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The Pond 

Monday.  

Washday.  

And as usual, Mother booted him out of their little cottage on the moor, saying she 

didn't want him under her feet, because boys were better outdoors when their mothers were 

busy. His sister was kept inside to mind the baby, who had cried all night and kept them all 

awake in their shared bedroom. He was glad to escape outside after Lucy glowered her 

resentment at him. He didn't blame her, neither. 

It was cold out on the windswept moorland. In the distance, the sea stretched to the 

horizon, grey except for white flecks of foam roughed up by the swell. With the wind so high, 

his mother's washing would dry quickly. Maybe she'd be in a good enough mood to bake a 

pudding, but he doubted it. She would say she was too tired from lugging the sheets to the 

line and back and it would be bread and scrape for supper, same as always. It was the Easter 

holidays, so there'd be no school milk today. 

A tang of winter hung on the salty air, reluctant to depart. Despite the cold, signs of 

spring not held back by the March frost sprouted through the marsh grass. Daffodils, some 

bent and broken by the eternal breeze off the Atlantic, bobbed about in the erratic sunlight. 

The boy kicked a stone and it skittered away from him. Skip, his sheepdog, chased it 

and found it. The dog sniffed it, no doubt hoping for a bone with some meat on it. He was so 

famished that he'd share it with him, if Skip found one. When the dog discovered the barren 

truth he looked back with reproach, his ribs showing as he turned his body. 

"Come on, Skip, let's go to the pond." 

The boy's stomach gnawed with hunger and he picked up his pace to quell it. As he 

climbed up the hill, the wind whipped across his face and stung him with icy hailstones. The 

shower passed over almost at once, leaving the sun behind to streak across the moor. He 

willed his young legs to run down the other side of the hill, towards the enormous dew pond 

at its base. 

Skip raced beside him, easily keeping pace with his fastest sprint. They were both out 

of breath when they reached the pond. The boy knelt down, scooped up the clear water in his 

cupped hand and drank it. Skip lapped at the water's edge beside him. He felt less hungry 

after slaking his thirst and sat back on the springy turf, enjoying the sun on his face and 

letting his breathing settle back into its normal rhythm. Skip leant his warm body against his 

and they lay back on the rough grass. 

He must have dozed off, because he was startled awake when Skip sprang up and 

started barking. He scrambled to his knees and saw another boy, a couple of years younger 

than him, getting out of a shiny new car, with a man as plump as he was. They looked like 

father and son, smartly dressed in town clothes. They both looked warm and comfortable, 

careless of the wind that bit through his thin jumper and worn-out school shorts. They left the 

car on the side of the road and walked the couple of yards to the pond.  

He quieted Skip, who sat close by his side, trembling slightly. He calmed him with the 

flat of his hand on the dog's smooth head. Skip settled down and, both wary, they watched the 

strangers. 

The younger boy held something in his hand, something white and sleek, while his 

other hand lay protected in his father's big one. The fat boy looked up to his father, smiling, 

trusting, and the tall, weary-looking man smiled back.  

His heart lurched inside his empty ribcage. He could swear he heard it rattle. 

The man waved to him and beckoned him over. Mother told him never to speak to 

strangers, but he was curious and walked around the big dew pond towards them. 
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As he drew nearer, he could see that the younger boy was holding a beautiful toy yacht. 

It was painted blue, sky blue, the blue of a perfect summer's day, and it's sails were white 

with a splash of orange across the middle. What wouldn't he give for a boat like that! 

Skip was stalking the townies, creeping forward on his belly, the way he used to when 

his Dad was alive and kept his flock of sheep out here on the moor. The dog missed Dad as 

much as he did. He'd howled for weeks after the other smallholders brought the stone-cold 

body home. 

"Hallo, there!" called the man. 

The little boy was tugging at his arm and had started whining. The man shushed him 

crossly. He was losing his patience; the smiles had gone. As he got close enough to hear 

them, he didn't blame the father's irritation.  

The other boy's lip jutted out in a petulant sulk. "But I want to sail it now, Dad! What's 

the point of a boat if you can't sail it on the water?" 

"I've told you ten times already, Ronnie, we're not launching her until I find the right 

spot," the father said, and snatched his hand away. 

"Hello."  

"Is that your dog?" said the man. 

"Yes."  

"Is he dangerous at all?" 

"Not really,  if you knows how to handle him, like."   

Skip was the sweetest natured creature he knew, but he decided he didn't have to tell 

them that. He felt a powerful new sensation running through him. These people were scared 

of him, of Skip - of all things! 

The podgy boy started tugging at his father's hand again. "I don't like him, Dad. Make 

the doggie go away!" 

"Don't be silly, Ronnie," the man said. "I say, boy, where's a good place to launch our 

little boat? Some of the ground hereabouts looks boggy and unsafe." 

"It is that, sir," he said, beginning to enjoy himself, "It's all bog round here on the 

marshland. Gives way under you if you don't know where to put your feet." 

"Gives way? Really?" The man looked at the ground between them, edging his polished 

brogues towards him and Skip. "But where you're standing is alright, I take it?" 

"Oh, this bit's just fine, sir."  

"Right, Ronnie, did you hear that? We'll go on to this spot that sticks out into the water, 

but no further, mind!"  

The little boy clutched at his father's hand and they stepped gingerly on to the 

promontory of tussocky grass next to him. Skip gave a low growl and the other boy clung to 

his father's leg. The man shook his child off with a muttered curse. 

"Give me the boat, Ronnie and stop being so stupid!" 

The whining child refused to let go of his toy. 

"Oh, alright, you launch it then," said the man. "Have you got those sails up nice and 

taut? There's a good wind today; she'll do well." 

The man knelt down while his son placed the beautiful little boat onto the water. It 

wobbled once then settled into a graceful upright position on the surface. The wind stroked its 

sails and the fat boy leaned out over the pond and guided it to sail alongside him. He looked 

happy and the man's tired face relaxed. They followed the little yacht along the water's edge 

for a good ten yards. 

