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        Wednesday,
June 15th 





        Gail
came out into the garden at seven o'clock in the morning, dressed in shorts and an old tee-shirt, to do some
tidying before it got too hot. Emily, her daughter, was always critical of her old
tee-shirts but had to concede that her mother still had the legs to
carry a pair of shorts in style.  


        She
tucked stray strands of her long dark hair behind an ear with a
gloved hand, while wielding the secateurs at some hawthorn hedge that
was getting out of control. Observing the growing pile of  dead wood
behind her, she contemplated having a bonfire that evening. It would
be too hot, but there was something about the smell of wood smoke
that lifted the spirits. Why was that?  


        She
loved her house and the garden, and she loved the memories they held,
but despite that she was also aware that she needed a change of
scenery. She hadn't had a holiday for the last two years. Were there
some friends she could prevail upon to give her a bed? Holidays were
always a problem as she hated going away on her own, and there were
times when taking the grandchildren was just too much for her.  


        She
stopped for a moment to ease the slight ache in her back, taking off
the gloves to let her hands cool down. She took a gulp of tea from
her first mug of the day at the garden table, still in the shade of
the house at that early hour. 

        After
an hour and a half, with the hawthorn hedge looking a little more
under control, she went in to the house for some breakfast. Some
reheated croissants and coffee later, she noticed that the washing
machine had finished, so set to, hanging the washing out on the line.
She couldn't bring herself to use the tumble drier when sunshine was
free.  


        It
was only when she had finished, wash basket under her arm, did she
stop and look around her. Is this it, she thought, not for the first
time. Is this what my life consists of now? Day to day maintenance of
life. In truth, she knew it wasn't, because there were other
interests she was involved in that gave her diversion. But for a
moment she longed for some excitement, a break from the everyday. 

        She
looked at her watch. Time to get on, some things wouldn't wait. 





        Tom
stopped for a moment and gazed across the road at the house that had
been his home thirty five years ago, the sandstone façade
glowing slightly in the summer sun. He was please to note that the
garage was still standing, the garage he had helped his father build
all those years ago. The garden was tidy, the boundary wall newly
rendered, the top-stones still showing the rusted stumps of the iron
railings that had been removed during the Second World War,
presumably to become part of some warship. His father's prized roses
had gone, replaced by some perennial bush that he couldn't recognise. 

        He
suddenly realised that he had been standing staring for some time,
and belatedly became aware that it might look odd, or even
suspicious. He strolled on towards the newer end of the road where
the houses had been build in the nineteen sixties, providing endless
amusement for small boys intrigued by the mysteries of building
sites. He recalled his mates during the firework season, wrapping
Bangers in clods of mud, lighting the fuse and hurling them into the
air, trying to get the timing right so that the mid air explosion
resulted in a rain of soggy earth pattering to the ground. 

        He
walked up through the field, noting that today's youngsters obviously
still played impromptu football matches there. He could see the holes
where stout sticks had been culled from the adjacent woodland to make
goalposts, and it was into this woodland that he ventured now,
recalling the magic of the place for him as a boy. The trees to be
climbed, the tree that was turned into a flying bomber plane as he
and his mates played out imaginary games.  


        In
autumn when the leaves dropped from the trees, carpeting the packed
earth, they would clear tracks, create racing circuits and race each
other on their bikes. When they wanted to, there was always plenty of
firewood for the fires they lit, roasting potatoes in the ashes, more
often than not leaving them in too long, until they were as much
charcoal as the ash itself. 

        He
noticed a clearing deeper in the woods that hadn't been there in his
day. Then, it had been a ruined farmhouse, overgrown and roofless, a
magnet for small boys and a nightmare for worried mothers. Rumours
and stories circulated of an old man who lived there, and who would
chase small boys. Nothing was ever said of what he would do if he
caught one. Tom smiled. The man had never existed but it was an
effective way of keeping small boys away from the dangers of falling
stonework.  


        And
now it was gone, a victim of modern health and safety no doubt. He
was pleased to note however, that the woodland was still as wild as
it ever had been. Thankfully no one had decided to tidy it up,
manicure it, and tie a ribbon around it. Standing there he could
still visualise them playing in the dirt.  


        He
wondered for a moment where they all were now. Were some like him
dispersed to the far ends of the country whilst others had married
and settled down locally? He wished for a moment that in some
telepathic way he could reach out into the ether and see them now,
unrecognisable from the small boys he remembered. And the girls.
There had always been some girls in the gang of junior school kids,
in the minority generally, but joining in some of the less rowdy
activities they got up to. 





        Gail
pottered around the kitchen, finishing up last night's dishes, those
that didn't go in the dishwasher that is. Not that there were that
many dishes for just one. She finished wiping down the surfaces,
trying to recall all the things that she needed to remember. She had
never been in the habit of writing lists despite her husband's best
efforts, but still her mind got into a spin trying to keep everything
in her brain. She had to go down to the church, it was her turn on
the rota to arrange the flowers for Sunday. She needed to get some
shopping to top up fresh vegetables. She needed to tidy the place,
because the kids were coming round this afternoon, and the
grand-kids.  


        Kids,
she thought, Emily was twenty six now, living in her own flat,
completely independent, and loving it. Jeremy was almost thirty,
married with two lovely little ones. They were hardly kids any more,
but they would always be hers, and she was content that they would
always need her, to a greater or lesser degree as circumstances
demanded. Yes, she was content. Her only regret was that her husband
Gordon wasn’t there to be content with her.  


        Four
years it had been since the cancer had finally claimed him. They had
fought hard, there had been remission and there had been treatments,
but finally his body had given up. There had been hard goodbyes as he
had slipped deeper into a coma under the increasing effects of the
morphine, and then he had finally succumbed and the tears could
start.  


        She
wiped away a tear now, tucked behind the ear some of her long dark
hair that had strayed, and rinsed out the cloth before turning and
catching sight of herself in the mirror. Must remember to brush my
hair before I go out, she thought, and change the blouse, it's got a
gravy stain down it. 





        Tom
was brought back to the present by some kids on bikes, cycling down
the road that bounded the wood, shouting and calling to each other.
Some things never change, he thought. He turned and headed through
the wood, his way lit by the dappled sunlight filtering through the
tree canopy. In less time than he remembered it taking as a child, he
came to the end of the woodland by the edge of the field that led
down to the small lake.  


        The
island in the middle of the lake looked unchanged, still occupied by
nesting swans by the look of it. He remembered exceptionally cold
winters when the lake froze hard, the ice thick enough to walk on
safely, when ice-skates came out of the depths of the cupboard and
were dusted off, only to find that they didn't fit any more. In
summer, small boys would fish and never catch anything. He was never
very sure whether it was due to the soggy bread they would use as
bait, or whether there weren't actually any fish to be caught anyway.
It hadn't been his activity of choice. He didn't have the patience
for it.  


        The
lakeside had been tidied up, he noticed, a neat asphalt path running
around its circumference. Fallen trees that had met their doom in the
great storm of nineteen sixty eight, and had lain for years  growing
skirts of weeds and wild flowers around their fallen trunks, they had
all gone, no doubt sawn up and used for some council landscaping
somewhere. 

        It
was at that point he began to wonder whether his journey had been a
good idea, this return to his roots. 





        Gail
stood at the foot of her bed, putting on a fresh red blouse. She
liked that blouse, red suited her she thought, for the umpteenth
time, glad that her hair was still dark enough to contrast against
it. She pulled the bed covers up over the king sized bed, patting
down the side of the bed that had been Gordon's side. The bed was far
too big for her. It was like sleeping on a vast platform, but she
would not be able to part with it, too many memories were wrapped up
in it. 

        Contemplating
the past brought her to the present with a jolt that for some reason
caused her to contemplate the future. At the age of sixty one there
definitely was a future, she decided, but was it just a continuation
of her present? And here she had to confess that her life had become
somewhat mundane. The children and the grandchildren were the
mainstay of her life, playing a little tennis, and doing the church
flowers, her only other diversions. 

        Did
she want to become a glorified babysitter as she grew old, or did she
still want to accomplish something more? She had to admit that life
had become very same-y of late, very routine, and, yes, very boring. 

        The
thought appalled her. Boring? Yes, boring, but she was far to young
to be bored, wasn't she, and she certainly didn't want to be that for
the rest of her life? What was it she used to tell the children when
they claimed that they were bored? If you're bored then it's only
because you haven't found something interesting to do, so go and find
it. Perhaps she needed to follow her own advice. 

        She
ran the hair brush through her hair, taking her time. She had plenty
of that, she thought. 





        Tom
had turned sixty the previous June, two months after the death of his
wife, an horrendous, traumatic time, the unexpected heart attack, the
knock at the door, the world falling apart in an instant. He had
stood impassively watching all his assumptions of life drift away,
having to embrace loneliness after thirty years of happy marriage.  


        It
had been the children, both grown, both married, who had chivvied him
to get out there and get active again. Have a holiday they said, take
a road trip suggested one. And so here he was, back in the place of
his youth, trying to recognise the old place, unprepared for the
scale of change that had inevitably taken place. And, truth be told,
he wasn't sure why he was there or what he expected. The drive north
had been longer than he remembered but he had enjoyed it
nevertheless, as he had always enjoyed driving, especially the long
drives to strange places.  


        Except
this wasn't a strange place, or was it? He was confused, he admitted,
by the familiar things looking different from his memories. Had it
actually changed or was his memory defective? Or had he just grown
up, evolving a different set of eyes to see things through? What was
it they called it? He racked his brain. A paradigm, that was it. His
paradigm had changed from that of a youth to that of the grey-haired
brigade.  


        Did
he want to go back? Perhaps, but then again perhaps not, and in any
case he was where he was and as yet no one had come up with a way of
turning back time. But would he, if they had? As he gazed out over
the lake, shading his eyes against the sun, he decided the jury was
out.  


        He
had some great memories of his childhood, but also tucked away were
the troubles of pubescent youth that he hadn't been immune to. He
shuddered slightly at some memory, but then quickly acknowledged that
nothing in his life he regretted. It had been largely a happy and
satisfying one with a good marriage and a great family life, and
whilst it brought warm memories to him it also reminded him of what
he had been robbed of the previous April, and a shadow passed across
his mind.  


        He
pushed the thought away, a conscious effort that was becoming easier,
not that he was trying to forget his wife or his marriage, but
consciously parking his grief, acknowledging that his life was his to
lead, as his kids were constantly reminding him. 

        His
reverie was disturbed by a young mother pushing a pram whilst trying
to guide a young toddler on a bike with stabilisers. The young boy
hadn't quite got the hang of steering and the bike appeared to have a
mind of its own, much to the frustration of the mother. Tom smiled at
the family life starting out, and deliberately moved off around the
lake in the opposite direction.  


        Before
long he reached the bank of earth that projected out into the lake.
It had always been there. Perhaps in the days gone by, when this had
been part of an old estate, there might have been a boating jetty, or
perhaps it was just the result of a landslip from the hillside behind
it.  


        He
watched a family of swans for a few moments, cygnets starting to
venture away from their parents, who kept a close eye on them and Tom
at the same time. Great-great-grandchildren of the swans he used to
watch as a boy perhaps, thought Tom as he continued his
circumnavigation.  


        Another
five minutes brought him to a junction of paths he remembered well.
Here he used to join the main path as he walked to secondary school
twice each day, first thing in the morning and then again after
lunch, striding between the rhododendron bushes, checking his watch
lest he miss Registration, with the inevitable punishments that would
ensue. Involuntarily he checked his watch, despite having no reason
to. It was eleven o'clock give or take. 





        Gail
stood in the hallway, stopped and carried out her routine checks. Car
keys, house keys, purse, vouchers for the supermarket, all present.
She turned to the mirror and checked, yes the hair was brushed, the
blouse was clean. Presentable, she thought, and it pleased her that
she could still look good in jeans. Gordon always liked her in jeans.
She opened the door, stepped out into the sunshine and closed the
door behind her, double-locking without thinking, and pocketing the
key.  


        As
she flipped the car remote she looked up at the blue sky. Good
morning day, she thought, what have you for me today. You're cracked,
she told herself. It's just as well no one can read your thoughts or
you would be certified. 





        Without
particularly intending to, Tom followed the path he had trodden to
school, as it moved away from the lake and up to the end of the road
that led to the school gate. Except that the school gate wasn't there
any more. Neither was the school for that matter, demolished two
years previously to make way for a new housing estate. It didn't come
as a shock, as he had come across the demolition plan on a internet
search several years ago, but somehow the reality was different. He
could almost hear the babble of children's voices as small groups had
meandered towards the school gate, exchanging opinions on everything
from the latest pop music chart, to the newest teen fashion, or
swapping the latest in collectable cards.  


        But
not any more. Neat rows of semi detached houses, cars in the drives,
satellite dishes pointing in unison, like soldiers on parade, rifles
all parallel, pointing to the sky. It saddened him, but as he stood
there he recognised the inevitable march of progress, for good or
bad, and once again the wisdom of his trip weighed somewhat on his
mind. Don't be an idiot he told himself, you're here, so like it or
lump it, but don't resent it. 

        Having
parked the school in the past, it left him with a decision. Where to
go next? A man of logic, he decided to carry on the mile or so to the
place where his junior school had stood, or may well still stand, he
thought. Who knows? And it was in a slightly more positive frame of
mind that he set off, each road bringing back some memory or other
from the recesses of his mind. 

        The
sun was high now, and the shade from the avenue of trees along the
roadside was very welcome. Subconsciously he would slow to a saunter
under the shade, speeding up when the sun beat uncomfortably on his
head. In this manner it took him a bare ten minutes to come within
sight of the town centre crossroads where his junior school had
stood, when he spotted the old parish church where he had gone as boy
and youth. If it's open, he thought, I'll go in. If nothing else it
will be cool.  


        He
altered his steps to approach the doors, finding that the large door
handles turned easily in his hand, and he stepped into the church. He
had forgotten how light the interior was, in sunshine, the brightness
glowing through the myriad stained glass windows all around. The
church had missed all the bombing of the Second World War that had
destroyed so many church windows, to be replaced by plain glass in
the post-war austerity.  


        He
strolled slowly down the main aisle, surveying the large space,
remembering the choir processing down the aisle at the start of a
service, followed by the cross and the minister, the congregation
standing until the minister himself sat down. So much ceremony, he
remembered. What had it meant to him as a boy? 

        Nothing.
Any significance had been lost on him. But he wouldn't knock it, he
had found faith here, and the faith had stood him in good stead
through dark times. 

        He
stopped short of the altar space, three rows from the front and
shuffled sideways into a pew to sit and contemplate, or meditate, or
pray. 





