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            One

         

         TWO WOMEN STOOD outside in the shadow of the overhang from the walkway above, for Mrs Davies lived on the ground floor of a block of council flats; a mixed blessing, for although it meant she had no stairs to cope with and need never worry whether the lift had been put out of order yet again, she was a sitting target for hit-and-run bell-ringers, letterbox rattlers, window-bangers and dog dirt. And worse. So far she had been lucky, but she knew better than not to keep her door on the chain.

         The older of the two women spoke: ‘Good afternoon, dear.’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘We’re from the Social Services.’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘May we come in for a moment?’ She was a pleasant-spoken woman in late middle-age, carrying an official-looking briefcase as well as a handbag, from which she produced a plastic-covered card with her picture on it. She showed this to Mrs Davies, who could just make out the likeness in the bad light of the overhang and through the narrow opening of the door.

         ‘Just a minute, just a minute.’ Flustered, she closed the door and slipped off the chain, then opened it again. ‘The Social Services, is it? What do they want?’

         ‘Nothing to worry about, dear. In fact, quite the reverse. Good news, we think you’ll find.’

         ‘Good news? Is it me allowances?’

         ‘Something like that.’

         ‘Well, you’d better come in.’

         ‘Thank you.’ Smiling, the woman stepped inside. Mrs Davies made her way back into the sitting room, where Radio 2 still sniggered away in its corner. The two women followed her, the second much younger than the first, a pallid girl with long brown hair reminiscent of the late John Lennon’s, and carrying a zipped-up tote bag.

         The older woman said, ‘This is my colleague, Mary. I’m Mrs Black from the DHSS, group OAP B22 – that’s a special group you won’t have had dealings with before, which is why we’re here. May we sit down?’

         Mrs Davies dropped into her own chair and the others sat on the hard chairs by the table. Radio 2’s announcer said it was three o’clock.

         Mrs Black looked round the room. ‘What a nice place you have here. Really cosy. Have you been here long?’

         ‘Since they was built. He had his disability, see, from the war. We was one of the first.’

         ‘You must have seen some changes.’

         ‘Changes? You wouldn’t believe! When me and Mr Davies moved in there wasn’t a tree nor a blade of grass. All builders’ rubble it was and the plaster hardly dried out. Still, we was glad to get here. Bombed out me and the boy was, while my hubby was serving. In the Middle East, he was, Alamein, all that, Italy. Then right at the end he got his disability. Crossing the Rhine, that was. Months he was in hospital. He never got over it, not really.’

         ‘Is this him?’ Mrs Black rose and picked up a photograph frame from the mantelpiece. A bright, terrier-faced man with a forage cap acutely angled over large ears looked back at her.

         Mrs Davies eased forward in her chair. ‘That’s right. And that’s the boy.’ She pointed to another frame from which much the same terrier face regarded her, but bare-headed.

         ‘He’s like his dad.’ She replaced the picture.

         ‘They all say that. I never saw it myself.’

         ‘Does he live nearby?’

         ‘No. Wolverhampton. He’s in electricals, married with three kiddies. There’s pictures in me bedroom.’

         ‘I’d love to see them. Mary, would you … that’s if you don’t mind, Mrs …?’ She rustled apologetically among the papers in the briefcase.

         ‘Davies, dear, Mrs Annie Davies.’

         ‘Of course. Here we are.’ She drew an official-looking form from the folder.

         ‘You go and get them, dear – in me bedroom, by me bed.’

         Mary got up and went out of the room.

         ‘So you’re all alone now?’ Mrs Black sighed. ‘It’s hard, isn’t it. I’m a widow myself, twelve years it is now. You never get used to it. Still, I expect you’ve plenty of friends, living here so long.’

         ‘I did have. But most of them’s passed away. They’re a funny lot live here now, not like the old days. Then it was all neighbourly, help each other out, now most of them wouldn’t hardly give you the time of day. All sorts, we’ve got now. I never go out after dark, specially wintertime. Keep me door locked.’

         ‘Very wise, dear. It’s only common sense these days.’

         Mary came back with the photographs. Mrs Black studied them, smiling. ‘Oh very nice, dear – what a lovely family! The little girl’s the image of you, isn’t she, and what lovely hair. You must be proud. I expect they visit you, do they?’

         Mrs Davies’s faded eyes filled and a tear or two rolled slowly into the pouches beneath. ‘Easter two years ago, it was. He can’t spare the time, and now with the price of petrol … He writes, though. He always writes for me birthday, sends me a card. I’ve kept them all, they’re in that old toffee tin, dear, if you’d like to see.’

         Mary got up again and brought the tin, and they studied the cards and the old snapshots and the bunch of squashed artificial flowers from the hat Mrs Davies had worn for the boy’s wedding and the In Memoriam notices she’d put in the local newspaper each year for a time after Mr Davies passed away and the brooch her Gran had left her and a pair of shoe buckles she didn’t know where they’d come from but they were pretty, with sparkling stones, although no one wore things like that nowadays.

         ‘You could get a few bob for those, dear,’ said Mrs Black, turning them to and fro so that their paste caught the light.

         ‘I dare say. But I’d not want to sell them, not just for a pound or two. It wouldn’t be right.’