He watched them, standing still in the lively wind. He didn't know which he envied 

most, the boat or the father. Skip stopped growling and sat up to look at the pair with him. 

The dog leant his head against his skinny thigh in sympathy and he stroked it again.  

He didn't know what he'd do without Skip's company, sometimes. 



6 

 

The chubby boy was laughing now and skipping alongside the bank of the dew pond, 

tickling the boat with a stick he'd found. The yacht bobbed nicely along, looking pristine, 

almost prim, with its white sails glinting in the sunlight. Diamonds sparkled in the baby 

waves as the sun shone brighter and the wind picked up, flurrying the top of the water into 

ripples. The dew pond was big - about 150 feet across in a wide circle and lay right in the 

middle of the moor. It provided vital drinking water for the sheep and the wild ponies that 

grazed there, not that these two would know anything about the harsh life of the smallholders 

who scratched a living hereabouts. 

The wind shifted direction, as it so often did. The arctic air of the morning, that came 

inland from the mountains, bowed out and yielded to a south westerly coming off the sea. 

The yacht turned abruptly away from the tubby boy's stick and crested a little frothy wave. It 

bounced off at a forty five degree angle, towards the centre of the dew pond and the other boy 

began to wail. 

"I can't reach it, Dad!" 

"Give me the stick, Ronnie, I'll fetch it back for you," the father said. 

The stick was dropped in the hurry. The father frowned at his clumsy son and picked it 

up, reaching out as far as his long, adult arms could go, teetering on the brink of the pond's 

rim. 

"Careful, Dad, you'll fall in!" The child began to cry. 

The father turned to him, and said, in a gruff tone, "How deep is this pond, boy?" 

He had a moment's guilt then before he heard himself say, in a strong, clear voice he 

hardly recognised as his own, "As deep as the ocean, sir. Fathoms deep, they say. Grown 

cattle have drowned in that water." 

The man stepped back hastily from the water's edge and snatched at his boy's hand. The 

plump boy was openly weeping now and pointing at his boat, now sailing freely as the wind 

dictated, in the dead centre of the pond and well out of reach. The man knelt down and put 

his arm around his son.  

His heart did that funny lunge out of its resting place again. The wind stung his eyes 

and made them water. Skip nudged him with his wet nose and licked his hand. 

"Come on, son," the man said, "We'll have to leave it there. It's too dangerous to fetch 

the boat back. I'll get you another toy yacht and we'll tie string on next time, to keep it safe. 

How about we take it to that nice park in town? This place is too wild; too windy." 

The other boy stopped crying, hiccupped and slowly nodded, his round cheeks 

reddened and shiny from the wind drying his babyish tears, then looked across at him, so he 

schooled his face into a blank mask. The man and his boy turned away and walked back to 

their car; the other boy sobbing quietly and dragging his feet. His father bundled him into 

their car and got in behind the wheel. Fumes from the exhaust poisoned the pure sea air as the 

tall man revved the engine. 

He waited a full ten minutes after the car had disappeared, then he slipped off his shoes 

and socks. He waded into the shallow water and retrieved the beautiful blue boat. Inside was 

a twist of toffee. He unwrapped it and put it into his mouth, letting its buttery sweetness melt 

on to his tongue. 

Then, with the water caressing his bare shins, he put the boat back on the water, set its 

white sails into the wild wind and watched it float free. 

 

*** 
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A Tidy Wife 

 
When the Board offered him a generous pension with early retirement on his fifty-fifth 

birthday, and told him to think about it, Mike took them at their word. All week he paced his 

grand office overlooking the university car park that lay, with the rest of the campus, nestled 

in the Welsh hills.  

He reflected on all the hopes, aspirations and nerves, he'd witnessed piling in and out of 

parental cars and student bangers on the tarmac below. He had felt the weight of them for 

maybe too many years. He and his wife, Annette, already had a cushion in the bank before his 

lump-sum pay-off would swell it. Why not? 

‘Why not?’ kept whispering through his head in a ripple of excitement. The little phrase 

fluttered down the length of his spine and back up into his head again. Usually such a deep 

sleeper, Mike tossed and turned for the best part of that week, though very carefully, so as not 

to disturb Annette, who cherished her beauty sleep. 

By the time the Board met again the following Wednesday, he had no hesitation in 

giving them an affirmative answer with his whole heart. They pumped his hand in gratitude 

for his years of service and told him what a success he’d made of the university. They 

beamed when they said he’d turned it around from an out of the way rundown sort of place to 

a state of the art, shiny twenty-first century edifice of excellence.  

Mike’s heart swelled.  

He strode out of the university at the radically early hour of four o’clock. He’d never 

left earlier than six before, usually seven.  

It was heady stuff.  

He went straight to the florists and bought three dozen red roses and didn’t care what a 

cliché they were. To add to his devil-may-care he bought a bottle of the best champagne at 

the off licence and booked a table at the most expensive restaurant in town. He drove home 

slowly, savouring the deliciously warm May afternoon.  

He couldn’t wait to tell Annette the good news.  

As he drove, he thought about the places they’d always wanted to visit. Italy – the lakes 

– or maybe Paris? Yes, Paris, and right now! It was spring wasn’t it? He laughed out loud and 

turned up the radio. Classic FM was playing the “Magic Flute” of all things - the very solo 

their son Ben had performed in his last school concert, before he’d left home. He and Annette 

had unashamedly grabbed each other in a clumsy hug and let their proud tears flow during the 

spontaneous standing ovation. Now Mike’s eyes filled up again at the memory and he had to 

blink to see the road. 

Laden with his enormous bouquet and the heavy bottle of champagne, he went into the 

house and realised he wasn’t quite sure what Annette did at this hour on a Wednesday. He 

couldn’t find her anywhere in the rambling old house. The mortgage, once so overwhelming, 

had been paid off a long time ago. He remembered how his young hand had quivered over his 

signature to it but the long hours and dreary years full of committees, squeezing budgets and 

painful redundancies, and his own dogged character, had seen him through.  