        Gail
stood back from the table in the choir room and surveyed her
handiwork. She did not claim to be a gifted flower-arranger but liked
to produce something at least competent that didn't jar. To that end
she adjusted some stems and added some more greenery. Now all she had
to do was get it through the doorway into the church without knocking
any of the stems. She lifted the heavy vase and carefully manoeuvred
around the table, managing to avoid tripping over any chairs, before
deftly sidling through the doorway and into the church.  


        At
which point she stopped. Someone was in the church, sitting in a pew
and praying. She couldn't remember it happening before, and stopping
where she was, put the vase down briefly on a side table. Only after
she had been watching for two or three minutes did it occur to her
how rude she was being, but yet something drew her  in.  


        He
was mid fifties she decided, dressed neatly, slim build, fit perhaps,
someone who exercised regularly. Before her imagination really
started to run riot the man lifted his head, and whilst still seated,
continued to gaze into space, or so it appeared to her. She really
must stop sizing up men she thought, and picking up the vase moved
forward towards the alter. 





        Tom
finished praying, or at least talking to God. He always felt that
prayer should somehow be constructed, ordered, purposeful, but his
was generally a random conversation addressing nothing in particular
and everything in general. He looked up, recognising the stained
glass window above the altar, remembering how he used to count the
panes when he grew bored in church. Only as a young boy, you
understand.  


        Out
of his peripheral vision he caught sight of a woman approaching the
alter with a huge vase of flowers hiding most of her face. Only after
she had put it down and rotated it so that the arrangement was facing
the right way, did she turn around and caught him watching her. In
the circumstances all he could do was smile an apology, to which she
returned the smile. 

“        Is
there anything we can do for you?” Gail asked. 

“        No.
No thank you, I was just reminiscing,” replied Tom. 

“        Reminiscing?
Then you've been here before?” 

“        Boy
and youth I was part of the congregation some, oh, forty years ago.” 

        Gail
did some hasty mental arithmetic. “Well, forty years ago, I
would have been here.” 

        There
was a pause. Tom gave in to the feeling that he knew this person. The
shape of the face, the eyes, something triggered a memory... 

“        Is
it, Gail Butler?” he ventured hesitantly. 

“        Well,
yes. Now Gail Fisher though.” Gail was taken aback, suddenly
finding herself on the back foot, but played for time by looking more
closely over the man in front of her. 

“        So,
who are you.....is it Tom? Not Tom Drysdale?” she offered
tentatively. His smile confirmed it so she continued. “My
goodness, how long has it been?” 

“        Must
be close to forty years I suppose,” he admitted. 

“        Forty
years. Heavens, we were young then.” 

“        Twenty
one we were, when I left to go south for work.” 

“        I
remember you going,” confessed Gail. “You sneaked off
very quietly, no long farewells.” 

“        Well,
we'd all drifted a bit by then hadn't we? Not the tight knit group we
had once been.” 

“        No,
I suppose not. Did you never come back to visit?” 

“        Occasionally
in the early days, for a weekend. But it was never long enough to see
friends. And then the parents moved south so there wasn't the need.” 

“Shame.” 

“        So
you've stayed here,” suggested Tom, “you stayed in the
area.” 

“        Yes
and no,” replied Gail obliquely. She glanced down at her filthy
hands. “Look, I'm in need of a drink. Come and have a coffee.
It would be good to catch up on some of those forty years.” 

        She
disappeared briefly into a side room before reappearing with clean
hands. 

“        Good.
Come on then,” she instructed briskly, and with her leading,
they left the church. 





        The
town centre had changed dramatically. Buildings had gone, replaced by
smart clean-lined developments, built around the old cross-roads. But
in one corner of the cross-roads the junior school stood faithfully
still, and Tom looked out at it from their window seat in the new
coffee shop. 

“        So,”
started Tom, continuing their previous conversation. “You
haven’t always lived around here?” 

“        No.
I married here shortly after I qualified as a pharmacist but five
years later Gordon, my husband, an engineer, was moved to Birmingham,
and we lived there for ten years.” 

“        And
then?” 

“        Then
Gordon was transferred back here. Back here for another thirty
years.” 

        Something
in her voice gave it away. 

“        Gordon's
not around any more?” probed Tom gently. 

“        Pancreatic
cancer, five years ago.” 

“        I'm
so sorry. You still miss him?” 

“        Oh
yes,” Gail exclaimed emphatically, “Especially now the
kids have gone.” 

“        Kids?” 

“        One
girl, one boy, Emily and Jas. Jas is married with two gorgeous little
ones.” 

“        What,”
exclaimed Tom, “You? A granny?” 

“        Sssh,”
whispered Gail. “You make me sound like a hundred and ten.” 

        There
was a moment's quiet, broken by Gail. 

“        So
what about you? What has life thrown at you since you left?” 

        Tom
considered for a moment. “A lot of happiness. A lovely wife.
Two sons, both now grown, married, and left.” He paused. “And
widowhood. Or is it widowerhood?” 

“        Oh
Tom, not you as well. How long ago did your wife die?” 

“        Just
over a year.” 

“        I
have to say, it does get better in time, though it never goes away.
Was it sudden?” 

“        Heart
attack, out of the blue.” 

“        I
never know whether that's worse than a drawn out illness.” 

“        Swings
and roundabouts I guess.” 

“        So
what brings you back?” 

“        Walk
down memory lane I suppose,” conceded Tom. “I retired
recently, and what with Abbie gone, I was at far too much of a loose
end, so the boys said 'take a road trip', so here I am, still
wondering if it was the right move.” 

        There
was a minute or two while they paid attention to their coffee, now
cool enough to drink. 

        Gail
broke the silence. “You look on your time here with fondness,
happy times?” 

“        Yes,”
replied Tom after a moment's consideration. “Generally
speaking. Every teenager has their ups and downs but yes, I look on
them as happy times.” 

“        That's
good. I do too, but when you've lived here most of your life I don't
think it segregates the place as much.” 

“        What,
like I attach it to my youth, whereas you associate it with several
periods of your life.” 

“        Exactly.
That's exactly it. Gordon could never understand it because he didn't
come from round here, but that's exactly what it is. It doesn't
generate the same level of nostalgia.” 

“        Ah,”
sighed Tom. “Nostalgia isn't what it used to be.” 

        Gail
laughed. 

“        That
sounds good,” stated Tom. 

“        What
does,” asked Gail. 

“        The
sound of you laughing.” 

“        I
seem to remember you used to make us all laugh in the old days.”
“Ah
yes, always the clown trying to overcome my shyness.” 

        There
was an awkward moment, and Gail took the opportunity to check her
watch. 

“        Oh,
I need to go. I've shopping to do before everyone comes round this
afternoon.” She hesitated. “Where are you staying?” 

“        At
the Bull.” 

“        Oh
no. Please don't eat alone in a hotel. Why don't you come round for
dinner tonight? I need an excuse to entertain.” 

        Tom
nodded. “If it's not any trouble, I'd really enjoy that.” 

“        Good,”
confirmed Gail, scribbling down an address on the back of the bill.
“Come early, say, five-ish.” 

“        Looking
forward to it. I'll see you at five,” agreed Tom. 

        Gail
scrambled away towards the door, avoiding the dilemma of how to say
goodbye to a long-lost friend. 

        Tom
stepped out into the sunshine and stood on the pavement for a moment,
taken aback by the whirlwind of memories stirred up by his meeting
with Gail. He crossed the road and took a closer look at the old
school. Standing up pretty well for its age. Better than me, he
thought. But it had had alterations as well, bits added and bits
knocked off. Just like us I suppose. 

        Without
making a conscious decision he wandered up a side road, and ten
minutes later arrived at some tennis courts. At least the tennis club
is still here, he mused. Remembered some good times there. Recalled
playing Gail and others, and getting beaten. Gail was a better player
than he had been, much to his chagrin. The old green wooden clubhouse
had disappeared, replaced by something more sleek in concrete and
steel. I guess they had to do something or it would have fallen down
of its own accord.  


        His
thoughts meandered back to Gail. A strange meeting. It created an odd
sensation in his brain. Did he regret it? No, definitely not. Did it
throw him out slightly? Yes, it did, but in a positive way. Yes, in a
positive way. As he sat on a bench watching a trio of teenagers
knocking a tennis ball around, he was taken right back. In his mind's
eye he could see himself, Gail, and others, many of whom he could no
longer put a name to, all playing around at the end of the teaching
session they had finished giving to some younger ones. Good times
they were. Good times.  


        He
sat for quarter of an hour until the heat of the sun became too much,
and then strolled back into the town centre along the railway
embankment in the shade of overhanging trees. He had left his car
back at the hotel before he had set out that morning, and checking
his watch, decided he could do without lunch if he was eating early
that night. So an ice-cream sufficed to keep him going on the two
mile stroll back to his hotel, for a shower and a lie down before he
had to go out. 





        Gail
found herself in  more of a turmoil than Tom. She had had no inkling
of nostalgia when she set off from the house that morning, but now
she found herself transported back some forty years, remembering
situations, good and bad, from her teenage years. The embarrassing
ones were the ones that always came back first but then came the good
times, the happy memories, the laughter. They brought a smile to her
face as she went through the supermarket checkout, and brought a
smile in response from the woman on the checkout till.  


        Gail
thought of Tom as he had been then, remembered him as a slightly
awkward youth, but engaging in an immature sort of way. There were
plenty of people from that era that she would have been a lot less
happy to bump into. But Tom was fine she decided. Yes definitely
fine. She had always felt safe with Tom. Was that why she had invited
him to dinner? Or did she just want some company, someone to talk to?
 


        She
discovered that she had driven home on automatic, her mind elsewhere,
and she chastised herself for not paying attention. Pull yourself
together woman, the grand-children will be here soon. 





        Tom
wasn't sure what he had been expecting, but when he pulled into the
driveway of the old stone manor house, he was fairly sure it hadn’t
been this. It was one of the old houses from the days of the founding
of the town, when grain merchants had moved out of the city to get
away from the nineteenth century city grime, and created dormitory
villages within commuting reach of the wharves and docks by the
river.  


        The
driveway was so large, that he would have been in a quandary as to 
where to park the car, but for the two cars already parked neatly,
side by side, against an extensive flower bed. He pulled in beside
them, took a deep breath and got out of the car. As he had lain on
the bed in his hotel room, he had started to have misgivings about
all of this. He still felt emotionally fragile after his wife's death
and perhaps this wasn't a good idea, dredging up the past. Too late
you fool, he told himself, and gathered the courage to push the
doorbell. He took the time to run some fingers through his hair, very
aware that there was less to run his fingers through than there had
been in the old days. 

        Gail
opened the door, a little flustered. 

“        Come
in. Come in,” she beckoned, gesturing him to come over the
threshold. 

“        Are
you sure it's convenient?” he offered, pointing to the cars
parked on the drive. “I don't want to intrude.” 

        Gail
looked at him sternly. “Tom Drysdale, if you don't stop
apologising...well just come in. The family are still here, so come
and meet them.” 

        She
led him through the hallway to a door leading into the back of the
house, which opened into a large farmhouse-sized kitchen complete
with refectory table in the centre, at which sat a young woman in her
twenties, in tee-shirt and jeans. Tom did a double-take and stopped
in his tracks, something that didn't go unnoticed by Gail. 

“        Yes,
I know, she's the spitting image of her mother. This is Emily my
daughter.” 

        And
she was right, Tom could have been looking at Gail thirty years ago.
“Hi,” was all he could stutter. 

        Emily
nodded in acknowledgement. “Hi. Welcome to the madhouse, take a
seat.” 

        At
this point the need for a conversation opener was avoided by two
toddlers running into the kitchen, running around the table and
running back out again, oblivious to any of their surroundings. 

“        Katy
and Roddy, grand-children,” explained Gail. “Live-wires,
bundles of energy.” She paused momentarily. “Do I
remember you saying you didn't have any yet.” 

“        That's
right. A delight yet to come.” 

“        Take
a tip from me. Save up all your spare energy now, in readiness.” 

“        Thanks
for the warning.” 

“        Coffee?”
offered Gail. 

“        Please,”
replied Tom, and “No,” replied Emily. “I've had
enough already.” 

        Gail
busied herself putting some coffee on, and Emily turned to Tom. 

“        So
Mum says that you two knew each other in your teens.” 

“        That's
right, back in the last century.” 

        Emily
put on a mischievous smile. “So dish the dirt. What was she
really like as a teenager?” 

“        Emily,”
warned Gail. 

“        Don't
worry Gail,” reassured Tom. “Your secrets are safe with
me.” 

        There
was a pause before Gail replied, “I  always knew I could trust
you Tom.” 

        There
was something in her tone of voice that caught Emily's attention. She
looked at her mother, then Tom, and finally back to her mother. 

“        Were
you two an item?” she exclaimed. 

“        Emily!”
shrieked Gail, in a shocked tone of voice. “What a question to
ask.” 

        Emily
appeared unabashed and undaunted, and turning to Tom, raised an
eyebrow in interrogative fashion. Tom did not appear in any way
embarrassed, although slightly at a loss as to how to reply. 

        He
looked at Gail as he replied to Emily. “No, we were never an
item, were we Gail?” 

“        No,
just good friends.” 

        Emily
adopted a quizzical expression, as if she didn't know whether to
believe them, or whether there was a conspiracy going on. The
interrogation may have gone on longer but for the arrival of Jeremy
and his wife. 

        Gail
grabbed the opportunity. 

“        Tom,
Jeremy and Sarah, parents of the two tornadoes you saw a moment
ago.”
There were general 'Hi's' exchanged, Jeremy apologised
for their delay in coming through but the Lego had been at a crucial
stage. Tom confessed to being a Lego enthusiast and before he knew it
he had been dragged through to the lounge to inspect the Lego models,
leaving Emily and Gail preparing coffee and dinner in that order. 

        Emily
got up and closed the door behind them before sitting down again. 

“        So,
what is it with you and Tom?” she quizzed. 

“        What
do you mean?” replied Gail. 

“        Like
I say.  What is it with you and Tom?” 

“        Nothing.
I bumped into an old friend, who I probably will never see again so
I'm taking the chance to catch up on years lost. That's all.” 

        Emily
didn't respond but gazed at her mother with the sort of expression
that Superman would use to melt ice in a bid to save the world. 

“        You're
fond of him, aren't you?” 

        Gail
gave her the sort of look that left Emily in no doubt that she had
crossed a line, and if she continued to do so then she would regret
it. Emily knew that look and didn't push any more. 

