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To the men in our lives

 



What did your last slave die of?
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‘A successful marriage requires falling in love many times, always with the same person’

 



Mignon McLaughlin (Author and Journalist, 1913-1983)

 



‘For two people in a marriage to live together day after day is unquestionably the one miracle the Vatican has overlooked’

 



Bill Cosby (Actor and Comedian)




Chapter 1

 



 



‘Come on, Mum,’ Claire urged, leaning forward over the kitchen table. ‘Put us out of our misery.’

Working on the principle that it’s always best to confront an uncomfortable situation - like root canal work or a smear test - with a brave face, Sarah tentatively pulled at the wrapping paper. Resplendent with Thomas the Tank Engine, she recognised it as the leftovers from the roll she’d bought for a godchild’s birthday. David had obviously forgotten to buy any and had plundered her resources.

‘Nice paper,’ Sarah said pointedly and he looked sheepish.

‘Sorry, love, but it’s what’s inside that counts, isn’t it?’ He looked concerned, and she laughed.

‘Is that your excuse for wrapping last year’s offering in the  Sunday Times Property Section?’

‘Okay, okay not that again.’

Sarah tore off the paper, keen to get the agony over with. The parcel felt soft and squashy so she already had a strong suspicion what it might be and, sure enough, when she pulled the paper away, a fleecy sweatshirt lay on the kitchen table, like evidence in a court case, the beady black eyes of an embroidered squirrel staring balefully up at them.

Claire leaned back in her chair and sighed. ‘Oh, Dad.’

‘What’s wrong with it?’ David jumped in. ‘It’ll be so practical for gardening, and I got it big and roomy cos I know you hate tight things.’

‘Couldn’t you at least have got her something a bit more  feminine? Even the ubiquitous lacy knickers would have been an attempt at least—’

‘Claire—’ Sarah began.

‘Happy birthday, Mum,’ Tom interrupted, walking into the kitchen and yawning, pyjama bottoms hanging off narrow hips. He planted a kiss on his mother’s head. ‘Sorry I wasn’t up to serenade you earlier. I didn’t get in till late. What the hell’s that?’

‘It’s from Dad. A fleece for gardening.’ Sarah smiled up at her lanky son, his fair hair swept off his face and, as ever, in need of a wash.

‘Well, it’s certainly the colour of shit,’ he laughed. He flicked on the kettle, then dropped a small package onto the table, a box from her favourite shop tied with a pink ribbon. He hadn’t gone into town to meet friends until five yesterday afternoon so it must have been purchased pretty smartish. David had gone quiet and was busying himself with some papers on the side. Sarah felt a wave of guilt.

‘It’s lovely, darling. Thank you. It will be very useful.’ She got up from her seat, quashing a vague feeling of disappointment and avoiding her daughter’s disapproving eyes. At eighteen, and scrupulously polite with everyone else, Claire still hadn’t quite learned the necessity of discretion over honesty when it came to family.

‘I’ll just take it upstairs and change.’ Sarah put her coffee cup into the dishwasher, automatically adding David’s that had been left on the side. ‘What time’s the table?’

‘One o’clock. We’ll pick your dad up on the way.’ Characteristically he rubbed his hands together nervously. ‘I booked The Old Bell. We all like it there.’

‘Oh God, Dad. We did when we were ten. Isn’t there anywhere else?’

‘Claire, that’s enough!’ Sarah said sharply, shooting her daughter an admonishing look. She picked up her parcels off  the table. ‘I’ll take your presents with me to open there or we’re going to be late. And, Tom, remember to make the acquaintance of the shampoo when you get in the shower.’

Sarah made her way upstairs to the landing, shutting the airing-cupboard door with her foot as best she could as she passed. The catch, broken for years, kept jumping open on its own. She must ask David to fix it again. In her bedroom, she avoided looking at herself in the mirror and, picking up David’s jeans from the floor and laying them on the chair, she opened the wardrobe and tucked the green fleece with the squirrel motif inside next to a chunky oatmeal cardigan . . . a chunky oatmeal cardigan that had been wrapped last year in newspaper and was as yet unworn. It looked down at her censoriously and she shoved it further back onto the shelf, hiding it behind another jumper.

‘Bye, love. Have a good day.’ David deposited a quick kiss somewhere in the vicinity of Sarah’s head as he bent to pick up his briefcase. He was already humming as he let himself out of the door - some song the twins had been listening to on the car radio on the way back to university the night before, after the birthday celebration. Sarah had been asleep by the time he’d got back and he hadn’t wanted to wake her, so they hadn’t had the usual birthday bonk. Shame, because, with the twins now safely out of the way, it wouldn’t have had to be one of those muffled, whispered affairs. You’d have thought . . . well, David had thought they could have started being a bit more spontaneous now they were alone in the house but it hadn’t happened that way. Still, early days.

David leaned over to put his briefcase in the passenger footwell and winced as he felt the waistband of his trousers dig in. Surely he wasn’t putting on weight? He’d always been the fittest of their friends, able to tease Phil about his beer belly without any jibes coming his way. God! He’d already cut out Sunday-morning  fry-ups - admittedly, at Sarah’s urging - what next? He slid into the driver’s seat and prodded his stomach. Maybe not a six-pack, but not yet a party seven. Sarah must have washed his trousers too hot again.

David put his brain in neutral on the drive to work and yawned as he pulled into the car park. How many times had he driven that same route? Once the question occurred to him he couldn’t resist a quick mental calculation. Well, guesstimate really. At least five thousand. He shook his head and smiled. It was amazing, really, how the years went by. Could it really be twenty years since he’d started work here? He turned off the engine, dropped his mobile into his briefcase and clicked it shut. He took his jacket off the back seat, shrugged it on, shut the door and headed towards the office, locking the car with the keyfob.

Now that was something that had changed over the years. Being able to lock your car remotely. Definite progress! He hadn’t been able to do that in those days. They’d had a Fiesta then. Light blue. And Sarah had ridden her bike to school. He smiled to himself, remembering how she’d looked with her violin on her back, her cheeks all pink and her hair sticking out in all directions. Her hair never stuck out any more - the bike was long gone, and they had a car each: hers a little black Renault; his a company saloon. Just before he entered the building, he glanced at it over his shoulder in quiet satisfaction.

