A Watching Brief- Ali Pardoe

A Watching Brief
21st July-
They have been arguing in the garden again.  I don’t think that he knows the meaning of quiet. He was going on and on- accusing her of all sorts. Well I won’t write his actual words, there is no need for that sort of profanity, suffice to say he was accusing her of adulterous liaisons with half the town. I even recognized some of the names.  I can’t see it myself- she’s not out that much and doesn’t get many male visitors. Why he thinks that the rest of us want to listen to his private business is beyond me. He was bellowing at the poor girl and she was getting shriller and shriller- not easy on the eardrums, I can tell you. He had no shirt on either. I don’t want to see that- all sunburn and sweaty flab.  At least she has doesn’t strut around in bikinis like some of her generation. 

My Fuchsias are abundant this year; although I wish I could say the same for my Surfina- the hanging baskets look quite moth-eaten. I shall have to attend to it.  

22nd July- 
I bumped into her this morning when weeding the front. She gave me a quick hello and told me she was off to the gym. I mentioned the wheelie bins to her again- they are so unsightly when left out by the front wall all week- and she said she’d “sort it out”. She isn’t fooling anyone with those sunglasses though- they don’t quite cover the black eye, poor dear.  It’s lucky she did tell me where she was going as a lovely young man arrived not long after. “Excuse me madam,” he said. Charming manners- there are a few people around here who could learn something from him. “Excuse me madam, do you know when Mrs Hollins will be back?” Well I couldn’t give him a time of course but he said he’ll pop back another day. Apparently he’s from the newspaper. What they’d have to say of interest is beyond me. They’ve put a ghastly statue of a putto in the front garden- you can tell that it’s plastic from a mile away. 

23rd July -
They were out all day today, which was a pleasant change. For the first time in several weeks I didn’t have to put up with the stench of barbeque briquettes and burnt meat. I had the Thompsons over for lunch and we spent the afternoon enjoying the garden. Mary bought over a rather gritty Victoria sponge- she has no knack for baking. They were most complimentary about my Fuchsias and went home with a few cuttings. I had to use the stepladder to hang a new birdfeeder in the apple tree, and I couldn’t help but notice that the Hollinses have broken one of those smart wooden deckchairs- doubtless the results of one of his temper tantrums.  I was quite exhausted by the time my guests left, but a soothing lavender bath and an evening with my feet up in front of the television was just what the doctor ordered. Of course, I was rudely awoken by you know who’s car at two in the morning, running the engine for goodness knows how long.  Some people are so intrusive. 

24th July-
They were arguing in the back garden again. I just happened to be deadheading under the fence so I’m afraid I got it full blast. More of the same- which of course she denied and I find that I believe her. I can’t understand why she puts up with it- dear Gerald would never have dared to talk to me like that. They went inside eventually, which was a great relief.  I can still hear them faintly through the walls.

25th July-
Bin day. She bought the bin in from the road on her way out to work but only as far as the front wall as usual, so I have to look at those ugly plastic things all day long. I don’t know why she does it, after all she obviously takes a pride in her garden- always weeded, never a spot of litter, and the plants are tastefully chosen. I suspect that awful statue was his idea. 
26th July- 
That nice young man popped by again this morning but she was at work- she job shares as a receptionist at the local NHS dentist. I did offer him a cup of tea, after all he’s been here twice now without result, but he politely refused as he had to go over to the courts. I’d never have thought he was a tennis player, he’s a little heavy- still we all do what we can to stay healthy. I find a brisk walk is the best exercise myself. 

27th July- 
Mr Hollins looks quite smart with his clothes on. Oh goodness that sounds awful, what I mean to say is he looks well in a suit. Appearances are so deceptive. You’d think he could get his car cleaned.  It’s all over dust and the windscreen is plastered in insects. If you can afford a Mercedes then you can afford to get it cleaned. It does spoil the view. 
28th July- 
Victory Day! She was out in the garden this morning- I must say she does keep it nice. Her Aquilegias were lovely this year.  I reminded her about the bins again and she actually moved them down the side of the house. How lovely to be able to look out of my windows without those eyesores spoiling everything. 
An unusual smell in the fridge this morning- I suspect the chicken. I popped a dish of coffee in there which should fix it. 
29th July- 
Those damned bins were back this morning! Apologies for the language but I was so annoyed. Collection day isn’t for four days yet. I tackled her about it when she came back from the supermarket, explaining how disappointed I was to see them returned to their old position and she told me rather brusquely that I should take it up with her husband. I was quite taken aback, and I told her I most certainly would! If looks could kill, I would be six feet under now. She actually said “Why can’t you mind your own ‘bleeping’ business for once!” and then charged into the house. I was quite speechless- although I thought of several rather tart responses once she had slammed her door. When I think how I have gone out of my way to be friendly, and the tolerance and forbearance I’ve shown, it really does beggar belief.  
That nice young man turned up again at lunchtime. I was going to go and warn him of the sort of response he could expect, but by the time I got downstairs he had gone into the house. He must have been in there for over an hour because I heard the handbell ringing the infants in for lessons before he left.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
I happened to bump into her husband when he came home from work. By chance, I was just picking up some litter from the front garden. I mentioned the bins to him and he just scowled and told me where he put his bins was his business. I didn’t want any nasty scenes so I changed the subject and told him he should tell his poor wife to put her feet up,  what with the supermarket and work, and that nice young man popping over for the third time in a week. He went quite puce. 

More shouting of course. I’ve never heard anything like it. Banging and crashing around. My poor head was spinning. Fortunately it’s all stopped now- it’s been quiet as the grave on that side for over half an hour. It’s so quiet that all I can hear is a wasp rattling around in the window, trying to find a way out. It really is delightfully tranquil. 
2

