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When female virtue weds with manly worth


We catch the rapture and we spread it forth.


(Inscription on bell number 4 of the 12 bells of St Chad’s Church, Shrewsbury)














Chapter 1


‘Come on, love,’ I said to Jacob. ‘Let’s saunter. When did we last amble? We’re always on the gallop – especially you, poor love.’



‘Can we even remember how to do it?’ He smiled and shrugged.


A woman was lounging on a bench on Pride Hill, hands loose on her lap, palm upward as if cupped to catch the milky stream of early April, late afternoon warmth. Tall and rangy, with brown shoulder-length hair and round glasses, she wore a backpack from which an ordnance survey map showed. Her eyes browsed us with the air of a bystander, freely looking on, disengaged from the medium in which we were embroiled.


‘I bet she knows how to saunter,’ I murmured.


She did. Giving me a shy smile, she turned and trailed her shadow up the brick mosaic of the pedestrian area, into McDonald’s.


‘Who?’ Jacob asked.


‘Oh, she’s gone now.’



We sauntered as best we could, into the Square, where we sat under the statue of Clive of India, with the sun on our backs.


‘This is so lovely,’ I observed. It was still, after twenty years, so special to be out anywhere with Jacob. Two decades of tenderness welled up. I reached for his hand and asked what he was thinking. He seemed absorbed in some private thoughts, far away or idle.


‘Oh, nothing much, Jessie,’ he said mildly, but did he sigh at feeling called to account? ‘I’m enjoying the peace – and the air. Just generally being off-duty.’



I let be, never wanting to pester: I’ve always shrunk from invading the personal space that is rightfully closed to outsiders, even to the companion of one’s life. The Quakers have always seemed so right about the inner light of each person, the need to respect it. That shining impromptu sabbath: I see it now on a screen, like the closure of a film.



It was banal, beautiful; an interlude plucked from our routine of drudging obligations. I remember that I avoided the eye of the clock on the Market Building. I didn’t want to remember the Oldies. The Oldies were being babysat by Hannah Roberts so that we could have an afternoon off. They like Hannah: even Jacob’s mum likes Hannah. She takes me seriously, said May jutting her jaw at me. Not like some I could mention.



May’s voice, bless her, can get into your mind and drown out your own. I remember consciously having to switch off her transmission as the black-and-white clock on the Market Building reminded me that all sabbath afternoons must come to an end.


And so we basked at Clive’s foot (stuck out over the plinth as if poised to step down and colonise us from the past), and Jacob sprawled his six-foot length, throwing his arms out along the back of the bench and leaning his head back with an uninhibited yawn.


Pigeons strutted amongst pebble-dashed flowerpots, the sun picking out the pink of their legs and feet, the surprising orange of their eyes. Two albinos ranged amongst them, a purer white than any dove, each foraging bird travelling with a long and busy shadow. The Sunday families strolled, smiled, lolled.


‘I could stay here forever,’ I said. An irreverent sparrow perched on Clive’s head, mocking the greenly tarnished hero’s swagger.


‘Look,’ I said. ‘There’s that woman again.’



‘Which woman?’



‘The one with the ordnance survey map.’



Jacob looked vaguely up as the tall woman passed us by and seated herself at the next bench.


‘What are you so interested in her for?’ he asked me. ‘She looks perfectly ordinary to me. Downright plain.’



I was conscious of blenching. He has never been in the habit of talking of women in that way.



Plainer than me? The question darted through my mind. I pulled my skirt down over my knees which seemed bulbous. I felt fat and dowdy.



‘She looks … free,’ I said.


A swift, startled look from Jacob: ‘Envious?’



Goodness, no. I’d enjoyed a more fulfilled life than anyone I’ve ever known. I had the twenty-year love of a husband I adored; people to care for who valued me; the fellowship of the church; deep roots in Shrewsbury. There are not many people lucky enough to have inherited the house where they were born, a beautiful house too, in Kingsland, overlooking the river. Open house for folk in need of succour, that’s how I justify to myself our plenty. Only children have eluded us.


We did have Nella, our darling Nella whom we fostered – but her mother took her back; and that may have been right for Nella, though I wonder? I often wonder.


No: that woman intrigued me not because I envied her apparently floating status as an onlooker but because of the gentle attentiveness with which she was making her stationary appraisal. This you can only do if you are not embroiled.


‘Well, go and chat to her if she interests you so much. She can be one of your stray lambs.’



‘Oh, Jacob.’



‘Only teasing, love. Go on. I bet she’s got a husband and six children at home, waiting for their tea. Go and find out.’



He gave another extravagant yawn.


Why did he yawn so much that afternoon? Was he bored? tired? not feeling himself? Was it the sleepiness of the sun? That week he’d been opening up her attic for Mrs McKillop in Monkmoor, all on his own. It took him ten days working flat out, without aid of any sort except for Jamie Tyrer helping to carry up the hardboard. He’s a wonderful workman, of the old school, taking a pride in doing the job well, undercharging according to means. There aren’t many Jacobs left: carpenters, not joiners.