        Shortly
after, with coffee brewed and dinner in the oven, Gail and Emily
joined the others. Gail stopping in the doorway to watch the heads
bent over the pile of Lego on the carpet, one of the heads
distinctive due to the grey hairs. She smiled and made  some sort of
remark about eternal children, whilst the thought occurred to her
that Gordon should have been there, playing on the floor with his
grand-children. 

        It
wasn't long before Jeremy and Sarah made their excuses and left, to
feed mouths and administer bath-times. Emily also made her goodbyes
and followed them out to the car, shepherded by Gail. 

        With
the car door open, Emily turned to kiss her mother goodbye, but
before doing so, she looked her in the eye. 

“        Enjoy
yourself.” Gail made a face but Emily repeated. “No Mum,
I mean it, enjoy yourself, it's time you had some fun.” 

        Gail
returned to find Tom tidying toys in some sort of logical manner. 

“        Oh,
thank you. Just move them over to the corner. The kids will be back
in a few days to make a mess again so it's not worth a lot of
effort.” 

        Tom
was left to his own devices, while Gail went to prepare the remainder
of dinner, and rather than stand hovering over the cook, he took the
opportunity to survey the bookshelves and the music collection, LPs
and CDs stacked in some sort of order. Some he nodded at knowingly
whilst others raised an eyebrow. He picked up a book he had been
meaning to read for some time but had never got round to, and that
was where Gail found him half an hour later, perched on the arm of an
easy chair, book in hand. 

“        Dinner's
ready if you want some,” she announced. 

        Tom
hastily put the book down as if he had been caught in some guilty
act, and stood to follow her out of the room. 

        They
ate an easy meal with no awkwardness, talked of general things,
children, jobs, the world and all manner of things impersonal. 

        Gail
poured some coffee. The conversation came round to missed
opportunities in life. 

“        Have
you had any regrets?” asked Gail. 

“        Lots,”
replied Tom quickly. 

“        Like?” 

“        Like
not trying acting, like not writing a novel, like not telling my wife
I loved her more often.” 

“        I
can identify with that.” 

“        And
yours?” 

“        My
regrets?” replied Gail. “Oh. I don't know. I regret not
experiencing more, not relishing the moment. Always worrying about
tomorrow instead of enjoying today.” 

“        Deep,”
quipped Tom. “Very deep. But oh so true.” 

        They
paused to imbibe some coffee. 

“        Did
you ever want to become an item?” quizzed Gail. 

“        What,
us become an item?” 

“ Yes.” 

“        Wow.
You're as bad as your daughter.” 

“        She's
had a very good tutor.” 

        Tom
blew his cheeks out as he considered his reply, while Gail waited
patiently. 

“        I
had a huge crush on you when I was, what, fifteen, sixteen. Would I
have asked you out? No, I wouldn't have done.” 

“        Why
not?” 

“        I
had such low confidence as a teenager. And you had older, better
looking, smarter boys swarming around you like bees around a honey
pot.” 

        Gail
frowned. “You should have said something all the same.” 

“        Easy
to say now.” 

“        Adolescence
was such a  painful time for us all, wasn't it?” 

“        Always.
Has to be, to make us into adults I suppose. And you? What about
you?” 

“        Me?” 

“        Yes.
Did you ever want to be an item?” 

        It
was Gail's turn to hesitate. “I liked you as a friend. A good
friend, good to have around. You were dependable, solid. I meant what
I said. I felt I could always trust you. I don't think I would have
wanted to jeopardise that.” 

“        Well,
there we are. Good friends then.” 

        Conversation
returned to more general topics until Tom checked his watch and
declared it was time he turned in. 

“        What
are you planning tomorrow?” responded Gail. 

“        I
was going to take a walk out across the heathland where we used to
play as kids.” 

“        Are
you interested in having any company?” 

        Tom
hesitated. His brain tossing around between enjoying his own company,
and enjoying the company of this attractive woman with whom he felt
at ease. 

“        That
would be good,” he replied, “But I hope you're ready for
a brisk walk.” 

“        Walking
boots at the ready,” quipped Gail. 

        They
made arrangements to meet the next day, and hugged politely on the
doorstep as Tom thanked her for the meal and made his good-nights. 





        Gail
lay in bed, her mind wandering around her youth, memories flitting in
and out, situations she had completely forgotten about, people she
hadn't thought of for decades. She was totally oblivious to the
noises through the open bedroom window, noises of the night, that
occasional car, the odd dog barking. 

        And
Tom. She hadn't thought of him for years. She remembered him as one
of the good guys, but always in the background. He was right though,
she had never been short of boys interested in her as a teenager, but
that had brought its own adolescent problems. Who to go out with,
whether to have a serious relationship, whether there was a future,
and she had always been afraid of hurting others' feelings. Breaking
off relationships had been an agonising time of tears and heartache. 

        Had
she ever seen Tom as a potential relationship? She supposed they had
had a relationship, a friendship. Had she ever felt she wanted it to
be more? She confessed to herself that she had lied to Tom. At a
youth club they both worked in, not long before he had left the area,
standing in the kitchen with Tom, and it was if she had just become
aware of him and for the first time she registered a physical
attraction. At that moment she had desperately wanted him to ask her
on a date. She couldn't remember the conversation, it was such a
confusing time, blundering your way through the teenage years, at the
mercy of rampaging hormones. 

         But
the memory brought a physical warmth now, much to her surprise.
Whatever else, she remembered him with fondness she decided. It was
perhaps why she had felt comfortable inviting him to dinner. And it
occurred to her that, that had been the trouble with her relationship
with Tom as teenagers, he had been comfortable, when as a teenager
she was looking for exciting. The thought was a minor revelation to
her. So what was she looking for now, a comfortable life, or an
exciting life? 

        Her
thoughts became more rambling and less focussed as sleep slowly
started to overcome her. 













        Thursday 





        Tom
came down to the breakfast the next morning and found, to his
pleasant surprise, Gail sat at a table perusing the menu. Having
completed his double take, he joined her at the table. 

“        This
is a surprise. I didn't expect to see you until later.” 

“        Good
morning,” responded Gail. “I trust you slept well.” 

        Tom
raised an eyebrow. “What's this about? Why the formal polite
approach all of a sudden?” 

“        Early
morning. It pays to be civilised,” she grinned. “I
decided that if we were going on a route march that I would treat
myself to a Full English Breakfast.”
“Such decadence,”
mocked Tom. 

        Their
orders were taken, and arrived promptly, precluding much more in the
way of conversation as they tucked in. Once they had finished toast
and coffee Gail called for her bill. 

“        No,
no, no,” insisted Tom. “This is on me. I probably owe you
something from forty years ago anyway.” 

“        Okay,”
accepted Gail. “ But only on the understanding that you come
back to mine for dinner tonight.” 

“        It's
a deal. How could I refuse? Do you want to come upstairs and use the
facilities before we go?” 

“        Are
you inviting me up to your boudoir, Mr Drysdale?” 

“        Yes,”
retorted Tom. “But only because you've got bacon stuck between
your teeth.” 

        She
took a half-hearted, backhanded swipe at him that was so slow he
dodged without any trouble, and they went up to his bedroom, before
returning downstairs, Tom shod in walking boots, and Gail carrying
her car keys. Once in the car park she beeped her remote at a sleek
SAAB sports convertible and provoked a ribald remark from Tom, which
she ignored. Retrieving her walking-boots and lacing them swiftly and
efficiently, she announced herself ready to walk. 

        As
they started out to trek to the edge of town, curiosity overcame
Gail. 

“        So
where exactly are we going?” she inquired. 

“        The
moor outside the town, beyond the reservoir. It used to be our
wilderness as kids.” 

        Gail
shook her head. “I'm afraid you could be sadly disappointed.
They have tidied it up somewhat, made paths for Sunday walkers with
pushchairs. There's even a café in the middle.” 

        Tom
mimed Aghast. “No! Sacrilege!” 

        Gail
was right, but Tom's dismay didn't stop them having morning coffee at
the café, before they continued out into the country beyond
the neat, where wilderness still survived. 

        They
denied themselves any lunch on the basis that they were still working
off breakfast, but sat down on a grassy knoll, in the sunshine,
overlooking the low valley they had just walked through. 

“        I
don't think I've ever been up this far,” mused Gail. 

“        You
are joking.”
“No,” Gail insisted. “We
lived on the other side of town, remember. As kids this was too far
to come on our own.” 

        Tom
laid back on the grass and clasped his hands behind his head. “You
definitely missed out then.” 

“        So
it would seem.” 

        They
enjoyed the peace and quiet for a few moments before Gail broke it. 

“        Do
you ever feel guilty that they're not here and you are?” 

“        Our
other halves you mean.” 

“        Yes,”
confirmed Gail. 

“        Yes,
sometimes,” agreed Tom. “More often I feel saddened that
I can't share the moment with them, but somehow I feel that it's me
that's lost out.” 

“        Yes!”
exclaimed Gail. “You're right. I never thought of it like that,
but it does. So should I feel guilty?” 

“        Not
unless you can justifiably hold yourself accountable for their
absence.” 

“        That
would be silly.” 

“        Yes
it would.” 

“        It's
so good to find someone who understands,” sighed Gail, putting
her arm through his. “So few people understand.”
“You
can't expect them to. It's not their fault.” 

“        No,
I know. It just makes it a terribly lonely place to be in.” 

“        Tell
me about it,” agreed Tom, getting up and brush grass from his
trousers. “Time to turn around.” 

        They
walked slowly back by a different route, around the reservoir,
talking of this and that, until they parted in the car park, Tom to
get changed, and Gail to go and put on some dinner, something of
which Tom teasingly kept reminding her. 





        Tom
arrived at Gail's in good time, and was met at the door without
having to press the doorbell. Gail waved him into the house and
handed him a substantial glass of chilled white wine. 

“        Mmm,”
intoned Tom appreciatively. “I like the way your mind works.” 

        They
sat side by side on the sofa. Gail had changed into a flouncy blue
dress that spread around her as she sat curled up with her feet under
her, 'as dinner takes care of itself.' 

“        So
what do you do for holidays these days?” enquired Tom. 

“        Ah,”
considered Gail. “Holidays are tricky things when you're on
your own. Don't you agree?” 

“        Most
certainly,” agreed Tom. “Hence the reason I'm here.” 

“        Indeed.
That's why I tend to take the family away with me. Gives them a
holiday and gets me some company.” 

“        What
a good idea.” 

        Half
way through their second glass of wine, the timer went on the oven
and Gail declared that 'dinner must be ready'. 

        They
ate in relative silence, punctured by the odd snippet of
conversation, and the odd wine-glass top-up. By the time they had
finished coffee the table looked like a bomb-site, Gail was giggling
like a school-girl, and Tom was desperately trying to remember when
the second bottle of wine had been opened without him noticing. 

        As
he endeavoured to clear the table and fill the dishwasher and the
sink with the appropriate dishes, with eyes that were getting fuzzy
around the edges, Gail watched him through blurred vision whilst
trying not to laugh. 

“        Tom,”
came the slightly slurred voice from Gail's mouth. “You're not
fit to drive tonight. There are two spare bedrooms upstairs, both
with beds made up. You can take your pick, but please, don't drive.
If anything happened to you I would never forgive myself.” 

        A
saucepan slipped out of Tom's grasp but he managed to catch it before
it hit the floor. 

“        Are
you sure?” came his somewhat slurred response. 

“        Sure
I'm sure,” responded Gail, and ruined the effect by hiccuping
in classic style. 

        They
left the remainder of the dishes and switched out the lights, Gail
remembering at the last second to lock the front door. 

        They
said goodnight on the landing, neither in a particularly fit state to
follow the niceties of host-guest protocol, Gail disappearing into
the master bedroom, whilst Tom discovered a twin bedded room that
would do nicely. He managed to negotiate his way to the bathroom and
brush his teeth with his fingers after a fashion, before climbing
into bed in somewhat of an alcohol-fuelled  haze. 





        He
wasn't sure what time it was, perhaps one or two in the morning when
he became aware of Gail standing in his bedroom doorway. 

“        You
know what?” she said. “I'm sick to death of having to
sleep on my own in a king size bed. Would you come and sleep in my
bed tonight. I just want to have some company for once.” 

        Tom
by this time was just about managing to find consciousness as she
finished her sentence, and swinging his legs around, sat up in bed. 

“        I
can think of lots of reasons why it might not be a good idea.” 

“        Sod
them,” cried Gail. “We're grown-ups. We don't have to
answer to anyone else.” 

        She
held out her hand. “Please?” 

        And
so they went through to the master bedroom and climbed into the large
king size bed, and promptly fell asleep, the wine finally taking its
toll. 

















        Tom
awoke, uncertain of his surroundings, the sun streaming in through
open curtains that somehow he knew was not his hotel room. As a vague
memory of the previous evening returned, he turned his head and his
gaze fell on the head on the pillow beside him, framed by dark hair
that swirled across the pillow. Gail slept on, a peaceful and serene
countenance that Tom would like to have captured, but could only make
a conscious memory to hold onto. 

        A
motorbike went past the house, and Gail's eye's fluttered open. A
frown crossed her face for a second, followed by a shy smile. 

“        Good
morning,” she murmured. “Goodness, what must you think of
me? Did I really invite you into my bed last night?” 

“        You
insisted.” confirmed Tom. “In fact you wouldn't take no
for an answer.” 

“        Shameless
hussy,” accused Gail. She looked at the clock. “Oh, I
need a shower.” A thought seemed to flit through her mind. 

“        I
can't remember much about last night.” She paused. “When
we came into bed. I mean my bed......” 

“        We
both went straight to sleep,” reassured Tom. 

“        Right,”
said Gail thoughtfully, leaving Tom unsure as to whether she was
pleased by the news or not. 





        Tom
stood in the shower, hot water sluicing over his body, his thoughts
all over the place. He could not believe what had happened the
previous night. That Gail had made the plea that she had, was bad
enough, but that he had acquiesced made his brain spin. This was so
unlike him, normally the safe dependable type, trusted to do the
'right thing'. Had it been the alcohol dulling his judgement or had
there been more? Was he being too hard on himself, after all no one
would know but them.  


        He
hoped it hadn't spoiled anything. Anyway, they would go their
separate ways today and it would be consigned to the past. Why did
that seem to matter to him? It mattered, he confessed to himself,
because he still harboured an affection for Gail that surprised him
in its intensity. The temptation to reach out to her in bed had been
enormous and had taken huge effort to control. 

        He
shook his head as if to free his brain from this train of thought and
concentrated on getting clean before the hot water ran out. 





        Gail
sat in the kitchen and downed a couple of paracetamol. Was it the
alcohol from last night or was the headache a result of the turmoil
in her brain? The events of last night seemed like a parallel
universe. How could she have done what she did? What is just the
wine, or was there a subconscious rebellion against loneliness?  


