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 “Do you ever feel that your life isn’t your own and something else 

has kind of taken over?

     The man who had come to mend my clock was a Born Again Christian. 

     “Phil’s a little odd,” my sister, Hilary, had warned me. “But don’t let that bother you. Once he gets his hands on a clock it never goes wrong again.” 

     What Hilary had failed to add was that he was also extremely handsome. He was tall with dark hair and his shoulders looked broad enough to burst through the seams of his black leather jacket. Had I known that somebody like him was coming to mend my clock I would have done something about my appearance. I regretted my baggy old tracksuit.

     “I didn’t know I had the power until I started working on clocks.” Phil reached up behind the clock face with his little can of oil. “It’s all in the hands, you see, the Jesus power. You have to have the special touch to bring the clocks back to life.”

     “You don’t bring people back to life as well, do you?” I teased.

     “If I could, I would.” Phil smiled round at me. “It’s always worth a try, you know.”

     “Yes, I’m sure,” I said. Running my hands over your shoulders would certainly bring me back to life, I thought.

     “What you need are two brass finials on top of this nice old Grandmother. I’ll see if I can find some for you. Only if you’d like, that is.”

     “Oh, I would like, very much indeed,” I said. “Thank you.”

     Phil moved the clock hands slowly around the face to six forty-five. His thick hair curled onto his jacket collar.  I imagined running my hands through it, caressing his ears and down the back of his neck. “So, are you saying it is Jesus or the clocks that took control of your life?” I asked.

     “Both, really, in that order. Jesus led me to the clocks, an old French clock it was, that a lady had brought into the shop one morning. I thought, when I touched it, there was something wrong with my hands at first; they felt unusually hot and tingling. The last time I’d felt something similar was when I was about eight. I was in the school chapel for early morning Mass. When the priest told us to stand I felt my hands tingling and saliva in my mouth. The next thing I knew I was laying on a bed in a side room. Apparently, I’d had an epileptic fit.” He gave a little chuckle and wiped his hands with a rag he drew from a cloth bag at his feet. “I’ve never had anything like that since, except for that time when I was working on the French clock. Only then it wasn’t epilepsy.” He lifted the wooden case carefully over the clock face and closed the glass door. “Not a lot wrong with this clock, you know. Just needs oiling from time to time.”

     “I’m pleased about that. I’m very fond of the clock. So…what do you think it was, then?” I asked, not entirely following the, conversation, but anxious to delay his departure.

     “A sign that Jesus was re-directing my life.” Phil closed the top of the oilcan, wrapped the rag around it then placed it into the cloth bag. “I’d gone to help my Dad that day in the shop because he’d had a fall and injured his back. He’d always wanted me in the shop with him. But I’d got no real interest in clocks – or anything much at that time. I was a bit of a drifter, like. Well, Dad’s back was getting worse. The doctors kept giving him painkillers, which upset his stomach. Eventually, he could hardly get out of bed to go to the toilet. Well, I tried giving him a bit of a massage, like, you know. Dad said he could feel the heat from my hands going right through to his bones. I massaged him every day after that and he improved. He’s up and walking about now, stronger than ever. I’ve helped a lot of people in the last year. You wouldn’t believe how many.”

     Oh, I would, I thought. I’d believe anything you said. “Well, yes, I’m sure – “

     “A whole lot of people come to the shop these days. But not just to get their clocks mended.” 

     His eyes held mine. I felt heat rising to my face. “Yes…well.” I nodded. “They’re very fortunate to have found you, these people.”

     “I think I found them, drew them to me, like.” He gave me a strange little smile. I blinked nervously. He glanced round appreciatively. “A cozy room this. And what a lovely fire.”

     “Yes, isn’t it,” I said. Why don’t you take your clothes off, I wanted to say. And I’ll take mine off then we can lie down together in front of the fire. “So, your life has changed then…quite a lot I imagine.” I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to look intelligent. 

     “Yes, considerably. And I’m the happier for it.”

     “I’m sure.” He was staring at me, I could tell even though I was looking at my feet. On no account must he see how much I wanted him to lay his hands on me. “Can I offer you something?” I asked in what I hoped was a business-like voice.  “Tea? Coffee? Or something stronger, perhaps?”

     “I don’t touch stimulants, thank you. I used to. I was quite a bad lad once.”

      I stared at him. “Were you, really?”

     “But that’s all changed now.”

     “Has it?”

     “I hardly know myself.”

     “No, I don’t suppose you do.”