Best of all, he’d always had Annette to come home to.  

Home - it was what he'd worked so hard for all this time. Today it looked its usual neat 

and orderly self, with vases of garden flowers crowning a symphony of harmonised 

furnishings in every room. Perhaps a petal or two had fallen gracefully on to a polished 

surface, but most didn’t dare. 

He found Annette in the garden. Of course – he should have looked there first at this 

time of year. The garden wrapped itself around their detached Victorian house. It had literally 

covered it when they’d moved in, with cloying brambles clinging to its loose brick walls and 



8 

 

ivy clambering up to the top storey. The walls had long since been re-pointed with bright 

white lime mortar between the warm red bricks and the ivy and the brambles had retreated, 

defeated by Annette – and her army of gardeners. Now neat mown lawns curved around its 

smart, clean facade and a seasonal display of co-ordinated flowers and shrubs danced through 

the year in a seamless ballet.  

He found Annette busily arranging her beloved window boxes and hanging baskets. 

Their admiring neighbours had told Mike, at the annual garden show, that Annette's flowers 

were a wonder to behold and a reliable barometer of the seasons. Trailing pink geraniums 

now cascaded through lacy white lobelia. Shy petunias peeked out through the raucous 

nasturtiums shouting below them. Annette always said a little colour clash added a bit of 

drama to the concoction.  

Mike had never heard anyone contradict her – on that - or anything else. 

His leather shoes made no sound on the manicured lawn as he approached the cedar 

greenhouse. This tasteful addition had been her fortieth birthday present and Annette loved it, 

though he’d had to give something much more personal for their anniversary. Mike noticed, 

with satisfaction, how the solitaire diamonds in her ears sparkled in the spring sunshine. 

Annette had bound her blonde hair up in a forties style scarf, tied fetchingly above her 

forehead. She had her gardening dungarees on too; the combination made her look strangely 

anachronistic. When she turned, surprised, at his greeting, Mike thought the dab of compost 

on her slightly retroussée nose captivating.  She looked as beautiful to him now as the day 

they’d met, all those years ago.  

Except she was frowning. “Mike! Why are you home so early?” 

“I’ve something to tell you – and show you. It’s a surprise. Would you like to come 

inside and see?” 

For a fraction of a moment, Annette looked very cross. She sighed and slowly took off 

her gloves, placing them, one on top of the other, in the cubby hole she’d had made especially 

for the purpose. Mike had put the roses and champagne in the lounge, for best effect, but 

Annette wouldn’t go in there because of her messy gardening clothes. He was sent to  retrieve 

them, and came back to find her washing her hands, with laboured ostentation, at the kitchen 

sink.  

The whole kitchen was fragrant with Lily of the Valley soap by the time he returned. 

The delicate perfume of his roses didn’t stand a chance. He buried his nose in them but they 

were hothouse flowers and their delicate aroma couldn’t be forced out of them, as could their 

vivid colour. 

His mood, so high and large in the car, shrank a little, as he extended the bouquet to 

Annette.  

His growing suspicions of her reaction were confirmed by her words. 

“Oh, Mike, bought flowers – so wasteful. And out of season too. Oh, what made you do 

such a thing?”  

Mike was not to be dashed this time. He picked up the bottle of champagne but she 

couldn’t take it with one hand, the other being full of roses, and she said, “My goodness, 

champagne and on a weekday? You’d better put it in the fridge, dear.” 

Obediently Mike squeezed the heavy bottle between the boxes of Tupperware but, 

having been trained not to put it on the meat shelf, he nestled it amongst the plastic containers 

he knew from experience would contain last night’s carefully saved leftovers. 

Annette had put the roses in the sink while he had turned away, and was now gushing 

the cold tap into it. It was hard to make himself heard over the din. 

So it was to her back he blurted out, “I’ve taken early retirement, Annette.”  

She spun round, taking no pains to disguise her crossness now. “What? You’ve done 

what?” 
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Rather than answer, Mike rushed to the sink, as water now overflowed on to the Italian 

tiled floor. He splashed his suit. Annette tutted and fussed over the expensive linen and he 

found himself talking to the knotted scarf around her head, as he stumbled over his 

explanation.  

This was not how he had pictured the scene. 

“This suit cost three hundred pounds, Mike, don’t you remember? Oh, and look at your 

shoes. I'm always telling you to polish them more. It makes them so much more permeable 

when you don't.” 

Mike grabbed her forearms, and said, “Annette! Stop fussing about my clothes. Sit 

down and listen to me!” 

She looked too surprised to do anything else, and sat mutely staring at his face, rubbing 

her arms where he’d gripped them so hard. 

“The board needed to save money and as I’m the most highly paid member of staff, 

they were itching to get rid of me and offered me early retirement.” Mike looked at her for a 

reaction and when no response came, he ploughed on. “We can go travelling, just like we’ve 

always planned. I can help you with the garden and the house. You won’t have to do all the 

chores any more. We can have day trips – join the golf club, take up bridge – or tennis...” He 

trailed off as the colour drained from her face. 

“But, Mike, you’re only fifty-five. How are we going to manage on a pension?” 

“I’ve been offered a very good package – with a lump sum immediately and an index-

linked pension. It’s not that unusual to retire early. And I’m fit and strong – I see it as a new 

lease of life.” 

“For you!” she retorted. “What about me? Why didn’t you consult me? How long have 

you known about this?” Her face was now quite white. 

Mike began to tremble – he who had hired and fired hundreds of people over the years. 

He whispered, “Only a week.” 

“You’ve known for a week!” Annette got up and paced around the spacious, 

immaculate kitchen. The cream-coloured cabinets formed a serene contrast to her angry 

shouts. 