         ‘Well, that reminds me.’ Mrs Black put them back in the toffee tin and shut the lid briskly. ‘We mustn’t waste any more of your time, Mrs Davies dear. And we’ve other calls to make. Let’s get down to business.’

         Mrs Davies looked apprehensive.

         ‘Now I told you it was good news, didn’t I? I just need you to fill me in with a few details. Let’s see …’ She opened the briefcase and spread the papers it held over the table. ‘Now you’re in receipt of the ordinary retirement pension, right? And supplementary, right? To the sum of – how much?’ Mrs Davies told her. ‘Right. Now because of your husband’s disability it seems they’ve been underpaying you since six months after he passed away.’

         Mrs Davies gaped.

         ‘Yes, dear. You wouldn’t credit it, would you, all those hundreds of clerks and files and computers and I don’t know what-all, and they can make a mistake like that. Now he passed away when?’

         ‘1976 it was, October. He was in hospital from the March.’

         She consulted the documents. ‘That’s right. October. So it’s due from April 1977. That’s ten years due, Mrs Davies.’

         ‘Well I never!’

         Mrs Black beamed. ‘I told you, didn’t I? It’s ever so nice when we’re able to bring good news like that. People think the poor old DHSS is just for probing into people’s business and hasn’t got no heart, but I tell you, dear, we do care, especially workers like me and Mary in OAP B22. It’s a specially caring department, isn’t it, Mary?’

         Mary spoke for the first time. ‘That’s right.’

         ‘I wonder.’ Mrs Black paused. ‘I wonder if we could celebrate with a cup of tea? To tell you the truth, I’m parched.’

         Mrs Davies surged in her chair but Mrs Black laid a hand on her arm. ‘No, you stay right there, dear, don’t you stir. Mary’ll make it, won’t you, Mary, if you just tell her where everything is. The kitchen’s through there?’

         ‘It’s in a bit of a pickle. I wasn’t expecting … The tea’s in the caddy on the shelf, the Coronation caddy … the sugar, the milk …’

         ‘She’ll find them. You just sit and let us give you a treat.’

         ‘You’re ever so kind …’

         ‘My pleasure,’ said Mary and went out to the kitchen.

         While she was gone Mrs Black encouraged Mrs Davies to talk about her life. She knew from many years’ experience that if old people had not withdrawn into a carapace of silence, as some did, then their prime need was to talk, to reach back into the past when everyone was alive and kicking, and relive in speech the days when their bodies were vigorous, fulfilling all demands, and had not become merely a creaking case housing a still active memory. When Mary came back with the tea tray Mrs Davies was in full spate and made no demur when Mrs Black poured the tea and handed her a cup.

         ‘I’ve put sugar in, dear, was that right?’

         Mrs Davies nodded, pausing only to sip the strong sweet brew, for she was describing a holiday she and her husband had taken just before the war, not long married and long before they had the boy, and they’d gone to the Hippodrome and seen Gracie Fields and waited at the stage door afterwards to get her autograph. And she’d got it somewhere still, and the programme. It was Coronation year, the tea caddy reminded her, King George the Sixth, that was. She and her friend May had stayed out all night on the pavement in Whitehall just by the Cenotaph, thousands of them, all having singsongs, jolly as anything. Her hubby wouldn’t come, didn’t hold with royalty, although he joined the forces soon enough when old Adolf started up, well, that was different, wasn’t it? She and May had seen all the processions as close as close, and the King with his crown on his head looking ever so peaky although She was lovely, smiling and waving away just the way she does now, that lovely smile …

         When two cups had been drunk and the teapot was dry Mrs Black gently checked the flow and brought Mrs Davies back to the purpose of their visit. She explained in detail the ramifications of employment stamps (as they had been in those days) and Mr Davies’s dues, his disability and the consequent benefits to which he had been entitled although, due to a failure in another departmental group OAP B551A, the Davieses had never received this: so although Mrs Davies had been drawing her own supplementary (but only recently, when the cost of living had risen so sharply and her retirement entitlement, see leaflet NP32, proved inadequate) she was nevertheless subject to full entitlement for disability payments retrospective to 1977 at full weekly rates until April 1979 and thereafter half rates up to and including April 1987, after which her case would come up for review both by group OAP B22 and the negligent OAP B551A, and Mrs Davies was therefore in the happy position of entitlement to a tidy sum.

         Mrs Davies was dazed. She lay back in her chair, cheeks flushed, breathing heavily, and in a blurred voice asked: ‘How much?’

         Mrs Black did some sums. ‘Well, dear, at a quick estimate I’d say that twelve months at twelve pounds thirty-eight, and that’s from ’77 to ’79, and then six pounds seventeen approximately thereafter, that’s from ’79 to the financial year April ’87, I should reckon that’s just about – well, I’ve not got my calculator with me, but I’d say it’ll see you the better for quite a few hundred pounds.’

         ‘Hundreds!’ Mrs Davies gasped. She sounded drunk, and indeed her lids were closing over eyes that showed an astonished joy fast dimming into sleep.

         ‘Hundreds,’ said Mrs Black firmly.

         Mrs Davies half smiled, sagged, sank. After a moment or so she began to snore.