     “In such a short time a lot can happen, can’t it?”

     “Indeed, it can.”

     He took a step towards me.  I held my breath.  “You must be very content here,” he said.

     “Y-yes, I am,” I said.

     “That’s the way. Be happy with what you’ve got. That’s how to find happiness.”

     “Absolutely.” I held onto the sofa back.

     “I’m not sure if I have your phone number or not.”

     “Oh – “ I grabbed a pen from beside the telephone and looked for a piece of paper.

     “Here, take one of these.” He drew a card from his pocket with the words: Lively Clocks printed in Gothic script. “You can write on the back.”

     I stood close to him as I wrote my name and number. I could smell the leather of his jacket. It aroused me. I longed to pull it off him, let my tongue travel slowly all the way down his chest to his groin. Don’t go! I wanted to cry. Please don’t leave me. “Do you have another card? I asked. “I’m not sure if I can remember your number without a card.”

    “Certainly, have as many as you like.” He reached into his pocket again and several of the white cards fell onto the floor. “That’s all right,” he said, as we both bent to pick them up. “Keep them. Then you’ll be sure to remember my number.”
     “I don’t know what happened, exactly,” I said on the phone to Hilary when he had left. “But as I stood up I felt light-headed and he must have seen, for suddenly his arms were round me, laying me on the sofa and the heat from his hands went right through my tracksuit into my skin. He ran his hands down my arms. I kept my eyes closed. If I’d opened them and looked into his eyes I’m not sure what would have happened. And then do you know what he said at the door? May the good Lord protect you always.”

     I had watched from my window as he’d driven away, red taillights vanishing into the drizzling dark. I had felt a little shiver of excitement run through me.

*

Sliced avocado and tomatoes with a yoghurt dressing to start. Then poached salmon steaks with new potatoes and spinach, followed by chocolate mousse topped with whipped cream. It was going to be an important evening. A turning point, we might even settle down together.  Who knew what life could bring to your door? 

     “I thought you’d be interested in this kind of thing,” Phil had said, when he’d telephoned several days later to ask me to watch a program on Channel Four about Faith Healing. He had carried on about speaking in tongues. I’d said I had heard of it and he had sounded delighted and said we had a lot to talk about. Then the conversation had turned to the finials: “They weren’t easy to find,” he’d said. “But they should look good on your clock. Would you like me to send them? Or fit them on for you?” I had asked him to fit them, naturally, and then invited him for dinner.

     What a laugh it all was. I stood a vase of flowers on the table. Then removed it. Mustn’t overdo things.

     I had walked down the High Street that morning swinging my shopping bag. How different from the day before, grey and windy. The sun had shone, people smiled and the man in the fruit shop had winked at me as he filled my bag with oranges. 

     I’d sat in the Orchard café sipping coffee and thinking of Phil. Deep-set penetrating eyes. Hazel? Brown? I hadn’t dared look too closely. The way he’d smiled at me before he left had been special, somehow, as if he cared. It had made me feel all warm inside. He’d seemed slightly overwhelmed when I had asked him to dinner. I hope I hadn’t been too hasty. But it was only a dinner. You could invite a Born Again to dinner, couldn’t you? When he said, God bless you on the phone it had sounded as though he meant it. I had asked him to repeat it. “May God bless you, Annie.”

     I laid the table with some of the blue and white china I unpacked from the tea chest in the garage. Untouched since my move down to Devon. Such a good-looking man, it was hard to believe he was single. Perhaps he wasn’t. But some sense told me he was. We might settle down together. Who knew what might come of it? 

     It was difficult, as I handled the plates, not to remember other times, times I was trying to forget. The fire flickered up high in the grate, the room smelt of sweet burning wood, as it had on those other occasions when we had entertained friends. I looked at the two sherry glasses on the tray next to the fire. It was all too carefully placed. He mustn’t think I had gone to any great trouble. It must seem as if I had flung it all together in a hurry and it had worked. I carried the tray back into the kitchen.

     A car door slammed. I rushed to the window. But it was someone else going next door. I studied my face in the kitchen mirror, blotted my lipstick on a piece of kitchen towel. He was late. Where was he?

“I’m sorry I’m late.”

     “Are you? I hadn’t noticed.”

     Phil studied his watch. “Twenty-five minutes, I think.”

     “Well – “ I opened the door wider. “Don’t stand out in the cold.”

     “I came in my Dad’s car – it’s faster than mine.”