 



Sarah picked up the cards from the window sill in the kitchen. She only ever left birthday cards there for a few days - they tended to fall over and were a pain to clean around. One had arrived only this morning from one of her oldest friends, Nathalie in France - late as always and saying something stupid but in French. Sarah dropped it into the bin next to one with an unseasonal picture of daffodils from David, and a lovely montage of fairy cakes from Claire, who always managed to pick beautiful cards, and had given her a silk covered notebook of no particular use  but pretty all the same. There hadn’t been a card from Tom, but the necklace, however hastily it might have been bought, had been a sweet plastic heart and she’d put it on at lunch on Sunday at The Old Bell as soon as she’d opened it.

Sarah sighed and looked out at the garden, bleak and denuded now from the November winds. Though it had been lovely having the children home for her birthday, she had hated them going back to university; really hadn’t got used to them being there in the first place. Having had them noisily home from school every night of their lives, their absence was an echoing void.

Sarah propped up the card from her father on the recipe-book stand, not able to bring herself to throw it away, turned off the kitchen light and let herself out into the dank chill of the morning.

‘C, F, A,’ she sighed two and half hours and five lessons later. Was it actually illegal to do this much damage to a Mozart piece? ‘Gregory, just how much practice have you done this week?’ The dark-haired boy hung his head in shame.

‘Bit,’ he mumbled, scuffing the floor with his shoe.

‘Too busy playing on the computer? You’ll need to do a bit more, you know, if you want to get grade one.’ He nodded again. Pulling out his practice book from his music case, Sarah felt a surprisingly strong wave of What Do I Care? wash over her. She’d lost count of the times she’d heard these exam pieces annihilated by children. I’m concerned Gregory isn’t progressing when he has such promise, read the handwritten note at the bottom of last week’s page. Surely he is ready to move on to grade 3 by now? It was signed with a flourish of initials, clearly in haste. Sarah had met Gregory’s mother at a parents’ evening. A brisk, immaculately turned-out woman who Gregory had once said ‘sold ladies things’. Sarah assumed he meant clothes, not sanitary products or, God forbid, sex-aids, though with her dominatrix heels and short black skirt, she could well do. You never could tell with private-school parents. Sarah smiled, and replied in her  careful hand with her score-marking pencil: One step at a time. A little more practice would be a start.

She watched as Gregory stuffed his books into the bag, not to see the light of day again until next week, then shuffled out of the room with a mumbled goodbye. Sarah glanced at the clock. There wouldn’t even be time for a cup of coffee before the Christmas concert rehearsal started. She picked up the scores and headed for the school hall, and another year of smug Mary, mischievous innkeeper and a bunch of disgruntled sheep who hadn’t got the main parts. She smiled to herself. She must be getting old.

 



The sound his key made sliding into the lock always filled David with a kind of low-key happiness. It was like the full stop at the end of the working day and the start of his real life. Coming in and finding Sarah pottering around was comforting after a day of dealing with Barry’s bullshit. No smell of cooking yet. Maybe he’d suggest a take-away. That’d be nice for her after a busy day. A jalfrezi and keema naan would hit the spot nicely.

He put down his briefcase, just loud enough so she’d hear it and appear from wherever she was - upstairs, maybe, making the bed. He shrugged off his jacket and slung it on the back of a chair. It could probably do with dry-cleaning. He’d mention it to Sarah later. He prised off his work shoes, pushing the heel of each one down with the opposite foot, then flicked them in turn towards the chair. Not bad! One on the seat, one underneath. ‘Yesssss!’ He punched the air. ‘He shoots! He scores!’

An exasperated sigh from behind him took him by surprise. ‘Oh hello, love. Good day?’

Sarah looked at him for a long moment, then rather pointedly at his shoes. ‘Yes, fine.’

Uh-oh. ‘You all right?’ he asked a little defensively. Well, just enough to suggest she was being a bit of a killjoy but not enough to start a row. He pushed the errant shoe onto the floor next to  its mate and turned to face her. ‘Fancy a cuppa?’ He waited for her to offer.

She softened a little. ‘Yes, that’d be great. Thanks.’ He could have sworn her smile was triumphant.




Chapter 2

 



 



Christmas came and went as ever for Sarah, hurried on by the usual absurd orgy of supermarket shopping. She had bumped into friends and acquaintances and they had all sighed theatrically at the pressure of it all, before continuing to throw too much food into trolleys as if they were in for a siege. Despite promising herself she wouldn’t be sucked in this year, Sarah inevitably was, dragging out the decorations from the attic as David made heavy weather of positioning the tree in the lounge window, a job which, like barbecues, he considered his alone.

Her mother-in-law, Heather, elegant in pink cashmere, threw her usual Christmas Eve drinks party with its exquisite canapés to which they dragged a reluctant Claire and Tom, still exhausted from too many late nights with friends since coming back from university. It wasn’t until they were sitting on the sofa after Christmas lunch, stuffed with an excess of food and good wine, watching Kevin Costner playing a hero in the afternoon film, that Sarah had noticed the expression of total despair on her father’s face.

They’d all avoided the glaring gap at the table left by her mother’s death in September, though David had raised a toast to her at lunch. Sarah had gone over and silently taken her father’s hand, which he’d squeezed gratefully and said nothing, isolated in his grief. This had been another milestone, and Sarah realised how much she’d missed buying her mother a present, and receiving one from her - always something unusual and carefully thought through.

‘Shall we open our presents now?’ David had asked brightly,  and they’d lumbered slowly from their prone positions to hand out the pile of parcels under the tree. She watched with pleasure as everyone opened theirs. She knew she’d got it right with the twins - they were so easy to buy for - and David was thrilled, as she knew he would be, with the electric lawn edger.

‘You’ve dropped enough hints,’ she snorted, as he pored excitedly over the instruction manual.

For Sarah, the haul was the usual kitchen implements, soaps and paperbacks. She’d left David’s offering till last, and had to summon up all her enthusiasm for the ubiquitous cookery book by a TV chef. Her heart sank. Surely he knew how much she loathed those programmes, incensed by how vapid they were. She slipped the book to one side, hoping he wouldn’t notice that she’d opened it at all.