         When she awoke it was dark. Silent, too, the only sound that of the occasional car passing beyond the shabby grass of the council block, the only light that coming in from the wire-protected bulb high on the ceiling of the walkway outside her window. Someone had drawn the curtains but the light shone through.

         For quite a long time Mrs Davies could not work out what had happened. Why was she in her chair in the dark in the middle of the night? She must have dropped off. She began to pull herself out of the chair and as she did so she remembered the two ladies from the Social Services. ‘My goodness!’ she said, ‘whatever will they have thought! Dropping off like that! My goodness, what a muggins! Well I never!’

         She got to her feet, staggering a little because she had stiffened up over who knew how long, and reached the light switch. The room sprang into non-committal presence, tidy and bright. ‘My goodness, look at the time! It’s never eleven o’clock! My word, what a muggins! Whatever will they think!’ She moved into the kitchen. ‘Cleared the tea things, washed up and all! Neat as a new pin. Fancy! That’s ever so kind, that is. Well I never, what a muggins!’

         Then, as she shuffled about, slowly removing her layers of clothing and hauling herself into bed in due course with hot-water bottle and bed socks, she remembered what the ladies had come for. The disability payments! From years back! Hundreds, the lady had said. Hundreds! An electric kettle? A winter coat with a nice fur collar? A television? No, she liked her wireless. A little holiday? Hundreds. Hundreds! Wouldn’t hubby have been pleased. Fancy!

         Mrs Davies fell asleep happy.

         It was not until next day that she noticed the radio was missing. And the little milk jug, pink lustre with old-fashioned pictures on it, that had been on the tea tray and belonged to her great gran. And the 1936 Coronation tea caddy and its matching mug. And over the next days, and even weeks, little by little, all the small things that had had any value: the brooch, the shoe buckles, the heavy old bangles and rings from the drawer in her bedroom, the musquash cape she’d worn at her wedding, the silver-backed clothes-brush Aunt Nell had left her; her good shoes she never wore because they hurt her, the double oval silver frames holding photographs of her father and mother, stiff in high collar and huge flowered hat – but they had left her the photographs. And the little cache of her savings, safe she had thought hidden under the bread bin, ninety-two pounds, gone.

         Mrs Davies told no one. She had really no one to tell. Besides, she was too ashamed of having been so taken in … And she was afraid people would think she was no longer fit to live on her own …

      

   


   
      
         
            Two

         

         GRACE BRADBY LIKED to get up early. ‘Up with the lark’ she often said to Janice (but to no effect), although she had never heard a lark in her life, having always lived in cities. She was a woman of routine, the routines springing from a life of many ups and downs demanding adaptability and improvisation, and without routine she doubted she would have managed as well as she had. She was a tidy woman, in mind and in person. She liked to know what was what.

         She put her feet out of bed and into the pink mules on the mat. The bed was large and sagged in the middle, but they had put the bolster down the centre of it which kept her and Janice almost as separate as they would have been in the single beds she would have preferred. But you can’t have everything, and it was a nice big double room which had once had doors between its two halves, with a rudimentary kitchenette pressed into the front half of it behind a screen. Grace pulled on her dressing gown and went to make some tea and a bit of toast.

         The room was shabby, with dark greasy wallpaper and odd-lot furniture, but it was cheap because of some alarming cracks in the walls around the bay window, relics of a wartime bomb and the subsidence of badly built terrace houses. They were of yellowish London brick, six steps up to a porticoed front door, its panels furred with dust and never locked, built in the 1870s to meet the pretensions of ambitious senior clerks with large families. All were decaying, with short-time futures only as the local council procrastinated as to renovation or destruction; the one next door had been sealed up altogether with corrugated iron masking its windows and doors. Its garden was a mess of broken concrete, weeds and rubbish, but that onto which Grace looked out was not too bad, asphalted over behind a straggling privet hedge, black sacks of garbage usually inside their bins and a dejected-looking motorcycle up on its props, owned by the young man on the floor above who was seldom seen, like all the other lodgers. Grace made it her business to avoid them but that was not difficult, since some seemed to be out all the time while others seemed never to go out at all, only squeaking floorboards, and, from the top floor, bursts of rock music signalling human presence. Even the landlord was unknown, the rents being paid each Friday to an elderly Cypriot lady behind the counter of the newsagent’s shop across the road, where the room had been advertised. There was also a launderette, a Pakistani hypermarket, a greengrocer, and the Underground only ten minutes’ walk away. It was very convenient.

         Grace sat in the window sunshine, smoking her after-breakfast cigarette and planning the day. It was being a nice spring, which made all the difference. Today was Tuesday. Tuesdays and Wednesdays she always went to work; they were her spying-out days. Thursdays and Fridays were action days, in and out, four to a day with luck. Then Saturday offload it all, no hanging about, with the crowds and street markets and no one bothered too much about who and what.

         She stubbed out her cigarette (she smoked only five a day, for she had seen what dependence can do when you’re somewhere you can’t get them), nipped down the passage to the toilet, returned and washed briskly at the sink behind the screen; dressed in a blouse and navy skirt, did her face modestly by the window in the back half of the room which overlooked a bigger garden, more neglected than the front, a jungle of grass and bushes which only cats used. She did not trouble too much about making a noise, for it was high time Janice stirred herself.

