FRIDAY TAKEAWAY

It was a family tradition. We always got together and had a takeaway on

Fridays. The room was buzzing with conversation and laughter.

Grandma in her armchair was chatting with Mike my husband. He

was looking a bit tired, I thought, but it had been a busy week, what with

the pressure of work and helping the neighbours who moved out two days

ago. I was weary too from that. We'd miss June and Henry; they'd lived

there for ages but were moving nearer to their daughter who was

expecting twins.

Our two teenagers were on the sofa comparing photos on their smart

phones and joshing one another.

‘Who's going to get the takeaway tonight?’ I asked.

Dave looked at his brother. ‘Whose turn is it?’

‘More important, what do we want?’ Pete said. ‘Indian? Chinese?’

Grandma frowned. ‘I don't like spicy food.’

‘Don't worry’ he soothed. ‘We'll get fish and chips for you, Grandma.’

‘Fish and chips was all there was in my day,’ she said. ‘Wrapped in

newspaper and we'd eat with our fingers walking along the street.’ She

shook her head. ‘None of this plastic stuff in those days.’

‘We'll take the washable containers with us,’ Dave said. ‘Come on

Pete, or we'll all be starving.’

I knew it would be some time before they returned. They'd be

chatting up the girls in the takeaway. I pulled out the table and spread it

with a cloth, though I knew it get stained but that was better than spills

on the carpet or furniture. I used melamine plates which don't need

warming and put out the cutlery.

Grandma was getting anxious. The boys took longer than usual and

when they returned they had a middle—aged man with them.

‘Our new neighbour,’ Dave said. ‘He was on his own so we thought

he's like to come and join us.’

‘Good for you, Son,’ Mike said extending a hand in welcome. ‘I'm

Mike. This is Sarah.’ I smiled. ‘Grandma.’ She peered at him, always

wary of strangers. ‘And you've met the boys.’

‘Simon,’ the man said. ‘I'm the advance guard. The family will be

coming later.’

‘I'll lay another place.’ Mike pulled up an extra chair and I went out

to the kitchen.

When I came back they were all seated round the table opening the

containers.

‘What did you get? Chinese. Oh, good. I love sweet and sour pork.

I hope you got some of those nice prawn crackers.’

‘Wouldn't forget those,’ Pete said opening the pack.

The family were chatting merrily and dipping into the containers,

which were soon almost empty. I noticed Simon was eating keenly but

obviously too polite to talk with his mouth full — not like our lot — so he

didn't say much.

In answer to questions he said he was from Birmingham and was

moving to the south-west with his job. Branch manager, he had been

transferred.

A lovely part of the country for the family,’ he added.

The food was nearly gone. ‘I'll go and brew some tea, ‘I said. ‘And

there's chocolate cake, I expect you'll like it.’

‘When have we not,’ Mike laughed.

As I left the table Simon followed. ‘Excuse me.’ He coughed politely

‘Can I use your toilet?’

‘Of course. First on the left at the top of the stairs.’

Dave clattered the plates together and brought them to the kitchen.

I gave him the cake and some small plates on a tray.

‘Here,’ I pulled out a roll of paper towels. ‘It's a bit sticky. You'll

need these.’

He went back and I made the tea. To create a good impression,

instead of our normal mugs, I put out cups and saucers, which rattled a

bit as I carried the tray in.

The family had moved back to comfy chairs and were chatting

nineteen to the dozen as usual. I poured the tea and began passing it

round when I realised that Simon had not reappeared.

I leaned across to Mike. ‘He went up to the toilet. Do you think he's

all right?’

‘Dunno. Might not be used to Chinese food. I'd better go up and

see.’

Mike went trudging up the stairs. ‘You all right, Mate?’ I heard him

call.

He knocked on the bathroom door. ‘You all right?’ Then he

cautiously turned the handle and the door opened. ‘He's not here!’

I heard Mike moving about, then he came thundering down the

stairs.

‘Neighbour! He's a ruddy burglar!’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The drawers in the dressing—table are pulled out. Your jewellery box

turned over. Your handbag's open. So’s Grandma's! We've been

conned!’

The boys had come out to see what was up. ‘Call the police!’ Mike

yelled.

‘But —‘

‘Go on. Run out and see if you can catch him!’

But there was no one in the darkening street.

The police came and dusted for fingerprints but there were none of

his on the dressing—table or handbags.

‘He must’ve had rubber gloves in his pocket,’ the constable said.

We gazed at him in despair. Then I remembered. ‘We haven't

washed up. His prints will be on the cutlery.’

It was a long job sorting out our prints from the stranger's but the

police did find some.

Now we just have to wait.

We couldn't condemn the boys. How were they to know that a man

coming from the house next-door wasn't our new neighbour? And offering

him a share of our takeaway would give him the chance to take away our valuables.