The present from her friend Trish - another book - sat in a pile by her bed until well after the New Year, which dawned grey and dank accompanied by a hangover from a very late New Year’s Eve party with friends. This was marvellous for me, Trish had scrawled inside. Be forty and fabulous.

Sarah read the title again: Meeting Yourself. Knowing Yourself. Loving Yourself; an American publication, no doubt. She flicked through the pages full of shortlists for feeling marvellous about yourself, snorting at the hyperbole, and put it back in the pile.

She dusted and hovered around it for another three weeks before picking it up again idly one afternoon as she changed out of work clothes. ‘Take a long look at yourself and who you are. Begin with an analysis of your naked body as a starting place to finding your inner beauty and contentment. By reaching a point of total self-acceptance and love for yourself, you empower yourself to make those changes in your life that will reveal a core happiness. Here’s what you need to do . . .’ All bilge, she thought, about to close the book again then, what the hell? Trish had some off-the-wall ideas, but the house was empty, and it beat doing the ironing. Was it worth a go?

She drew the curtains, feeling faintly furtive, even a little sordid, blocking out the milky afternoon light, then slowly unbuttoned her blouse. It slid down over her shoulders, making her shiver. She dropped it at her feet, kicked off her shoes and, hooking her thumbs into the waistband of her trousers, pushed them down slowly. She wobbled a little as she stepped out of them and briefly opened her eyes, shutting them again quickly. Taking a deep breath, she reached behind her back, undid the catch of her bra, a little ashamed of its grey dowdiness as it slipped to the floor, her breasts falling heavily as they were released.

She paused as she slid her thumbs into the sides of her knickers then, suddenly impatient, she pushed them down. She’d done it. Slowly, she turned round and opened her eyes.

There in front of her was her reflection in the bedroom mirror, and she forced her gaze downwards over her naked body. ‘Oh dear God!’ she gasped, her worst fears confirmed. ‘It’s all going south.’

Picking up the book, she hurled it across the room. Meeting Yourself. Knowing Yourself. Loving Yourself hit the wall with a dull thud and a flutter of loose pages.

They could stuff their cod psychology. Self-acceptance? It might have worked for Trish but it wasn’t working for her.




Chapter 3

 



 



‘Morning, David.’ Doreen looked up from reception and beamed at him. ‘How’s things today?’ Good old Doreen. She’d been there even longer than he had, as reliable as the annual pay review. Of course, her weight had yo-yoed - didn’t it always with women? - but he knew enough to make the right noises.

‘Fine, fine. Clive in yet?’

Sealing a large white envelope and dropping it into the post tray, she said, ‘Brown as a berry, lucky bugger. And you don’t get that colour in Dorset!’ She knew all about Dorset, of course. She’d never holidayed anywhere else. And in the same hotel year after year because it could cater for her husband’s wheelchair, yet she revealed not a trace of bitterness.

David headed for the stairs. By the time he reached the top he was a little out of breath. Tut tut, he admonished himself. You used to be able to do those two at a time, old man.

‘David, a word in your shell-like.’ Barry Fox appeared from somewhere, today wearing the pink-stripe version of his perennial white-collared shirts. The short, bumptious line-manager had never subscribed to the ‘dress down’ code. It was all of a piece with his one-upmanship, as if it somehow meant he was more focused than the rest of the team. Reluctantly, David turned to face him.

‘Yes, Barry? And what can I do for you?’

‘The ODS training on Monday. Can you make sure Malcolm is up to speed? I want to drive this content management initiative as hard as we can and he needs to know the ropes. Good man.’ Without waiting for a response, he slapped David’s back and headed off, calling heartily across the office.

Tosser. David placed his briefcase on the desk, logged on, and went to prepare his first coffee of the day, before settling contentedly into his tidy workstation, ready to see what the day would bring. But first, the list. He fished out his A4 pad from the top draw and ruled the usual three columns: work, home, mates. Tackling ‘home’ first he wrote: Wedding anniversary - present? Ideas? Dinner? Ask lads.

He rubbed his temples. Oh God, another present. This was torture. How can you know a woman so well, have spent so many years with her, yet not know what to get her? What would Sarah really like? What would make her eyes light up? Make her throw her arms round his neck? Perhaps he shouldn’t have gone for the clichéd lingerie after all.

He sighed, took a swig of coffee, hot enough to burn his tongue. Just the way he liked it. This was just too difficult. He turned, almost with relief, to the list for Barry’s meeting and the schedule for the Fat Dads, the ageing five-a-side team he’d played football with for the last fifteen years. This he could manage.




Chapter 4

 



 



February and Sarah was awake, as always, before the alarm went off. Something, she had no idea what, had been waking her every day recently at 6.18 precisely. She’d briefly toyed with the idea of setting the alarm for 6.15 so she’d be awake to hear what it was that was waking her up, but even she could see that was absurd.

Lying in the darkness, listening to David’s gentle, untroubled breathing, she ran through what the day had in store. Oh rapture. Three hours of teaching, followed by string orchestra at lunchtime - fiddling with music stands and tuning half-size violins for children who couldn’t play in tune if their lives depended on it. She made a mental note to collect David’s bloody jacket from the cleaner’s. She yawned and shifted in the bed, turning her back on his motionless body and waiting for the radio to leap into life, for James Naughtie to give her the headlines and for the day to officially begin.

The weather was biting hard and, wrapped warmly, she headed for her car. If she’d known how long it would take her to scrape the ice off the windscreen with the edge of a CD box, she would have got going earlier. She’d had no idea the frost would be so tenacious. It hung on the leaves and branches of the hedges like icing, and she reversed cautiously out of the drive into the road, already aware she would be late. In fact, by the time she was unravelling her scarf in the staff room, the bell was going for first lesson and she had time only to grab a cup of stewed coffee from the pot and head for the music room.

‘Off to the hairdresser, Jean,’ Sarah said, waving at the school secretary a week later as the three-fifteen bell filled the corridor  and children began to pour noisily out of classrooms, pushing past Sarah as they went. Jean Kemp, tucked away in her eyrie in reception, looked up over the head of the small child to whom she was returning a mobile phone, her overlong hair curiously pasted to her head as if with glue.