         She rinsed out her cup and saucer, emptied the tea leaves into the rubbish pail, took her navy coat from the hook behind the door, tied a scarf over her red-brown tinted hair, and went and gave Janice a shake.

         ‘It’s gone half past nine. Time you was up.’

         Janice groaned and turned away.

         ‘Come along now, you lazy cow. I’m just off.’

         ‘What’s the time?’ She rolled onto her back and opened her eyes.

         ‘Time you were up. It’s your sign-on day too, don’t forget, you don’t want to get there so late you spend half the day queuing. And we need some shopping – sugar and a half of marge and we could do with some more Instant.’

         ‘Okay.’ She sank back.

         ‘Don’t you lay back there, my girl. You get up and get moving, a nice sunny day like this. I think I’ll go out Putney way today, it’ll be nice by the river.’ She checked that she had her notebook and the A to Z guide in her handbag, snapped it shut, and went to the door. ‘Best get a packet of Bronco too, while you’re about it, right? Bye-bye.’

         She left the house and walked briskly to Kentish Town Underground. One of the few good things about having turned sixty was the free travel pass, or the fares would have been crippling. At Embankment she changed onto the District line, waiting until the right train came along rather than be bothered by the intricacies of changing at Earls Court. She was in nice time; no point in getting on site much before eleven, they didn’t start coming out much before that, it took them so long to get moving. A nice day like this, she could take her time.

         Although East Putney was the better area to work, she got out at Putney Bridge in order to look at the river. It glittered in the sunlight, and the blocks of flats and the trees along its edge seemed to glitter too, as did the buses trundling over the bridge and the flecks of mica in the pavements and the golden hands and figures on the twin church towers at either end, everything glittering and blowing in the strong April breeze. Days like this, work was a pleasure.

         She crossed the bridge and walked up the High Street looking in the shops and enjoying the differences between them and those in her own area. There were more dress shops, hairdressers, more continental delicacies behind high glass cases; it was a better class of place on the whole but behind it lay still the small impoverished warrens of bedsits and dingy flats, as yet ignored either by council planning or by gentrification. It was just the right sort of area for her kind of work.

         Briskly, she made for the public library.

         It was warm in the main reading room, for the sun had been on the windows. Dust motes and, it seemed, breath hung in the old air. There was no sound save the rustle of pages turned and the wheezing of the four old people who sat at the central table with journals opened before them. Grace took a copy of The Times to an empty corner and sat down.

         There were younger people in the room but Grace was not concerned with them. They were mostly there for a purpose, to study the appointments columns or the sports pages or even ‘Yesterday in Parliament’. They seldom stayed long and barely disturbed the three elderly men and one woman at the table, who read each newspaper page slowly, one of the old men sunk down on himself asleep. The men were of no interest to Grace. Over ‘Letters to the Editor’ she studied the woman.

         Shabby. A turban-type hat that had once been powder-blue. A much neglected face. Gnarled hands with only a wedding ring deeply sunk below the knuckle joint. National Health specs.

         No go.

         The old man woke up and after a while gathered himself together and shuffled out. So, presently, did the woman, revealing very old shoes – certainly no go. Grace read the arts page and an article about middle-class, middle-age childbirth. A Rastafarian and two teenage girls came briefly in and out. Another old woman came in and opened the Daily Mail.

         Worn but tidy. A black felt hat and cheeks with rouge on them. A brooch on the lapel, only rubbish, but still … A wedding ring and a signet. A handbag that had once been good.

         When the woman eventually left the library Grace followed her. She followed her into the High Street, into a supermarket (and bought a bar of chocolate), a chemist (small tablet of soap), into a side street, and another, past gardens, and to a large Victorian mansion bearing the sign: MARGARET POCOCK HOUSING TRUST.

         No go.

         
             

         

         Grace returned to the High Street, found a café and had a ham omelette, a Danish pastry and a cup of tea. Then just after two o’clock she walked till she found a betting shop and went in. They looked a rough lot mostly but with several women among them, studying the form sheets as she appeared to be doing. She did indeed place fifty pence each way on the 2.30 at Sandown, and leaned against the plastic and metal shelf littered with bits of paper, the stubs of pencils tethered with string, scorched tin ashtrays filled with butts, to wait till the result came in. The chatter of the loudspeaker relaying starting prices gave an air of hysteria to the shop but the atmosphere was of stoic calm, the clerks blasé behind their barriers, the clients all old hands.

         An elderly woman stood near Grace, smoking with short puffs. Shapeless and shabby, she yet had an air of energy about her and her pouched eyes were bright. When the ‘Off’ came and all noise died in the shop as the commentator’s voice rose to its ritual scream, the woman gazed up at the television screen with fervour, her hands tight on the clasp of her handbag. The gabble increased, peaked, sank. Highland Prince had won.

         The woman crushed out her cigarette on the floor, rushed to the pay clerk and thrust her betting-slip at him. Grace moved slightly nearer so that, in due course, she could see that the woman had backed the winner. She was shoving a nice wad of fivers into her handbag, her hands shaking, colour in her cheeks. She left the shop.

         Grace, whose horse had not been in the first three, followed.

