
   [image: Cover: The Mellow Madam and Other Stories by Michael Arditti]


   
      
         iii

         
            MICHAEL ARDITTI

            THE

MELLOW

MADAM

            AND OTHER STORIES

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         
            
               
[image: ]iv
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         v

         
            For Miranda Seymour and Sian Phillips

         

         vi

      

   


   
      
         
vii
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	As Seen on TV  

                  	Post-Mortem  

                  	Break a Leg!  

                  	The White Lie  

                  	The Mellow Madam  

                  	The Web of Deceit  

                  	The Cut  

                  	Sands of the Sahara  

                  	Cabin Fever  

                  	In the Event of  

                  	About the Author 

                  	About this Book 

                  	Also by Michael Arditti 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

         viii

      

   


   
      1
         
            As Seen on TV

         

         2

      

   


   
      
         3

         
             

         

         Jean led the repairman to the door. She dreaded his visits even more than those of the district nurse and Social Services. He always told her the same thing: the set was fifteen years old, and a new one would save her money in the long run as well as providing her with a better picture. Last time, he’d left a leaflet on the settee about ‘the next generation of televisions’: LEDs, LCDs and plasma screens, but she made it a rule never to buy anything with initials, while plasma put her in mind of hospitals. He called them smart sets, which made her laugh since hers was a smarter set than he would ever know. It was a super-smart set; she thought of it as the Mavis Trimble of televisions, Mavis having been the first girl from her school to go to university. It was a set in which the people on screen didn’t just talk to one another, they talked to her.

         The repairman wasn’t the only person to leave leaflets. Taisha, her case manager, had brought several about the activities the council ran for super adults: super, to Jean’s surprise, meant old. Taisha made pronouncements like ‘No one should be lonely in Lewisham’ and ‘Seventy is the new fifty’, which was all well and good, but Jean was eighty-nine and, however Taisha might twist the figures, she couldn’t imagine taking part in Boogie Nights, Drag Bingo or Low Impact Aerobics. Besides, keeping to herself didn’t mean that she was on her own. Over the years, she 4had befriended the casts of many TV serials. She’d shared their births and bereavements, loves and adulteries, windfalls and bankruptcies, promotions, redundancies, illnesses and prison sentences and, latterly, even their abortions and same-sex affairs, of which she didn’t approve. But like Marcia, the matriarch of Waverley Square, who’d weathered storms ranging from her husband’s conviction for fraud to her daughter’s heroin addiction, while never succumbing to self-pity or wearing the same dress twice, she was of the opinion that ‘It takes all sorts to make a world.’

         Jean had known tragedy, albeit not on the scale of Marcia’s. Her father had been killed in the Blitz, along with her Aunty Rose, when a bomb hit the house in Spicer Street. Her mother claimed that he’d gone there to do some odd jobs while Uncle Bill was in the desert fighting Rommel, but Olive, Jean’s older sister, told her that the fire-watchers found them in each other’s arms, neither of them wearing a stitch. Desolate, her mother took to her bed, where she remained for the next twenty years. Olive and Jean, who was nine at the time, had run the house between them, until Olive moved away to train as a nurse (‘After all, I’ve had enough bleeding practice!’), leaving Jean to take care of Mother.

         On quitting school, Jean worked at the Robertson’s jam factory until it closed in 1970, when she started charring. Olive married and had two sons: grown men now, most likely married with children and even grandchildren of their own, but Jean had never met them. Olive, Bernie and the boys had emigrated to Australia. Over time, communication had dwindled to an annual Christmas card. Then Olive died of throat cancer (Mother blamed the climate) 5and the cards stopped. After more than sixty years, Jean had to look at a photograph to picture her face. The last time she’d seen her was when she waved her off at Tilbury in 1958. She remembered because it was the year that they rented their first television.

         It sat on the chest of drawers in Mother’s room. Uncle Mark and Cousin Geoff hauled an armchair up the stairs, so that Jean could watch in comfort. She worried aloud that moving it would make it harder to invite the family round on a Sunday afternoon, at which Mother looked at her blankly, before they both burst out laughing. They took to eating their teas on trays in front of the early evening programmes. Even Saturday night’s Six-Five Special was better than sitting in silence since, with Mother confined to the house all day and Jean busy on the shop floor bottling Golden Shred, conversation was limited.

         There’d been nothing smart about that set and Jean rarely chatted to it, knowing that Mother disapproved. ‘You’re as daft as a brush and not half as useful,’ she would say, when she was watching The Grove Family or Emergency Ward 10. ‘Carry on like that and men in white coats will come and take you away.’

         Mother died in 1963, the winter of the big freeze. Having scarcely left her bedroom in months, she’d taken herself downstairs and built a snowman in the yard. The mystery of it consumed Jean more than the grief. The funeral was delayed for five weeks because the gravediggers were unable to break up the ground. It was a small affair, with only Uncle Mark and his family, Uncle Bill and his new wife, Mrs Thurston who’d worked with Mother at the dairy during the War, and Mrs Bridgewater from Number 23, who went 6to every local funeral, counting the mourners as eagerly as a programme controller monitoring the ratings.