‘Having a trim?’ she enquired.

Sarah put her hand up self-consciously to her own sensible bob. ‘Actually, I fancy a bit of a change.’

‘But your hair always looks lovely,’ Jean gushed. ‘Don’t change things just for the sake of it. You’ll only regret it.’ And she turned back to another child demanding her attention. Sarah smiled to herself. She’d always liked Jean on a superficial level, but it had never gone deeper than that, Sarah being a bit unsure she had anything in common with a woman who consciously chose to wear her hair that way. Indeed, Jean’s compliment was confirmation that Sarah needed a haircut and fast.

The frost had thawed under the harsh sunshine, but already it was beginning to get cold again by the time Sarah found a parking space in town and went into the steamy salon. Condensation ran down the windows and the strong smell of ‘product’ hit her as she opened the door. Stylists in black - such an impractical colour with all that hair around - were busy clipping away, standing behind their gown-wrapped clients, and juniors rushed around with brooms, sweeping up the showers of hair.

Sarah felt a frisson of anticipation. Burying the Kalashnikov attack to her confidence raised by her recent encounter with her naked body in the mirror, and convinced now that no amount of power walking or running upstairs could hold back the ravages of time, she knew her hair was something she could change. With just a snip here and there she could, she would, look totally fresh and different. She paused as she was ushered towards the basins, looking at her reflection in a mirror beside her in the glass. Maybe something a little more feminine? Younger perhaps? Claire would have been able to advise, but her daughter was too wrapped up  in university to be able to help. Yes, she’d talk to Andre about a complete change. He’d know what would suit her. He’d been cutting her hair for long enough.

Shampooed, conditioned and head-massaged, she was escorted back to the hot seat as Andre glided over and squeezed her shoulders warmly, looking at her now in the long mirror. ‘Hel-lo! Lovely to see you, darling. Now what are we doing today?’

‘Well, I was thinking something a bit younger. A bit more contemporary. What do you think?’ She looked at his face uncertainly in the mirror.

He unwrapped the towel from her head and started to run a comb through her wet hair, his head thoughtfully to one side. Sarah tried to avoid her own eyes in the mirror, knowing this was when she looked her ugliest. Andre stopped and screwed his face up. ‘Well, we’re a bit limited with the length. It’s neither one thing or the other. There’s nowhere we can go except really urchin. And that might be . . . Perhaps you’re a little bit . . . Tell you what, why don’t I just put in a bit of graduation round the back here. Sharpen it up. Maybe we could go a bit Helen Mirren. What do you think?’

Sarah could feel a sense of deflation. She looked in the mirror, realising that she’d never really looked at him eye to eye, just at his reflection looking back at hers. Had he ever really looked at her properly? She watched as he touched her hair - such an intimate gesture, yet he had an air of vague boredom, at the same time glancing around the salon at the juniors gossiping in the corner.

He wasn’t listening. He wasn’t even trying to be imaginative. Did she have to spell it out to him that she needed help here? That age wasn’t very kind to women? Could he at least try to do something to make her feel different? And Helen Mirren? Was that how he saw her? Just some housewife who craved to look like Helen bloody Mirren?

Defeated, Sarah sighed. ‘Oh, just do the usual.’ And she buried her nose in an old copy of Heat.
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The house smelled of cooking. He sniffed. Fish pie, maybe? Sarah’s campaign to keep him healthy was all very well - as long as it was topped with plenty of mash. He threw his jacket on the back of a chair and kicked off his shoes, casting about for his loafers, which, as always, Sarah had tucked neatly under the chair. He tutted - why did she do that? - and hooked them out with his foot. He called out her name and peeped into the kitchen.

Hairdresser. Must remember she’s been to the hairdresser.

She wasn’t downstairs. ‘I’m home, love! Back from the trenches!’ He smiled to himself as he called the familiar greeting. ‘Hellooo! Are you in the loo?’

The bedroom door creaked open - he really must have a go at those hinges - and Sarah emerged, a pile of dirty washing in her arms. ‘Hiya,’ she called down. ‘Did you want this sweatshirt washing?’

He squinted up at her. ‘Yeah, I’ll need it for footie.’

‘Okay, but next time can you put it in the laundry basket? I’m not telepathic, you know.’

Ouch. David did a quick mental scan. Had there been anything on today that might have put her out of sorts? The hair. Mention the hair.

‘Your hair looks nice, love. Really . . . smooth.’

She seemed to thaw a bit and came down the stairs. ‘Good day?’

That was more like it. He leaned forward and gave her a kiss. Her hair smelled unfamiliarly of coconuts. David recounted events, as he always did. She knew all the personalities involved, and understood the politics without him having to explain. She’d see instantly why it was so irritating that Barry had palmed off all the arrangements for the meeting onto David when he knew he’d been opposed to the whole bloody initiative in the first place. He followed her into the kitchen, still talking.

Sarah busied herself with the supper, her head bowed as she concentrated, pointedly moving him out of the way of the cutlery drawer or the sink as she worked and he talked. Then she suddenly turned round, cutting him off mid-flow.

‘Rachel called about going through Mum’s things.’

He took a slow breath. ‘I’m sorry, love. That’s going to be hard.’

He watched as her eyes filled with tears, hoping it would be no more than that, but already she was blinking them away. She hadn’t really blubbed at all since her mother’s sudden death, but Sarah never had been one for big scenes. Thank goodness.

‘Look’ - he scanned his mental diary - ‘shall I take a day off and come and help you?’

She smiled weakly. ‘What, so you can miss that meeting? No, don’t worry. I’ll be fine. Then Rachel will only drive one of us mad. You know how she gets.’

‘Mmm. Stand by your beds!’

He took a surreptitious peep at the supper, warming on the oven shelf. Not pie at all. Just a slab of pink fish - salmon? - with some bits of green stuff on top and a few carrots. There was a bowl of mixed salad. No potatoes in sight. He sighed. It was too late to put any on to cook. Maybe there was some pudding. Dejectedly he forced down the contents of the over-flowing bin, getting the morning’s scraped cereal on his hands, before tying it and tugging it out. Why did she always let it get so full?