‘You have the most superior McDonald’s I’ve ever been in,’ said the travelling woman, with a light laugh. ‘So genteel. Endless mopping of floors and window cleaning! Oh, it’s such a gentle place, Shrewsbury,’ she went on with the breathless eagerness that begs you not to dispute her intuition that the pebble she has come across is really a pearl. ‘So civilised. So unlike Manchester!’



‘A lot has been ruined,’ I said. ‘Even in my time. And we have a problem of homelessness here too – and drugs – and vandals.’



Desecration is in the air. Only this week vandals stole a thousand plaques from a cemetery. A thousand plaques. A thousand names effaced.


‘But you still have such a caring community,’ she pleaded. ‘I can feel it.’



‘Well – we’ve had education axed, a hundred-odd teachers sacked – and homes for the elderly closed; eight more to be privatised next year – and twelve million cut from next year’s budget …’



‘But I’ve never seen so many charity shops in my whole life! Every other shop’s a charity shop …’ Crestfallen, she was evidently hanging on to the determination that we should be nothing like Manchester. She gestured over to the black-and-white Tudor house erected by Richard Owen, Gent., several hundred years ago. ‘And such beautiful architecture,’ she insisted. ‘And you have Park-and-Ride schemes, I’ve seen the coaches.’



‘Yes, yes, we do,’ I conceded. I did not add that the whole town is under threat from traffic pollution; asthma is soaring. I bit back the sharp retort that would bereave a wistful nomad of her dream. ‘There is still a community spirit here, and so many good people. And look at the plus side, we’ve got the tallest town crier in the world, he’s seven foot two.’



‘Ah, but what’s his voice like?’



‘Loud.’



She giggled.


‘And how about you – I gather you come from Manchester?’



And, yes, she was Mancunian, and free, as I’d thought, with all the ambivalence of freedom; just divorced, apparently, and on her own; drifting for a while, quit of obligation, looking on. We chatted and I warmed to her, wishing her Godspeed.


When I turned back to Jacob, he was gone.


And this is why I am remembering that perfectly ordinary Sunday afternoon. When I turned round, he was gone. A cloud over the sun cast us all in shadow; and the spasms of traffic noise paused. I looked round and he wasn’t there. Oh, but there he was, near the door of Waterstone’s, the windows full of Ellis Peters books; talking to some woman I divined only as a flash of ash-blonde hair. She vanished into Waterstones.


‘Who was that?’ I asked.


‘Oh – no one in particular, Jessie love. She thought she knew me.’



Affectionate then, he kissed me full on the lips; and I was blissfully proud of my tall, distinguished husband as we sauntered down Mardol Head into the sun; passed our Baptist chapel and entered the narrow shut of Claremont Hill on our way to the Quarry.


‘Well, at least the council hasn’t managed to spoil this,’ Jacob said, as we relished the russet elegance of the Georgian terrace. ‘With their crack-brained schemes.’



‘They’re trying,’ I said. ‘You can’t expect them to get round to it all at once. That woman …’



‘Which woman?’ he blurted.


‘The woman I was talking to just now.’



‘Oh, that woman.’



‘She was saying how unspoiled it is here.’



‘Ah.’



‘We must come out more often, Jacob,’ I said, as we ambled down to the Dingle in rushing wind and sunlight, the Quarry avenues of limes tender-green with the season’s new leaves.


He returned no answer. He looked thoughtful. ‘Don’t you think, love?’ I pursued.


‘Surely.’ Jacob’s attention seemed to have drifted away again.


‘It’s not that I begrudge the Oldies our time: not in any way: please don’t think that. I love them dearly.’



‘Of course you do.’



Of course I do.


‘Oh,’ said May. ‘Look what the wind’s blown in. My oh my. Fancy you two deigning to come home. We might have died and you wouldn’t have known.’



‘But you had Hannah with you, darling,’ I said. ‘You were quite safe. And we were only out for three hours.’



Hannah said they’d had a lovely time watching the golf and sewing squares of knitting together for an Oxfam blanket. Well, she had done the sewing and May and Brenda had advised. Brenda had talked her into joining the Woodland Trust: together they would sponsor a copse and save the … she couldn’t remember … ‘What are we saving again, Brenda?’



Brenda, May’s sister, an ex-geography teacher who belongs to a number of societies and guilds, promptly reminded her, ‘Oak, beech and ancient hornbeam – habitat for the dormouse, the nightingale and various butterflies including the silver-washed fritillary.’



‘That’s right,’ said easy-going Hannah. ‘That’s what we’re going to save.’



‘In the last fifty years half of Britain’s ancient forest has been destroyed,’ stated Brenda, reaffirming a point she had made at length over breakfast. ‘It’s wickedness.’