         It made sense for Jean to move into Mother’s room, rather than risk carrying the set into her own or, more perilously, down the stairs. At the suggestion of the man from Radio Rentals, who called her his favourite customer, she upgraded to colour in time for the Queen’s Silver Jubilee. Then when Mrs Henshaw, for whom she’d cleaned for fourteen years, died in 1985 and left her £500, she bought a set of her own. The salesman pointed out its unique features, but it wasn’t until it was installed that she discovered quite how unique it was. In the past, no matter what she said to them, her on-screen friends acknowledged her only on special occasions, like when the Ogdens in Coronation Street won a second honeymoon at the Savoy Hotel and raised their champagne glasses to her as well as to each other (she’d grabbed her tooth mug to join in the toast). Now she found that she could talk to anyone she wished at the end of a programme and they would reply. So she was heartbroken when the set was damaged during her move to Marcus Garvey House. Miraculously, the replacement enabled her to conduct the private conversations as before. But there was no guarantee that a third set would do the same, which was why, whatever Taisha and the repairman might say, she was determined to stick with the one she had.

         Several of Jean’s neighbours had protested against the Council’s decision to redevelop Leveret Terrace. Miss Parkin, who’d never given any of them the time of day, posted flyers condemning the destruction of the community, and Jill Lewis, who was studying politics at night 7school, alleged that it was gerrymandering, which put Jean in mind of the Blitz. The upheaval apart, she hadn’t been overly exercised by the move. While most of the residents of Marcus Garvey House were not her sort (although she didn’t like to say so in case she sounded prejudiced), they were perfectly friendly. Her flat was airy and snug, and Taisha assured her that the black mould above the bath was harmless. Number 16 was on the third floor, and she was still steady enough on her pins to use the stairs when the lift was broken, but most weeks she only went out on pension day to do her shopping. Mr Jampa, who ran the Mandala Market, always had a few words for her, even when he had a queue of customers.

         Although the heavy work had become too much for her, she carried on charring until she was seventy-four. She gave up after a stay in hospital for what the surgeon, who wore a polka dot bow tie, called a ‘minor procedure to tidy up your bits and bobs.’ Mrs Wentworth (Monday and Thursday mornings) tried to arrange a retirement party with her other ladies, but it proved to be impossible to find a date to suit them all. Instead, they gave her some lovely presents: an electric foot massager, a bottle of scent, a quilted housecoat and a Wedgwood vase exactly like the one she’d broken.

         It was during her two-month recuperation that she started keeping the television on all day. She overheard complaints in the post office and the Mandela Market that there was ‘nothing to watch’, or else that there were too many quiz or property shows, but that was nonsense. The range of choice, even in the early afternoons, was one reason that she didn’t want any extra channels (the other was the 8fiddly remote control). The questions on quiz shows were an education in themselves, and property shows provided a glimpse into other people’s lives, not just their houses. She found something of interest in everything, apart from the wildlife programmes, which used Nature as an excuse for cruelty. But what she most enjoyed were the dramas: not the single plays or even the mini-series which ended before she’d had a chance to get to know the characters, but the long-running serials. She never called them soaps, which made them sound frothy, and they were far too important for that.

         The characters were her friends. Over time – she wouldn’t say how long, because people on television were touchy about their ages – they’d all shared their secrets with her. She took care not to pry and they, in turn, valued her discretion. Although her own life was even less eventful than that of Beryl Flanagan, the eighty-year-old lollipop lady in Wellington Towers, they never made her feel that it was trivial or dull. Indeed, as Lou Beale, a pillar of EastEnders, said to her shortly before she passed. ‘I envy you, Jean. You’ve got things sorted. Not like the rest of us, never knowing what’s going to hit us from one episode to the next.’

         Jean tried not to play favourites, but her resolve crumbled when it came to Boardroom. Set in Bridgetown on Teesside, a part of the country she’d never previously visited or even considered of interest, it featured the Fishburnes, a family with a property empire extending from a tower block (not unlike Marcus Garvey House) and a shopping centre to an amusement arcade and a country club. At its head was Sir Douglas, whose recent knighthood for services to charity was doubly unmerited, given that his 9crooked accountant, Brian Dixon, had ensured that not a penny came out of his own pocket. For the past eight years, almost as long as Boardroom had been on air, he’d topped the poll of Best TV Villains. To Jean’s dismay, he’d also twice been voted Sexiest Man on Television, his shock of silver hair and gap-toothed grin proving as seductive off-screen as on.

         As he confessed at intervals to his downtrodden wife Angela, he’d carved out a career in crime long before the serial began. As a boy, he blinded Nanny Walters in an ‘accident’ with baking soda and vinegar, after she ordered him upstairs to remake his bed. In his youth, he ruined his sister Mabel’s fiancé, Toby, freeing her to marry the wheelchair-bound landowner, Lord Matterdon. The loveless match had driven her to drink and a string of affairs with men young enough to be her sons, were her husband not impotent. Finally, and crucial to the storyline, he’d engineered the disappearance of his older brother, Ned, whose whereabouts remained unknown and whom Jean prayed would one day return to take revenge. Perhaps that would be the fateful confrontation that viewers were promised for the forthcoming 1,000th episode?

         Aided by Dixon, Sir Douglas bribed, blackmailed and back-stabbed his way to ever-greater wealth and power. The sole check to his ambitions was his nephew, Rory, who’d inherited Ned’s stake in the company. Having plotted against him for years, Sir Douglas had now determined to dispose of him once and for all. To that end, he’d invited Rory and his wife Deborah to a hunting lodge in the Dales to celebrate their tenth wedding anniversary, in the course of which he was to meet with a shooting 10accident. Meanwhile, ‘unable to help myself,’ as he put it to Dixon, he planned to ‘comfort’ the soon-to-be-grieving widow.