Mike nodded miserably. The roses splashed a blood-red stain against the white ceramic 

sink. A single drop of water plinked onto the clean floor. 

“I don’t want you around the house all day or changing things in the garden. I like it the 

way it is. I can see it now – you’ll get fat and then you’ll start playing golf and end up 

drinking the bar dry in the clubhouse and become an alcoholic and, and..” She burst into 

tears. 

Mike went instantly to her and took her in his arms. Only when the dampness from his 

suit seeped into her dungarees did she withdraw.  

Annette blew her nose on a tissue from the box that always stood on the breakfast bar in 

case of emergencies. “I need to think about this, Mike. It will take some adjusting to.” 

“Of course, how stupid of me not to realise. I was so pleased myself, I assumed you 

would be too. I - I’ve booked a table at the Kingfisher for tonight. I suppose you don’t fancy 

it now?” 

She shook her head and took another tissue. “I think I’ll have a bath and an early night. 

It’s the shock, you see.” 

He nodded quietly. When she had gone upstairs, he went into the lounge and poured 

himself a large shot of whisky. He drank all evening. 

The next day, he came home from work at the usual time and let himself into the hall. 

He was greeted by a matching pair of slim-line suitcases standing to attention at the foot of 

the stairs. 

He called up, “Annette? Annette, are you there?” 
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“Coming!” was the reply, gaily given. 

She tripped lightly down the stairs, wearing a smart coat and carrying an expensive 

leather handbag – his latest Christmas present. 

“Are you going somewhere?” he asked. 

“Yes, after the shock you gave me last night, I’m going on a little trip with Amanda – 

just to France for a few days. A coach trip. It will do me good to see the landscape sliding by. 

It’ll give me perspective. It was such a spontaneous thing – all Amanda’s idea. She was going 

with her mother but she’s got ‘flu, poor thing, so Amanda asked me if I would fill the breach 

and I thought, well, why not? Surprises seem to be the order of the day hereabouts after all!” 

She laughed and kissed him on his five o’clock shadow. 

A car horn tooted in the drive. “Ah, there's Amanda now. Better go. I’ve filled the 

freezer sky high with M&S food, darling. And I’ll be back by Friday – really it’s a very short 

trip.” 

With that, she was gone.  

Mike stood there, holding the door, and his mouth, open for a good ten minutes after 

the car had whistled swiftly round the corner and out of sight. 

He’d got through two more bottles of whisky by the time Thursday came around. 

Friday would be his last day in the office. Ever. If he looked tired, his staff put it down to the 

strain of leaving. They gave him a great send off at lunchtime. More alcohol topped up his 

anaesthesia and his secretary drove him home. He gave her the money for a taxi and a big tip 

and managed to wave her off under the cheery veneer of too much booze.  

The early afternoon sucked him into a doze on the sun-lounger outside, and it was six 

o’clock when he awoke, shivery and disorientated. He went into the kitchen, the washing up 

of the night before smelling slightly from the dishwasher, where it had dried without a rinse. 

He ignored it, as he had since Annette had left, and filled the kettle for a cup of tea. He 

looked at the clock.  

Annette hadn’t said what time she’d be home but he’d half hoped she would be back to 

greet him on his last day. Night fell. Whisky provided his liquid supper – the ready meals 

hadn’t been piled that high - and the extra alcohol sat queasily on his empty stomach. His 

frantic calls to Annette’s mobile remained unanswered. He switched on the news at ten 

o’clock in case a coach had overturned on a French auto-route but it was just politics and 

blah, blah, blah. 

Mike blundered up to bed and slept like a sot. He awoke to a swollen tongue and the 

clatter of the letterbox. Stumbling downstairs, he snatched up the lavender coloured envelope, 

and recognising Annette’s neat hand, tore it open. 

 

“Dear Mike,” he read. 

  

He couldn’t make out the rest, his hand shook so much. He scrabbled about, searching 

for his reading glasses. He found them next to the whisky decanter and crammed them on his 

nose. He sat down abruptly and steadied his arm against the damask chair. 

 

“This is going to be something of a shock to you, Mike – it was to me! But I’ve met 

someone else. Maurice was another passenger on our bus and a charming, French one at 

that. So charming in fact that, oh dear, there is no easy way to tell you this, so I won’t try. 

Well, we’ve fallen in love. That’s the truth and can’t be changed. It’s been a whirlwind few 

days and I’ve decided to stay on, here in France, with Maurice, I’m not sure for how long. 

But could you send on some more clothes? The address is at the top of this letter. 

"Life is certainly full of surprises isn’t it? Maybe now you’ve retired, Mike, you’ll find 

someone else too. After all, as you said, you are reasonably fit and healthy and young enough 
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for, what was it you said – a new lease of life? Well, it seems what’s sauce for the goose is 

sauce for the gander! Or is it the other way around? 

"Oh well, never mind. I hope you aren’t too sad, Mike dear. We had some good times, 

though, didn’t we? So, remember that, and me, with fondness. 

Annette.” 

 

It was over a year later before Mike received a second letter with a French stamp on it.  

This time, he didn’t rush to open it. He took it once more into the lounge and placed it 

carefully amongst the dirty crockery on the table next to his TV chair. He looked out of the 

window at the weedy garden and reminded himself for the tenth time that he must call the 

gardener to mow the lawn.  

He’d make himself a cup of instant coffee first, before reading the letter. He schlepped 

into the kitchen and put the kettle on. He managed to find a reasonably clean mug and 

spooned the powder in. The milk had been left on the doorstep too long again but he was 

used to it being sour and hardly noticed. He grabbed a few chocolate biscuits to go with it and 

took them back into the lounge. The top button popped on his trouser waistband as he sat 

down but Mike’s attention was all on the sealed envelope.  

He drank the coffee and ate the biscuits, one by one, before opening it. 

Annette’s writing had become much less neat. Deciphering the scrawl with some 

difficulty, Mike’s skin began to prickle. 