This statement put May in a worse pet, for she considers herself to have a monopoly of Green causes, and resents what she regards as attempted take-overs. ‘Frigging fritillaries,’ she growsed; and we ignored her language.


‘Yes,’ went on Brenda, ‘you can be a Woodland Planter, a Woodland Guardian or a Woodland Benefactor.’



‘Which one did I say I’d be?’ asked Hannah.


‘A Benefactor. You will have five trees planted for you every year. Your trees, your very own. And when you die, they’ll still be there.’



‘When I die, sling my ashes off the Stiperstones,’ said May. ‘By the Devil’s Chair. And it can’t be soon enough,’ she added, mentioning the coming Friday as a possible date.


‘Now now,’ said Hannah, ‘we’ll have you with us for years yet, May, keeping us in order;’ and she began to collect together her things, in her usual sweetly scatty way. Nathan, she thought, had been engaged in private Bible study in his room. May snorted atheistically. Hannah departed, mildly pointing out to anyone who was listening that she was so glad that Jacob and I had enjoyed a lovely afternoon together; we needed an occasional break.


This was not what Jacob’s mother wanted to hear.


‘Oh,’ she flounced, a storm gathering, ‘she thinks she’s so wonderful, does that Dee Dee …’



I still wonder why she called me Dee Dee: it’s nothing like my name. My friend Catherine, who has done a social anthropology course at Shrewsbury College, says that some tribes rename members if they seem threatening, to assert power over them. ‘It must be that poor May feels so helpless,’ said Catherine. ‘And you’re her lifeline.’



Catherine is wise and so gentle: if only we could be more together, but I have the Oldies and she is pretty well tied with a family of youngsters. Still, there is always the phone.


May was fuming on.



‘But let me tell you, young woman, that there’s a lady in Meole Brace who has been looking after six priests for forty-five years who’s been given a medal by the Pope. Yes, it’s true, it’s in the Star. Oh, you don’t believe me, I see, Dee Dee. Brenda, pass The Shropshire Star so I can show her. See? Six priests. Six is a hell of a lot of priests, and all probably fussy eaters.’




Sure enough, a presbytery housekeeper in Meole Brace had been thus honoured by the Holy See.


‘I’ll toddle,’ said Jacob, who’d been hovering in the background: off for a slow pint at his local, The Crown, where he sits in his quiet, calm way on the Riverside Terrace, making it last and watching the river flow by.


‘Right, love. See you soon.’



The front door clicked behind him. He was gone.


‘See!’ shrieked May. ‘See! He’s hardly in the door than he wants out again. And you think you’re the bees’ knees and paramount! You don’t even stay in and look after us properly. You’ll get no medals from me, I’m telling you.’



‘But sweetheart,’ I said, crouching down beside her, kissing her soft cheek. ‘I don’t think it’s in the least bit virtuous to look after you – I like sharing your lives – it’s what I want to do.’



‘So what do you keep going out for, if you like it so much?’



I am their wall; their rock.


Jacob is my wall; my rock. I have not encountered the solidity of this truth until now. Jacob was there, a quality of my being; a rootedness, a quiet.


We have taken in his relatives one by one as they became helpless and dependent. It seemed the natural thing to do, since we had the necessary space and with my parents dead and Nella gone. When May joined us, I relinquished my job at the Castle Gates Library. For though Aunt Brenda was frail and nervous, she could safely be left during the day provided someone popped in at lunchtime; but May, never the easiest of women, has become turbulent, and needs constant watching and careful handling. She punched the health visitor full on the jaw because she disliked her face and officious manners.


‘Well, I didn’t like her face either, May, but I did not view that as a reason for punching her,’ Brenda lucidly objected.


‘Barging in like that. What did she expect?’



Somewhat after that, Jacob’s elderly cousin Nathan also joined us. Nathan, who is of a holy disposition, was shocked by May’s retributive violence. He quoted Scripture at her and, when she stormed at him, retired to his room promising to pray for her. Nathan is no obvious trouble at all, keeping mainly to his room, where I serve his meals on a tray. Nathan is almost too grateful for the little things I do for him.


But his piety inflames May. When he withdrew to pray for her, she fumed against the Holy Ghost and flailed her stick. Eighteen months ago the taking-in of Nathan seemed the right course of action but no longer the natural one. I sucked in my breath, conscious of a strain, an inner reluctance which must be overcome. I turned my face fractionally away from my husband’s as I assented.


‘I’m not sure this is a very good idea. Can you honestly manage, Jess?’ Jacob asked concernedly.


‘Of course I can. Yes … of course.’



‘I think it’s too much for you, love. I do, really.’



He took my shoulders between those large, kind hands; looked down with apology in his pale eyes. Then as at the beginning there was nothing, nothing, I would not do for Jacob. He too appeared worn, as if the life were being slowly ground out of him.


‘But what about you, love? You get no home life to speak of.’