         Although some viewers, who, it had to be said, didn’t share her inside knowledge, accused Rory of being holier-than-thou, Jean thought him almost perfect. His one fault was that he was too trusting. No matter how many people, not least Jean herself, warned him of Sir Douglas’s intrigues, he refused to take heed. ‘It’s just Douglas’s manner,’ he remarked regularly to Deborah, along with ‘Family always comes first for the Fishburnes,’ which, in his uncle’s case, was patently untrue. Given that he’d studied in Oxford, the home of Brideshead Revisited and Inspector Morse, Rory could be surprisingly naïve.

         On the other hand, his open-heartedness was one of his most attractive qualities. He was warm and generous, a devoted husband to Deborah and a doting father to Fliss and Ginny. He was the voice of reason in the board meetings that gave the serial its name, and of decency when he spoke up for the tenants and shopkeepers, whose rents Sir Douglas wanted to raise. In an act that had endeared him to Jean forever, he personally broke up the concrete that his uncle’s henchmen had poured into the drain of an elderly widow they were trying to evict. The work was so gruelling that he’d had to remove his shirt.

         Jean had never bothered with bodies. The only one apart from her mother’s and her own) that she’d touched since leaving school, was Bert Steele’s in a moment of weakness after the factory’s summer outing – even then, he hadn’t removed his vest. But Rory’s was another matter: so firm and brown (but in an English way). Seeing him 11gave her the same guilty pleasure as eating a layer of Dairy Box in a single go.

         Rory had stayed to chat to her after the very first episode, when she was still struggling to memorise everyone’s name. Unlike the characters in other serials, he was the only one in Boardroom who did. ‘I’m greedy, Jean,’ he told her, in a voice that made her tingle, ‘I want you all to myself.’ When she questioned why such a handsome young man should be interested in her, he replied, with a dimpled smile, that ‘It’s what’s on the inside that counts.’ He never let her down. At first twice and now three times a week, except when he took Deborah and the girls on holiday, he lingered behind after the credits. They discussed the day’s events on Boardroom and, despite dismissing her concerns about Sir Douglas, he sought her advice on various matters, including his marriage. Although she’d remained single, Jean had observed enough on-screen couples to be considered something of an expert.

         In recent weeks, Rory had been preoccupied, preparing for the hour-long 1,000th episode but, although it had now been filmed, he was sworn to secrecy and forbidden so much as to hint at what it contained. With all the principal characters converging on the hunting lodge, the potential for conflict was huge. The anticipation kept Jean awake at night and, with only one episode left before all was revealed, she switched the television to BBC One at 7 p.m., a full hour before it was due to start. Even though The One Show and Road Rescue were among her least favourite programmes, she could not run the risk of her increasingly arthritic fingers fumbling with the remote, causing her to miss a single moment of Boardroom. 12

         Clutching her chicken cup-a-soup and a wedge of what her mother had called ‘mousetrap’ (a purpose it had indeed served in Leveret Terrace), she sat and waited for the familiar theme tune, which, even if there were no mourners, she wanted played at her funeral. After opening in Bridgetown, where Penny, Sir Douglas’s secretary and one-time mistress, was threatened by an ex-boyfriend (either a taxi driver or a taxidermist with a thick brogue), and moving to Matterdon Manor, where Mabel drunkenly dangled a vodka bottle just out of her husband’s reach, the scene shifted to the hunting lodge, where a conscience-stricken keeper confessed to Rory that Sir Douglas had paid him to tamper with his gun. It had taken 999 episodes, but Rory’s eyes were finally opened to his uncle’s treachery. He stormed through the lodge, finding him in the library, playing chess with himself.

         ‘I know,’ he said, gulping for breath.

         ‘You know what?’ Sir Douglas asked, with a telltale twitch.

         ‘Everything. The anniversary present you’ve picked out for me. Just the latest in your fiendish schemes. But this time I intend to make you pay.’

         He headed into the hall and picked up one of the guns laid out for the morning’s shoot, fingering the barrel as the credits rolled.

         Jean watched frantically. There was no question that Sir Douglas deserved to die, but not at Rory’s hands. ‘No!’ she shouted at the screen: ‘You’re young. You’re sure to get caught. You’ll spend the rest your life behind bars. It’s not worth it.’

         He turned and looked her straight in the eye. ‘You were 13right all along, Jean. Can you forgive me for doubting you?’

         ‘Of course. You know I’m always on your side. I’ve no love for your uncle. But there has to be a better way. Put the gun down!’

         ‘He’s the mould on your bathroom wall.’

         Jean started. She had no recollection of ever mentioning it to Rory.

         ‘The stain on your dentures.’

         She clapped her hand over her mouth.

         ‘Why didn’t I listen to you?’

         ‘You mustn’t blame yourself. You weren’t able to see what he was plotting with Dixon the way I was.’

         ‘Brian Dixon, he’s in on it too?’

         ‘From the word go.’

         ‘I should have listened to Deborah and bugged his office.’

         ‘It would have gone against your nature. You’re too noble.’

         ‘I suppose I am, aren’t I?’ His sad smile melted her insides. ‘But that doesn’t make me weak. I’ll prove myself to Deborah. I’ll prove myself to you all.’

         ‘But your little girls—’

         ‘Not so little these days, Jean.’

         ‘Which is why they need you more than ever. You haven’t thought it through.’

         ‘There’s never enough time at the end of an episode.’

         ‘We have time now.’

         ‘You’re right. Who knows what it would do to them to have a murderer as a father?’