        And
yet, despite the nagging feeling that what she had done was extremely
foolish, there was a glimmer of a smile that for a while that
loneliness had been banished. She acknowledged to herself that waking
up next to somebody had been a joy, she had wanted to hug Tom, to
curl up in his arms, to enjoy the intimacy of his body, and she
suddenly realised just how much an enemy loneliness had become.  






        When
Tom finally came down into the kitchen, he found Gail seated at the
refectory table, her head buried in her hands. 

“        Oh
God,” she groaned. “What must you think of me? First I
get you drunk, then I coax you into my bed. I can't believe it.” 

        Tom
sat down opposite her  and took her hands, lifting her face. “First
of all, you didn't get me drunk. I did the drinking. Secondly you did
not force me into your bed. I came willingly. And thirdly we did
nothing that we need be ashamed of.” 

        Gail
managed a lop-sided grin. “You always were so sensible.” 

“        No,”
disagreed Tom. “If I was sensible I wouldn't have got drunk in
the first place.” 

        They
set about coffee, eggs and toast, at the end of which, feeling
slightly more human, they managed to finish clearing the mess from
the previous night. 

“        I
need to go back to the hotel for a shave,” remarked Tom,
rubbing fingers over the stubble on his chin. 

“        Or
there is shaving kit still in my en suite that might be usable,”
suggested Gail, and at his raised eyebrow continued. “Gordon's
stuff. I've never been able to throw it away.” 

“        Are
you sure?” checked Tom. 

“        I'm
sure,” nodded Gail. 

        He
returned, shaved, five minutes later. 

“        Better,”
said Gail. 

“        Indeed,”
agreed Tom. 

        As
Tom went around checking that he hadn't left anything lying around,
Gail posed a question. 

“        When
did you say you were going back home?” 

“        I
didn't,” he replied. “And I'm not.” 

“        Sorry?”
quizzed Gail, somewhat confused. 

“        I'm
sorry, I shouldn't tease. I'm not going home from here. I've got a
cottage on Skye booked for a week, in order to do some hill-walking.
I leave tomorrow.” 

        There
was a moment's silence while Gail took in the information. 

“        Skye.
I love Skye. It's beautiful this time of year.” There was a
sort of pleading in her voice that she neither disguised nor
apologised for. 

        Tom
didn't respond straight away. It was as if both their brains had gone
into slow time. He looked her in the eye. 

“        I
would love to be able to ask you to join me but the cottage only has
one bedroom.” 

        Their
eyes met and a silent conversation took place between them that no
one else would have been able to interpret. 

        Gail
was aware that her pulse had quickened, and that warm feeling was
back. She thought of the last night. She broke the silence in a very
considered tone. 

“        I
think ... I could handle that.” A pause. “If you could?” 

        Tom
considered for a moment, and recalled waking up that morning beside
her. “I think I could handle it too.” 

“        Wow,”
sighed Gail, heaving a big breath. 

“        What
would your kids say?” 

        Gail
laughed. “I suppose I'll find out, won't I?” 





        She
stood on the doorstep and watched Tom climb into his car. Now she
knew that madness had finally overcome her. Having chastised herself
for last night's actions she had just compounded it by making it even
worse. Worse, or better? The rebel that had always been there as part
of her personality, seemed to come to the fore. Dammit, she thought,
if I want to go on holiday with a friend then why shouldn't I? Or was
she trying to justify what any sane person would condemn as reckless?
 


        And
then Tom had gone and agreed! Tom, who could always be relied upon to
do the sensible thing, whom she would have expected to point out all
the reasons why they couldn't or shouldn't do it, he had agreed. 

        So
what was she going to do now? She was bloody well going to enjoy
herself she decided, that's what she was going to do, and she
proceeded to laugh out loud at odd intervals for the remainder of the
day. 

        Tom
drove off, needing to get some shopping done before the trip north.
Gail tried to decide what to pack, and how to break the news to her
daughter. 





        Tom
tried to concentrate on the shopping in hand but found his mind
wandering in circles around the phrase 'Have I done the right thing,
or have I done something stupid' but getting no answers. All he knew
was that he was happier than he had been the day before, and decided
to follow the maxim 'live for today, let tomorrow take care of
itself'. It still didn't let him concentrate on the job in hand, but
at least he cheered up those around him with a silly grin on his
face. 





        If
he had only known it, Gail was fighting the same sort of battle, with
the added complication of 'how do I tell my kids', and tell them she
must if she was going to disappear for a week. She still couldn't
believe she had had the gall to do it, but deep down she didn't
regret it. Not yet anyway. 





        Emily
sat down hurriedly with her mouth open, speechless for the moment,
but not for long. 

“        You're
doing what?” she uttered. “I don't believe it. You're
going off with this man you've only just met, who could be an
axe-murderer for all you know.” 

“        You
told me I needed to have some fun.” 

“        But...but,
but this goes against everything you ever told me as a teenager.” 

“        I
know,” started Gail. “But when you get to my age you
can't afford to turn down the opportunity for some adventure.” 

        Emily
shook her head in despair. “I don't believe this. You're
determined to do this aren't you?” 

“        Yes
I am.” 

“        You're
going to do it whatever I say, aren't you?” 

“        Yes
I am.” 

“        Well
I hope you know what you're doing. But if you must, then have some
fun as well. Although I warn you, I may phone you regularly.” 

        She
stood and gave her mother a hug, leaving Gail feeling rather guilty,
but also somewhat thankful, that she hadn't told Em that she was also
going to share this man's bed. 

“        For
what it's worth,” confessed Emily. “I rather liked him.” 













        Saturday 





        Tom
had hardly pulled his Mercedes to a stop outside Gail's front door
before the door opened and Gail trundled her suitcase across the
gravel. Tom came round to the back of the car, opening the boot with
the remote. 

“        Good
morning,” he greeted, with a peck on the cheek. 

“        Good
morning,” Gail replied. 

        They
both stood there momentarily, neither making a move. 

“        Last
chance to change your mind,” offered Tom. 

“        Too
late. My reputation is already shot with my family, because I even
considered doing it,” replied Gail, with a grin. “Let's
do this before I think any more.” 

        She
paused. “Unless.... Have I forced myself on you? Please tell me
if you're not happy about this.” 

“        What's
not to be happy about. Going off into the sunset with an attractive
woman,” joked Tom, putting her suitcase in the boot alongside
his. 

“        Except
it's not sunset, it's ten o'clock in the morning.” 

        Tom
shut the boot. “I warn you, if you're going to split hairs the
whole week, I may leave you at the roadside.” Gail stuck her
tongue out in an extremely un-adult fashion. 

        They
climbed into the car and settled themselves in. Tom started the
engine but didn't make a move. 

“        Go,
for goodness sake, go!” cried Gail. 

        So
he did. 





        The
first hour of the journey passed in relative silence, although had
thinking been audible they would have needed ear-defenders. They were
fifty miles out when Tom broke the silence. 

“        Do
you like having music on in the car?” 

“        That
depends,” replied Gail. 

“        On
what?” 

“        If
I'm in the car on my own I'll put the radio on,” she explained.
“If I'm in the car with someone I'm not particularly familiar
with I'll put the radio on to cover the awkward silence. If I'm with
someone I'm comfortable with, then I'm happy to have companionable
silence.” 

“        So
do you want the radio on?” 

“ No.” 

        As
they lapsed into silence, Gail found herself wondering why she found
the company of this man so comfortable, having only just met after
forty years, and yet it seemed that they had picked up where they
left off, as if the intervening years had not happened. And yet they
had happened, and they each had personal histories that would
undoubtedly remain personal. It was like she was entering a new
season, disconnected from the previous one and yet somehow linked to
her past. Self analysis could get very confusing she decided, and
vowed to become more mindful of the present, pushing past and future
to the back of the shelf. 

        And
so the journey continued, generally in companionable silence
interspersed with occasional conversation, some trivial, some
interesting, some contentious. 

“        Do
you remember when we won the mixed doubles junior tournament at the
Tennis club?” asked Tom. 

“        No,”
replied Gail. 

“        Yes,
we did. It was one of those random draw tournaments where your
partners were drawn out of a hat. We swept the board, embarrassingly
so.” 

“        I
don't remember that at all.”
“Don't you?” 

“        Are
you sure it was me and not some other female?” 

“        No,”
insisted Tom, “I remember it distinctly.” 

“        Well
your memory must be better than mine. I just remember beating you
regularly when we played against each other.” 

“        No,”
replied Tom indignantly. “I don't remember that at
all.”
“Absolutely. I was a far better player than you
were, most of the time.” 

“        Was
not.” 

“        Was
too.” 

        They
continued until it got silly. 

        Gail
brought it to a halt. “Is this our first tiff, or what?” 

        They
both burst out laughing and then lapsed into silence, which lasted
until they stopped for coffee at a roadside restaurant. 

        As
they were letting their coffees cool, Tom met Gail's gaze. 

“        You
know, I feel like I don't really know you.” 

“        In
what way?” 

“        What
makes you tick? What to you love, what do you hate?” 

“        Oh.
That's an interesting one,” considered Gail. “What do I
love? I love long views and big horizons, fish & chips out of the
wrapper, frosty mornings, long cold drinks in hot weather, the first
cup of tea of the day, the sound of waves on the shore, and the smell
of coffee.” 

“        And
hate?”  


“        What
do I hate? I hate all-day drizzle, dark mornings, shoes that leak,
cold hands, jugs that won't pour, bad drivers, and  Soap operas. So.
Your turn. Reveal all. What floats your boat?” 

“        I
love the sight of an open fire, the smell of wood smoke, a
comfortable bed at the end of a long day, the feeling of sunshine on
your face and the smell of fresh bread, but I hate toilet seats that
won't stay up, people who don't clear up after their dogs, computers
that won't do what they're told, blunt knives, overflowing rubbish
bins, loud motorcycles late at night, dripping taps and ticking
clocks.” offered Tom. 

“        Good
to know,” concluded Gail. 

        They
drank their coffee and continued on their way, conscious of the
passing of time, and how far they still had to go. 

        They
didn't get much further however, as passing Alexandria, at the
southern end of Loch Lomond, the Mercedes engine died to a whisper,
and they coasted to a silent stop at the side of the road. 

“        That's
interesting,” remarked Tom. 

“        You're
going to tell me we've run out of petrol, aren't you.” accused
Gail. 

“        No.
I filled up this morning and there is enough in the tank to get us
all the way there.” 

        He
tried to start the engine again, which cranked but didn't catch. He
repeated the attempt another three times without any result. 

“        We're
doomed,” mocked Gail. “We're doomed.” 

        Tom
tried to stop laughing as he pulled out his mobile and rang the AA
emergency number, receiving a promise of a response within twenty
minutes. 

“        That
means we could be here for days, weeks, years even,” declared
Gail. “They'll find our skeletons here years from now.” 

“        Have
you quite finished?” prompted Tom, with a grin. 

        In
the end the AA took half an hour, and towed them first to the nearest
garage, who promised to look at the car as soon as they could, and
then to a hotel by the Loch-side. 

        Gail
went in to see if there were rooms available whilst Tom completed the
AA paperwork. By the time he arrived in the reception area with their
cases Gail had already checked them in. 

“        Oh,
thank you for bringing in my suitcase, dear,” she greeted them,
with a heavy emphasis on the 'dear'. 

        Tom
momentarily frowned but replied, “That's all right, dear.”
He repeated the emphasis whilst looking at the register where he
noted that Gail had checked them in as 'Mrs and Mrs Drysdale'. 

        Having
gained the room-key they trundled their suitcases to the lift and
only just managed to let the doors close before collapsing in
hysterical laughter. 

        Gail
wiped her eyes once she had managed to calm down a little. “I
haven't had so much fun since the last time I played truant.” 

“        You
never played truant,” retorted Tom. “You were always the
good,compliant one.” 

“        Times
change you, you know,” replied Gail, before breaking into
laughter all over again. 

“        So
what is it with the 'Mr and Mrs Drysdale'?” 

“        You
know I just couldn't bear to explain to them why I wanted one
bedroom, so it seemed easier to play married.” 

“        And
did you want just one bedroom?” 

“        Start
as you mean to go on, I say.” 

        They
continued to giggle quietly all the way through their evening meal in
the restaurant, like two schoolchildren sharing a private joke on a
school outing. Fortunately there were no schoolteachers around to
recognise the signs. 

        After
their meal they took a stroll by the Loch in the dying sun before
returning to their room. 

“        I
don't know about you but all this enjoyment has tired me out,”
proclaimed Gail. “I'm going to turn in.” 

“        And
I'll join you,” agreed Tom. “We still have a long drive
tomorrow.” 

        They
dug around in their suitcases for night things and ended up, both
standing by the bed, toothbrush in hand, looking almost expectantly
at each other. 

“        Okay,”
started Gail. “Look. I know I got us into this but I'm not
going to spend the whole week sneaking into the bathroom to get
dressed and undressed, like some spinster in a convent. I'm going to
get undressed and if you happen to see me naked, then you just have
to promise not to laugh out loud. Deal?” 

“        Deal,”
agreed Tom. “And vice-versa.” 

        So
they did. 













        Sunday 





        The
next morning they breakfasted at a reasonable time. Tom was glad to
find that Gail's view of reasonable was fairly in line with his own.
By the time they had finished, the garage was on the phone to say
everything was fine, car as good as new, two hundred and fifty pounds
please. With a sad shake of his head Tom handed over his credit card
and they hit the road again.  


        The
change in the weather brought an overcast heaviness to the
atmosphere, outside the car at any rate. Inside they managed to
maintain the sense of a Sunday School outing, children who should
know how to behave, but were intent on the naughty things in life. 

        It
wasn't long before more serious subjects came to the fore. 

“        What
were you going to do for food on Skye? Do you cook?” asked
Gail. 

“        Ah,”
hesitated Tom. “I knew you would find me out sooner or later. I
have arranged for a delivery of food to the cottage, however it was
only for one, so we may have to augment it.” 

“        And
the cooking?” persisted Gail. 

“        Well,
I can. And whilst it would keep me from malnutrition and starvation,
I'm not sure it's fare for a discerning third party. Besides there
are some really nice restaurants and I was planning to eat out
anyway.” 

“        Sounds
good to me,” Gail concurred. 

        They
made good time due to light traffic on the roads, and with one brief
stop for an early lunch en route they were well on schedule. As they
climbed back into the car Gail looked across at Tom. 

“        Do
you remember that school trip to Italy with the Latin class?” 