No sooner was Jacob seated in the evening than his mother besieged him, her voice swooping and stabbing in a state of frenetic arousal. He had become quiet and withdrawn. But it was not in his nature to complain. He stayed out longer and longer on the job, often not coming home until long after the Oldies were in bed.


‘Well but I get respite during the day, don’t I? You have all the graft. And I feel guilty really because they’re my relatives.’




‘Our relatives, Jacob. Ours. I can manage fine. And Nathan will not be a burden in the same way as … I mean, he’s a nice, inoffensive man. I’d rather not see him go to a home.’




‘If you’re sure …’



‘I think it’s maybe our duty. Since we have the room to spare – and I’m at home anyway.’



If I hadn’t predicted the stimulus Nathan’s godliness would be to May, that was because he made sure never to parade it. Like Christ he was humble and tolerant; but like Christ’s his gentle conviction generated its own eloquence and its own conspicuousness.


‘There’s a nasty smell in here,’ stated May on Nathan’s first day with us. Having unpacked his suitcase and stowed away his austere possessions, I helped Nathan to an armchair drawn up in the circle before the gas fire and denominated his.


‘I can’t smell one,’ said Brenda.


‘There’s no bad smell, Mother, truly,’ I insisted.


‘Yes there is. Can’t you smell it, Brenda? Can’t you really? Ugh. Pass me a peg, Jess, I want to peg my nose.’



Gently I chafed her hand, understanding her disquiet at the kerfuffle attendant on the arrival of a new resident. ‘All is well, Mother,’ I reassured her. ‘Be calm now, dear, do. All’s well, I promise you.’



‘But the stink!’ she burst out. ‘The frightful pong! You know what it is, don’t you?’ She beckoned down my face, whispering conspiratorially but quite audibly, ‘It wasn’t here before he came and it won’t be here after he’s gone.’



Nathan rearranged his narrow, nervous limbs in his chair. The move had fatigued him, together with the trauma of leaving the little house in Frankwell where he had lived with his beloved Bethan until her death last year. Nathan had much grieving yet to do. Closing his eyes, he murmured to himself, no doubt in prayer.


‘May – don’t.’ I pulled away, scolding. ‘That’s hurtful – and so untrue.’ I pointed out that Nathan was a tidy, wholesome and well-washed person.


‘Oh,’ said May, ‘I didn’t mean Body Odour, Jess. What do you think I am – nesh? When you’ve been brought up on a farm amongst all the manure you don’t worry about earthly stink. Agriculture is in my veins. I’m talking about the odour of Righteousness. Horrible.’ She screwed her features into a grimace.


‘Don’t worry, Jess,’ said Nathan. ‘I’m not upset.’



‘He’s not upset,’ echoed Brenda in relief.


‘Damned smelly hypocrite,’ muttered May. ‘Thank Christ all the churches are being given over to the Redundant Churches Fund or turned into Building Societies. Soon there won’t be one open at all in Shrewsbury, Nathaniel Banana, and then where will you be?’



‘If you mean St Mary’s, May dear,’ said Nathan with gentle restraint, ‘I’m not C of E, so it doesn’t affect me. And, you know, any place where two or three are gathered together in Jesu’s name can count as a sacred place – even a private house.’



‘Oh yes, even a lavatory, I suppose,’ jeered May, inflamed and itching to inflame others.


‘In the last resort …’ he paused, appearing to wrestle for an answer at once accurate and pacifying, ‘ … that may be. But how lovely the mimosa is in your garden,’ said Nathan. ‘I’ve been admiring it.’



‘Jessie is a wonderful gardener. She has green fingers,’ said Brenda proudly.


‘Jess, from what I can see, is a wonderful everything.’



‘Filthy stinker, thinks he’s a damned saint,’ said May, but quietly, as an internal memorandum. I hoped she was subsiding and that Nathan, with a normal ration of septuagenarian deafness, had not heard.


I handed the three their tea, which was eagerly consumed. Brenda dunked her biscuits and sucked at them pleasurably, speaking of the Lace Fair at Harlescott, which she hoped to attend with Peter Fox, our dear friend from church and the only male member of the local Guild of Lacemakers. When May nodded off shortly after the beginning of this discourse, I hoped that when she awoke she’d have forgotten the suspicious smell. But no. It was worse than ever.


For some time, Nathan took his cue from me and ignored her insults. But presently (and I could hardly blame him) he began to retaliate by forgiving her; blatantly turning the other cheek and conferring unwelcome blessings. The more she cursed, the more he blessed, his Christian spirit galling May to the point where she could contemplate little but her wrongs. May flung things at his wall and shouted at it in his stead. Her parents had been strict Baptists from whose codes senility had released her to riot and mayhem. Perhaps, Jacob and I speculated, she imagined the repressive parents behind that wall: Nathan had a speaking facial resemblance to her father. Certainly after Nathan’s coming she became not only uncontrollable but a malign spirit dedicated to the destruction of all household peace.