‘Never mind, love.’ He opened the back door on his way to the bins. ‘It’s bound to be hard, but you’ve got to get rid of her things sooner rather than later, and everything will get back to normal, you’ll see.’

‘Yes.’ Sarah turned away to get the cutlery from the drawer and muttered quietly, ‘That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.’

David stared for a moment then shrugged. He must have misheard her.




Chapter 5

 



 



‘Can you meet me at Dad’s at eleven?’ Her sister Rachel’s tone on the phone when she’d called suggested that Sarah could only comply. ‘We’ll need Marigolds and a roll of bin liners. I’ll bring those.’ It had been Sarah’s sister who’d finally galvanised everyone into moving their father Wilf into a small flat in town. ‘The Firs is way too big for him now - well, it was too big for both of them,’ she had declared some weeks before Christmas and, even though Sarah knew she was right, the five-bedroomed family house being totally impractical for an elderly widower, moving him would simply confirm that nothing would ever be the same again.

Her dad had been as phlegmatic as ever. ‘Shame to give up the old place after forty years, but without your mother it rattles horribly. I dare say it’ll make some young family a lovely home.’ He’d paused and looked out of the window at the winter lawn and shrugged. ‘Unless of course it’s snapped up by a developer and they bulldoze the whole place and put up some ghastly executive homes cheek by jowl with each other. They seem to do that everywhere these days.’

Sarah pulled up in front of the house just after eleven, parking in the same place she had since she’d owned her first car at seventeen. It wasn’t a pretty house - far from it. Grey render and dark windows, a forbidding porch, and in the dank winter morning had an air of sadness about it; but there had already been an offer in on the house from a gentleman who’d viewed it with alarming speed. Perhaps her father’s prediction was right.

‘Hello, love, your hair looks pretty.’ Her father had obviously  heard the car and had come out to meet her. He kissed her on the forehead. Funny how you can see people all the time and suddenly you will notice changes that have crept up on you. Sarah hadn’t noticed how gaunt he had become.

‘Oh, I just had a trim the other day. My attempts at reinvention were thwarted. Are you eating properly, Dad?’

He shrugged as she followed his back to the dimly lit kitchen, his familiar tall lean frame in corduroy trousers and the deep red sweater she had given him for Christmas. ‘Oh, I bundle along, you know. And you girls are marvellous with the suppers you drop by. Your cottage pie is almost as good as your mother’s.’

‘I learned at the hand of the maestro,’ Sarah said with a smile, flicking on the kettle and opening the fridge for milk. Inside was a wasteland: half a piece of cheese, a tub of margarine (something her mother would never have given fridge-room to), a half-used jar of pasta sauce and a lemon, the essential for his evening G&T. God, how sad. Sarah turned back to the kettle and blinked hard.

‘I’ll be better once I’m in town with the shops nearby. You’ll see.’ He patted her gently on the arm. Sarah smiled weakly, but the thought of the wonderful contents of their family home being shoehorned into the tiny geriatric’s flat over-looking the river - the remainder being bought by some shady house clearance company - was almost too much to bear.

‘Come and live with us!’ she burst out. She hadn’t even discussed this with David, knowing it was totally impractical. They lived even further from the centre of town than The Firs and they were both out all day. He’d be lonely. Perhaps she could give up work and . . .

‘You are a love, and your sister has already offered,’ he said with a twinkle, and the two of them chuckled, complicit in the living hell that arrangement would be for him. ‘She’d have me whipped into shape good and proper,’ he whispered. ‘Bless you both, my lovely girls, but I shall be fine in my little shoebox. I  shall feed the ducks and talk to strangers and toddle along to Probus meetings.’ He paused. ‘I might even take up some awful habit like poker or darts.’ They both snorted. ‘And anyway, three is always a crowd.’ He made for the kitchen door. ‘I heard your sister’s car. Now I think I’ll leave you two to it and walk to the golf club. Gordon will be there and he’s always good value.’ He paused as if he’d only just remembered. ‘David and the children okay?’

‘Fine thanks, Dad. Just fine.’

As usual, Rachel came in like a whirlwind, her short dark hair sleek and sensibly pushed back from her face. Sarah handed her a mug of coffee, but she put it down firmly on the table without trying it and unpacked her carrier bag: two foil packs for the fridge in one-person-size portions, then dusters and rubber gloves, polish and wax.

‘Dad,’ she called down the corridor. ‘Happy for us to start upstairs?’

Wilf came in, buttoning his coat, a red scarf round his neck and tweed flat cap on his head. ‘Wherever . . . And thank you, girls, for this. It can’t be nice for you but you’ll be better at it than me. I think there are some things I’d get all silly and sentimental about. Just throw away whatever you think isn’t worth keeping.’

Sarah followed her sister’s wide, jeaned bottom upstairs. ‘Now, I think Mum’s cupboards need going through first. We should have done it ages ago.’

‘I know, Rach, but it would have been hard for Dad if we’d just swept in and whisked it all away too soon.’ They passed the small table on the landing with pictures of her and Rachel’s weddings. Sarah looked very young in the Princess Di meringue she’d chosen so carefully, her hair flicked back and Elnetted into submission. Her parents’ bedroom - which it would always be to her - was the best in the house, with a view out over the back garden. The side her mother had slept on - and had ultimately  died on - was crisp and untouched, whereas her father’s pillow, though army-pristine, had wrinkles. On his bedside table was a thick biography and a glass of water. Her mother’s side was empty save for a lamp.

‘Do you remember Saturday mornings, Rach, and bouncing on the bed? Used to drive them nuts.’ Rachel pulled open the wide wardrobe doors.

‘I was the one who got the telling off. You could get away with anything.’ She put her hands on her hips and surveyed the contents. ‘Now, is there anything you want?’

Sarah knew Rachel well enough to know this was not a real question. That was plain by the way Rachel was already taking jumpers down off the shelves and loading them into a bin liner. The same little-sister contrariness came over her that had once made Sarah intentionally crash Rachel’s bike so she wouldn’t have to inherit that as well. ‘Yes, as a matter of fact, there is. I’ve always loved her blue cashmere cardigan and that velvet coat.’