“        How
could I forget it,” responded Tom. “The fact that we had
to change flights before-hand, which resulted in a drive all the way
across northern Italy.”
“Arriving in Venice in the
middle of the night,” agreed Gail. “And having to trundle
our suitcases in the dark through the maze of streets because the bus
couldn't go further that the bus terminus.”
“I'm
surprised we ever found that hotel.” 

“        I
liked Venice though. Have you ever been back?” 

“        At
least half a dozen times.”
“Wow,” exclaimed
Gail. “You did like it didn't you.”
“So did my
wife. Do you remember going shopping in Rome?” 

“        God,
yes,” exclaimed Gail. “And that group of Italian boys
started to pester us girls who had gone off on their own.”
“You
grabbed the first unsuspecting individual you knew to come and
protect you.” 

“        I
think you did very well. I remember your glare was particularly
useful,” insisted Gail. 

“        I
remember falling asleep in the sun and waking up bright red.” 

“        I
remember that,” cried Gail. “I remember sitting next to
you on the bus and you were glowing like a beacon. I could almost
feel the heat coming off you.” 

“        Ah,
happy days,” sighed Tom. “Not.” 

        Other
reminiscences peppered their journey and before they realised it,
they were approaching the Bridge over to Skye. The sun broke through
to provide a weak afternoon sunshine as they drove through Broadford. 

        Gail
gave a cry. “Look! Tennis courts. We can go and have a game one
day, and then I can beat you all over again.” 

“        I'm
not sure they would have a racquet my size,” suggested Tom,
getting a swipe over the back of the head from the map Gail was
holding. 

        They
arrived at the cottage on the stroke of four o'clock. They got out
and stretched their legs, straightening the cricks in their backs.
Tom stood and looked at the cottage for a few moments before moving.
Gail turned and noticed his expression. 

“        You've
been here before haven't you.” 

        Tom
just nodded. 

“        With
your wife?” 

“        Yes,”
nodded Tom.”With Abbie.” 

“        She
was very special wasn't she?” 

“        Yes,
she was.” 

“        I
wish I had known her. I feel that I'm intruding,” confessed
Gail. 

        Tom
turned to her. “Don't. You're here at my invitation remember.
But I wish you had known her. You would have got on. She would have
liked you. You're quite similar to her.” 

“        But
I would never replace her. Remember that,” said Gail. 

“        No.
I know.” 

        They
unpacked the car and settled into the cottage, which drew a
'delightful' from Gail. 

        They
agreed that, after their long drive, some exercise was called for,
and donning walking boots they set out  to climb the hill behind the
cottage in the warm afternoon sunshine. The track they started on
petered out to a path, and as they climbed, they followed sheep
tracks up towards a summit. After an hour and a half of stiff climb,
Gail started to feel it was time to turn back, and suggested it to
Tom. 

        He
shook his head. “Just five more minutes, it will be well worth
it, I promise you.” 

        She
agreed, and they carried on. Sure enough, as promised, five minutes
later they crested a rise and Tom deliberately took Gail's hand in a
firm grip. 

        Gail
drew an audible gasp as the view opened up before them. The ground
dropped away near-vertically for several hundred feet, leaving a
breathtaking view for miles in the clear sunshine. 

“        It's
awesome,” breathed Gail. 

        Tom
didn't comment, but taking in the view for a few moments suddenly
realised that tears were flowing down Gail's cheeks. 

“        Are
you all right?” he questioned concernedly. 

        Gail
took in a deep breath. “Yes. I'm all right. It's only that I
know there have been times in the last five years when I've been so
low that I could cheerfully have  thrown myself off a cliff like
this.” 

        Tom's
grasp tightened, causing her to smile at him. 

“        Don't
worry, I'm not like that any more, especially in the company of good
friends.” 

        Despite
her reassurances, Tom didn't loosen his grip. He was taking no
chances. Had he known it, Gail wouldn't have let his hand go anyway. 

        They
took their time on the way back down, enjoying the evening sunshine,
more pleasant now that it had lost some of its heat. 

        They
managed to change and reach the restaurant with enough time for a
leisurely meal before returning to the cottage to face unpacking.
They surprised each other by efficiently stowing everything away in
logical places. By the time they had finished it was ten o'clock but
the sun still appeared high in the sky. 

“        Midsummer
in the high latitudes,” voiced Tom, as they sat on a bench in
the garden, drinking coffee and watching the sun sink over the
horizon. “You've got to love these long days.” 

“        Unfortunately,”
yawned Gail. “I still need my beauty sleep.” 

“        You
sleep with just a sheet in these summer temperatures, rather than a
duvet?” suggested Tom. 

“        Yes,
if that,” determined Gail. “We'll start with one and see
how we go. As long as you don't hog it.” 

        They
turned in, another long day behind them, and holiday in front. 





        Tom
lay awake, casting his mind back to his last visit. Two years ago he
and Abbie had come here, enjoying the fresh air and the space,
talking through all manner of things, discussing plans for his
retirement, and whether she should retire at the same time. She had
been feeling tired, moaning about getting old, declaring that she
would do more exercise and get her diet sorted out. They had had a
great time, appreciating the mountain scenery and the slow pace of
life. They had vowed to return one day. 

        What
would Abbie think of the current situation he wondered? She had
always been the more adventurous of the two of them, the more
impulsive. She had always told him he needed to be more ambitious,
and take more risks. Well, he thought, perhaps she would approve. He
looked beside him, listening to Gail's slow, gentle breathing. Yes, I
hope she would approve. 













        Monday 





 Gail
woke as sunlight started to play across the bed-covers, aware of the
heat on her feet. She turned to find Tom awake, watching her. 

“      How
long have you been awake?” she asked. 

“      Minutes,”
he reassured her. 

“      It
seems weird waking up with anyone,” he confessed. “I was
almost getting used to waking up and not being surprised that I was
on my own.” 

“      Hmm.
Cup of tea?” 

“      Definitely.” 

“      Tell
me about Gordon,” requested Tom. 

“      Gordon?” 

“      Yes.
I'd like to know more about him.” 

“      Wow.
Well, he was taller than you, and broad with it. He used to play
rugby in his youth, that bloke at the back of the scrum, I could
never remember the name of the position. When he stopped playing he
always used to worry about putting on weight. Mind you he was a
worrier generally, used to get very stressed. He took up golf to try
and combat it, but as luck would have it he turned out to be good at
it, which led to him playing competitively, generating its own
stress.” 

“      So,
tell me about Abbie. Come on, your turn,”  demanded Gail. 

“      Abbie
was blonde, could eat anything she wanted and never put on weight,
much to the disgust of her circle of friends. She had boundless
energy that used to wear me out. Compassion used to weigh her down.
She spent her life determined to make a difference in the world. She
worked for a number of charities, some of them paid, some not. But
outside of her passion she was hopelessly disorganised. Getting the
kids a clean school uniform for a Monday morning was generally a
last-minute affair, matching socks at a premium. But she loved
without boundaries and was loved in return.” 

“      What
do you miss most?” interjected Gail. 

“      What
do I miss most?” repeated Tom. “Conversation at the end
of the day. Catching up on her chaotic day's events. Yes, I think
it's conversation I miss most. Some days I forget what my own voice
sounds like.” 

“      Tell
me about it.” 

“      Did
you get to have a look at the old school before they pulled it down?” 

“      I
wish I'd known. I think I would have liked that. To say goodbye to
the old place.” 

“      Nostalgia
is better than the reality, I warn you,” declared Gail. “Do
you remember the time that the girls challenged the boys at hockey?” 

“      How
could I forget it? We were terrified out of our wits. You seemed to
turn into absolute demons when you got those sticks in your hands.
The number of bruises we came away with. It was a wonder we didn't
break anything.” 

“      Close
to lunchtime. I vote we get lunch in that little café down the
road, and then we probably need to do some shopping before finishing
unpacking.” 













        Tuesday 





        In
the morning, after a leisurely breakfast they drove down to Broadford
to check out the amenities and visit the Tourist Information Office.  


        And
finally Tom gave in. Gail had threatened, cajoled, provoked, and
pleaded, and in the end he gave in. So here they were on the tennis
courts in Broadford, and despite his earlier protestations they did
have a racquet his size. 

“        So
when was the last time you played?” inquired Gail. 

“        Let
me see,” replied Tom. “It would have been....fifteen,
twenty years ago.” 

“        What!”
exclaimed Gail. “What have you been doing for exercise?” 

“        Cycling,
in the main.” 

“        So,”
pronounced Gail. “I could beat you forty years ago. Let's see
if I can beat you now.” 

“        Wait
a minute,” protested Tom. “When did you last play?” 

“        Let
me see,” pondered Gail thoughtfully. “It would have been
ten...twelve... oh, at least fifteen days ago.” 

“        Days
ago! You still play at the club then?” 

“        Well,
yes, we play in the seniors' league.” 

“        Hold
on,” interrupted Tom. “You mean you're still playing
competitively?” 

“        Well
I wouldn't call it competitive really, more a good excuse for a cream
tea and a natter.” 

“        I'll
bet,” reposted Tom sarcastically. 

“        First
to the set then,” suggested Gail. “By the way, you don't
have a heart condition or anything like that do you?” 

“        No,
but I think it might be wise to find the location of the nearest
defibrillator, just in case,” offered Tom. 

“        Wimp,”
accused Gail. “I'll let you serve. You can still serve can you,
at your age?” 

“        Cheeky,”
retorted Tom. 

        So
they played, and Tom served first, and promptly lost the first game. 

        Come
the second game he discovered he was better at returning the ball
than he was at serving it, that was,   until Gail started serving
into the corners and making him run. After several deuces Gail won
that game as well. 

        By
the third game, Tom was pleased to note that Gail was as out of
breath as he was, but despite that Gail won it as well. He called for
a time out and they had a drink. Tom suggested a brandy but they made
do with some fizzy energy drinks that were bound to be bad for them. 

        Following
the break Tom made a comeback. He won a game amid celebrations that
would have done the Wimbledon finals proud, however the celebrations
obviously wore him out because he only won one more game, Gail
finishing the set six games to two. They agreed that a second set may
be tempting fate too far, so they settled for a coffee and a scone,
and then took a walk down by the shoreline. 

        Strolling
along the shore, saying very little, Tom let his hand bump into
Gail's. At the second bump he slipped his hand into her's and was
pleased to note an answering, accepting pressure from her hand. They
walked in silence for a short while, listening to the gulls, grateful
that the cloud bubbling up was giving some relief from the incessant
sun. 

        After
a while they sat on a bench and looked out over the Sound to the
mainland, mountains towering in the distance. 

“        What
are we doing here Tom?” started Gail. 

        Tom
gave her a puzzled look. “What do you mean, what are we doing
here?” 

“        I
mean, what are we doing here, the two of us, together?” 

“        Well
I know why I'm here. What are you doing here?” 

“        I
don't know,” confessed Gail. “I'm just very
confused.”
“Then let me help you,” suggested
Tom. “You are fed up with routine, you're fed up with being
alone, you wonder if this is it for the remainder of your life, and
the possibility terrifies you. So you've taken the plunge, a chance,
a risk, to get out of the vicious circle, break out of the monotony,
as if in doing so you can arrest the inevitable plunge into old age
by taking another unexpected route, like you can give the slip to Old
Father Time creeping around behind you.” 

“        You're
right,” conceded Gail. “It's a lot of that.” 

“        So,”
continued Tom. “You took a chance with someone in whose company
you're not uncomfortable, and who, for some reason you trust.” 

“ Yes.” 

“        But,”
concluded Tom. “ you have paid no attention to what happens at
the end of the week, when normality beckons. Like having to go back
to work at the end of a holiday, you are putting it out of your mind.
But somewhere in the back of your consciousness there is a niggle
that something is going to hurt.” 

        Gail
looked wide-eyed at Tom. “How do you know all these things?” 

“        Because,”
explained Tom. “That's exactly how I feel.” 

“        Well,
thank goodness you're not a mind reader. I was beginning to get
worried. So what do we do?” 

“        Well
I intend to enjoy the rest of the week, enjoy one day at a time, and
let the future take care of itself.” 

“        You
make it sound so easy.”
“I wish it were,”
confessed Tom. “I wish it were.” 





        That
evening they couldn't decide where to go and eat. Tom decided to make
a unilateral decision. 

“        I
know where we're going.” 

“        Where?”
demanded Gail. 

“        That's
for me to know and you to find out. Get in the car.” 

        Gail
continued to try and wheedle their destination out of him to no
avail, and it was some time before she realised they were bound for
Portree. 

“        There's
a restaurant you know about?” questioned Gail. 

“        Sort
of,” agreed Tom enigmatically. 

        They
parked down by the harbour. 

“        Was
I supposed to get dressed up?” queried Gail. 

“        No,
I don't think so.” 

        He
led her along the harbour, and finally stopped outside a fish and
chip shop. 

“        The
best fish and chips in Scotland,” he pronounced. “Wrapped
in newspaper.” 

“        You're
joking,” accused Gail.  


        As
the sun was setting over the far hills they sat on a bench, eating
their fish and chips, watching the boats come and go, with the
seagulls following their every move. Nothing was said until the
newspaper was empty. 

“        Ah.
You were so right,” agreed Gail, licking her fingers.
“Definitely the best fish and chips in Scotland,  eaten in the
open air out of the newspaper. That beats many a restaurant.”
She took Tom's arm. “How clever you are.” And proceeded
to thrust her empty, but greasy and smelly wrapper into his lap. 

“        What’s
with the clever?” protested Tom. “Nothing short of
genius,” he declared, tossing the papers into a waste paper
basket some ten feet away, one of the papers hitting its target,
whilst the other one fell short. 

“        Okay,
perhaps not quite genius.” 





        Gail
lay awake, watching the moonlight framed by the open window, too hot
to sleep despite the single sheet that was the only thing covering
them. The only sounds disturbing the silence were the occasional
sheep bleating out on the shore-side pasture. She carefully slid out
of the bed without disturbing Tom and moved over to the window,
trying to catch whatever breeze might be coming through the open
window. She stood looking out over the hillside down to the seashore,
the sea reflecting the moon back to her.  


        There
was barely a movement of air through the window, not enough to
disturb her nightgown. She despaired of ever feeling cool. A radical
thought occurred to her and, reaching down, she peeled her nightgown
over her head, standing naked before the window. Now she could feel
cool air gently rippling its fingers down her skin, a delicious
feeling. How she longed once again for someone to run their hands
over her, to relish the thought of someone else enjoying her body. No
one had done that since Gordon had died. She had never found a
relationship to replace her marriage. She wondered if she ever would.
 