‘I could always go into a home,’ Nathan offered.


‘This is your home, Nathan,’ I replied promptly. ‘May will just have to get used to that.’



‘I do pray for her.’



‘Of course you do.’



‘And please let me help with tasks such as the dusting. It will be slow but I am quite capable of it.’



Why Nathan’s dusting activities should have exacerbated my temper more than all May’s tantrums put together has never been fully clear to me. It was so carefully done. Grasping the edge of the sideboard with one brittle hand, he would tremblingly wipe with the other. He made scarcely any fuss; consciously solicited no attention.


But the dusting has always been my favourite work. I do it methodically, raising in sequence each ornament or picture, recognising it as mine – ours – replacing it in the exactly right spot. Order brings reassurance. As I move steadily round each room, retracing my steps of yesterday, my inner space is composed until a random scatter achieves a geometry at once complex and humanly warm.


Nathan’s helpfulness, which I cannot bring myself to reject, generates an unease I can neither rectify nor justify.


‘Don’t trouble yourself. Please.’



‘It’s no trouble, my dear. I like to help.’



My ‘please’ had come out as a faltering supplication, which he omitted to register.


‘Nathan, it’s unnecessary, you know, I – ’



‘There’s little I can do for you, Jess, to show how much I appreciate … but let me just do that. Unless of course,’ he added, ‘I’m getting in your way?’



‘No, of course not.’ I should have explained then, but typically could not bring myself to do so.


‘Jesus wept!’ shrieked May. ‘It’s the Angel of the Lord with his golden duster. Go and play your harp, holy Joe. You’re just a bally nuisance. Nought but a nuisance. Isn’t he, Jess?’



‘No, of course not, May, he’s a …’ I drew in a deep breath, ‘great help.’




‘Oh, you’re always on his side,’ she sulked. ‘I can’t say a word right. It’s always him that’s your darling.’ She scratched at the peeling skin of her wrists, where the dermatitis is so red-raw it seems to turn her inside out. Though she suffers a good deal of pain, she rarely complains directly. Her old mottled face began to crumple like a child’s.



‘You’re my darling too,’ I soothed, going to her, fondling her hand. ‘In a special way.’



‘Am I?’ Her eyes peeped sidelong.


‘Of course you are, of course. You know that.’




‘If you say so,’ she acquiesced, but then her shoulders drooped. ‘We were happy till he came, and why you didn’t put him in a home, Jessica, I shall never know – he could have been more persecuted there, and reviled and stoned like St What’s-is-name in the desert. He likes that, the stinking little martyr.’




‘St Stephen?’ suggested Nathan. ‘But I don’t set up for a saint, May. I’m a common sinner the Lord has touched with his saving breath.’ He dusted the lamp stand conscientiously.


‘Hallelujah.’



‘Can’t you just … accept him, darling?’ I asked May.


‘You don’t care about me no more now you’ve got him.’ Her head sank to her collar.


‘Well, you’re still my darling whatever you say,’ I chirruped, brightly, crisply. When I rose to my feet, my back caught and my eyes locked in to the eyes in the mirror. A blank dread was in that brown stare. A door seemed to swing open on noiseless hinges; to swing open and not to close, but to revolve forever round a pointless point – a door you could never go through.


What was it for then, the door, if you could never go through it?


Occasionally this happens when I am fatigued, this uncanny sense of dreaming awake. Something is wrong. But what? I quiver from head to foot, unnerved.


Brenda spasmed with fright. She watched me intently for signs of crumbling.


‘What’s the matter, what’s the matter?’



‘Oh – nothing, love. Bit of backache, that’s all.’



‘Sit down now, do sit down,’ she fussed. ‘You overdo it. Leave her be, May, don’t be so selfish. What would you do if she collapsed?’



‘Die,’ said May categorically. ‘Die and rot and be eaten by maggots.’ She pronounced this doom with a certain ghastly relish.


I sat at the morning-room table and shook, staring out at the olive-green river. The Severn flows past the end of our lush and sloping garden, so that we inhabit a little Shropshire Venice but fresher and more rural. Steepening terraces shelve to the river bank, and a little jetty where Jacob’s rowing boat is moored. Before my parents died and his relatives came, in that golden interlude with Nella, we’d bask the summer long in a hedged recess of the lawn with pots of tea, while crews from Shrewsbury School skulled downriver and upriver, the masters pedalling along the towpath, bawling orders through loudhailers. Along the opposite shore strides a line of aslant limes, beneath which stroll mothers with pushchairs, pensioners, joggers. It seems perpetual sabbath over there. Indeed, the sabbath has retired to the far bank.














Chapter 2


‘What did he say when he left?’ asks Catherine. She has her youngest child with her, a dead weight of rosy boyhood asleep against her shoulder. Every so often she lugs him up from where he sags.



‘He just said I’ll toddle.’




‘Well, that doesn’t sound very dramatic.’