Rachel looked horrified. ‘But isn’t that a bit macabre, Sarah?’

‘No it’s not. She was our mum, Rach. What’s wrong with wanting her clothes as a memory?’

Together they worked for an hour, sorting shoes into bags, throwing out old gardening clothes and tweed skirts that even the charity shop would turn their nose up at. At the back of the shelf above the wardrobe rail Rachel pulled out a fox stole and, after inspecting it for a moment, threw that too into the bag. ‘God, where did that come from? Can’t quite imagine her having worn it at one those fascinating-slides-from-my-walking-holiday-in-Peru evenings at the town hall, can you?’

‘Oh, I don’t know - even supermodels seem to be condoning it these days. Not much use with global warming, though.’

Sarah found her mother’s nighties and underwear the hardest items to sort; not surprisingly, as the familiar waft of lily-of-the-valley filled her nostrils. Nothing in this drawer had been disturbed since last September when she had slipped away in her  sleep, except for the addition of the nightie she had died in. It struck Sarah that her father must have laundered it and put it back in the drawer as if for another time.

‘Are you and Colin happy?’ Sarah asked as she folded each item up delicately and placed them in the bin liners: the bras and functional pants, the pink floral nighties and a rather incongruous bed-jacket.

‘Happy?’ Rachel snorted, now pulling jackets and skirts from hangers. ‘Funny question. What do you mean?’

‘You know what I mean. Do you look forward to him coming home at night? Do you want to spend time with him?’

Rachel stopped what she was doing. ‘Well, it’s a bit like the cat coming in really - predictable and sort of part of the day.’ Rachel had described her husband as being like the cat. Dull, pompous Colin with his fascination for routes and journeys and miles eeked out per gallon.

Sarah pulled out tights and pop socks, something her mother had thought were fantastic and of which her daughter strongly disapproved. ‘But what I mean is, does it still give you butterflies when you think about spending time with him? Do you still fancy him?’

‘Oh Sarah, don’t be ridiculous! We’ve been married for eons. It’s comfortable’ - she stressed the word heavily - ‘and that can be nice. But fancy? Well, you can’t really, can you, when you’ve squeezed a boil on their back or watched them put their toenails clippings on the bedside table.’

Sarah tried not to think about pustules on Colin’s back. Dare she ask? She’d never really had this sort of conversation with her sister. ‘Do you still have sex?’

Rachel spun round, a purple and black dog-tooth jacket in her hand. ‘Sarah Lewis! That’s a very personal question!’

‘Maybe, but it’s the one everyone is dying to ask each other, isn’t it? And no one’s ever honest with the answer.’

Rachel looked at her hard. ‘You and David having problems?’

Sarah paused. ‘Not really. And anyway, I’m asking the questions. Do you?’

‘Well . . . He likes to do it on holiday and occasionally if we’ve been out for dinner and he’s had a couple of drinks. But otherwise . . . Well, we both enjoy our books too much!’

Sarah looked at her sister, and tried to imagine her being sexy and abandoned. Poor Colin probably had to apply for permission to moor alongside.

‘But, sister dear’ - Rachel screwed up her eyes and pointed a warning finger - ‘if you’ve got itchy feet, just remember the grass is never greener. They may be charming to begin with, but they all fart and they all pee around the loo seat in the end.’

 



David was halfway down the road before he realised just how cold it was. Although it wasn’t windy, the damp in the air was bone-chilling and he briefly considered going back to the office for his jacket. Now he was on his way, though, he couldn’t face turning back, particularly with the prospect of a pint and a quick lunch with Gerry and Phil ahead of him. The initiative meeting had been every bit as excruciating as he’d expected, with Barry handing out pointless print-outs and telling them to incentivise, to forward-face, to trend over, implement an oxygen move, so they could be major players. Someone - Clive, he rather thought - had made a suggestion, only to be told by Barry, ‘It’s not the long pole in my tent,’ which had made David laugh out loud.

Barry had looked at him with ill-concealed disapproval. ‘David,’ he’d said, taking him to one side at the end of the meeting, ‘you might just want to do something about that attitude of yours. I’m not the only one who’s noticed it, you know. You’re really starting to rub my rhubarb.’

David pushed open the door of The Rose and Crown and felt the welcome warmth and noise embrace him. He was the first there, so went straight to the bar and ordered the three pints of Theakstones from a barmaid he didn’t recognise, wincing slightly  as she splashed the bitter into the bottom of the glass, churning up a layer of foam that would take minutes to subside. She glanced up at him apologetically. Pretty. He smiled and shrugged.

‘Sorry, I’m new. It always comes out faster than I expect. The beer, I mean.’ She was blushing now, poor kid, and David felt a protective surge. She didn’t look much older than the twins. She carefully poured the other two pints. David planted an elbow on the bar, linked his hands and turned to scan the room, more to avoid staring at her and making her any more nervous than out of interest. Everything was pleasingly familiar - none of the creeping gastropub tendencies that were sweeping town in here, thank you very much. He turned back and she pushed the first non-foamy pint towards him. He took a grateful swallow.

‘Phew. That’s better.’

‘Tough morning?’ She looked up at him questioningly

He shrugged, a little embarrassed. ‘Yep! Incredibly tedious, actually. A two-hour meeting that could have been wrapped in an half and hour. Still, it brings home the bacon.’

A sudden punch on the shoulder made him slop a little beer onto the bar and he tutted as he turned to face Gerry and Phil, who had arrived together.

‘Watch the amber nectar, you clumsy old sod.’

Gerry reached for the two other pints, and passed one to Phil. ‘Cheers, mate. Yeah, can’t have you spilling your precious fluids all over the shop.’ He turned to the barmaid who was wiping up the puddle of bitter. ‘Sorry, love. He’s made a bit of a mess here. Can’t take him anywhere. I’ll get him out of your way. Can we order some food in a bit? We’ll be over there. All right?’

Phil was making for a corner table and the others followed him. Once settled they each started on the beer in silence, sighing simultaneously in contentment. ‘You got in fast with that new girl,’ Phil remarked. ‘Hope you don’t imagine she fancies you, you old sod.’

‘Nah - long past that. Besides I’m a married man.’