         The woman hurried along the pavement and turned into a saloon bar. Grace waited at the bus stop just along the road until, after not long, the woman reappeared with two bottles protruding from her shopping bag and went off down a side street. She came to a terrace of small red brick villas, decent but run down, and turned into one with a broken gate between its privet. Grace walked past in time to see the front door close. The curtains at the various windows were all different and she could see five yellowed bits of card fixed above the single bellpush.

         She walked on to the corner of the road, then stopped, took out the notebook from her handbag, and made a note of the address. Then she had a look in the A to Z, found her way back to the High Street. It was still a lovely day although not a very useful one: she’d been on her feet a long time and nothing much to show for it. She decided to pack it in, took a 14 bus to Warren Street and the Underground from there home. Janice was out, so Grace made herself a cup of tea and listened to PM on the radio.

      

   


   
      
         
            Three

         

         GRACE AND JANICE HAD MET in Holloway Prison. Grace was doing six months for larceny, Janice three for the most recent of a series of clumsy shopliftings.

         Grace was released first and found a rather nasty room in King’s Cross where, a week later, Janice joined her. Something about Janice appealed to Grace, who was some thirty years older; she was so utterly clueless. ‘You’ve no more sense than a newborn baby,’ she declared when Janice brought home a blouse and two pairs of tights from Oxford Street only ten days after she’d been released. ‘There’s no need to do that sort of thing while you’re with me. You remember that now, and don’t never do it again. I mean it.’

         Grace needed someone like Janice to work this scheme she’d devised during the last weeks in prison, fruit of the various periods of legitimate employment she’d had over the years since the war. The longest job had been over two years at an old peoples’s home from which she had been dismissed at last when the new matron proved sharper than Grace had thought. No charges brought, too embarrassing for the home, privately funded and run. Other jobs of the same kind had followed (she gave herself excellent references) but last year, after a longish run as a home help, the wretched DHSS had landed her in Holloway. The DHSS was very strict on home helps, and although no one could deny she was first-rate at her work – neat and quick and kindly, a favourite with the old folk – nevertheless she got six months, the clock and transistor and other things being found still in her room. Never one to crumble under adversity, she had used the time to do some constructive thinking,

         Grace had been born, the eldest of five, in one of a terrace of ugly villas on the outskirts of Chelmsford. Her father worked for the railway and in his spare time cultivated a too-large plot of heavy soil from which he wrenched mud-stained, slug-nibbled vegetables of the less palatable kind. His children were made to help him in this, lugging water cans and wheelbarrows full of earth-knotted weeds, struggling to dig the great sodden clods of earth with tools too big for them, their feet clammy inside the Wellingtons that had always belonged to someone else first – in the case of Grace, her father. Her mother never came out into the allotment but stayed inside the house, smoking cigarettes and reading the women’s magazines passed on to her by a neighbour who cleaned a doctor’s surgery – the pages hardly held together by the time Grace’s mother got them. Few serials ever began or finished, and recipes for Christmas dinner turned up during August. Mostly one of the children, usually Grace, was sent to do the household shopping; and most evenings father and mother went to the nearby pub, Mum on her own if Dad was on night shift.

         When Grace was fourteen Mum’s parents came to live with them. Grandma had had a stroke, Grandad could not cope. The front parlour was made into their bedroom and was soon suffused with their particular odour of winter-green, tobacco and unwashed flesh. Grandma had another stroke and died of it; Grandad remained. He was a disgusting old man and had been a disgusting young one, cunning, a bully, envious of all who had done better than he. As the eldest, it was Grace who had to do most for him and learned to deal dispassionately with horny toenails, unwashed dentures and the whining lechery that remained in him from his youth.

         As soon as she left school she got a job, at first in a bakery, then behind the marble counters of the Butter and Cheese department of a nationwide chain of provision merchants. The cool bare hygiene of it all, the crisp slap and pat of the wooden spatulas moulding the butter into bricks, the hiss and clunk of the wooden-handled wire cutting through cheese just suited her. Trim in her overall, her hair tied up in butter muslin, she was like a nurse in an operating theatre, efficient and nicely spoken – she had early realised that BBC English was desirable. As soon as she felt her job was secure she left home and went into lodgings – a small dark room with only a gas ring, but no more mud, Wellingtons, siblings and Grandad. She never went home again, not even at Christmas.

         She made a few friends among the staff; there was the cinema and the dance hall, and she took evening classes in book-keeping, for she had her eye on a cashier’s job before too long. But then came the war.

         At first it made little difference. She was not one to get excited over anything and went on in the way that suited her while giving thought to the fact that, with men going off to the forces, her prospects of a better job were enhanced. The town, the whole of East Anglia began to fill up with servicemen, bringing a new flavour to the street and dance halls. Some girls got very silly; Grace did not, picking and choosing her escorts and allowing absolutely no liberties – let any man mess her about like Grandad had tried, no thank you!

         Then one day she suddenly got fed up – fed up with the blackout and the randy servicemen and the customers moaning about rationing and the elderly woman cashier whose job she wanted but knew she’d never get now the men were being conscripted and the woman was well dug in. It was the old ones who were getting the jobs now, the young ones being whisked off into the forces. So she went out and volunteered for the NAAFI and spent the next four years in canteens and billets up and down the country, part of the huge, clanging, steaming machine that, before she was in it, she had thought would have something in common with Butter & Cheese.