         ‘Indeed,’ Jean replied. ‘So you must find somebody else for the job.’ She didn’t like to say shoot or kill, but waste, 14whack and rub out, routine in London serials, might not mean the same on Teesside. ‘Somebody older, with less to lose.’

         ‘You, Jean?’

         She trembled. She hadn’t dared to suggest it but, as ever, he’d read her mind. ‘Me, Rory.’

         ‘But how? You live so far away. Your pension won’t cover the train fare.’

         ‘I’m not clever like you, Rory. I know you’ll come up with a plan.’

         ‘Wait! I’ve got it. You live in Lewisham, don’t you?’

         ‘That’s right. And you’re always welcome at Number 16, Marcus Garvey House.’ She reminded herself to buy some more biscuits.

         ‘One day, Jean, just as soon as I can get away. First things first. Sir Douglas is making a personal appearance in the shopping centre on Friday.’

         ‘Yes, he’s opening the supermarket. It was in the local paper. I picked up a copy at the bins.’ She wished she hadn’t mentioned that. ‘Funny, I never usually read it.’

         They’d given him a second name – an alias – alongside TV’s Douglas Fishburne, but it was without doubt him.

         ‘There’s your chance. You can bump him off.’ Bump off: why hadn’t she thought of that one?

         ‘But how?’ She looked dubiously at the weapon in Rory’s hands. ‘I don’t have a gun.’

         ‘No, no gun. It would be too conspicuous. Let me think! What about the knife your mother used for carving the brisket?’

         Jean felt her eyes well with tears. Fancy Rory knowing that! It showed that he took as much interest in her life as 15she did in his. ‘I haven’t had brisket since Mother died.’

         ‘But you’ve kept the knife, haven’t you?’

         ‘In the top drawer next to the sink.’

         ‘When all this is over, I’m going to see you have brisket every week. Now, you mustn’t leave anything to chance. Check what time he’ll be cutting the ribbon. You’ll need to be there well in advance to make sure you get a good position. Sir Douglas is very popular, especially with the ladies. Remember that he’s twice been voted Sexiest Man on Television.’

         ‘It should have been you, Rory.’

         ‘Oh no, Jean. I scorn such tawdry accol … titles. I just want to be loved by the people close to me: Deborah and the girls and you.’ Jean’s tears streaked her cheeks. ‘And take care to keep the knife well hidden. The plan will be foiled if somebody spots it. Then, when he’s stiff … kaput … brown bread—’ Rory appeared to be having as much trouble finding the right word as she had – ‘come and tell me about it after the next episode.’

         ‘The thousandth.’

         ‘Yes, the thousandth. Goodbye, Jean. Good luck and God bless.’

         He fizzled out like the picture on an old-fashioned set, leaving Jean staring at a celebrity wine tasting, one of the many programmes that Rory used as camouflage. She pressed the Off switch on the remote, as she always did after their private conversations, but she had more to mull over than usual. She’d agreed to rid the world of a notorious villain (eight years topping the poll was a record), which would earn her the gratitude of millions, yet she’d never stabbed anyone, even by accident. How easy would 16it be? Was her wrist strong enough to wield the knife? No matter what happened, she would never betray Rory. They could keep her in solitary confinement, feeding her on bread and water, and she would still swear that she’d acted alone.

         
             

         

         After another sleepless night, she took the bus to the shopping centre, mingling with the crowds, like Emma when she’d kidnapped the baby in Waverley Square. She had no difficulty locating the supermarket, which had replaced the old sportswear shop at the far end of the mall. Posters plastered over huge plate glass windows announced the Grand Opening at 11 a.m. on Friday. Turning away from Sir Douglas’s grinning face and the criss-crossing stickers offering various deals and discounts, she peered at the bustle inside. Assistants scurried to and fro, some wiping shelves and others stocking them. A cleaner pushed a heavy-duty polisher around the floor, bobbing her head to the music pouring through her earphones. She felt a twinge of remorse that all their hard work would be overshadowed by Sir Douglas’s death, until she remembered that they were the ones who’d invited him. They might not be blessed with a television like hers, but they’d had plenty of chance every Monday, Wednesday and Friday evening to learn the truth about their so-called Guest of Honour.

         She returned home and took her best dress out of the wardrobe to air. She’d bought it for Mrs Wentworth’s party and never worn it. The police would be sure to treat her with greater respect if she looked smart. In the morning, she sellotaped the knife to her arm, which was uncomfortable but not painful, put on the dress, which hung more 17loosely on her than she’d expected, forced herself to eat a slice of toast and sat, thinking of Rory, until it was time to leave.

         The overcast sky threatened rain and, for one agonizing moment, she feared that the event would be cancelled, before recalling that the mall was under cover. She reached the store, where the posters and stickers had been replaced by red, white and blue bunting, as if Sir Douglas were royalty. A crowd of thirty or so fans had gathered, some clutching autograph books, which she hoped, for their sakes, he would sign on arrival. She edged her way forward, prompting a young man to hiss ‘Go on then, love, age before beauty,’ and a woman with tattoos to grab her arm. Thankfully, it was the left and not the right, to which she’d sellotaped the knife. So far she’d managed to hold it straight, suffering only two slight pricks. She smiled at the thought that, like a magician, she had something up her sleeve.