‘No – no, it doesn’t. It’s what he always says when he goes to the pub.’




Catherine and I sit baffled in the bay window, staring at one another, unable to imagine a man leaving wife, mother, aunt and cousin with the banal words I’ll toddle, and heading his van to Calais or off a cliff.



‘He must have had an … accident.’



‘But if he had, the police would have been in touch – surely? I shouldn’t worry,’ says Catherine uneasily.


That evening had become progressively less harassing as it unfolded. Once May had got over the affront of Jacob’s and my joint three-hour defection, her spirits rose, as a result of Nathan’s departure for evening service with a group of Methodist friends in their minibus.


Having compared the odour of his holiness with the notorious smell at Snailbeach lead mines, made from dried sewage sludge and marketed by Wessex Water in the name of purification, she abseiled from Nathan to Snailbeach, from Snailbeach to snails and beaches, from beaches to beeches, and thence descended into contemplative quiet over her six o’clock cup of tea.


She welcomed Peter Fox and Brenda’s friend Tisha when they arrived, like the most genial old lady on the face of the earth.


I left them to it and spent half an hour in the garden drifting about in the scent of broom and hawthorn, watching the pewter river tarnish as the sun dropped behind the blackness of the yew hedge. I noted the tokens of spring and thought back over the lazy blessings of the day.



We must enjoy many more such days, I thought. For one thing, I owe it to Jacob – and, for another, martyrdom is not a virtue.




‘Aren’t you chilly out here?’ asked Peter. Such a nice man; never married but always so fond of me, I’ve often had to repress irritation as he pads after me from room to room. Not very liberal: looks grave when told that Jacob is in the pub. He doesn’t say aloud, but one can’t fail to hear it, On a Sunday?



‘Not a bit.’



I’d been snared: I sighed and followed him indoors, where Tisha was expounding to Brenda the latest on the mammoth bones found in Condover Quarry. Brenda was in a fit of palaeontological excitement which made her for the duration entirely oblivious to the pain from her osteoporosis, which tends to peak in the evenings and generally sends her to bed by eight. I wince for the anguish she so stoically bears, and blessed the woolly mammoths for overriding it that evening.


I perched on the arm of her chair, my arm over the back.


Brenda was all for the idea of setting up a special museum of the Ice Age.


‘We should be proud of our mammoths,’ she insisted.‘Our mammoths are worth a home of their own. It would be an educational asset too, because, don’t forget, children love dinosaurs and big beasties of all kinds.’



Tisha thought we ought to have them in the Music Hall. The Music Hall was central. We could all view the mammoths there, on our way to the shops.



‘Councillor Chambers thinks they ought to be at Frankwell,’ she said disgustedly. ‘The others are hedging. In Shrewsbury somewhere, says Councillor Marmion. I ask you. In Shrewsbury somewhere. Typical. There we are with the best set of mammoths in the country – perhaps in the world – and nowhere to put them.’





‘Well, you see, dear,’ said Brenda, ‘if you open a Museum of the Ice Age, you can gather in relics from all over the Marches. Such as those ancient mouse-like droppings they found near Ludlow. Now, those droppings are of immense scientific interest, but of course, being such lowly objects and so small, they do not attract the same interest as mammoth bones. But put them near the mammoths and people will automatically be drawn to them.’




As she unfolded this cunning plan, Brenda’s excitement grew. She beguiled herself with the vision of a world in touch with its venerable roots; a population civilised by geology. I stroked her shoulder gently with my fingertips. It is always so touching to see her come alight; the mind glowing in the ruin of her body.


‘Well, I take your point,’ said Tisha scrupulously but dubiously. ‘But I still think there’s a lot to be said for the Music Hall. Anyhow, we’ll both probably be dead and buried by the time they decide.’



They could agree about that.


‘You two Charlies can be on show with the mammoths,’ observed May, in a pleasant tone. ‘Stuffed.’



Up the stairs they sailed in the chair-lift, one by one; May giggling as she invariably does when she’s in a good mood at bedtime, saying it’s better than the helter-skelter; and vowing that she will go to the fair when it next comes: it’s never too late, Dee Dee, to start enjoying yourself after you’ve wasted seventy years eroding your knee-caps in fruitless prayer.


‘Have a go yourself, Dee Dee, and don’t be such a sourpuss.’



She insisted I strap myself in, and up I came in our homely funicular.


‘Now, wasn’t that fun?’ she hectored.


‘It was. It was great fun, Mum.’




‘You see, you can have fun at home: you don’t need to keep gadding and gallivanting off. Go on, have another go. Treat yourself.’




‘Well, I won’t if you don’t mind: Brennie’s to come up yet.’



‘Spoilsport.’ She pouted throughout her wash, refusing to co-operate as I manoeuvred her into bed. It’s difficult to know how incapacitated May really is, or needs to be. The physio maintained that she could do a lot more than she does (but she sent him packing); and Nathan has seen her marching around when she thought herself unobserved. I take the view that her helplessness, even if only psychological, is real and must be attended to.