         Well, so it had in a way. It was certainly better than square-bashing in a baggy uniform and keeping your hair rolled up off the back of your collar, better than being bawled at by bossy cows who tried to be officers and ending up maybe on a gun site somewhere where it never stopped raining. It taught her to distance herself even more from her fellows, to despise their silliness, and prize her own dispassion higher than ever. She learned a lot; it wasn’t all bad. The only bad thing was Harold, and he didn’t last long; he had been an army cook and they had married soon after they were both demobbed. She must have been mad.

         Well, that was all water under the bridge. She had made a living one way or another over the years, mainly by always looking out for Number One. There had been some close shaves sometimes but she had always kept her head; she had quite enjoyed the periods of regular employment that had entitled her to the pension and the travel pass and supplementary too, should she ever decide to claim it – which she never would, for she was wary of signing official forms of any kind. Once they had your name on a form … Which was how this present scheme had come to her, keeping herself to herself in Holloway after that cow of a DHSS supervisor had landed her there, and bored out of her mind. She had thought the scheme up, and realised she would need a partner, for two women ringing your doorbell are more reassuring than one. But it would be her scheme and she would be boss, and Janice, clueless and vague, was just right.

         It was a good scheme, watertight and surprisingly profitable. Grace had worked out the places where suitable subjects might be found; as well as betting shops and libraries there were bingo halls and supermarkets, jumble sales, the Post Office on pension days, and, in fine weather, park benches. Her eye was trained and she was seldom wrong in assessing the probable worth of those she marked down. It was amazing what the old dears had salted away that they didn’t know the value of, small things mostly but they all mounted up. And there was nearly always cash concealed in places Grace well knew how to find, an amazing sum sometimes – she had once got £827 from under a mattress a dog wouldn’t sleep on. The tricky part was where they lived; almshouses and homes were no good, even council flats could be dicey if neighbours or children were about. The bedsitter in a terraced house split up into lodgings was ideal, and on the whole Grace was usually lucky. She had an instinct for such things.

         Once the front door opened the rest was easy; she could have done it with her eyes shut now, after nearly three months’ experience. A passport photo stuck on a piece of card with plenty of lettering on it (never mind what, the old things never examined it, although in fact it did read like something official, for Grace liked to do things properly), a briefcase full of papers covered with figures, her own authority and pleasant manner, and they were almost always admitted. Then it was simply a question of marking time, dazzling the old things with jargon and the prospect of good fortune; they supplied their own details, along which Grace advanced as delicately as a spider spinning its thread. The old dears were happy, talking away and full of joy at what she told them; and meanwhile Janice went quietly about her business, spying out the trinkets, the transistors and pretty ornaments, then bringing in the tea tray with the powdered sleeping pills already in the cup. It never took much more than fifteen or twenty minutes for the old dears to fall asleep, and after that they were home and dry. There were always plenty of plastic carrier bags around to carry the things away in, apart from their own holdalls. No one ever took any notice of women with holdalls.

         Sometimes it failed, of course. Sometimes you got a really nasty suspicious type who wouldn’t let you in because she didn’t know you. Well, win some, lose some. Sometimes they had nothing really worth bothering with so you left them having a nice sleep and none the worse for it, although a bit disappointed probably as the days passed and the promised windfall didn’t come. Men were right out. She’d tried men once or twice when she first started the scheme, but they were a dead loss. They seldom had anything of any value, their rooms were often either bare or disgusting, and one old horror had tried to put his hand up her skirt as she poured the tea. They could turn nasty too; even an old man could be surprisingly strong. No, men were out.

         It was a livelihood which comprised skill, nerve, an understanding and manipulation of human nature, and risk. The risk made Grace Bradby’s cold blood run warmer and faster; deep out of sight behind her calm façade, the stalking, the hunt, the kill thrilled her. It was absolute power dependent on absolute skill. Besides, if all went well, it was roughly five thousand a year tax free.

         The trickiest part was disposal, but there Grace had many years of experience and had built up a number of contacts. There were the small, dusty jewellers’ shops tucked into crannies of the older congeries of London, some of them regular fences, some pretending not; the pawnshops if necessary, although they were not really good business; and, of course, the street markets. There, amid the streaming kaleidoscope of people, objects of every kind could be bought and sold with total indifference. A name was seldom asked for, and if it were, was never the true one. Objects sank and rose on the tide of goods heaped up on the stalls; everything had a market with someone, from a coneyskin cape to a pinchbeck brooch. Like their wares, some of the stallholders came and went too, faceless young people flogging World War II impedimenta or oriental skirts or home-made pottery, or quick-talking youths with cartons of T-shirts, folding umbrellas or tapes, transient as the lorries their goods fell off. But many were permanent, tough professionals who made a decent living out of it. Some of these Grace had got to know over the years. They asked no questions, she told them no lies; they gave her a fair price, for she never offered them anything for which there was not, sooner or later, a buyer.

         From time to time the police came through the markets on the lookout for stolen property; but the kind of things Grace dealt in were too insignificant to catch their eyes, and in any case had probably never even been reported as stolen.