        A
stirring behind her made her turn. She could see Tom outlined on the
bed, naked to the waist, his relaxed body moulded to the contours of
the bed. What was she doing here, she thought? What do I want of this
man? Someone to trust, trust for what? Company or what? If she was
honest with herself she wanted to go and lie with him, mould her body
to his, feel strong arms holding her. Embarrassed, confused and still
tired, she moved away from the window and as quietly as possible lay
down on the bed, atop the sheet, still straining for the effects of
cool air. 





        Tom,
roused from sleep by Gail getting out of bed, found himself in
unknown territory. He had just watched as Gail had moved over to the
window and stripped off her nightgown, revealing her naked body
silhouetted against the moonlight beyond the window. It aroused
feelings in him that he wasn't sure he could control. This woman that
had catapulted back into his life, who had put herself into his care
and trust, what did she want of him?  


        He
was becoming increasingly aware of the difficulties arising from
their physical closeness  and their emotional separation. What was he
going to do about it? It was only a week, and after that things would
return to normal, wouldn't they? Pondering these questions his mind
drifted back to sleep, acutely aware of the naked woman lying beside
him. 













  Wednesday 





        Tom
woke to the bright sunlight forcing its way through the curtains,
creating shafts of light that bounced around the walls. He was lying
on his back, unusual for him. He was glad that he was only wearing
boxers, considering how hot the night had been. As he came to, he
realised that Gail was lying against him, her breast moulded to his
arm. He was reminded that she had taken off her nightdress,
presumably due to the heat, and he could trace the shape of her lower
body through the thin sheet that they had compromised on. 

         She
shifted her position, rolling over, her arm lying over him now, her
breast against his chest. He tentatively put his hand on her breast,
intending to ease his body out from under her, but his touch caused
her to push more firmly against him, trapping his hand under her
breast. He moved his hand, then suddenly realised that she was awake,
a dreamy smile on her face, eyelids still heavy. She moved her hand
downwards from his chest and found his boxers, her eyes growing wide.
He raised an eyebrow and began to stroke her breast.  


“        You're
wicked,” she murmured, before leaning over and planting her
lips on his. They stayed there for what seemed like ever before she
moved on top of him, while they explored each inch of each other's
body, gently probing, caressing, until the movement became more
urgent. They made love slowly, experimenting, giving permissions as
they went. 

        When
they lay, complete, watching the light play on the ceiling, Tom felt
he had to apologise. 

“        I'm
sorry if I provoked something that you didn't intend,” he said. 

“        I
take it as a huge compliment that you wanted to. I've been wanting
you to do it since we met,” Gail replied. 

“        Wow.
If it's all right with you, can I compliment you again, because I've
also been wanting to do it since we met?” 

“        It
would be my pleasure.” 

        And
with that they both went back to sleep. 





        Tom
delivered toast, marmalade and coffee to the bedroom, and they ate a
leisurely breakfast sitting in bed. 

“        Such
decadence,” sighed Gail. 

“        We're
on holiday. We deserve it,” mumbled Tom, through a mouthful of
toast. 

“        So,
what are we doing today?” quizzed Gail. 

“        The
guide book talks about a walk in the Cuillin hills, up a series of
cascades. The pictures look good.” 

“        Let's
do it then,” declared Gail, jumping out of bed in a burst of
energy. “I claim first go in the shower.” 





        Gail
waited by the car while Tom went off to a stall at the edge of the
car park to buy a map. She could see him laughing at something the
stall holder had said. She smiled at the sight, and suddenly realised
how much lighter she felt today, as if a weight had been lifted off
her shoulders. Why was that? Was it feeling relieved of the
responsibility of living alone, of making all the decisions herself
with no one to discuss things with? Goodness, was it the sex? That
thought startled her, but no it couldn't have been the sex because
she had felt it before they had made love. As she watched Tom she
suddenly realised how quickly she was becoming attached to him,
attracted to him. But it had only been five days. How was that
possible? 

        And
then an inner voice reminded her of what she had done, how she had
imposed herself on him, forced her way into his holiday, and she felt
appalled at the thought. Was it selfish? Yes it was. Did she regret
it? No she didn't. But how could he be putting up with her? Oh God,
she realised, she had just had sex with someone she hardly knew, let
alone was married to. Her mother's voice came back to her in stern
tones. 

        He
noticed her watching him, and he grinned and waved to her as he
walked back across the car park. She felt as if she had an angel on
one shoulder promising her everything she ever wanted, whilst there
was a devil on the other shoulder reminding her that she didn't
deserve it. 

        Tom,
in the meantime, oblivious to the turmoil in Gail's mind, felt as
high as a kite. He couldn't believe that he was here on holiday with
such a woman, and she appeared to be enjoying herself. He could still
feel the touch of her skin against his, sending shivers up his spine.
But more important than the physical, she was fun to be around, yes
that was it, he was having fun, and he was forced to admit that it
was due in large part to her presence. 

        As
he reached her he noticed her forlorn, even scowling face. 

“        What's
the matter?” he asked, surprised at her apparent change of
disposition. 

“        Oh,
I've been so bad,” she cried. 

“        Bad
about what?” he replied, now completely mystified. 

“        Bad
about everything. Everything. Forcing myself on you, insisting on
sharing your bed, having sex for Heaven's sake,” she cried
again. “Oh, what am I going to do?” 

        He
took her in his arms and hugged her. 

“        You
are going to stop beating yourself up, but at the same time you're
also going to think twice in future, to make sure that you don't do
anything that you will regret later. I am not in the business of
making you unhappy, now or in the future.” 

“        Oh,”
she sighed. “You were always so bloody sensible.” 

“        Wise,”
grinned Tom, correcting her. “The word is wise.” 

        He
took her hand as they crossed the road and started up the vague path
leading to the stream. Ahead of them the two highest forbidding
Cuillin peaks of  Sgurr A'Ghreadaidh & Sgurr Alasdair looked
relatively benign in the sunshine, but the cloud around their summit
was a reminder of how quickly things could change. The path very
shortly wound through the heather and arrived at the lower reaches of
the stream, at that point really a river.  


        A
variety of paths now meandered up the hill and they decided, after
consulting the map, to stay as close to the river as possible. After
climbing for half a mile they caught a glimpse of why the river was
such an attraction. They found crystal clear waterfalls and copper
blue deep pools of water, reminiscent of tropical lagoons. Cascades
emptied themselves, to be refilled from above. 

        Gail
was enchanted, and they sat for many minutes, enjoying the sound of
rushing water and the sight of the azure blue pools. 

“        It's
beautiful here,” she declared. 

“        It
is in this weather I guess,” agreed Tom. “But let the
cloud close in and it would quickly become the most dismal place.” 

        Gail
nudged him with her elbow. “Don't spoil it, I'm having such
fun. All this fresh air and sunshine is doing me so much good, I can
feel cares rolling off me.” 

“        I'm
glad you came,” confessed Tom. 

“        Mmm.
Me too,” agreed Gail, stretching her head backwards so that her
face caught the sun. 

        They
continued upstream, marvelling at each pool and cascade. The going
became rougher and soon they were scrambling over rocks to get a
better view, Tom offering his hand to help Gail balance, occasionally
using his hands round her waist to help lift her up to another level. 

        As
they reached the topmost pool,  a good two miles from the car park
they stood to look back and admire the view. It seemed most natural
for Tom to put an arm around her shoulder, whilst she responding with
an arm around his waist. 

        It
was only when they turned to take one last look up at the Cuillin
peaks that they realised the weather was closing in quickly. Great
dark clouds were rolling off the summits, which were quickly shrouded
in rain. Tom and Gail quickly started down the hill, stepping lightly
from boulder to boulder and later striding down the path. The
temperature was dropping rapidly as the sun disappeared and the wind
picked up, in advance of the squall approaching off the mountains. 

        They
could start to feel the odd drop of rain on the back of their necks
as they reached the car park. 

        And
as they returned to the car park they became aware of how thirsty
they had become, having not taken any water with them. 

“        The
stall has some bottled spring water,” suggested Tom, and so
they walked briskly over to buy some, noticing that it was advertised
as coming from the very spring they walked up. 

“        Are
you sure there are no dead sheep upstream?” checked Gail, half
joking, half serious. 

        The
stall holder, overhearing her question replied. 

“        It's
all right, you don't need to worry yourself. I can guarantee that
there are no dead sheep in the spring, for I removed the last one
myself four days ago.” 

        The
twinkle in his eye overcame Gail's embarrassment, and they could all
laugh. 

        They
hurried over to the car and scrambled inside as the heavens opened
and the torrential rain blotted out the landscape in front of them. 

“        Timing
is everything,” declared Tom, as they clinked bottles.
“Cheers.” 





        The
rain cleared as they made their way home in the car, carefully
negotiating flooding on the roads. By the time they reached the
cottage the sun was back out with a vengeance as the temperature
climbed again. They ate  at an Italian restaurant and then walked
along the shoreline, listening to the seagulls cry, and watching a
sea eagle soar along the coast. 

        As
they went to bed the temperature was still high, and the humidity had
increased due to the rain. They didn't bother with bed-clothes at all
but lay naked on the bed.  Tom was amazed at the velvety softness of
Gail's skin and couldn't resist running his fingers over her body,
something she didn't object to, as it was  giving her the same rush
that she last remembered as a newly married, back in her twenties. 
She responded by running her hands over his lean torso and then
pulling him towards her as their lips met in an increasing hunger for
intimacy.  


“        You
felt guilty about this morning,” whispered Tom. 

        Gail
made eye contact. “I have no idea why. It all seems natural.” 

“        Are
you still open to compliments?” 

“        Mmm,”
she murmured. 

        And
so he paid her the greatest compliment she could remember for a long
time, which left both of them sweaty and spent, and badly in need of
a shower, which fortunately was big enough to take two. 













        Thursday 





        They
woke in the morning to a classic Scottish summer's day, that is
weather that can't make up its mind, alternating between sunshine and
showers. 

        They
breakfasted on scrambled eggs on toast, with grilled bacon garnish,
followed by more toast and marmalade, while reading yesterday's
paper.  Occasionally Gail would turn a page before Tom had finished
reading, leading to a battle for domination.  When there was a danger
of the paper being shredded they called a cease fire and debated what
to do with the day. 

        Tom
was up for a walk. Gail was in two minds. 

“        Look,”
said Tom,pointing. “It's clearing. There's blue sky.” 

“        And
beyond it more cloud,” pointed out eagle-eyed Gail. 

“        Wimp,”
accused Tom. 

        Finally
Gail conceded, and they went. A short walk, claimed Tom, up onto the
ridge, along the top for a mile and then back via a path on the
foreshore. 

        They
started in sunshine, climbing up the steep ascent at the end of the
ridge, stopping frequently to catch breath and admire the view. By
the time they reached the top, the end of the sunshine was in sight. 

“        You
see that grey stuff?” suggested Gail. 

“ Yes.” 

“        That's
cloud.” 

“ Agreed.” 

“        You
see that grey stuff between the cloud and the ground?” 

“        I
can't see the ground.” 

“        That's
because it is hidden behind the grey scything rain that's falling,”
concluded Gail. “We are going to get very wet.” 

“        It's
not approaching that quickly,” insisted Tom. 

        Gail
gave him a look of general disbelief and they hurried on. 

        By
the time they reached the end of the ridge the sun had gone and the
cloud was around them. Ten minutes later they were descending across
the face of the ridge when the rain started, and then the squall
moved in, horizontal rain that soaked through any layer of clothing.
Within another ten minutes their shoes were squelching, hair
plastered to their heads, trousers stuck to their legs. 

        Gail
tried to catch Tom's eye in an 'I told you so' sort of way but Tom's
eyes were resolutely forward, in the guise of British Indomitable
Explorer. The rain eased to a torrential downpour as they reached the
lower levels, encountering boggy ground where pools of water were
already forming around them. They dodged from tussock to tussock,
trying to avoid the soft ground, until Tom missed his footing and
went into a mud filled hole up to his knee. As he floundered around
trying to regain his balance and pull himself out, Gail observed his
dilemma with increasing mirth, finally bursting out laughing. 

        Justice
was served however, as laughing out loud, Gail overbalanced and fell
onto her knees in a shallow pool of green slimy water. Tom, pulling
his leg out of the hole, grinned widely as he offered her a hand up.
Without any further words spoken, they trudged uncomfortably the
final mile against the wind, with the rain in their faces, as they
finally picked up the pace with the car coming into sight. 

        They
dived into the insanely welcome shelter of the car, soaked to the
skin, no piece of clothing escaping the water. Tom started the engine
quickly to try and get some heat going as the windows steamed up. 

        They
stopped and looked at each other, a pair of completely drowned rats. 

“        Timing
is everything,” Gail reminded him, and as they locked gaze they
both burst out laughing simultaneously at the ludicrous nature of
their situation. 





        That
evening the rain continued unceasingly and they hurried through the
rain back from the restaurant. Despite it still being too warm to
light the log fire, they did it anyway, huddling around it for
psychological warmth. With the overcast sky, darkness came early, and
they had to turn on some lamps. Tom flipped through some of the CDs
that had been left in the cottage, either by the owners, or by
forgetful holidaymakers. He put on a CD that turned out to be slow,
soft, dance music. He held out a hand to Gail. 

“        Dance
with me,” he invited. 

“        What,
with both my left feet?” joked Gail. 

“        Just
dance,” insisted Tom. 

        So
she got onto her feet and wound her hands behind his neck. He put
arms around her waist and they slowly shuffled around the limited
floor space. Gail let her head fall onto Tom's shoulder, snuggling
into the curve of his throat. After a while Tom broke the silence. 

“        Do
you remember the last school dance?” 

“        School
dances were horrible. What about the last dance?” 

“        You
asked me to dance the last waltz with you.” 

        Gail
lifted her head, eyebrows deep in thought. “Yes!” she
exclaimed. “I remember that. No-one had asked me to dance. I
didn't want to be a wallflower, but then I saw you were on your own.
I thought I could trust you not to take the mickey.” 

“        And
did I behave?” 

“        I
don't recall you trampling all over my feet if that's what you mean.
I'm amazed that you remember.” 

“        I
felt on top of the world when you asked me,” admitted Tom. 

“        Good.
I'm glad. I remember thinking that I chose well,” concluded
Gail, and let her head fall back onto his shoulder. 

        They
lost track of time, and the CD was a long one, so they had plenty of
time to enjoy. 













        Friday 





        The
dawn arrived inconclusively, a grey blanket stretching to the
horizon. The made toast and ate it in bed, being very careful with
the crumbs. They spent the morning entwined in the bed, reading
magazines and drinking coffee, no mean feat in itself. 

        They
spent the afternoon curled up on the settee, heads buried in books
for the first time that week, whilst the drizzle outside reduced the
countryside to a dismal uniform grey. Occasionally Tom would look up
and watch the dark head beside him for a few moments, a smile playing
on his lips. At one point Gail looked up, noticing his gaze, which
she might have construed as fondness. 

