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         ‘Hello? Hill Topp House? Am I speaking to Mrs McBryde?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Who am I speaking to?’

         ‘Nobody. Audrey. I live here.’

         ‘Is Mrs McBryde there?’

         ‘No. There’s nobody here. The door was open. I was passing.’

         ‘Perhaps you should put the phone down and then I can call back and leave a message?’

         ‘We’re not supposed to answer the phone, only I thought it might be for me.’

         ‘No.’

         ‘I can take a message. I was good at that. It’s what I used to do. For Mr Firbank. Ellis and Firbank, Solicitors, on Drummond Street. He’s dead, Mr Ellis. 4Mr Firbank was always the main man. Was it him you were wanting?’

         ‘No. I just want some information. Thank you. I’ll call back.’

         She rang off.

         ‘Hello? Hello?’

         Before putting it down Audrey looked at the receiver, which is what characters do in films but seldom in life.

         In the doorway was Mr Woodruff.

         ‘You’ve no business in the office. You’ve been told before.’

         ‘I thought it was an emergency.’

         ‘What was it?’

         ‘A woman. Don’t tell. Nobody saw.’

         ‘I saw,’ said Woodruff.

         Hill Topp was a council home and in the middle of the afternoon there was no one else about. 5

         ‘Come upstairs,’ said Woodruff.

         ‘No.’

         ‘You don’t want me to tell madam you answered the phone. Come upstairs.’

         She followed him.

         ‘I’ve seen it already.’

         ‘Then you won’t be surprised.’

         He stood behind the door and undid his trousers.

         Audrey shut her eyes.

         ‘You’ve got to look. It doesn’t count if you don’t look.’

         ‘There’s somebody coming,’ said Audrey. ‘Promise not to tell?’

         But Woodruff was already doing up his trousers halfway down the corridor.

         
            *

         

         6‘Mrs McBryde? My name’s Foss. I rang yesterday.’

         ‘Did you leave a message?’

         ‘Not exactly. I spoke to someone. Audrey, is it? She was helpful, only she seemed a little confused.’

         It was an educated voice and not by the sound of it an elderly one, so Mrs McBryde controlled her irritation.

         ‘I’m sorry about that. I was away from my desk. How can I help?’

         Mrs Foss was enquiring about a possible vacancy.

         ‘None at the moment,’ said Mrs McBryde, though not without satisfaction. ‘Hill Topp is very popular.’

         ‘Yes,’ said the well-spoken lady. ‘I’ve heard very good reports.’

         ‘It’s a council home,’ said Mrs McBryde, ‘but residents pay a supplement.’

         ‘That wouldn’t be a problem,’ said Mrs Foss.

         ‘We have a choir and on special occasions a glass of dry sherry. It’s less of a home and more of a club 7and very much a community. We go on frequent trips out. Only last week we went to a local farm where they have a flamingo.’

         ‘Just the one?’

         ‘It’s anything that keeps the mind turning over. We don’t vegetate at Hill Topp. And the cuisine is not unadventurous. It’s not long since we had a Norwegian evening.’

         By now Mrs McBryde was well into her sales pitch, shamelessly recycling an address she had given to a carers’ conference in Ilkley where news of the Norwegian cuisine had gone down a treat, though it had puzzled the residents, the general verdict being that smoked fish only takes you so far.

         ‘It sounds delightful,’ said Mrs Foss.

         ‘Well, I have your details,’ said Mrs McBryde. ‘In the natural way of things we do have the occasional vacancy. I’ll put you on the list. Oh, and in the event 8of any correspondence please note that it’s Hill Topp with two p’s.’

         
            *

         

         Look through the glazed door of Hill Topp House and it might be a not untypical Edwardian mansion, which was indeed how it had started. Built on the eve of the First War it was briefly the home of a prosperous mercantile family, vacated to make way for a hospital for the war wounded. Nor did the Armistice return it to normal domestic occupation, as it was earmarked for a nurses’ home. Briefly a reformatory, it was once more a hospital during the Second War, with peace meaning little change when it became the property of the newly created National Health Service. Its name and lofty situation made it sought after, with its nearest neighbour Low Moor not sought after at all 9and something of a sink home. It was a warning to the residents of Hill Topp of a fate that could be theirs if they put a foot wrong. Hill Topp wasn’t ideal but Low Moor was proof it could be worse.

         
            *

         

         ‘What I never understand’, said Woodruff, toying with his Angel Delight, ‘is why when we get to this stage they don’t do the same as in Africa, namely provide you with the bare necessities, put you on one side and let you fade away.’

         With no thought of talking to himself, Woodruff was in effect doing so, with those residents of the care home who were awake not listening and those who were listening mostly deaf.

         ‘You don’t know what you’re saying. And we don’t live in mud huts, that’s why,’ said Zulema, the carer. 10

         ‘When I go home, Mr Woodruff, it’s all tower blocks. I ’en never seen a mud hut. When Mrs Porteous asked which part of Africa I came from, I said, “Peckham”, and she thought I was being cheeky. Are you finished?’

         She didn’t mean the soliloquy but his dinner, where the dregs of the turkey mince had congealed into what remained of the Angel Delight. Woodruff’s protective hand came over his tray indicating that he still saw possibilities in this unsavoury melange, thus frustrating Zulema in her general putting the lounge to rights prior to another long and phlegm-flecked afternoon.