         That, really, was the beauty of Grace’s scheme. Like as not, the old dears didn’t even know they’d been robbed for quite a time after her visit, and then they probably thought they’d mislaid whatever it was, forgotten where they’d put it. And even when (and if) they did realise what had been done, they were too confused and ashamed to tell anyone. For if an old lady comes into a police station, agitated and probably deaf, and says she can’t find her hubby’s watch and chain that she’s sure she always kept in a shoebox at the back of the wardrobe but hadn’t actually set eyes on since she couldn’t remember when, what sort of a tale is that? Two ladies called from the Social Services about her disability, or was it her fuel allowance or her orthopaedic aids, and she’d never heard any more from them, and her regular social worker knew nothing about it. She’d never seen them before or since and she was sure she’d had hubby’s watch in that shoebox; and her pension money had gone too. But might she not have spent it? She might, but she thought not, it was only the Thursday. But she couldn’t be sure? Well, it was some days ago now, a week or so maybe before she noticed, the watch, that is, the money she kept hidden away till Fridays when she went shopping. The police were usually kind and patient and fatherly to the old lady twice their age; and made a note of it all which vanished into the interstices of the system; and privately thought there was probably something in it that would bear keeping track of, but not much to be done. The old lady went away. She couldn’t be sure it wasn’t her fault somehow. The incident remained on record and that was that.

         It was a nice way of making a living.

         
             

         

         Janice went along with it. She went along with whatever happened to her, always had, a jellyfish in a tepid sea. She had grown up in Nottingham where her mother, a lumpish sort of woman, was rather glad when her husband eventually deserted her, for the only way she could think of for not having a baby or a miscarriage every year was to be without him. Janice had six brothers and sisters, of which she was the middle girl, and from the age of ten until she ran away from home at fifteen she had been interfered with by her uncle, her mother’s brother, Charlie, who, when the husband ran off, more or less took charge of the family. Janice quite liked Uncle Charlie and passively accepted what he liked to do to her. It was only some weeks after she’d left home, in a layby off the motorway, paying in kind for a lift Londonwards in a van belonging to a central heating firm, that she realised there was much more to it than Uncle Charlie had ever ventured. The whole thing left her cold; and as she spent the next few years largely in and out of the care of various authorities, she never had much occasion to change her view. She whored when she had to but in an amateurish way; mostly she drifted in and out of unskilled jobs, with shoplifting and petty thieving to help out, living in squats or lodging-houses. She was arrested several times, of course, but put on probation; until the last time, which proved too much for everyone, and she found herself in Holloway, twenty-six, of no fixed address, family long lost sight of, a tall, dreamy girl of no particular looks or preferences, not, on the whole, disliking prison, which at least saved her the effort of having to make decisions about anything. But some of the women frightened her. Working alongside Grace Bradby in the laundry, she was grateful for her protection; and joining her in the room she found for them afterwards saved a lot of bother. She felt safe with Grace. Grace was what a mother ought to be, authoritative, capable and kind. And sexless. The bolster down the middle of the double bed could have been of concrete.

         She had never known any old people. Grandparents were dead or gone when she was a child and Uncle Charlie had been only middle-aged. When Grace had outlined her scheme to her, Janice had asked, ‘But won’t they catch on?’

         ‘Not them! You wouldn’t believe the number of people those old dears have to see. They don’t know who half of them are most of the time, and they’re only too glad to have someone to talk to anyway. Don’t you worry, Jan. I know what I’m doing.’

         ‘Yes, well, but … I mean, they’ll have seen us and all. What if they call the cops?’

         ‘They’re not going to do that while we’re there, are they, because it’s not till long after we’re gone they’ll even begin to think there’s something funny. All they’ll think at first is they’ve had a nice long sleep. A lot of the things they won’t even notice have gone till days afterwards, if then. And even if they do and go trotting off to report it, no one pays much attention to old folks nowadays. It’s not as if it’s the crown jewels they’re losing.’

         Janice yielded, as she always did. Grace had such confidence, and with all her experience in the homes and that, she must know what she was about.

         ‘You’ll see, Jan. It’ll go like a dream. Just keep your mouth shut and leave it to me.’

         And indeed it had gone like a dream for several months now, Grace’s planning, her preliminary groundwork, her judgement of suitable subjects and, not least of all, the actual performance, her neat and kindly aspect, had carried them through with hardly ever a hitch. They never worked in their own area, they never worked more than a couple of weeks in the same district, but spied, moved in, cleaned up, moved on. By the time any complaints might have come in they were long gone.

         Of course there were occasional setbacks. They stood on the terracotta-tiled path of an Edwardian terrace house to which Grace had followed a subject two days before and rang the bottom bell – you could reckon an old person didn’t live on an upper floor. It was marked Andrews in faded ink, and when presently the front door opened, Grace put on her smile and asked: ‘Miss Andrews?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘We’re from the Social Services.’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘I wonder if we might come in for a moment?’

         ‘Why?’

         Miss Andrews was squat, with a square leathery face and a crop of white hair cut like a man’s. Grace instantly realised that, although she was lame and had walked with a stick all the way when Grace had trailed her from the Post Office, she was not frail.

         She lowered her voice. ‘It’s about your disability.’

         ‘Disability?’

         ‘Your …’ She gestured discreetly towards the stick.