     The cats had fled upstairs before he had closed the car door, as they had the first time he had arrived. I took his leather jacket and laid it over the sofa back. He wore a striped shirt with a collar and tie that he didn’t look comfortable in.

     “One moment, if I may – “ He dug into the pocket of his jacket and fished out a brown packet. “I hope you like them. You don’t want anything too big on the clock. It would look pretentious.”

     “I see what you mean,” I enthused, looking at the two brass ovals with tall steeples, lying across his fleshy palm. “They’re lovely. Thank you, I’m very grateful. And freshly polished, I think.”

     “Of course. I wouldn’t give you anything that wasn’t clean.”

     “Of course not.” I held back a laugh on my way to the kitchen.

     “So what did you think of the television programme?” he called through the door.

     “Quite interesting,” I said, hoping not to get drawn into that particular subject. The program had little to do with Faith Healing, as far as I could make out, more about people singing Gospel rather badly, I’d thought, and I had switched it off.

     “I’d like to take you along to my church one evening.” 

     “I’m afraid I’m not a great believer in churches,” I replied, pouring sherry into the glasses.

     “Neither was I once. I didn’t believe in anything until Jesus came into my life.”

     I carried the tray into the sitting room. “Would you like a sherry?”

     “No, no, not for me, thanks. I don’t touch stimulants.”

     “Oh, yes, how stupid. You did tell me.”

     “But don’t let me stop you.”

     “No, I don’t think I’ll have one either.”

     I carried the tray into the kitchen and threw the sherry down the sink with a sudden feeling that the evening was going to be a disaster.

     “Shall I put them on for you?” he said, as I walked back into the room.

     “I’m sorry?”

     “The finials?”

     “Oh, yes, the finials.”

     “Shall I put them on, or would you prefer to do it?”

     “I think you better do it.” I giggled. I couldn’t understand why the finials had taken on some strange sexual connotation. I stood behind him watching while he screwed them on, one to the left, one to the right, carefully in to place on top of the clock.  Then he stepped back beside me to admire them.

     “Makes a difference, doesn’t it?”

     “It does, indeed. Makes the clock look more important.”

     He turned to look at me. “Going all right, is it?”

     “W-what? The clock? Oh, yes, that’s going very well.” I moved abruptly to the fire and lifted a log from the basket to hide my embarrassment.

     “Let me do that – “ He took the wood from me and threw it in the flames. “You don’t want to dirty your hands.”

“Salmon! You shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble.” Phil eyed the new potatoes and the dish of buttered spinach I had set on the table. “I’m not used to all this. I would have been happy with a sandwich.”

      “I wouldn’t,” I said. “That wouldn’t have been enough for me. I like a good meal in the evening.”

     “It’s very kind of you to share all this with me. Very kind and generous indeed.”

     I pushed the dish of potatoes towards him. “Help yourself.”

     “I will, if I may.”

     “Please – “ I waited while he tentatively spooned two potatoes and a little heap of spinach onto his plate. “Wine? Oh, no, I keep forgetting.”

     “I won’t, thanks. But don’t let me stop you.”

     “I won’t,” I said, and poured wine into my crystal glass. “I drink very little as a rule. Only occasionally, with fish, white wine, I prefer white wine with fish – “ What was I justifying one glass of wine for?

      A silence fell while we forked salmon into our mouths. I crumbled bread onto my plate. “Hope Cove is a beautiful place to live,” I began, as a hopeful way of making conversation. “I never get tired of looking at the sea, always changing, always in motion – “

     “This is really very, very good.” Phil spoke as if he hadn’t heard a word I’d said. “But you shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble for me.”

     “You keep saying that, but I haven’t. It’s a simple meal.”

     “Not for me it isn’t.”

     I offered him the potatoes.

     “Well, maybe one more.”

     “Indulge yourself, take two more.”

     “No, no.” He held up his hand as if to ward them off. It was then that I noticed his fingernails – bitten to the quick. “I’ve been indulging myself too much. But I’d like some more water, please.”

     I filled his crystal glass. “Be careful, you can have too much of God’s natural wine, you know.”

     He smiled faintly.

     From the kitchen I regarded his back slouched awkwardly over his plate. What was I doing with this man? His shoulders appeared less broad without his leather jacket. His shirt was too tight and his hair, which I had previously thought thick, was thinning at the crown revealing his scalp. I didn’t want him here with his horrible bitten fingernails and bald patch. I resented him sitting at the table on which I had eaten with my ex for so many years. I had to get rid of him. But there was still the chocolate mousse to get through. I would make an excuse after, say I felt tired, which I did, weary beyond belief. I longed for my bed with the cats, up there waiting for me. Little wonder they had fled; animals were invariably right about people.

