily eating up the minutes in the evening darkness, as if to reveal an impending event.

In tandem with the steady rhythmic metallic clunk of the clock's ancient pendulum, the familiar signature tune of the nightly television's news programme signalled its agreement and sang out.

Anne had woke with a start. She'd already been deeply asleep on her cosy grey sofa, lulled gently away by the tedious repetition of the day's news, endlessly repeated since the sun had first infiltrated the white cotton blinds in her bedroom earlier that day.

She rubbed her large brown eyes vigorously, wiping away the sleepy dust and yawned loudly and energetically, stretching her mouth and arms fully while glancing at the clock.

Her cat, Arthur, stirred, sleepily and expectantly too.

He lazily uncurled and stretched his feline body, moaning gently as Anne disturbed his slumber and dislodged him from his comfy, warm and familiar position on her lap.

Anne's night-time routine had began. Cat out. Television unplugged. Lights extinguished. Dishwasher emptied.

The uncarpeted and dusty stairs beckoned. A shadowy shaft of light shone from the floor above, casting its unusual shapes  on the wooden splintery treads leading the way upstairs.

Anne paused momentarily  before starting her assent.

In the stillness of the moonlit night, the distant familiar hoot of a Tawny Owl could be heard, alerting its presence to other regular and somehow comforting nocturnal creatures. 

But in the distance another, a strange, unidentifiable sound interrupted the still winter air. 

The Owl's call had been challenged by a deeper, more sinister and darkly unusual sound. 

A sound emanating from a source that was as yet unrecognisable but that would dramatically change Anne's cosy domestic life for ever.

Lights flickered and darkness enveloped the stairs. The shadows disappeared. The moonlight ceased. 

But the sound continued.  
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Anne Frobisher had lived in her Victorian cottage for five years after her husband had left her.

It was, as some envious people had described it, a 'chocolate box' cottage, situated in one of the remotest  places on the Suffolk coast. Peeling green 'National Trust Recommended' premium paint on the front door suggested a slight degree of neglect, but this never bothered Anne, who had begun to believe that it gave her residence a more lived- in, homely, sort of image to the outside world. And, in any case, she hated decorating and DIY. Her husband Jonathon, had always tackled that. Rubbing down with rough old sandpaper and subsequent application of smelly, globby gloss paint made her unusually anxious and often nauseous . 

Anne had moved into 'Shingle View'  after the untimely breakup of her marriage. She'd accepted the remote location, in spite of the protestations from her friends, as a way of separating herself fully from her previous married life. Suffolk had always appealed to her, with its renowned, wide open 'Suffolk' skies. The thought of an uninterrupted and constant view of nature's vast watery backdrop was appealing. And this cottage looked out over this vast expanse of the North Sea, with the water often changing colour and hew, dependent on the varying and random changes of the notorious East Anglian weather patterns.

Life since her separation had been very different.  A trained Vet, Anne had retired soon after Jonathon had left her, although she retained her membership of  her local AAO  (Animals Against Oppression) group as a hobby. 

Somehow, finding 'her' retirement cottage, paradoxically with the assistance of her husband, had assuaged her feelings of hurt and loss of structure in her new, single life. Her cat,  Arthur, bought jointly, continued to be a constant companion, and had allowed her to retain thoughts of constancy , love and security in the untimely and dual upheaval of both separation and retirement. 
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Shingle View  was bathed in bright autumn sunlight that morning. 

It was a Thursday. Bin day in that part of her village in Suffolk. Anne woke with a start as her brain automatically detected the clattering and unforgiving sound of the refuse lorry rapidly transferring  the contents from a scattering of recycling bins, efficiently lined up along the narrow lane.

It took her a few seconds to wake, her hand emerging slowly and steadily from under a warm duvet to switch on her bedside radio.

The reassuring and familiar mellow voice of a Radio Four announcer signalled the time.

7.30am.

Her morning routine began.

Tea. Shower. Dress. Makeup. Breakfast. Feed Arthur.

All undertaken automatically against the usual flow of unrelenting and depressing news emanating  from the radio. Only the comforting and regular sound of the North Sea waves in the background masked the serious voices proclaiming the usual economic woes and political intrigue. 

On this Thursday morning, Anne was unconsciously aware that a slight hum heard the previous night was continuing  somewhere in the distance. Anne, although curious, dismissed it, and without further thought, her morning routine continued.

"I guess you need your breakfast too" Anne said, turning to address  Arthur the cat, almost expecting a unique and impossible verbal reply from a dumb animal.

The cat stood there, motionless, as Anne tore open the bright silver plastic pouch, and emptied the contents into his bowl. When the last globule of gravy-soaked meat had been dispensed, the cat stepped forward slowly and nonchalantly as usual to consume the offering in front of him.  

A satisfied animal, thought Anne.

As well as being bin day, Thursday was always a shopping day. The routine of a trip to the supermarket on Thursdays was important to her. She believed having a structure in her life was essential after retiring from her previous professional life as a vet and wife. At one time she had been responsible for dozens of animals, and a child, but now, fortunately, it was only Arthur, her constant purring pet, demanding  her daily attention.

As she stepped outside on that January morning she felt the icy air tingle on her face, emanating from the North Sea, laid out peacefully at the rear of the cottage.

Unsurprisingly,  her car was frozen, the windscreen glistening with silvery ice like a sheet of tin foil stretched across an expanse of skin.

The lock was frozen too; try as she might to wrench open the door, it failed to budge. Anne cursed under her breath as she tramped back towards the ivy covered garage to fetch the de-icer. Within minutes of applying repeated squirts, the door and windscreen gave up their resistance and acknowledged  her efforts by opening with comparative ease.

Out of the corner of one eye, Anne noticed that this winter chore was being judiciously observed and repeated across the lane by her neighbour, Nigel Andrews, who appeared to be equally frustrated by nature's seasonal curse.

Nigel, a widower also living alone, was amiable towards Anne, but not too friendly and often secret and guarded about his life. His care-worn face reflected years of struggle in the scientific community, latterly challenged in a secret position at the nearby Sizewell Nuclear power station, situated along the coast.

"Morning!" his voice hollered across the lane.

"Oh! morning to you too!" Anne quickly replied, slightly shaken, surprised by this voice suddenly echoing from the misty driveway opposite.

" Off shopping?"

" Yes! my usual Thursday routine I'm afraid" replied Anne, apologetically and wearily, not really wanting to start a conversation outside in the cold. Nigel, sensing the tone of her voice, turned and continued his own ice-removing ritual. "....has to be done" Anne concluded.

Anne's car, a vintage green and collectable Morris Traveller, coughed and spluttered into action, a cloud of grey noxious smoke escaping from its rusty exhaust. Anne lowered her side window to see clearly into the lane as she reversed. In her rear view mirror she was aware of Nigel, having finished his de-icing, standing completely still, but with his hand cupping his ear listening intently to something in the distance..

She thought nothing of it as she completed the final tight manoeuvre and drove slowly and carefully down the lane off towards the main road. Not too much black ice she hoped. Must be careful though.
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