         ‘That’s not a disability. That’s arthritis. I’m not disabled.’ She made as if to close the door.

         Grace said quickly, ‘Not within the meaning of the Disabled Persons Act, but you’re entitled to benefits.’

         The door paused. ‘Benefits?’

         ‘Yes. Might we come in? It’s not very private standing here on the doorstep.’

         ‘Very well.’ Miss Andrews turned her back and stumped away down the passage to the back room. It was a bedsitter, neat and spartan as a ship’s cabin, a screen in one corner hiding a gas ring and basin. There was a pair of good brass candlesticks on the mantelpiece, where a gas fire wheezed, a good radio on a stool beside the bed. ‘Who did you say you were?’

         ‘I’m Mrs Black from the DHSS and this is my colleague Mary. We’re from group OAP B22, which I don’t think you’ll have heard of before, it’s newly set up, you see, to see what can be done to help those falling outside the usual services.’

         ‘Where’s your identification?’ said Miss Andrews, leaning on her stick.

         ‘Right here, dear.’ Grace took the card out of her handbag and passed it over. Janice nervously moved back towards the door as Miss Andrews studied the card, but Grace remained composed.

         ‘Flimsy thing. Looks like a phoney.’

         Grace smiled, holding out her hand to receive it back. ‘I’m afraid it does. It’s all this cutting down on Government spending, you see, the Department tries to make do with its own documentation and not have the expense of all that HMS printing and leaflets and special cards and so on. It all helps Mr Lawson to balance his budget, I suppose, but it does put us social workers in a bit of an embarrassing situation sometimes, as you can see. We just have to grin and bear it and rely on people’s good sense. May we sit down?’

         ‘I suppose so.’

         They sat. Grace opened her briefcase, spread out her documents and began her spiel.

         When she got to the words ‘disability allowance’ Miss Andrews interrupted. ‘I’m not disabled.’

         ‘Well no, of course not. Like I said, not within the meaning of the original Act you’re not, but there’s this new Order, you see, a subsection of the National Health Act of 1981 just brought into force – well, not just, of course, because it was brought in in 1981 but the DHSS is only just beginning to get round to applying it to all borderline cases like yourself, you see, we’re so short-staffed now with the Government cutbacks I’m afraid it’s taking far too long for us to get round to everyone with entitlement.’

         ‘I don’t need charity,’ said Miss Andrews. She opened a packet of cigarettes and lit up, waving the match out aggressively.

         ‘It’s not charity, dear, it’s entitlement. It’s an allowance paid to all those over retirement age as a legal entitlement. But if so wished the allowance can be waived and the benefits be received in kind rather than cash.’

         ‘What kind?’

         ‘What kind of kind, eh? I can see you’ve got a sense of humour, Miss Andrews, can’t you, Mary? I often think that of all God’s gifts a sense of humour’s the most precious. Well now …’ She shuffled her papers around. ‘What kind of kind?’ She gave a little chuckle. ‘What kind of kind depends on the degree of entitlement and, of course, on the special requirements of the benefitee. Now in your case …’ She broke off. ‘Miss Andrews, I wonder if you’d be ever so kind and let Mary here make us all a cup of tea? We’ve been on our feet since I don’t know when today and we’ve still another call to make, and a cup of tea would be a wonder. Mary …’

         Janice got to her feet to move towards the screen but Miss Andrews said loudly, ‘No you don’t!’

         ‘Pardon?’

         ‘She’s not going in my kitchen.’

         ‘Just to put the kettle on, dear.’

         ‘Not in my kitchen.’

         ‘Perhaps you’d like to do it yourself then, although we’re only trying to save you trouble.’

         ‘My pleasure,’ said Janice faintly.

         ‘I’m not having anyone messing about in my kitchen,’ said Miss Andrews loudly. ‘Besides, if you ask me, it’s all a load of codswallop. All this benefitees and entitlement and Department of This and bylaws of That. Codswallop!’

         ‘It’s the law of the land, dear.’

         ‘Codswallop! There’s nothing I need that I can’t get for myself. That’s what’s wrong with this country. Everyone’s got their hand out waiting for the State to put something in it. Lot of grafters and spongers. I was brought up to work hard, earn a good wage and put it by for my old age and that’s what I’ve done. I don’t need Government charity, handing out this and that. I’ve got my pension and by golly I earned it, and now it comes back to me with a bit of what I put by myself and that’s all I need, thank you very much. If the Government cut down on all this namby-pamby charity handouts and made people responsible for their own lives this country’d be a better place to live in like it was during the war, and all you lot would be out doing a proper job.’

         Grace, lips narrowed, gathered her papers together and put them back in her briefcase. ‘Well, if you feel like that, dear …’

         ‘Don’t call me dear. I’m not your dear. My name’s Elizabeth Andrews and I’ll wish you good day.’

         ‘I’m sorry you take it this way, Miss Andrews,’ Grace said. With dignity she rose, zipped up the briefcase and moved to the door, which Janice had already opened. ‘I’m afraid you’re doing yourself out of your rights in this matter. It’s every citizen’s privilege to receive what the State says he’s entitled to, but if that’s the way you feel about it, then I shall say no more. Come, Mary. Goodbye, Miss Andrews. I’m sorry you won’t let us help.’
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