“…and the long and short of it was, this girl and I got together…”

     Phil settled deeper into the armchair next to the fire, his shirt collar open and his tie hanging loose. I sat opposite, on the sofa, my eyes glazing over. He had been expounding for the last half hour on his social life in Plymouth, his church and some girl he’d been infatuated with. “…which led to her getting pregnant and having to go away and have her baby in another town…”

     I stifled a yawn. Why was he telling me all this? My eyelids felt lead heavy, any second I would fall asleep. I must have done so, for suddenly, I felt him beside me on the sofa, his arms around me, pushing me down with my head on the sofa arm. “Give in to it, don’t fight it, let go – let go – “

     “Fight what? W-what are you doing?” I struggled to sit up, fully awake now. But he pressed me harder; squeezing my breasts so tightly I cried out.

     “I won’t hurt you. I’m trying to help you. Lie still.”

     “I can’t breathe – I can’t breathe - “ I began to panic. His hands were under my blouse, burning my skin. “Please – “ I gasped, straining to free my arms, he had his knee across my legs, I couldn’t move.  “I’m suffocating – “

     “No, you’re not. Lie still, will you.”

     I managed to grapple one hand free and hit him hard in the face. He released me and fell against the cushions groaning. 

     I scrambled to my feet, pulled open the front door and stood shivering outside in the cold with no idea of what to do. But outside felt safer than inside. I eased along to the window and looked in. He was still lying where I had left him, his head thrown back against the sofa cushions. And it was then that I noticed the saliva dribbling from the corner of his mouth. I crept inside the cottage, leaving the front door open as a means of escape. Gingerly, I touched his arm. “Phil – “ Saliva frothed up onto his mouth. 

     I looked wildly round at the telephone. Ring for an ambulance -put something under his tongue. I tore into the kitchen to fetch a spoon. But as soon as the fit had begun, it ended. He opened his eyes, pulled a packet of tissues from his trouser pocket and carefully wiped his mouth and chin clean of saliva. I stood by the front door, still holding the spoon. He got slowly to his feet.  Then lifted his leather jacket off the floor where it had fallen behind the sofa.

     “Well, it’s been a memorable evening,” he said. “One I won’t forget in a hurry.” He shrugged into his jacket. “You need help, lady, you know that, don’t you? And not the type I can give you.”

      I hovered in the doorway, ready to shout for help if necessary. 

     “I don’t know why you’re frightened of me. I never meant to hurt you. I could have taken advantage of you the first time I came here. But I didn’t. I tried to help you then as I did now, get you breathing, calm you down, like. Then you hit me in the face. Yes, you definitely need help. Oh, and before I forget,” he added. “The finials, they cost thirty-five pounds, there’s ten for my time and I’ve added five for my petrol from Plymouth.” I stared at him blankly. “It’ll go to my church, they’ll be glad of it. I’ll tell you what, make it forty-seven; I’ll knock three pounds off. After the dinner I’ve eaten, seems only right, doesn’t it?”

     “I’ll send you a cheque.”

     “No, that’s not good enough. You’ll pay me now and in cash.”

     “I-I don’t have the cash.”

     “Then I’ll have to take a cheque, won’t I? But I want it now.”

     “Give me my bag,” I said with forced calm. “It’s by the telephone.”

     He made a comical face. “What, too frightened to come in and get it? Tut, tut, tut. I’ve never frightened anyone out of their house before.”

     “I’m not coming in until you’ve left.”

     “Please yourself.” 

     He handed me the bag. I grabbed it and fumbled for my cheque book. With a trembling hand I wrote out the amount he had asked for leaving the name blank. Then signed it.  

     “Go easy on yourself,” he said, slipping the cheque into his pocket. He opened the car door and swung his body onto the seat. I listened from behind my bolted front door until I heard him drive away. Then breathed out a shuddering sigh.

     “Well, I did tell you he was a little odd.”

     “Odd? He’s bloody insane!”

     “Did you lead him on?”

     “Of course not.”

     “But asking him to dinner, Annie – “

     “That’s not leading him on.”

     “He might have thought it was. Anyway, is the clock working?”

     “The clock’s fine. It’s about the only thing that is, though.”

     I hung up. How could I explain to Hilary that all I had wanted was to be separated from the memory of a man I still loved, to feel someone else’s touch, holding, loving me through the night, helping me to forget?

The End
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