 

“Mike, dear Mike,” he read, and swallowed hard. “I want to come home, Mike. I’m ill. 

Maurice says the doctors said it’s cancer. I still can’t speak French, you see. Even after a 

year, shocking really, but there you go. It’s in my pancreas, wherever that is. Apparently that 

means I haven’t got long – three to six months, they said. 

"I want to come home to die, Mike. Can I come home? 

"Annette xxx." 

 

Kisses.  

After all this time – kisses. 

 

*** 
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The Wedding Cake 

 

"Alice in Wonderland", the locals called her, not always kindly. She lived deep in the 

forest, on a large estate in the west country. You would never suspect the little gamekeeper’s 

cottage was tucked away there, if you didn’t know the track that led you to its secluded spot. 

A surprising number of people did find it, seeking Alice’s counsel and soothing herbal 

remedies. Her eccentric clothing and hennaed dreadlocks were politely ignored in times of 

need. Now in her mid-thirties, Alice lived alone, with only her black Labrador, Charlie, for 

company. It suited her that way. If she was lonely, it was never admitted, even to herself. 

Spring found her as busy as ever. There was much to do in the garden to ready it for 

another season.  

“I must get those potatoes in the ground today, Charlie, come what may.” 

She might be convinced that she was happy enough with her life, but Alice was 

troubled about her family, who were not so content, and never had been. Perhaps this was 

why she shunned a committed relationship of her own. Her mother shared Alice’s flaming 

hair and petite frame. Her father, Henry, was as tall as his wife was short, but neither of her 

parents was outgoing. Alice worried they kept to themselves too much, and only ever having 

each other for company put too much pressure on the relationship. All they did was argue 

about moving house, yet they never left the contested battle ground. Witnessing the sparring 

match her parents called marriage had not been edifying and her brother’s sad situation with 

his alcoholic wife did not encourage her to change her mind about her single status. 

Incredibly, her parents had been embattled for nearly forty years and their ruby 

wedding anniversary was fast approaching. How to celebrate such a mixed blessing? It would 

be no good asking her brother, Jonathan, for ideas, she thought, as she dug over the potato 

patch.  

Her landlord turned up, as he so often did, for a chat and to offer a helping hand. 

Graham was always such a good listener. He was a good landlord too, in his shambolic way. 

He ran the estate single-handed, with a threadbare staff and no siblings to share the 

responsibility. He was only a couple of years older than Alice and, when she thought of him 

at all, she wondered why he'd never married. He was quite attractive, in a funny sort of way. 

“What do you think I should get my parents for their anniversary, Graham? Flowers? 

Chocolates?”  

Graham shook his head, and shoved his hands in the pockets of his tatty corduroys. 

“Too naff, too obvious. How about a trip?”  

“Nah, they’d only argue over it and on it,” Alice said, cleaning the sod of soil that clung 

to her spade with the toe of her wellington boot.  

“Lunch somewhere - together with Jon and his family?” Graham said, ruffling Charlie's 

ears before handing her the pale tubers, one by one. 

“Nightmare prospect.”  

They carried on, working together in companionable silence, until the first row was full 

of potatoes, and covered back over with the rich, fertile soil. 

Alice threw her spade like a javelin, so it stood upright in the vegetable patch, and 

rubbed her back.  

Graham nodded his approval. "Hmm, these will be good on a hot summer’s day with 

plenty of butter and mint," and licked his lips.  

She started digging the next row. Graham watched her spade turning the first spit of 

dark earth, holding the seed potato ready. “That soil’s like Christmas cake, it’s so rich and 

crumbly.”  
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Alice looked up and grinned. She surprised Graham with a muddy kiss. “That’s it - a 

wedding cake! And decorate it with rubies – well not real ones of course but something along 

those lines. Perfect. Graham, you’re a star.”  

She didn't see his flush of pleasure because she was already running into the house to 

get scrubbed up for a trip to town, spuds and Graham both abandoned.  

 “Only the best quality ingredients for this one, Charlie,” said Alice. “We shall have to 

consult Luigi at the deli.”  

She drove the five miles into the local town, and parked in the market square outside 

the delicatessen, leaving Charlie in the car.  

She stepped inside the shop, inhaling the complex aromas from the display counter.  

"Hey, bella!" Luigi said, kissing her cheek. Luigi sold her herbal teas in his shop and 

they'd developed a good working relationship. The teas sold well and he'd been kind enough 

to let her leave her business cards next to them. The extra customers suited them both. She 

told him about the wedding cake project. Luigi listened carefully, before entering into the 

spirit of her quest, bringing out his finest dried fruits from Turkey, the palest soft marzipan, a 

huge yellow lemon from Sicily and his most aromatic spices. She bought fresh flour, butter 

and some lovely free-range speckled eggs to go with the more exotic ingredients.  

"Now, Luigi, about icing," she said. 

Luigi spread his hands wide, "I am desolated, bella Alice, but I have no icing suitable 

for your beautiful cake. You must go to the specialist shop, around the corner. The lady who 

owns it does not like me to compete with her about such things. And I have learned to respect 

that," he added with a solemn nod.  

She recalled a confectioner’s shop by the church, tucked away down an ancient 

alleyway. Just the job. Stowing the other ingredients in the car, carefully tucking them out of 

Charlie’s way – he had such a sweet tooth – she strode off towards the churchyard. There it 

was, the tiniest shop in the whole market town, only the width of two doors, with its upper 

storey so tall it reached out, almost embracing the house opposite. Rather like her parent’s 

relationship, thought Alice. They tried with tedious consistency to touch each other but 

neither could ever quite grasp the other and actually connect. 

An old-fashioned bell tinkled as she stepped over the bumpy threshold. Alice tripped 

slightly and fell rather than walked into the dark interior. An old woman of indefinite 

antiquity appeared from the depths of the shop. No smile welcomed Alice as she struggled to 

recover her aplomb.  