Gerry cackled, then stopped abruptly as the girl in question approached with notepad in hand. He looked round at the other two. ‘Usual? Three sausage, egg and chips, please, love,’ he went on. ‘We’ll be ready for another pint by then. Bring ’em over with the food, would you?’ The others nodded in agreement and settled back in their chairs. This was more like it. The perfect antidote to a morning of Barry.

Once the food came, conversation - if you could call it that - tailed off and they sat in companionable silence as they ate. The official reason for them meeting like this, every Monday, was to discuss the progress of the Fat Dads, but there was not much to decide really. It had been going since their children were in primary school together. Dads had come and gone, and now David, Phil and Gerry were the senior members, supposedly responsible for organising the team. It was the perfect excuse for a regular dose of saturated fats and beer - all the more welcome after a whole weekend of putting up curtain rails, mowing lawns and enduring low-fat spread. And it was one of David’s favourite rituals.

Gerry looked at his watch first and groaned. ‘Ah well! No peace for the wicked. Come on, lads, let’s go and settle up with the young lady. You first, David. Show us how it’s done.’

They parted company and headed back to their respective offices. David shook his head and smiled. What a pair of old pillocks!

Suddenly the crisp afternoon seemed quite pleasant and he returned to his desk in a far better mood than he had left it. With any luck, he’d find time to firm up that package tour he’d found for their wedding anniversary. The idea had come to him from a feature in the weekend papers, and all women loved Rome, didn’t they? All that ice cream and shopping and Audrey Hepburn nonsense. But he wouldn’t spring it on Sarah until closer to the time - if he could resist. He was hopeless at keeping  secrets - Sarah was always teasing him about it. But he’d really try this time. The look on her face would make it all worthwhile!

 



By the time Sarah got round to her mother’s dressing table, Rachel was staging an assault on the bathroom with a frankly alarming vigour. The contents of the cupboard were being despatched into a bin liner with a speed and efficiency that would have impressed Field Marshall Montgomery.

Sitting on the little velvet stool, Sarah pulled open the drawers nervously. What if she found something embarrassing - the sort of things she knew people kept in private drawers. Ridiculous, of course, when her mother had been well into her seventies, but she’d been young once.

The drawer was surprisingly full and looked like it had been undisturbed for years. A trove of memorabilia, a statement of a life spent looking after a husband and a family. Had she grown as tired if it, as fed up of picking up dirty washing, as Sarah was now, following the same old routine until she wanted to throw her head back and scream? Crammed inside were old bottles of perfume, a couple still in their boxes, stuffed in next to old reading glasses, little packs of buttons and a travel sewing kit from a cracker. Sarah slipped the glasses onto her nose.

‘What do you think, Rach?’

Rachel stuck her head round the door, rubber gloves on now, and snorted. ‘God, you look just like her! Those were scary those specs.’ And she disappeared again.

Sarah put them on the floor in the growing charity shop pile, and a bottle of paracetamol went in the rubbish bag. Though still in date, it didn’t seem right to use pills of the dead. Sarah wondered if her mother had suffered headaches before her fatal stroke. If she had, she hadn’t mentioned them. There were a couple of curled photographs of Rachel and Sarah on the beach - it looked like Wales - both children in shorts and T-shirts with spades and toothy grins. Sarah put them to one side, and opened  the small jewellery box she’d made in woodwork at school, the word ‘Mum’ painstakingly burned out on the top. Inside were a couple of cheap brooches, their ‘gold’ tarnished now, and a string of faux pearls. The only vaguely valuable pieces of jewellery she possessed were her wedding ring and a small engagement ring bought with her father’s meagre pay as a trainee draughtsman. She’d worn them both, alongside an equally modest eternity ring, all the time on her wedding finger; but on her other hand and at her wrists she’d been resplendent in cheap, colourful modern jewellery, rings with big glass stones, and chunky bangles that jangled as she gesticulated.

The rest of the drawer contents was rubbish - old tights and a pot of talc that must be well out of date. Sarah stuck her hand in to check the back and felt a small box. It was square and pale blue, with a crest in gold embossed on the top. Sarah flicked it open. Nestled in darker blue velvet was a delicate gold bracelet interspersed with tiny pearls. Sarah looked closer and ran her finger over the chain. The bracelet didn’t look as though it had been worn - at least, Sarah had never seen her mother wear it. Probably another off-the-mark present from her father whose present-giving skills were, like David’s, well meant but unspectacular. The name inside the lid, George Sutcliffe, EC1, offered no clues.

Sarah got up from the stool and was about to put the box on the To Keep and Distribute pile, but she hesitated and, checking that Rachel wasn’t looking and, not quite sure why, she quickly slipped the box into her skirt pocket.




Chapter 6

 



 



David closed the spreadsheet he’d been yawning over and clicked on the Instant Messaging button at the bottom of the screen. He could see from his personal address book that Claire at least was online and smiled to himself. He typed a message to his daughter, leaned back in his chair and waited.

 



Claire heard the chirruping sound and looked up from her notes to see the orange message rectangle blinking at the bottom of her laptop screen. She unfolded her legs, and crossed the tiny room to her desk in a couple of steps. Sighing, she pulled out the wooden chair and sat down, then clicked.


At 3:45 p.m. Dad wrote:

Hi - anyone there? (And if so, why aren’t you in the library?)

 



At 3.46 p.m. Claire wrote:

Hi dad. How r u? Slow day @ the office? It is poss 2 work in my room, you know! Me ‘n’ Tom r both fine and missing you and mum. How’s granddad?

 



At 3.50 p.m. Dad wrote:

We’re fine, thanks and granddad is managing surprisingly well. He’s at the golf club most days. Mum and Rachel are there a lot, clearing stuff out. Wanted to ask - when are you planning to come back for w/e? Can we make a definite date so I can book restaurant for us all? Granddad would love to see you too. Are you horribly busy? I could come and collect you - that way you  can bring your dirty washing!

 



At 3.54 p.m. Claire wrote:

Maybe w/e after next? Will have 2 check with Tom. Not sure he can hold out that long for washing! Will have to show him where laundry room is - lol. It would be gr8 if u cld collect us. Sat a.m.? Or r u playing footie?