“        What?”
she inquired. 

“        Nothing,”
replied Tom carelessly. 

“        Couldn't
have been nothing. You were watching me. What were you thinking?” 

“        I
was thinking that it's a shame that our last afternoon is a wet one,”
lied Tom. 

“        I'm
not going out in that rain, if that's what you're thinking.” 

“        Didn't
cross my mind.” 

        Gail
gave him a curious look, muttered something along the lines of
'madness' or 'senility' and went back to her book. 

        By
the time they went out for a meal the rain had stopped, blue sky
appearing in the distance. By the time they had finished their meal
the sun was out, low in the sky, bathing the countryside in a warm
orange glow. 

“        What
shall we do?” quizzed Gail. “It would seem a shame to
stay in and miss the only sunshine of the day.” 

“        We
haven't been around the north of the island,” suggested Tom. 

“        Worth
seeing?” 

“ Certainly.” 

“        Let's
do it then.” 

        They
set out, taking their time, as with so little traffic on the
single-track road, they could stop at will to admire the scenery. 

“        Look!”
exclaimed Gail, pointing out to the east. 

        Tom
stopped the car and let his gaze follow her finger. The mountains of
the mainland out to the east, across the water, had turned bright
orange in the glow of the setting sun. 

“        It's
beautiful,” enthused Gail. 

“        You're
not wrong.” 

        They
watched it for five or ten minutes as the orange cast changed tone
with the angle of the sun, before they moved on past old abandoned
crofts and settlements, briefly imagining how harsh life must have
been. 

        They
rounded the northern tip of the island to be met with a view of the
Outer Hebrides on the horizon, silhouetted against the back
illumination of the reddening, setting sun.  


        They
were a magnificent spectacle, like prehistoric monsters lying asleep
in the water. Tom pointed out Lewis and Harris, followed by North and
South Uist, and just on the edge of their sight, Barra. 

        They
were mesmerised by the sight, so far away and yet somehow close
enough to touch. As they watched, the sun started to dip behind North
Uist and the island shadows deepened. 

        As
they continued to gaze out of the car windscreen Gail spoke up. 

“        So.
Where do we go from here?” 

“        We
continue down the coast to Uig and then take the overland road back
to the cottage,” replied Tom, pointing at the map on his lap. 

        Gail
gave him an old fashioned look. “No Tom. I mean where do we go
from here.” 

“        Oh.
You mean, as in us. Tomorrow,” asked Tom. 

        Gail
nodded. “And beyond.” 

        Tom
was quiet for a few moments while he tried to get his thoughts in
order. 

“        Well?”
persisted Gail. 

“        It's
complicated, isn't it?” 

“        I
think it's only as complicated as we want to make it,”
countered Gail. 

“        I've
had a great week,” Tom confessed. “I've enjoyed every
minute, and I'm sure it wouldn't have been nearly so enjoyable if you
hadn't been here. I thank God that I bumped into you in the church.”
He paused. “How about you?” 

“        I
think,” started Gail, “I feel that this week has given me
a new lease of life.” 

“        We're
carefully avoiding the question aren't we?” suggested Tom. 

“        Are
we?” 

“        I
would like to see a lot more of you,” admitted Tom. 

        Gail
laughed. “I think you've seen all of me this week.” 

“        But?” 

“        But
nothing. I also would like to see a lot more of you. But as you say,
it's complicated.” 

“        By
the fact that we, and our families, live five hundred miles apart you
mean?” 

        Gail
nodded. 

“        It
doesn't need to stop us,” continued Tom. 

“        But
it will. It's inevitable.” 

“        So.
What are you going to for the rest of your life?” probed Tom.
“Babysitter on-call, and arranging the church flowers once a
month?” 

“        No.
But my family is important to me. As yours is to you.” 

“        So
it's a question of what contributes to our happiness, isn't it?”
Tom reached out and wiped away a tear from her cheek with his thumb. 

“        Hell,”
exclaimed Gail. “You spend most of your life bringing up your
family to be independent, and once they are, you find you're still
tied to them.” 

“        The
parenting conundrum,” suggested Tom. 

“        Oh
God, I wish I knew what to do for the best,” exclaimed Gail.
“One part of me wants to turn my life upside down, move in with
you, marry you or whatever. Start the next chapter of my life without
the baggage from the past. The other part doesn't want to give up
what I do treasure.” 

        Tom,
stunned by her outburst, was completely speechless. 

        Gail
turned to look at him. “There, you see. I've shocked you, and I
suppose that was the part of me that wanted to come up here with you.
The part that wants to kick over the old traces and move on, and to
hell with what other people think.” 

“        If
only life were that simple,” conceded Tom. 

“        I
don't want this week to stop,” declared Gail. “That's the
bottom line I think. It's got me out of the rut that I don't want to
sink back into.” 

“        And
I've been the bonus?” suggested Tom. 

“        You
silly man,” accused Gail. “You are the reason. The
holiday is the bonus.” 

“        So,
where do we go from here?” asked Tom. 

“        Hey,
that's my line. Find your own difficult question to ask.” 

“        Well,
we have to leave Skye that's for sure.” 

“        Shame,”
protested Gail. “ But you will stay with me on your way south,
won't you?” 

“        Yes,
I'll break the journey at your place. That is, if you don't mind,”
agreed Tom. 

“        Of
course I don't mind. I insist.” 

        By
this point they were sitting in what passed for darkness at that time
of year. Tom started the car and they moved off down the coast,
headlights picking out the sheep grazing on the roadside verges. 

        As
they eventually pulled up outside the cottage, Tom killed the engine
but neither of them made an immediate move to get out of the car, as
if some train of words or deeds might be broken by such an action. 

“      You
know,” started Tom, hesitantly . “I  love having you
around and I think I will miss you chronically when you're not there.
Come to that I think I don't want to miss you at all.” 

“      I
know how you feel. Come on. Today is today, let tomorrow take care of
itself.” 





        That
night in bed, as they lay with half-packed suitcases around them,
they hugged more tightly to each other, as if increasing the
intensity would somehow combat the threat of impending loneliness. 













        Saturday 





        The
dawn was masked in grey, the mountain peaks occluded by cloud, and
there was rain in the air. They made an early start to packing up,
which virtually meant throwing in their night things. Breakfast was a
bizarre mixture of odds and sods, clearing out the fridge of
left-overs. By seven thirty they were ready to pack the car, and yet
reluctant to make a start. Gail took photographs of the inside of the
cottage with her mobile phone, careful to avoid getting the suitcases
in shot. 

“        I
want something to remember it by,” she declared, in answer to
Tom's raised eyebrows. 

        Finally
they loaded the suitcases into the car, along with the remaining food
and those odd things that one always seemed to accumulate while away
on holiday. They had no sooner climbed into the car than the rain
started, a heavy drizzle. Before Tom had a chance to start the car,
Gail made a last plea. 

“        Let's
not go.” 

“        What?” 

“        Let's
not go. We can find somewhere to stay I'm sure. I don't want to
leave.” 

        Tom
gave her a very funny look, so she continued. “Okay, I'm not
being rational, I'm not being sensible. You'd better start the car
before I get out.” 

        So
he did. 

        Half
an hour later, as they came off the bridge onto the mainland with
hardly a word spoken, Tom appeared to remember something. 

“        Did
you turn off the gas bottle before we left?”
“Yes. Did
you check under the bed for anything we might have left?” 

“        Yes.
Did you double check that we'd cleared the bathroom?” 

“        Yes.
Did you check the fridge was empty?” 

“        Yes.
Did you put the cottage key back in the keysafe?” 

        Gail
checked her handbag. “Yes.” 

“        That's
all right then.”
“Listen to us,” commented Gail,
drily. “Just like an old married couple.” 

        Tom
didn't comment. The windscreen wipers set up a melancholy rhythm. It
occurred to Tom that whereas their journey to Skye had had the air of
a school outing about it, the return journey had the feeling of
impending exams, an air of doom. Whereas before there had been a
companionable silence there was now an uneasy tension. 

“        You
remember what I said last night,” said Gail, breaking a long
silence. 

“        What
exactly?” replied Tom. 

 “        One
part of me wants to turn my life upside down, move in with you, marry
you or whatever. That was supposed to provoke a response from you,
but all I got was silence.” 

“        I
wasn't sure if you were being serious or flippant.” 

“        Neither
was I, but either way you didn't respond.” 

        At
this point Tom was trying to overtake a slow-moving truck, and used
the necessary concentration required, to evade a response once again. 

“        I
know,” said Gail. “You're trying to make sense of this
mad woman, and failing miserably.” 

        Having
safely negotiated the overtaking manoeuvre, Tom glanced round at her
to try and gauge what expression was accompanying these statements. 

“        Keep
your eyes on the road,” warned Gail. 

        They
lapsed into silence for a few minutes. 

“        It's
not going to work, is it?” started Gail, more of a statement
than a real question, as if challenging a rebuttal.  


“        I
think we need to go home and think about it.” 

“        Then
it will never happen. We will get back in our ruts and stay there. Is
that what you want?” 

“        No,
but I'm not sure what the viable and practical alternative at the
moment.” 

        They
lapsed into silence again. 

        They
made their way over Rannoch Moor, an inhospitable place even in the
best of weathers, but now  in the mist and rain, it was an even more
depressing world, which seemed to echo the atmosphere in the car. 

        Gail
appeared to become somewhat distracted, staring vacantly out of the
window. She was thinking of the large empty house she was going home
to, on her own,  compared to the small cosy cottage with the two of
them. She turned and glanced at Tom's profile concentrating on the
road. Was it possible to have a second relationship as good as her
first one? Is that what she wanted, and did she want it with this
man?  Would she distance herself from her family to make it work? She
was so confused it was giving her a headache. 

        Tom
tried to keep his mind on the road and his concentration on the
driving but it was hard work. Somehow he felt that these next few
days could determine the rest of his life, but he couldn't bring
himself to tell Gail what he really felt about her, about the ache he
felt at the thought of leaving her. He was not prepared to put that
much emotional pressure on her. That wouldn't be fair. 

        The
journey seemed to pass a lot faster than their previous one had, and
neither of them could decide whether that was a good or a bad thing,
until they hit stationary traffic on Loch Lomondside. 

“        We
don't seem to have  a lot of luck by Loch Lomond, do we?”
suggested Tom. 

“        No,”
came the monosyllabic reply. 

        They
sat in silence, the engine switched off, magnifying the quiet. 

“        Oh,
what the hell is the matter with this traffic?” cried Gail. 

“        It's
probably a minor accident, or even just a breakdown.” 

“        Why
did it have to be now?” 

“        It
didn't have to be now. Whenever it happened it was going to hold
someone up, and in this case it happens to be us.” 

“        Bravo
Mr Logic,” retorted Gail, and if hands could have moved with
sarcasm they would have done so. 

“        At
least we're not dashing for a plane,” replied Tom, ignoring
Gail's tone. 

“        Oh,
I just want to get home,” she cried. 

        It
took them another hour to get free of the traffic jam, passing three
damaged cars sitting by the roadside, still surrounded by police
cars. 

“        There
is always someone worse off than us,” commented Tom, pointing
out half a dozen somewhat shaken individuals sitting by the roadside.
“That's ruined their day.” 

        They
grabbed a quick bite to eat in Alexandria, not so much a social
occasion as a fuel stop. 

        It
was past four o'clock by the time they pulled into Gail's driveway,
and switched off the engine. They climbed out and stretched limbs,
before Tom opened the boot and picked out Gail's suitcase. 

        There
was a pause that was full of furious thought. 

“        Perhaps
it would be best if I didn't stay,” suggested Tom, against his
better judgement. 

        Gail's
heart sank. This was the moment that she had been dreading, and if
there had been any doubt in her mind, it disappeared there and then.
She took a deep breath. 

“        Tom
Drysdale, you crept away from me forty years ago. I am not going to
let you do it to me again.” There was a determination in her
voice that surprised even her. 

“        You're
sure?” 

“        I'm
sure. Now get your bloody bags out of there and come indoors.” 

        The
house was cold, and echoed. To Gail, it didn't seem to be the house
she had left, but she wondered whether it was the house that had
changed, or herself. Stupid woman, she thought, the house is an
inanimate object. 

        Gail
unpacked, the house warmed up, and they ate whatever she could find
in the freezer. They drank a bottle of wine, whether as an
anaesthetic or in order to dull the senses, was not clear. 

        At
ten o'clock Gail yawned for the umpteenth time and declared. “I
need to turn in. We were up early this morning. Are you coming to
bed?” 

        There
was a moment's hesitation from Tom before he replied. “Is this
going to make things difficult? Would it be better if I slept in the
spare room?” 

“        Do
you want to?” 

“No.” 

“        Then
don't. Come to bed.” 

        So
for a second time he joined Gail in her bed, and in time they hugged
each other fiercely as if trying to ward off, or influence, the
future in some way. 













        Sunday 





        In
the morning breakfast was a very quiet affair, both of them lost in
their thoughts, but not revealing their feelings. 

        As
she cleared the dishes into the dishwasher, Gail said, “You're
going to go, aren't you.” 

“        I
have to go.” 

        Gail
bit her tongue. She desperately wanted to say 'no you don't have to
go' but she managed to restrain the rising bitterness she was
beginning to feel. 

“        In
that case then, you'd better go.” 

        All
this time she had not turned to face him, determined that her
expression would not give her true feelings away.  


        On
the driveway, there was a token hug, no kiss, no display of warmth,
as each determined not to give themselves away. 

“        I'll
give you a ring,” promised Tom. 

        Gail
didn't recognise, or ignored, any double meaning. 

“        Yes,
do that,” she replied without enthusiasm. 

        Recognising
that delaying things wasn't going to help anything, he climbed into
the car, and with a quick wave, he pulled out of the driveway and
left Gail standing on the doorstep. 













        The
next three days 





        Gail
slammed the door closed behind her, that might have ruined a lesser
door, but this one was made of stern stuff and stayed on its hinges. 

“        Damn,
damn, damn,” she yelled at the empty hallway. “I hate
you, I hate you, I hate you.” 

        With
one kick she sent her walking boots flying across the room to leave a
muddy mark on the wallpaper opposite, before she subsided heavily on
the bottom step of the stairs with her head in her hands. 

        Except
she didn't hate him, she confessed to herself. She wanted his
company. She wanted to hear his dry wit. She wanted to feel his hug,
his hands stroking her. She wanted to wake up with him each morning.
Was that love? If it was then she had to admit that the last eight
days had been enough to make her fall in love. 