Disorientated by the contrast of the dark shop and the bright spring day outside, Alice 

took a moment to adjust her vision. 

Still the old crone waited, silently, offering nothing. Alice found herself blushing, to her 

annoyance, as she stammered, “Um, hello. I,I was looking for some icing for a w-wedding 

cake?” 

An arthritic hand was extended in the direction of various white lumps of fondant icing 

encased in cling-film wrap. Mute they sat, giving no clues as to their destiny as beautiful 

drapes for fruity domes.  

Alice felt a slight despair settling upon her. Dutifully she picked up a medium-sized one 

and dared an enquiry. “Err, would this be the right size to cover two cakes? The bottom one 

will be about ten inches across and the other, roughly seven?” 

The hand again appeared from behind the counter, lifted up a smaller packet of icing 

and set it alongside its virgin white sister. 

“Thank you.” Alice said, not really encouraged. “I also need some decorative 

trimmings.” 
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Alice dared to look up and met the gaze of the old lady. How fierce she looked! What a 

presence. Alice’s eyes did not flinch or look away, though she felt her soul laid bare. It was 

an extraordinary sensation.  

The aged woman said, in a surprisingly strong and deep voice for one so wizened, “Is it 

for yourself? You'll be getting wed soon.” 

Alice felt her face flush crimson. Who did this old woman think she was, and why did 

she make her feel so uncomfortable? And what did she mean about getting married? That was 

the last thing on Alice's agenda. She was only buying icing, for pity's sake. Out loud, she 

said, “No, actually, it’s for my parents.” 

The old woman’s eyebrows raised just a fraction.  

Alice laughed, “Oh, they are married – and have been for forty years – this is their ruby 

wedding anniversary cake. I want to give it as my present.” 

The old woman’s face cracked into a smile, transforming her wrinkles into unbecoming 

crazy paving. They laughed together and Alice felt as if she had stepped into a warm bath. 

The old crone beckoned with a crooked finger to a corner shelf on which sugar flowers and 

silver horseshoes overflowed their tiny baskets. They bent over the cornucopia of tempting 

delights. 

The elder woman swept her hand ceremoniously over the caskets, as if casting a spell. 

She muttered a few words under her breath. Alice waited.  

“Something ruby red, then?” said the old witch. 

Alice looked at her at close quarters and took in her frank stare. They were meeting as 

colleagues here. In conspiratorial silence they chose exquisitely crafted deep red sugar roses, 

white velvet ribbon and silver wedding bells with the number forty on them. Sturdy columns 

were added to support the top tier. They agreed something was still missing for the spell to 

work. Nothing was said, it was a tacit understanding. The old woman took Alice by the hand, 

gently. Her touch was warm and soothing with a current of electricity that marched firmly up 

Alice’s arm and spread throughout her body in a blessed wave. She kept hold of Alice’s hand, 

as they selected two tiny icing cutters, each in the shape of a heart, one slightly larger than the 

other. 

“Lovely!” Alice said, breaking the hand-hold with a smile. They exchanged a hug and 

stood back to look at each other with mutual, unspoken, respect. Alice paid for her goods and 

the old lady wrapped them very carefully, with much tissue paper, in a cake box. With a glad 

wave, Alice left. Still glowing from the encounter, she hugged the box to her and set it 

tenderly down on the passenger seat before setting off for home and ignoring Charlie's 

frustrated barks along the way. 

Later that evening, Alice’s cottage was filled with the sensuous aromas of cinnamon, 

ginger, allspice, coriander, and nutmeg. Grated lemon zest lent the spices a fresh tang of 

borrowed sunshine. The foreign scents clung to the house, pervading its deepest recesses with 

spellbinding warmth.  

The next day, Alice cloaked the two aromatic discs of fruit cake in the pale, soft 

marzipan and a day later floated the snow-white fondant icing on top. 

With a wet brush, she ever so gently placed the beautiful red roses on the topmost 

cake’s smooth surface and delicately cut out tiny white hearts from the leftover icing. They 

danced around the circumference of each cake, whispering love in a dainty chain. Round 

went the velvet ribbon in a white curtsey.  

Alice stood back to admire her efforts and smiled her pleasure. That would do nicely. 

She set off for her parents’ house on the day of their anniversary and carried the cakes into 

the house in two large supermarket bags, so no-one could guess their contents. She went in 

through the back door, relieved to see that her parents were out in the garden, having coffee 

in the May sunshine. 
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Alice sneaked her packages into their dining room and assembled the cake on its 

classical pillars. She hadn't put the tiers together before and was pleased with the stately 

effect. Alice stood back to admire its magnificence. It looked even better than she'd hoped. 

Almost professional. 

She went to join her parents on the patio. They exchanged hugs and then were 

distracted by the noisy arrival of her brother Jon, his wife Laura, and their two little 

daughters, Hannah and Susie, who all looked a bit peaky. Alice wondered if they'd had the 

'flu or something. Kids were always coming down with bugs, once they started school. The 

little family stood about looking ill at ease and awkward. 

"It's such a sunny day, let's have lunch out here, instead of in the dining-room," Alice 

said, hoping to surprise them with the hidden cake later, when the mood might have 

mellowed. "You'd like that, wouldn't you, girls?" 

Hannah and Susie, nodded, still silent and withdrawn.  

"Good idea, Alice. You're right, it is a lovely day," said her mother, Anne, with a forced 

cheerfulness that grated on Alice. She looked at her sister-in-law, who gave no returning 

smile. 

"I'll help you bring the food out, Mum," Alice said, glad of the distraction. She couldn't 

trust herself not to lose her temper at Laura's rudeness. Red hair made for short fuses and she 

could see her mother fuming under that bright exterior too. 

"I'll come too." Jon got up and joined them, while the two little girls went off in search 

of her parents' cat, Tiger, who was fond of sleeping in the potting shed and the reason Charlie 

had been left at home. 

Anne had prepared a quiche, salad, ham and potatoes and covered them in cling film. 