         Abracadabra, and out it would come! She chuckled, breaking off abruptly for fear of drawing attention to herself. A ripple of applause ran through the crowd as a town crier, straight out of Poldark, led a group of five men and one woman towards the store. They were too far away for Jean to identify them, although the woman’s blonde hair ruled out Angela. Seconds later, Sir Douglas himself walked up, as close as if he were in her front room. She was thankful to see him sign several autographs, sparing the fans a wasted journey. It was odd, but as he chatted and joked with them, his face looked kinder than it did on the screen. She reminded herself that it was a pretence and carefully loosened the Sellotape on the knife. 18

         It was a tricky manoeuvre, trying to avoid being both cut and seen, particularly by the security guard, who stood with the staff at the store entrance. To her relief, he turned to face a small man with a bald head, gleaming like a banister, who read out a speech welcoming Sir Douglas to Lewisham.

         Sir Douglas, word-perfect, replied that he’d opened various buildings during his time on Boardroom, usually with bodies buried beneath. It was a blatant confession and Jean looked to the security guard to arrest him, but like everyone else, he was laughing. She had to act before Sir Douglas won them over completely. Her heart began to race and her mouth tasted like salt as, knife in hand, she sneaked up on him. Meanwhile, the bald man passed him a pair of scissors, the size of shears, and he moved to cut the ceremonial ribbon. Her mind went blank and her body seemed to float, as she lunged forward and stabbed him in the chest.

         She was surprised at the solidity of his flesh. She had used all her strength and the knife barely penetrated. For a moment, she wondered whether he was wearing a bullet-proof vest, but then he clutched his chest and his body folded. She felt a rush of relief, which vanished when somebody grabbed her from behind, knocking away the knife and wrenching her arms behind her back. Didn’t he know that old bones were brittle? Somebody else pulled her hair as though to check if it were a wig. Her vision was obscured by the crowd and her senses scrambled by the pain shooting through her arms, but she made out a cluster of people around Sir Douglas, with the blonde woman kneeling by his side, cradling his head. Elsewhere, a mother 19thrust her hand over her screaming daughter’s eyes, while she herself stared at the scene, transfixed. Several people talked on their phones and others held them up to take photographs. A woman spat in Jean’s face and, with her arms pinioned, she was unable to wipe it. This was not what was supposed to happen. Didn’t these people know what kind of man Sir Douglas was? Didn’t they watch Boardroom? If not, why were they here?

         She felt a trickle in her pants and feared that she would disgrace herself. Her body sagged like a dressmaker’s dummy. ‘I’m eighty-nine,’ she shouted to the man who had hold of her, but he took no notice. She watched as two ambulance men rushed up to tend to Sir Douglas. Moments later, there was a stir behind her; her arms were released and she pitched forward against a policeman, who spoke to her, but she couldn’t hear him above the din. Clasping her shoulder, he swept her through the crowd, leaving his colleague to question her captor. She felt bruised, and not just where she’d been grabbed. She was not used to people touching her. They assumed that, because she was old and alone, she must be dirty. Whereas she kept herself as spotless as her screen.

         The policeman led her towards the store entrance and, as she glimpsed Sir Douglas’s statue-white face, she felt an unexpected pang of guilt. Once indoors, she sensed the staff watching her more intently than anyone since Jim Dodds, the foreman at Robinson’s. Somebody brought her a chair and somebody else a paper cone full of water, which she grasped, splashing her dress. The policeman asked her questions, but the volume appeared to be switched off, and she could only shake her head. Eventually, he stopped 20and stood beside her, gazing through the window as Sir Douglas was wheeled away on a stretcher. Three more officers arrived, two talking to witnesses and one replacing the red ribbon with yellow-and-black crime scene tape. A woman police officer, looking like DCI Tennison in Prime Suspect, entered the store and asked her further inaudible questions. Instinct, however, alerted her when she was uttering the stock phrase: You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence. Midway, she joined in, to the officer’s visible surprise.

         They drove her to the police station, where procedures had barely changed since Dixon of Dock Green. She gave her details to the custody sergeant, who asked if she had a solicitor, which made her laugh. He informed her of her right to legal advice, as well as to a phone call to a family member, friend or carer (he emphasised the last) to let them know where she was. But there was only one person she wanted to call and she didn’t have his number. For the first time, she would be separated from Rory by something other than a power cut. He was more important to her now than ever: not just her friend but her key defence witness. Boardroom attracted four million viewers each week, but what if the judge and jury weren’t among them? How would they know the truth about Sir Douglas?

         She was taken to a cell and offered a cup of tea, which, reassured by the stainless-steel toilet, she accepted. An aching tiredness overwhelmed her and she lay back on the bunk, the meagre mattress more comfortable than it looked. She must have dozed off since, before she knew 21it, the custody sergeant came to lead her to the interview room. To her surprise, Taisha was sitting opposite the Prime Suspect officer, but her greeting lacked its usual ebullience: a quick nod as if she suspected that the officer was making notes. As she sat down beside her, Jean spotted a male officer standing in the corner, even though there were two empty chairs. The female officer switched on a tape recorder, identifying herself as Detective Inspector Helen Arthur and her colleague as Detective Constable Hugh Larkin. She explained the interview process and read Jean her rights in words that were once again familiar, although this time she chose not to repeat them. She said nothing until the inspector accused her of wounding Samuel Wearing, which had been Sir Douglas’s alias in the paper.

         ‘Wounding?’ she asked. ‘Isn’t he dead?’

         ‘Jean precious, please,’ Taisha said.

         ‘No, thankfully,’ the inspector said. ‘Why, were you hoping for a murder charge? Believe me, Grievous Bodily Harm with Intent still carries a life sentence.’

         ‘He looked dead to me.’