‘There you are, my darling,’ I said, tucking her in.


Up sailed Brennie, in evident excruciating pain, with absolutely no fuss. I helped her into bed, counting out her pills; tucked her in.


I went down for Nathan, who can manage for himself, and likes to be independent. That too must be respected. He ascended the stairs at his usual careful pace and I hovered listening at the bottom, until I was certain that he was safely in bed.


Peter Fox was still there. But Jacob of course had not returned.


‘Jacob not back yet?’ he insisted on remarking.


‘Not yet. But that’s fine. I’m pleased for him to get some relaxation.’



‘Oh Jessie, you’re such a selfless, coping person. You put us all to shame,’ he said.


‘No – I’m just cheap and ordinary clay.’



And in the furnace I would crack. I have never seen this before. Our elderly parents seemed and were as proud of my practical dedication to caring for others as of my sister Ellen’s career. She became not the physicist of her ambitions but a research pharmacist in Birmingham.


‘I make the suppositories, you apply them,’ she said. ‘There’s a logic to it. But how you can endure your life beats me. I honestly couldn’t do it. Mary and Martha our mum called us. As I recall, Martha got a lousy deal in the Bible story. Well, I suppose someone has to be Martha.’



Impossible to tell her that I liked my life; loved Jacob; didn’t feel I was a Martha, ill-thanked and unregarded.


I concealed my pity for her unballasted life, ditching a husband when he bored her; leaving my nephews with a succession of nannies; living for her work. Pitying, I have also blamed. But this is wrong and I blame myself for blaming.


After my baptism by total immersion, I wanted a life in which I could succour people. I had a pair of hands and people needed hands. There is a ministry, I felt, nearer home than Sri Lanka. Feed my sheep, Jesus said. I baked cakes, pastries, cooked soups and stews; heard people call me wonderful. I confess it has been glorious to be called wonderful.


Yet there is also unease, not only at my sinful pride in my own paltry works but also because when, after my parents’ deaths and Nella’s passing, I took in Brenda and May, I did it in good part for myself. And for Jacob; for love of Jacob, binding and bonding me to him, him to me, by rooting ourselves securely in the older generation, since I could not bear his child. I missed the library, the companionship and intellectual stimulation, but I was fulfilling both a primary urge and a deeper vocation.


It was a troubling compound of sacrifice and selfishness. Nathan was a duty. I felt in a complicated way better for feeling worse. Nathan gets in my light. His tender spirit overshadows mine. The extra work of tact and management caused by his presence saps my vital energy; I have felt for the first time tested and troubled since he came, thus easing the burden of complacency.


‘No, Peter,’ I assured him, with entire candour. ‘I’m not at all what you imagine. I’m of the earth, earthy.’



And we both laughed. He’d often said I was his idea of an earth-mother. But sometimes, when sharp retorts rise in my throat, as lately they have, I have the uneasy sense of being a blade, sheathed.


‘When did you realise he’d not come home?’ asks Catherine. ‘Oh, do stop squirming, Joe, do.’



It’s the mid-morning of a day that already seems to stretch behind us to infinity. Joe is performing twisting and diving actions from Catherine’s arms, whose muscles must be burning with the effort to restrain him. Her gentle face shows the stress of attempting to concentrate both on his legitimate craving for action and my need for support. He squirms importantly, his raised eyebrows furrowing his forehead, as if urgent business is calling. Any minute now he will start to bellow.



‘At around dawn, I suppose,’ I say. ‘I half-woke and reached out to the ruck of his half of the quilt, and realised there was no one there. But don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll come in any minute. It’s probably just … something that cropped up, and he couldn’t get through on the phone.’




Joe is purple in the face. Any minute now he will explode. Catherine jounces him, rather desperately.


‘I’m sure you’re right, Jessie love, I do hope so. Have we phoned absolutely everyone?’



Joe explodes.


‘Shushy shushy,’ pleads Catherine. ‘Shushy shushy for Mummy and Auntie Jessie. Be an angel.’



She and I have a friendship at least three decades old; tender and steady, if thinner and less accessible in late years – and I was there to see Davie born, when her husband Alan couldn’t make it home from Brussels in time. And there was that strange and never-repeated time when, years ago, we seemed to come so close, before she had the babies and I had the Oldies … up there on the hillside, in that autumn sunlight that seemed to gild both of us but was already, in the moment of that kiss, valedictory, retrospective.


‘Shushy shushy,’ she begs her tiny delinquent, arching his back and hurling himself into space.


‘Oh Cathy, thanks for coming. You’d better get back to them now.’



‘I better had. Mrs Roberts can only stay an hour. But for Heaven’s sake let me know as soon as anything happens.’



‘I will, don’t worry. Please.’



‘Where’s Jacob?’ asks our aunt as Catherine and Joe depart.