The plates of food sat on the kitchen worktops, looking more clinical than enticing. It took a 

few trips to carry it all outside, even with the three of them. Laura stayed sitting at the garden 

table with her father. Henry was chatting to his daughter-in-law about his raspberry canes. 

Alice didn't think she'd ever seen anyone look so bored as Laura, who had lit a cigarette and 

was blowing blue smoke into the sunshine. 

Conversation remained stilted through the simple lunch. The atmosphere briefly 

lightened when Henry popped a bottle of Prosecco open and poured some out for everyone. 

Laura swigged hers back in one go and reached for the bottle to refill it until Jon stayed her 

hand. Laura stopped eating then. 

"Don't talk with your mouthful, Hannah," Laura snapped at her daughter, who's chin 

began to wobble. 

Jon gave a weary sigh and topped up Laura's glass. He was rewarded by his wife giving 

her first smile of the day but it didn't seem to cheer him up.  

"I've made a trifle for pudding," said Anne, with lips stretched too tight for a genuine 

smile. 

"Lovely," Alice said, "but I've got a little something else first. Wait here everyone." 

She retrieved the cake from its secret hiding place in the dining-room and carried it out 

into the garden, staggering a little under its weight.  

"Would you look at that!" 

"It looks marvellous, darling!" 

"Well done, Alice. Great idea," Jonathan added. Laura scowled but the two little girls 

clapped their hands. 

Alice handed her parents the carving knife, forgoing the temptation to threaten Laura 

with it if she didn't lighten up. "Go on, cut it together. That's it, both of you use the knife and 

don't forget to each make a secret wish." Alice smiled at the two girls, watching with wide 

eyes, as their grandparents, hands together over the long knife, pierced the white icing. Her 
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father, tall, stern and quiet, gave her an uncharacteristic sympathetic wink as the sharp blade 

sliced through the golden marzipan.  

What would they wish for? She knew what her mum wanted – a new house near her 

sister, Alice's aunt Jean, but her father was always too deep to fathom. Anne and Henry 

looked at each other as if for the first time, as they clasped the knife. Then they closed their 

eyes. Alice watched, her breath held, as they silently made their private requests.  

The steel cutter plunged further, reaching the moist fruity depths at the heart of the 

cake. Anne and Henry opened their eyes, looking surprised to see everyone still gathered 

around them. Alice handed the cake round and, once everyone had a piece, a reverential hush 

descended as they all took their first bite. 

"Delicious, Alice, you must give me the recipe," Anne said. 

"Very nice, dear," said Henry.  

Laura was as silent as ever, and left most of hers in a crumbled heap on the plate. The 

two little girls scoffed theirs quickly and got down from the table to play. Jonathan beamed at 

Alice and she noticed again how tired he looked. Hungry too, perhaps, as she watched him 

help himself to another big slice of the rich fruitcake. 

Someone suggested a walk in the park for the children. The bright morning had faded 

into a dull afternoon that threatened rain later, and it had turned chilly. Alice couldn’t help 

noticing how Laura’s hands shook as she struggled with little Susie’s coat buttons, as they got 

ready to go out. She must have starting drinking again. No wonder her brother looked so 

knackered. Jon swiftly covered up for her and took over brusquely, leaving Laura exposed, 

with nothing to do.  

The uncomfortable moment was saved by Henry and Anne coming into the hall, 

giggling like a couple of teenagers. Her father was wearing the velvet ribbon from the cake as 

a silly crown. The children fell about laughing. Alice couldn’t remember when she’d last seen 

her Dad lark about. The battle about moving house had been a long one. He simply refused to 

leave his beloved garden and Anne could not make him budge. The argument had become a 

cold war with each side refusing to give ground. It was really good to see them having fun 

again. She’d forgotten that they could. 

Alice drove home that night, complete with her own chunk of wedding cake, well 

content with her efforts, and returned to work with a glad heart. Life resumed its normal 

routine and the whole episode receded to the back of her mind.  

A week later her parents phoned as usual on Sunday morning. Her mother spoke first. 

She was rather breathless.  

“Alice – you’ll never guess what! Your father’s agreed to move at last! We’ve found a 

place with a beautiful garden, facing south. He’ll be able to grow more plants than ever and 

they’ve kept it beautifully – and – it’s in the next road to Auntie Jean’s house.” 

Henry butted in, a bit gruff and sheepish, “It was the grapevine that did it. We’ll have 

our own vintage next year.”  

Alice laughed and congratulated them. What a relief. Now perhaps the breach was 

healed at last and they could be happy in their retirement. Wonders would never cease. 

Later that day she had a less cheerful conversation with Jon. She was surprised to hear 

from him so soon after the ruby wedding party. Since Laura's troubles, as he liked to call 

them, he'd turned away from her, preferring to struggle on his own. Jon sounded very upset.  

"Laura's been on a real bender this time," he said, his voice tight with control. "She 

wandered off down to the shops very much the worse for wear. She, oh, Alice, I can hardly 

believe I'm telling you this, but I must tell someone. Laura left the girls unattended in the 

house on their own. A policeman brought Laura back and they're really frightened now. I'm at 

my wit’s end." 

Alice could hear unrestrained crying in the background. “I’ll come straight over.” 
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Jon only lived half an hour away and was still distressed when she arrived. Laura was 

sleeping it off in the bedroom and the girls were watching a Disney film in the sitting room. 

Alice and Jon had a cup of tea in the kitchen. Piles of dirty washing-up tottered in the sink 

and Alice’s shoes stuck to the grimy floor. Charlie scavenged round the overflowing bin with 

justified optimism. 

Jon broke down under the sympathetic gaze of his sister’s unusual green eyes. She got 

up and put her arms around him, noticing with a shock how thin he had become. She was 

glad the kids’ film drowned out his sobs. A man's crying is always more heart-wrenching 

than a woman's. Alice waited. After a while, Jon gave a watery smile. She returned it, hoping 

it conveyed the love she felt. When he had collected himself, he told her in more detail of 

how Laura’s addiction had worsened lately. 