         ‘He might well have been if the incision had been a few millimetres higher. Your knife struck a rib.’

         ‘The Lord be praised!’ said Taisha, who sang in her church choir.

         ‘So he wasn’t wearing a bullet-proof vest?’

         ‘He’s an actor!’ the inspector said.

         ‘She lives in a fantasy world,’ Taisha said, patting Jean’s hand, which made her wince.

         ‘Can you give me any idea of what was going through your mind … why you did it?’ the inspector asked, in the 22same tone as the doctor’s when he questioned her about her bowels.

         ‘I did it for Rory.’

         ‘Rory who?’

         ‘Rory’s one of the characters in Boardroom … the TV programme,’ Taisha interposed.

         ‘He’s like a son to me. Sir Douglas was trying to kill him.’

         ‘Do you have any family of your own?’

         ‘Only Rory and Deborah.’

         ‘Deborah?’

         ‘Rory’s wife. And Fliss and Ginny, their two little girls.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘Do you? No! You think I’m just a lonely old woman. Like she does.’ She turned to Taisha, who smiled bleakly. ‘Rory’s chosen me. I don’t know why. There’s nothing special about me, except for my television. He stays behind after every episode. He never misses a chance to chat.’

         ‘And these voices you hear—’

         ‘I see him too. And all the rest of them.’

         ‘Yes, of course. Do they tell you to do things?’

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘Kill Mr Wearing.’

         ‘Sir Douglas,’ Taisha said.

         ‘Oh no, absolutely not. It was all my own idea. Rory never knew a thing. You have to believe me.’

         ‘I do,’ the inspector said, more gently now she realised that Jean had Rory on her side.

         ‘You promise you won’t arrest him?’

         ‘I promise. But it’s what we’re to do with you that concerns me. You won’t be able to go home. For one thing, 23there’s a horde of photographers camped outside who’d follow you back.’

         ‘They can’t come in. I don’t have any biscuits.’

         ‘Don’t worry. You’ll stay here tonight. We’ll make you as comfortable as we can. Then you’ll go before the magistrates in the morning and, with Taisha’s help, we’ll find you a bed in a secure hos … in a unit where you’re able to talk to people who understand these matters better than we do.’

         ‘Talk? What about?’

         ‘To tell them your story, precious,’ Taisha interposed.

         ‘But I’ve already told you,’ Jean said. ‘It was my idea, not Rory’s.’

         ‘Yes, we’ve ascertained that,’ the inspector said. ‘Now DC Larkin will take you back to the cell, and I’ll see you again tomorrow.’

         ‘Oh no! I can’t. What’s the time?’

         ‘Almost half-past six. You’ll be wanting something to eat.’

         ‘I have to go home. Boardroom’s on at eight. I can’t miss it. I’ve watched every episode since it began.’

         ‘I’m sorry. But you must appreciate that after what you’ve done—’

         ‘Please! I have to.’ Jean started to cry, tears and mucus streaming down her face. She turned to Taisha, her words muffled by sobs. ‘You must explain. I have to watch. I can’t miss it. I can’t!’

         ‘Is there any way that she can watch it here?’ Taisha asked. ‘A television in the station?’

         ‘I’m afraid that’s impossible.’

         ‘Boss, if I might have a word,’ the constable said, moving forward and whispering in her ear. 24

         ‘DC Larkin has kindly offered to stay behind and let you watch it on his tablet.’

         ‘I don’t want any tablets.’

         ‘The tablet is a screen, precious,’ Taisha said. ‘A bit smaller than yours. But you’ll still be able to watch your programme, which is what counts.’

         ‘No, it has to be my television. Or how will he know where to find me?’

         ‘Just this once he may not,’ Taisha said. ‘But you’ll be able to catch up with him soon, I promise. Now you take care, and I’ll see you at the court in the morning.’

         The constable escorted Jean back to the cell. Another officer brought her tea on a white plastic tray, like in hospital, but her stomach was too tight to eat anything. She’d seen too many police series to trust the constable to keep his word.

         She lost track of time and began to despair until, with a cheery shout of ‘It’s about to start,’ he entered the cell. He sat down next to her on the narrow bunk and produced the smallest, thinnest portable television she’d ever seen. He switched it on and, to her intense relief, she recognised Out of the Mouths, a programme where children commented on the week’s events, which preceded Friday’s episode of Boardroom. He held the screen between them like a hymn book.

         ‘Can you see clearly? Would you like me to turn up the sound?’

         She shushed him, as Out of the Mouths ended and the continuity announcer introduced the ‘milestone’ 1,000th episode of Boardroom, followed by the unmistakable theme tune and opening montage of bridges, hills, mansions and 25tower blocks, intercut with shots of the principal characters as they stepped out of cars.

         The episode opened with Sir Douglas and Angela in bed.

         ‘No,’ Jean said, gulping. ‘It’s all wrong. I stabbed him. You … she said he was in hospital. How can he be out already?’

         ‘Um … the show must go on?’

         Sir Douglas stood up, slipping off his pyjama jacket to reveal a pale chest with a patch of hair and no sign of any injury.

         ‘Not a scratch!’ Jean said. ‘Look at his chest!’

         ‘Not in bad shape for a man his age,’ the constable said.

         ‘But the cut!’ Jean said, fighting for breath. ‘Where has it gone?’

         ‘Make-up?’ the constable suggested. ‘What am I …? I’m going mad!’ He looked at Jean as though it were her fault. ‘They’ll have recorded the episode weeks, maybe months in advance.’