‘I honestly don’t know,’ I murmur, so that May won’t hear. ‘We’re a little bit concerned because he didn’t come home last night. But don’t worry, dear, I’m sure he’s okay.’



Her hands fly up in the air and her thin body flinches. She advises me to look carefully for him, as if a person could go missing in a household like a car key or a wedding ring.


‘He really isn’t here, Brennie.’



‘Are his clothes still here?’



‘Well, yes, as far as I can tell. Perhaps I’d better have another look.’



Elbowed corduroy jackets, shirts and sweaters swing on their hangers like Oxfam relics of lives vacated: which is where all our clothes originated. We are proud that almost nothing of what we wear is first-hand. Maybe one or two pairs of trousers are missing … and the old tweed jacket – or did he throw that away? I pause with my face against the coolness of his shirt and breathe in the absence of his warm body. The Victorian mahogany wardrobe, in which not only my parents’ but my grandparents’ clothes once hung, smells mothbally, smells of heavy and burdensome pastness.


‘He’s probably been murdered,’ declares May, in dolorous triumph. ‘By that mugging gang from the Wrekin.’




‘May, for goodness’ sake,’ argues Brenda.



‘Of course they’re not from the Wrekin originally. They’ve swept down from Liverpool, marauding as they go. Either that or he’s got a floosie. Everyone has floosies nowadays, even parsons have floosies, even Monsignors have their leg over.’




‘Shush, May, now stop it. You’re upsetting our Jess. Don’t you listen to her, Jessie. Not quite right: you know.’




‘Either that or he’s fallen in the river and been drowned like those silly buggers fishing at Quatford.’




Brenda bends forward to pat my hand reassuringly. The index finger of her other hand describes a corkscrew motion at her temples to remind me of how things stand in the head department. ‘I think you might perhaps ring the police.’ She whispers the word police.



But May has excellent hearing for her age. ‘See, I told you. He’s in prison. What did I tell you?’



‘I’ve called them. They’re coming round.’



I find that I am unconsciously hugging, rocking myself in my own arms. Brenda looks scared, her narrow shoulders quivering with distress. If Jess fails to hold up their world, what will become of them? The ceiling will founder on their fragile bones, the floor slide away and the cellar be revealed. ‘It’s really okay, Brennie darling,’ I reassure Jacob’s aunt.


‘We shouldn’t worry.’




How many times have I said that this morning: don’t worry? It’s my profession, of course, to say these words; to take upon myself the care that gnaws these souls made frail by age and illness. As the snake-bite healer sucks out the poison, does he ever wonder how long he can continue to function?



‘Arrange the funeral,’ orders May. ‘Ring up Painter’s now, Dee Dee. Go on.’



I manage to smile. ‘I think it’s a bit premature, Mum, to call in the funeral directors when no one’s died – don’t you?’



She shakes her head; but cannot conceal her relief.


I busy myself with chores, emptying the washing machine, ironing: exuding normality. But as I hum in a breezy way it occurs to me that occasionally he has been really late recently, though he’s generally so reliable. Maybe he hasn’t cuddled me as much.


I exhort myself not to panic for it is unendurable to think of that darling body, life of my life, washed downstream or clubbed into sudden silence by a hit-and-run driver. I have not comprehended how entirely I depend on Jacob: he was simply there for me, the medium in which I’ve lived, like light, air, water, bread.


‘No! No! Don’t ask me! I won’t do it!’ my mother-in-law squawks when the young policeman is admitted.


‘I beg your pardon, madam?’



‘I won’t come. Someone else will have to go.’



‘She thinks you’ve come to take her to prison,’ Brenda explains.



‘Of course I don’t. What do you take me for? A fool?’




‘Don’t you worry, madam. Nobody’s going to take you anywhere.’




‘Ah, you say that now,’ says May with a cunning look. She jabs a rheumatic finger at him. ‘But I know you coppers. What’s a nice lad like you doing joining the police for anyway? Bursting into the houses of upright citizens. Torturing miners. Beating up those nice vegetarians at Shoreham, I’ve seen you. You’ve been spotted, young man. You’ve been outed.’ She shakes her head and her jowls wobble with the force of her fiercely radical outspokenness.



‘May,’ I cajole. ‘Shush. The policeman’s trying to find Jacob. He wants to take down some … particulars.’




‘Well don’t ask me to come down to your precious morgue to identify my son’s corpse, that’s all.’




‘There’s no body, madam. I’m sure you have no cause for concern.’



I lead the constable through to the morning room where, settling into my father’s leather armchair, he assumes a reassuring expression; taps his pencil-end on his notebook. Voices worm through the walkie-talkie in his breast pocket.


‘How old is your husband, Mrs Copplestone?’



‘Forty-two – just.’



‘When did you last see him? … did he seem in any way anxious or agitated? … money-problems? … had a disagreement? … anyone with a grudge? … take anything with him?’
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