“I’m not even angry any more – just scared. I feel defeated. I don’t know what else I 

can do.”  

They held hands. Alice was so focussed on her brother that she didn't notice the shadow 

falling across the room from the doorway.  

Laura stood there, swaying and looking a bit green. “Talking about me, were you. Cosy 

little chat with baby sis?”  

If Jon had no anger, his wife seemed to be making up for it. 

Alice took a deep breath. “Yes, Laura, we were, as a matter of fact. Come and have a 

seat.” 

“Don’t invite me to sit down in my own bloody kitchen, Alice.” 

“Sorry, Laura. Would you like a cup of tea?”  

“Don’t suppose you’ll offer me anything more interesting, so, yes, I would.” 

Jon got up and shuffled over to the kettle like a man three times his age.  

Alice’s heart contracted, watching him fumble about. She turned back to his wife and 

said, “Laura. You can’t go on like this. It’s affecting Jon and the girls. You need help with 

this drinking problem.”  

Her knees knocked under the table but her voice didn't waver.  

Laura stood up angrily and her chair fell over with a clatter. “How dare you come into 

my home and speak to me like that! Get your own life, instead of telling me how to live mine. 

You think you’re so perfect - quite the little saint - but what about that toff Graham? You live 

off his land, virtually rent-free, and he follows you around like a dog, but you always treat 

him worse than Charlie. Selfish cow.” 

Charlie barked at the sound of his name and Laura clamped her hands over her ears. 

Shaking, she reached for the chair and, as it wasn’t there, fell heavily to the floor. She 

crumpled into tears after her hard landing and didn't push Jon away when he gently lifted her 

back onto the chair Alice had righted. Alice was glad of the distraction to hide her red face. 

Laura’s angry words had found their mark. 

“Come on, love. Let’s talk about this,” said Jon, distraught again.  

In the doorway, their two little girls hesitated, eyes like saucers, thumbs in mouths. 

Alice watched as Laura caught sight of them and gave up. 

“Jon, oh Jon, I’m so sorry,” Laura said, in a strangled whisper.  

Alice went swiftly to the children and quietly shepherded them back to the living room, 

closing the door behind her. She cuddled them back on the sofa and let the gentle film distract 

them all, though nothing could unsay Laura’s words. They went round and round in her head 

like a spinning top. Half an hour later she heard the kitchen door open, as Jon took Laura 

back to the bedroom. When he returned, he looked white and exhausted. 

“Let’s have a bite to eat,” said Alice, feeling that some food would ground them all. 

She brewed another pot of tea and found some of her parents' wedding cake in a tin near the 
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kettle. They wolfed it down with alacrity. Who knows when this little family last had a proper 

meal? 

Alice left them to it soon after, and drove home, her heart heavy with worry but no idea 

how to help them. A few days later Jon phoned again.  

“Laura’s been talking about things. She told me how she really feels and why she’s 

been drinking so much. She loved her job before she had the girls. She feels she’s a useless 

mother and has lost all her confidence. Now she feels terrified to go back to work and a 

failure as a mum. She says she drinks so she doesn’t have to think. I just kept telling her that I 

love her for herself and so do the girls. 

“It took a while, but she’s agreed to go to Alcoholics Anonymous and maybe, if she 

gets well again, to go back to work part-time. Get her confidence back, you know.” 

“Oh, Jon – that’s brilliant. Thank goodness!” 

“Yes, I should have listened more before. I was just ignoring the signs, hoping it would 

go away but we’re tackling it together now. I’m sorry she had a go at you though.” 

“Jon, don’t worry about it. The main thing is you two are talking again.” 

 “Thanks, Alice. You know, I’m sorry we’ve been distant these last couple of years.” 

He coughed to cover up his embarrassment. Jon hadn’t ever been given to emotional 

outbursts. “It’s good to know you’re there.” 

“Don’t be daft. It’s just great things are on the mend.” 

“Bye, then. Speak soon.” 

“Yes, Jon. Speak soon.” 

Alice pressed the off button on the phone, grinning from ear to ear. Then with a finger 

that trembled slightly, she tapped out the number to the big house. 

“Hi, Graham, do you fancy a cup of tea? I have some really nice wedding cake that 

needs finishing up.”  

 

*** 
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If you have enjoyed these little tasters of Alex Martin's work, and... if you would like to read on... there 

are some novels to delve into. All are available on Amazon, just click on the book titles or cover pictures and 

follow the links. 

 

The Twisted Vine  
A twisted tale about a young girl escaping a broken relationship by picking grapes in 

France in the 1980s.  

 

She finds herself, new friends and love. She also exposes a sinister situation in the depths 

of a French chateau. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Daffodils  
Book One of The Katherine Wheel Series. 

 

Katy, maidservant at Cheadle Manor, longs to escape her narrow life. Frustrated by 

personal tragedy, she becomes a mechanic in the WAAC. Through the horrors of WW1, 

she discovers only love brings freedom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Peace Lily  
The sequel to Daffodils, and book two of the 'Katherine Wheel' series. 

 

After the appalling losses suffered during the First World War, three of its survivors long 

for peace, unaware that its aftermath will bring different, but still daunting, challenges. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Speedwell  
Book Three in the Katherine Wheel Series. 

 

In this unusual motor racing drama, feisty heroine, Katy, becomes a woman entrepreneur 

of the 20th century. Read this refreshing new take on 1920s historical fiction to find out if 

she makes it. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B0089M2TSM/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1634&creative=6738&creativeASIN=B0089M2TSM&linkCode=as2&tag=inthplsh-21
http://rxe.me/BPUQAY4
http://rxe.me/O694ET4
http://rxe.me/ZWS6UG
http://rxe.me/89M2TSM
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Alex Martin's blog at: 
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