 



At 3:58 p.m. Dad wrote:

Saturday would be better for me. I’ll be there v early - ha ha! Have fixed up a short break for me and mum for our anniversary - Rome - but don’t you dare tell her! Might spring it on her when we’re all out at lunch.

 



At 4:01 p.m. Claire wrote:

Inspired! That’s more like it! She’ll be thrilled. We won’t breathe a word. Promise! Maybe we could get her a guidebook for a pressie too and give it to her at the same time so she can plan your stay.

 



At 4:04 p.m. Dad wrote:

Do they do guidebooks without old churches in? If so, buy that one!

 



At 4:06 .p.m Claire wrote:

Er - hate 2 tell u, that’s all they have in Rome! Oh - and ice cream. Will check with tom n msg u l8r - ok? I love secrets! Xx Give our love to mum and the oldies. Xxxxx

 



Claire is offline.



Claire smiled to herself - Dad was never going to get the hang of txtese - and turned back to her orderly pile of books, trying to crank up what little enthusiasm she could find for her Culture  and Society essay. Her lecture notes didn’t seem to make sense now and the internet was being no help at all. She shivered. The halls were either boiling hot or Arctic, and she pulled her chunky zip-up cardigan closer to her. A much nagged-for Christmas present, it felt like a hug from home and still smelled of the familiar fabric conditioner. She sighed heavily and picked up her pen. Bring it on, Marshall McLuhan. The medium is the message.

 



Sarah liked email. Those little messages that popped up were as if the postman came round several times a day, and as these days he only brought catalogues and bills anyway, it was the reinvention of the letter. Besides, email was a lifeline to the children - a way of finding out how they were without having to call, because Sarah always seemed to pick a time when they were busy or about to go out.

Most evenings, washing in, supper on and David due home, Sarah settled in front of the computer in the lounge. Tonight, she smiled as she saw there was a message from Nathalie, a couple of pictures of her new apartment in Sauzils attached. Sarah quickly opened them to see a room filled with sunlight and long windows overlooking trees and was that a building beyond? It was hard to tell. The floor was ceramic tile, as all French houses in the south seemed to be, and though it wasn’t really Sarah’s style, it looked comfortable enough.


What do you think of my new palace? Nathalie had written. I’m so excited to have a place all of my own now - the bastard Stefan has moved to Lille with la putain. Can’t wait to see how long it is until her bottle-brunette charms wear off and she’s nagging him like a fishwife! Oh darling, can you escape your filthy winter and your philistine pupils and come and see me? It’ll be so good for you. No excuses. All love N xx


Sarah smiled at the thought. It would be fabulous to get away. Perhaps at Easter? She’d have to ask David. He certainly  wouldn’t want to come - he wasn’t that fond of her old music college mate. ‘She ought to grow up a bit and not try so damned hard with this free spirit thing,’ he’d grumbled, though Sarah suspected he didn’t trust her. Perhaps he was worried she might turn Sarah’s head with her ‘joys of the single life’ propaganda. Well, maybe he’d like to go skiing again with the Fat Dads? He’d floated the idea already. Sarah quashed the feeling of relief that thought raised, and replied to Nathalie that she’d love to visit and would see what she could do.

‘Are we still going to the Parkers’ on Saturday?’ David asked, as they cleared the supper trays later. ‘Only, there’s a bit of software Harry wanted to borrow.’

‘Yup.’ Sarah unwrapped a dishwasher tablet and then realised she’d put one in already. ‘Stew and Pavlova again, I expect.’

David looked up, startled by her sharp tone. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, it’s always stew and Pavlova with Sheila, isn’t it?’

‘I quite like Sheila’s stew, as a matter of fact.’

‘Bit of variety would be nice though, wouldn’t it? She could go mad and open a cook book.’ Sarah could hear the bitchy tone in her voice. What was the matter with her? ‘I mean, don’t you get bored with it all sometimes?’ She turned to David who was peering closely at a bank statement. He needed his glasses.

‘With what?’

‘The same supper parties. The same routine.’

David dropped the hand holding the paper and thought. ‘Sometimes it’s fun to do something different. But that’s the same with lots of things in life, isn’t it?’ He looked back at the statement and frowned. ‘What was £340 for last month? Can you remember?’

‘That new boiler part.’

‘Of course. You wrote the cheque, didn’t you? Hope we weren’t ripped off.’

She saw him glance over at her. She didn’t respond, but stood  motionless, assessing her reflection in the kitchen window, black with the night behind, the washing-up brush held limply in her hand. Of course, it was inevitable he’d say that because she’d dealt with the plumber. It was the same whenever she dealt with anything on her own. He had a nasty habit of criticising first then asking questions.

‘You’re probably a bit low, love.’ He was looking down at the statement again. ‘What with your mum’s death and Christmas and the weather. It’s been a crap month weatherwise. You need something to look forward to.’

‘Mmm, such as . . .?’ Sarah picked up the cloth, wiped the side and rinsed it out. She knew he didn’t really deserve her mood but she was struggling to pull herself out of it.

‘Well, what about planning to go away somewhere for our wedding anniversary? What’s twenty years’ good behaviour worth?’ He smiled, a strange smugness in his eyes and she felt a flicker of worry. ‘I was thinking about a weekend away? That might cheer you up. What do you say?’

Sarah looked at his familiar face and the old shirt she’d bought for him years ago when he was slimmer and which he’d almost worn to a thread. Yes, she wanted to see the Hermitage in St Petersburg, dance all night at the Mardi Gras, drink mojitos in Havana at sunset. In fact, she suddenly realised she wanted to see everything.

But why was it she didn’t particularly want to do it with David?




Chapter 7

 



 



Claire checked her watch yet again. The lecture seemed to have been going on for hours and her stomach was rumbling. She hadn’t gone for lunch because she hadn’t seen anyone she knew in the queue and she couldn’t face sitting on her own again. She’d walked briskly through the ref, hoping to see Tom’s spiky blond hair among his usual gang of mates. They never minded if she tagged on, but they were nowhere to be seen and his phone was off, as usual. The Mars Bar grabbed from the buttery on the way over had hit the spot but she could have murdered a burger.
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