         ‘Of course,’ Jean replied. ‘That’s what Rory told me. Shush!’

         Reassured, she watched the ensuing scenes, in which Mabel arrived at the lodge, accompanied by a swarthy young Romanian called Cezar; Deborah’s mother, Jill, was bitten by horseflies at the lake; and in an unwelcome distraction from the family drama, Brian Dickson conspired with the contractor of a new development to use cheaper insulating material than the council had specified.

         Back at the lodge, Rory rehearsed his daughters in the poem that they were to recite for Deborah at the anniversary dinner. 26

         ‘That’s him,’ she said to the constable, gripping the screen, even though her arm was throbbing.

         ‘Is he talking to you now?’ he asked.

         ‘Of course not. Not on your television. Besides, he waits until the end of the programme or it wouldn’t be fair to the other viewers. He’ll be worried when he doesn’t see me, but I’ll explain next time.’

         She turned back as the girls, in matching pink frocks, spoke the last lines of the poem in front of the dinner guests. When the applause died down, Sir Douglas opened a bottle of champagne and toasted the happy couple. The tension between him and Rory, who’d resolved not to ruin Deborah’s evening by exposing his uncle’s wickedness, simmered throughout the meal.

         Both men went up to bed, wondering what the other had planned for the morning’s shoot. In the early hours, Rory was woken by a phone call from the keeper, warning him that Sir Douglas had fitted his gun with explosive cartridges and urging him to replace them at once. As the keeper put down the phone, a masked man was seen to be holding a knife to his throat. Jean’s suspicions that it was Sir Douglas were confounded when he turned out to be back at the lodge, fixing a tripwire across the top of the stairs. Moments later, she watched in horror as Rory crept out of his room in the semi-darkness and tumbled over it. Quick as a wink, Sir Douglas rushed up and wrenched the wire free, shutting his bedroom door just as Cezar, clasping a pair of antlers like a shield, came out to investigate. Spotting Rory spawled on the flagstones, he ran down and pressed his fingertips to his neck. Looking aghast, he yelled for help. 27

         Deborah, Sir Douglas, Angela, Mabel, Fliss, Ginny and Jill appeared on the landing in quick succession. Hearing Deborah scream, Jill grabbed the girls and swept them back into their room.

         ‘Is dead,’ the boyfriend said, the words shockingly clear despite his accent.

         ‘No!’ Deborah screamed again, as Sir Douglas sidled across the landing towards her, the final shots being first of his gap-toothed grin, more sinister than ever in the half-light, and then of Rory, lying face down, with blood matting his hair.

         ‘No!’ Jean’s scream echoed Deborah’s as the theme tune played. ‘It’s not possible. I warned him. He knew what to do.’

         ‘It isn’t real,’ the constable said.

         ‘It’s my life,’ she replied, letting go of the screen.

         ‘Perhaps it’s a counterplot. He knew what Sir Douglas was up to. And he faked the fall. What if he’s in league with the old woman’s boyfriend to make it look like he’s dead, so he can hit back at Sir Douglas without anyone suspecting?’

         ‘It’s possible,’ she replied doubtfully. ‘Rory’s so clever. He went to Oxford university.’ She reflected for a moment. ‘But all that blood in his hair … on the floor … everywhere.’ She put her hand over her mouth and hobbled to the toilet, where, despite having eaten nothing since breakfast, she was sick.

         ‘I’m sorry. If I’d known how it would upset you, I’d never have suggested watching it.’

         ‘Rory …’ She cried, with hot, dry eyes.

         ‘Sometimes an actor asks to be written out of a programme, so he can go on to better things.’ 28

         ‘What could be better than Boardroom?’

         ‘In that case, I’m sure he’ll stay. Didn’t you say this was a special 1,000th episode? Remember, he was killed at night. What if it’s shown to have been a dream?’

         ‘What do you mean?’ she asked in bewilderment.

         ‘One of the characters – Rory … anyone – wakes up to find that everything is exactly as it was when he fell asleep.’

         ‘Do you think so?’

         ‘They’ve done it before.’

         ‘Yes, of course. I should have known. All this will be just a bad dream.’
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         At breakfast on his sixteenth birthday, Matt proudly informed me of some of the things he was now entitled to do.

         ‘I can have sex and get married.’

         ‘Anyone particular in mind?’

         ‘I can order a glass of beer or wine in a restaurant, as long as I’m with a responsible adult.’

         ‘That rules me out then.’

         ‘I can enlist in the armed forces if I get my parents’ consent.’

         ‘Over my dead body!’

         ‘I can change my name by deed poll.’

         ‘Now that I can live with … how about Jemima Puddle-Duck?’

         One thing that didn’t feature on his teenage bucket list was to overdose on Ecstasy and die.

         He’d told me he was spending the evening with his friend Mandy. Not having heard her name before, I teasingly asked if he were hoping to exercise the first of his new entitlements. With a look of filial disdain, he declared that I was ‘nasty’, adding with an inscrutable smirk that, in fact, Mandy was more Tyler’s friend than his. He went out, promising to be home by 11:30, and since Lucy, his younger sister, was visiting their father in Bristol, I made dinner for Rupert, my colleague, confidant and, on occasion, lifeline 32(sometimes words come back to punch you in the face). After the meal we shared a joint, my buzz laced with nostalgia, and over the next hour, we solved the problems of our careers (both of us to quit teaching: me to focus on my art, him to compile crosswords), our love lives (me to meet Mr Right, him to meet fewer Mr Wrongs), and the government (me to campaign for more women MPs, him to topple the Tories).