        And
where did that leave her? In an even worse place than when he had
walked back into her life. It sucked, she decided, staring at the far
wall as if expecting it to agree with her. And I can't tell him how I
feel, she argued, because that would be unfair emotional pressure 

        She
glanced at the ceiling and called out “You took Gordon from me,
and now you've taken Tom as well. What have I done to deserve it?” 

        After
a while she summed the strength to get to her feet, put the walking
boots back in place, and move through to the kitchen where the
breakfast dishes were crying out to be washed. That can wait, she
thought, and carried on through to the lounge, switching on the
television as she went. 

        And
that's where she spent the day, with a short break to have chocolate
and ice-cream for lunch, until the doorbell rang at five o'clock. She
debated whether to answer it or not as she didn't feel up to
visitors. Her decision was over-ruled by the sound of  key in the
lock and Emily's voice in the hallway. 

“        Hello?
Mum?” 

“        In
here,” called Gail, reluctantly. 

        Emily
marched through into the lounge, waving a sheet of paper before
slamming it down on the coffee table. 

“        Nice
cottage,” she barked. 

“        Yes,
it was a nice cottage.” 

“        Which
according to its web page, only has one bedroom.” 

“        Were
you checking up on me, your own mother?” accused Gail. 

“        You
sent me a postcard of it, so I went searching just out of interest,”
replied Emily, her voice rising in pitch and volume. 

        Gail
didn't respond so Emily continued. 

“        So,
what would Dad say?” she demanded. 

        Gail's
complexion was getting paler and paler, anger rising. She stood to
face Emily. 

“        Don't
you dare throw that in my face. I'll tell you what your father said.
Some of his last words were 'go out and get a life'. Well finally,
after five years, I got it. For the last seven days I've had a life,
and now he's gone, and taken my life with him, so I hope that makes
you bloody well happy.” 

        And
with that Gail stormed out of the room, leaving a speechless Emily
alone in the lounge.  


        It
took an hour for Emily to calm down and pluck up the courage to seek
out her mother. She found her sitting on her bed, wiping a
tear-stained and streaked face. She knelt down beside her. 

“        Mum,
I'm sorry, I'm so very sorry. I didn't realise you felt so strongly.” 

“        No,
well why would you? It's not something that crops up in normal
conversation.” Gail paused. “The problem is you don't
stop needing love just because you're over sixty.” 

“        Did
you have a good time on Skye?” 

        Gail
smiled a little wistfully. “I had a wonderful time.” 

“        Did
Tom enjoy it.” 

“        I
think so. It's not the sort of question you ask. 'Are you enjoying
yourself in my company?' But we laughed a lot, and shared thoughts,
and swapped stories, and I beat him at tennis.” 

“        Well
that doesn't surprise me,” interrupted Emily. “Demon
granny of the tennis courts.” 

“        Less
of the granny or I'll start to put my hair in a net.” 

“        So
what are you going to do now?” 

“        Who?” 

“        You
and Tom.” 

        Gail
sighed. “Nothing. He and his family live over five hundred
miles away. It makes popping round to see each other a little
difficult.” 

“        So
move five hundred miles,” suggested Emily. 

        Gail
reached out and stroked Emily's hair. “Ah, the confidence and
simplicity of youth, for whom no obstacle is too great.” She
paused. “It's complicated.” 





        Tom
dropped his keys on the hall table and his suitcase onto the floor.
The house was cold, dark and empty, and reflected his own mood he
decided. 

        The
journey south had also seemed to echo his own situation. There had
been multiple accidents, or breakdowns, or stationary traffic going
nowhere. Just like me, he thought. 

        He
had had plenty of time in stationary traffic to mull over his
situation. It's impossible, he decided, and unfair, and unjust, and
heartbreaking. Yes, heartbreaking, because he was back in love with
Gail, he admitted to himself. Had it been love forty years ago? Or
was it the schoolboy crush of an adolescent struggling with his
hormones and emotions? He didn't care any more. He just knew that he
would prefer to be with Gail than on his own in this house. 

        And
there had been a moment on the drive home, at the back of a queue of
stationary traffic, when he had glanced in his rear view mirror to
see an articulated lorry bearing down on him at full speed, only to
avoid him at the last minute,  swerving into the outside lane,
screaming past him, the trailer rocking from side to side as it
sought to stabilise itself. Life had almost ended there, and it gave
him much food for thought. 

        He
was exhausted from the long and stressful drive, and without
bothering to sort anything out he went straight to bed. 

        The
next day he pottered aimlessly about, achieving nothing. He forgot to
shave, dressed in some old clothes that looked somewhat disreputable.
What did it matter, he thought, there's no one to see me. The weather
cleared, blue sky heralding a return to summer, but he couldn't
appreciate it.  


        He
came across a number of jobs that needed doing around the house. No
hurry, I'll do it tomorrow, he decided, and spent long hours staring
out of the window. The telephone rang a number of times but he
couldn't summon the energy to answer it. Probably only salesmen, or
surveys, or PPI solicitors anyway. 

        That
evening he ordered in pizza and opened a bottle of wine. Comfort
food. 

        The
next morning he woke with a headache and an empty wine bottle. He
didn't even remember coming to bed. He popped a couple of tablets to
get rid of the headache and stood looking out of the bedroom window. 

“        I
have to find a way through this,” he said to himself. “I
will overcome. I could live like this before and I can do it again.” 

        But
the genie is out of the bottle, he acknowledged, and whatever I do
it's not going to go back in.  






        Gail
went through the motions of life the next day but her heart wasn't in
it. She met some friends for coffee but sat on the sidelines of
conversation. She mentioned nothing of the past eight days. They
remarked on her lack of life, in an understanding and compassionate
tone of voice, blaming it yet again on her widowhood. How little you
know, she thought. 

        Emily
phoned to find out how she was. Surviving, she replied. The
grandchildren came round and she put on an effort to be normal Gran
for them, but once they'd gone she realised what an effort it had
been. She felt careworn and spent, feeling her age. She was getting
old, she decided. Perhaps she should stop playing tennis. 





        Tom
had managed to rouse himself to put the washing machine on and go
through the accumulated week's mail, but couldn't be bothered to
process any of it, so he left it in an overflowing pile on the
kitchen table. He looked at the grass in the garden, badly needing
cut. I'll do it tomorrow, he decided, and went to pick up a well
thumbed book to lose himself in. 

        And
that's where he was when the doorbell rang at six thirty that
evening. He opened the door to find his son John, on his way home
from work, judging by his clothes. 

“        Come
in. Come in,” greeted Tom. 

“        I
was on my way home, Dad, and I thought I'd find out how you got on on
your trip north.” 

        Tom's
expression must have reflected something, which made John take in his
unshaven chin and the general mess in the house. 

“        Are
you all right? What's happened? Have you had some bad news?” 

“        Well..yes...
and no.” 

        John
shook his head. “I don't understand.” 

        So
Tom told him about the week's events. 

“        Wow,”
said John. “That's some holiday.” 

“        It
certainly was,” replied Tom in a disconsolate sort of way. 

“        And
this woman. Gail. She was an old flame of yours?” 

“        An
old friend.” 

“        But
you really reconnected by the sound of it.” 

“        We
seemed to.” 

“        So,
are you going to keep in touch?” 

“        She
lives five hundred miles away.” 

“        But
you say that you love her?” 

“ Yes.” 

“        Have
you told her?” 

“        It's
not that straightforward.” 

“        Why
not? If you really badly wanted to, there's nothing stopping you from
moving.” 

“        Except
for you and Carrie, and Stuart and Jess.” 

        There
was a pause, while John looked a little awkward. 

“        Well,
this is going to complicate matters.” 

“        Why?”
asked Tom. 

“        Seeing
how your holiday went wasn't the only reason that I dropped in
tonight.” 

“        Oh?” 

“        Stuart
and I have been offered a chance to take over a business that has a
lot of potential but needs some fresh blood.” 

“        That
sounds great,” enthused Tom. “Where is this business. Is
it around here?” 

“        Well.
That's what makes it awkward. You see, it's in the Lake District.
It's an outdoor pursuits centre. Right up our street.” 

“        Oh.
Are you going to take up the offer?” 

“        Well,
that's the thing. We already have. But the four of us have been
discussing it and we'd like you to come with us.” 

        Tom
didn't respond at first, staring into the middle distance in an
unfocussed sort of way. John was finding it difficult to work out
what was going through his father's head and was about to break the
silence when Tom spoke out. 

“        No,”
he said emphatically. “I've got a better idea.” 

        But
he had no chance to explain what his better idea was because the
phone rang. He reached out instinctively and picked it up, reciting
the phone number in greeting. 

“        Is
that Tom?” came a distant and slightly tentative voice. 

“        Yes
it is,” he replied. 

“        Tom,
it's Emily.” 





        Gail
still felt like hitting everything. Everything she did she carried
out with more force than was necessary as if she wanted to take out
her frustration on any inanimate object that got in her way. She had
made some bread that didn't turn out quite right because she had
enjoyed kneading it so much. The cushions on the settees had never
been so well pummelled in their lives. The hoover had beaten the
carpets until the dust cried mercy. 

        And
still she didn't feel any better. Oh, get over it woman, she
chastised herself. Life sucks. Live with it.  


        Somewhere
around mid-afternoon the phone rang and as it was within reach, she
picked it up. 

“        Hello?” 

“        Hello,
Gail?” came Tom's voice. 

        Gail
paused while she tried to stay calm. 

“        Tom,
how nice to hear your voice. Did you have a good journey home?”
She thought she was doing a good job of nonchalant, whilst aware that
her voice could crack given the slightest encouragement. 

“        No,
I didn't. I had a terrible journey.” 

“        I'm
sorry to hear that, but you got home safely?” 

“        Yes,
but the problem was, all the time, I was going in the wrong
direction, and when I got home I didn't want to be there.” 

“        Tom..”
interjected Gail, but Tom went on. 

“        You
see I can't breathe without oxygen, and at the moment you are my
oxygen, and I'm not sure that I can survive without you.” 

        Gail
took an involuntary breath that was in danger of turning into a sob.
“Tom, I'm not sure this is a good idea. You're five hundred
miles way, and we talked about this.” 

“        I
know,” replied Tom, after which there was a long silence. 

        During
the silence, in the phone's background Gail heard a motorcycle go
passed, at the same moment one went passed her house. A thought
flicked through her brain. She moved swiftly through to the hall,
throwing open the front door, to find Tom standing on the drive with
his mobile to his ear. 

“        It's
no good,” he called, “Five hundred miles isn't an excuse
any more.” 

        She
couldn't help herself. She flung herself at him unceremoniously and
clung to him, something he reciprocated with equal fervour. 

“        Oh,
we have got to find a way to make this work,” she pleaded in a
voice muffled by his coat. 

        He
raised her face to his. “We do. And we will,” he
reassured her. 













        Finally 





        Gail
stood in the kitchen doorway, leaning on one stick, steadying herself
against the door-jamb, and watched the people milling around her
kitchen. They were all together for the first time in ten years, the
four children, ten grand-children, and two great-grandchildren. They
had all arrived that morning as part of their silver wedding
celebration. 

        She
watched Tom sitting at the kitchen table and helping his
great-grandson with his Lego model. Her mind went straight back to
that day twenty-five years before, when Tom had come to dinner and
changed their lives forever. 

        She
felt a hand on her shoulder and Emily drew alongside her, an arm
around her shoulder. She was watching her mother eyeing Tom. 

“        You
picked a winner there, Mum,” declared Emily, and then
continued. “And I reckon he picked a winner too.” 

        Gail
glanced up at her. “Thank you dear. You know, I think we did. I
forgive you for phoning Tom without telling me.” 

“        What
are daughters for?” 

        At
that point Tom looked up and noticed Gail watching 

        him,
and returned her smile. His smile was a little lopsided since his
mild stroke two years ago, shortly after his eighty fourth birthday.
She was growing to love that smile. 

        He
still took his walk every morning to the newsagents to get the
morning paper, tackling the crossword over breakfast. She had
recently had to abandon joining him on his walk as her arthritis was
becoming too painful. 

        Why
did I deserve two such wonderful marriages, she thought? I must have
done something right. 

        When
Tom had returned to her on that day twenty five years ago, they had
determined to make it work and  later that evening, over the kitchen
table, he had proposed. She hesitated only long enough in her mind to
thank Gordon for their wonderful life together, before accepting this
proposal for a new life. 

        She
and Tom were married a month later. Tom's sons had insisted that if
Tom wanted to move in with Gail then that was fine by them. They did
not want to get in the way of their father's happiness.  


        So
Tom did.  And life had been good. He and Gail spent a lot of time
travelling up and down the motorway, because Gail had been adamant
that Tom's children and grand children should not suffer as a result
of his moving north.  But as soon as the grandchildren were old
enough to travel by train on their own, there had been many a happy
school holidays with their grandparents, working in the garden,
building dens and myriad other activities designed to amuse. 

        They'd
been back to Skye several times, visiting their old haunts, laughing
about that first holiday. 

        Gail's
reverie was broken as she realised that Tom was by her side. 

“        Hi
you,” he murmured. 

“        Hi
yourself.” 

“        Good
time?” 

“        Excellent
time.” 

“        What
were you thinking?” he inquired. 

“        I
was wondering how we managed to have such a wonderful time these past
twenty five years.” 

“        Hard
work and determination,” he posed, a twinkle in his eye. 

        She
hit him on the ankle with her stick. “Fool.” 

        It
had been a very good twenty five years. Their instincts had been
right, even after a week. They had fit together like a pair of old
slippers. There had been much laughter, and there had also been
tears, but there had always been contentment. They had had their
health scares as they had got older, but now even at eighty six, they
were still capable, determined, and doggedly independent. Tom's
stroke had had no lasting impact other then the slight droop on one
side of his face, and his only other impediments were hearing aids
that had a tendency to whistle when he was hugged. 

“        How
are the joints holding up?” asked Tom. 

“        My
body reflects the fact that it is eighty six years old, but the rest
of me is still no more than sixty, or on a good day I'm still twenty
one,” she replied. “In my mind I can still skip and
jump.” 

“        Do
you ever wonder where we would be if I hadn't decided to wander into
the church that day?” 

“        Or
if I hadn't been on the flower rota.” 

“        It
doesn't bear thinking about really.” 

“        We
have been so very lucky haven't we?” suggested Gail. “We've
both had two wonderful marriages. It's like we've been given two
lives instead of one.” 

“        And
it's not over yet,” declared Tom emphatically. 

“        No,”
agreed Gail, taking his hand and giving it a squeeze. “It's not
over yet. Thank goodness. Happy anniversary my darling.” 
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