         ‘I don’t know whether youth is wasted on the young, but Purple Haze most definitely is,’ Rupert said, as he handed me the roach.

         I was wrenched from my mild euphoria by a pounding on the door. Swallowing a telltale giggle, I went to open it. The sight of Matt, slung between two of his friends, instantly cleared my head.

         ‘Darling, what is it?’ I asked, but he didn’t look up.

         ‘He passed out,’ Jenny piped up from behind the boys.

         ‘He was sick and then he started – like – fitting,’ Trevor said.

         ‘So we brought him home to sleep it off,’ Peter said.

         ‘Sleep? Christ!’ I raised Matt’s chin. His face was caked in sweat and his eyes were rolling. ‘No! Darling! Bring him inside. Give him to me. Rupert … Rupert, call 999!’

         I clasped Matt’s arm, draped over Trevor’s shoulder, as he and Peter dragged him into the lounge, his willowy body now a dead weight (more words to pummel me later). Rupert, suddenly sober, shouted ‘Ambulance,’ into his phone.

         The two boys laid Matt on the sofa and stepped back, as I crouched beside him, cradling his head. ‘Matt, darling, what is it? Tell me,’ I asked as, somewhere far off, I heard Rupert speaking to the operator. 33

         ‘What did he take?’ Rupert demanded of the friends. ‘Quickly!’

         Tongue-tied and terrified, Trevor stammered, ‘He was bumping.’

         ‘Heroin?’ The horror in Rupert’s voice wafted over me.

         ‘Es. Ecstasy. We told him to pace himself, but he wouldn’t listen.’

         Ignoring Trevor’s evasions, Rupert relayed the information to the operator. ‘The ambulance is on its way. Help me get him on the floor,’ he said to me. I blindly obeyed and watched as he began CPR, counting and kissing, counting and kissing, until there was another rap at the door and Peter, closest to the hall, escaped to answer it.

         The paramedics lifted Matt’s inert body on to a stretcher and into the van. I followed them, as Rupert called out that he’d take the children home and meet me at the hospital. Shock and fear and the remnants of the joint rendered the journey a daze. I sat, strapped into my seat, as the paramedic worked swiftly, attaching a defibrillator to Matt’s chest, injecting his thigh, and placing one ice pack under his neck and two more in his armpits.

         ‘Is he breathing?’ I asked.

         ‘For a moment. We’re doing all we can. We’ll soon be there.’

         I prayed to a God in whom I didn’t believe, promising that I would believe … that I’d devote the rest of my life to helping others believe. But all I could see was my own face staring back at me, oozing scorn.

         At the hospital, he was rushed into the emergency department, surrounded by a team of medics. It was Saturday night, but in spite – or because – of that, I 34reasoned that they must have several of their best staff on duty. Surely a sixteen-year-old boy with his whole life ahead of him was worthier of their attention than a middle-aged drunk or an elderly stroke victim or …? I stopped before I scorned myself even more. I sat in the corridor, looking desperately at everyone who came through the door, but no one would meet my gaze. I walked to the nurses’ station and asked an auxiliary, who looked barely older than Matt, to convey the message that I wanted him to be resuscitated at all costs. ‘No matter if he’s paralysed or … or brain-damaged, as long as he’s alive.’ She offered to make me a cup of tea.

         Rupert arrived. Two hours earlier, he’d been making up puerile names for the principal; now he looked as though he’d witnessed a school shooting. He sat down next to me and took my hand, which I withdrew as soon as it felt polite.

         ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine. I spoke to the kids on the way back. It was hard to get much out of them; they’re convinced they’re in serious trouble. That’s why they brought him home instead of dialling 999.’

         ‘Oh God! If anything happens … if he could have been …’

         ‘Don’t! They swear he only took two pills. Apparently, he’d been for a McDonald’s before the rave—’

         ‘Rave?’

         ‘Party. So the first E was slow to kick in, and he took a second. Everyone agrees that that’s all he had. They’ll just have to pump his stomach … get it out of his system.’

         ‘Please shut up,’ I said, ‘before I start to hate you.’

         We sat in silence for an indeterminate time, until a doctor came and escorted us into a small office. 35

         ‘You’re Matthew’s parents?’ she asked, as we took the designated seats.

         ‘I’m his mother and Rupert’s his godfather.’

         ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I’m very sorry to have to tell you that Matthew didn’t make it.’

         I felt both the doctor’s and Rupert’s eyes bore into me, as I tried to make sense of words which were as jumbled as the magnets Matt shuffled daily on the fridge.

         ‘Do you mean he’s dead?’

         ‘I’m very sorry.’

         ‘But he only took two pills.’ I turned to Rupert. ‘Two! You told me: two!’

         ‘We’ll know more after the post-mortem. We did everything we could. By the time he got here, his temperature was 44.2 and his heart was racing at 250 beats a minute. He suffered cardiac arrest and multiple organ failure.’

         I vomited. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry.’

         ‘Please don’t worry.’

         ‘But the carpet.’

         ‘It’s nothing. Would you like some water?’

         ‘For the carpet?’

         ‘For you.’

         ‘I just want to see him. Can I see him?’

         ‘Of course.’

         I watched Rupert take my arm, but I couldn’t feel it. That was good. I knew that provided I remained numb, I’d be able to go on living. The doctor led us into the casualty room, where Matt lay, electrode patches on his frail chest, hooked up to tubes and drips and machines, which, in a few hours, would be used on another patient … perhaps one who survived. 36
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