         In the aftermath of what Mrs McBryde was pleased to call luncheon the home was hosting the monthly visit from Mr Jimson the chiropodist, currently hand-hoovering up the meagre offcuts from Miss Halliwell’s toes, which were so brown she might have been chain-smoking Craven A. 11

         ‘If you were famous, Margaret,’ said Mr Jimson, sucking up the bits, ‘I could get a good price for these on eBay.’

         Miss Halliwell, not knowing what eBay was, nodded happily. ‘Or,’ continued Mr Jimson, ‘if you were a saint’ (another well-worn snatch of small talk) ‘these clippings would constitute a relic.’

         He moved over to Mr Woodruff. ‘Saint?’ said Woodruff. ‘I’m the saint to put up with this place. She hasn’t got that verruca still, has she? I don’t want you giving it me through polluted instruments.’

         ‘No, we’ve said goodbye to that, haven’t we, Margaret? Your verruca, love. You’d be welcome at any lido in the land. Though you shouldn’t disparage the humble verruca,’ Jimson said, giving Woodruff’s feet a preliminary spray. ‘It’s saved plenty of chiropodists from bankruptcy and got many sensitive boys off P.T. Or P.E. as it’s called nowadays.’ 12

         ‘I was a sensitive boy myself,’ said Woodruff, ‘only I grew out of it. I never liked taking my clothes off. I didn’t want anybody seeing my willy. Now I don’t mind. Not that anybody ever does. Do I stink?’

         ‘Not particularly,’ said Mr Jimson, giving him another squirt. ‘Elderly feet seldom do. Odorous feet are more often met with in youth. Old feet are dry. You’ve got the feet of a forty-year-old.’ And like selling toenail clippings on eBay, this spurious tribute was a staple of his podiatric small talk. ‘I don’t mind being sprayed,’ said Woodruff. ‘It’s washing that weakens.’ He had said this last time too, though if repetition disqualified discourse little would ever be said, particularly on the geriatric front.

         ‘Baths,’ said Woodruff, ‘I give them a wide berth. They come in. They like to see you bare.’

         ‘No,’ said Jimson.

         ‘Yes,’ said Woodruff. 13

         ‘They’re nurses,’ said Jimson. ‘They’re professionals.’

         ‘That’s where you’re wrong,’ said Woodruff. ‘They’re not nurses for a start. They’re just lasses and they’ve got addicted to seeing their boyfriends bare.’

         Mr Jimson steered his customary middle course.

         ‘Some of them perhaps.’

         ‘All of them. It’s on television. They keep the photos on their phones. Nobody ever saw me bare at that age. And I never saw anybody else until I was in the army. I was shy. I was at Dunkirk and I was shy.’

         ‘I never knew you were at Dunkirk,’ lied Mr Jimson. (It was a regular untruth – the old man would’ve been five.) ‘What was it like?’

         ‘Morecambe,’ said Woodruff. ‘Apart from the shooting. Very flat. Only you don’t get a medal for going to Morecambe. You should, some of the times I’ve had there.’ 14

         Jimson was clearing up.

         ‘I’ve knelt at the feet of countless women,’ he said, another remark that got a regular outing. ‘Men too.’

         ‘More women than men, I’ll bet,’ said Woodruff, ‘thanks to the silly shoes they wear. Who was it who had umpteen shoes?’

         ‘The Queen?’ said Jimson without conviction.

         ‘No. Foreign.’

         ‘The Queen will have had good feet,’ said Jimson, ‘what with all that standing she had to do.’

         ‘Imelda Marcos,’ said Woodruff. ‘She was on Desert Island Discs.’

         
            *

         

         The oldest resident of Hill Topp or, as Mrs McBryde liked to put it, the Hill Topp community, Miss Elizabeth Rathbone, was not subject to Mr Jimson’s 15ministrations, not on the grounds of age but ‘because I’ve never liked being fiddled with’. Woodruff claimed to be the oldest, an assertion Miss Rathbone couldn’t even be bothered to dispute and as she presided at her jigsaw that afternoon her thoughts, too, happened to be on the Queen and her coronation.

         ‘This little fellow holding the crown was a headmaster,’ she said to Phyllis who was steadfastly knitting. ‘Repton or Rossall, one of those places. That was before he was made archbishop.’

         ‘Wasn’t he the one who did for Princess Margaret?’ said Phyllis. ‘I like the one who came after him, big fellow looked a bit like God and rode a bike.’

         ‘I just wish I could put my hand on the Duke of Edinburgh’s leg,’ said Miss Rathbone, roving the table. ‘It’s blue with a bit of purple.’ Phyllis knitted on.

         
            *

         

         16Mrs McBryde was wont to boast that Hill Topp had a walled garden but Mr Peckover who spent much of his day there had no time for such pretensions.

         ‘There’s a wall and there’s a garden. That doesn’t mean it’s a walled garden.’ There was also a greenhouse, every pane of which had been almost conscientiously smashed, while the asparagus still produced the occasional spear that Mr Peckover didn’t think it part of his remit to harvest. Another regular find was used contraceptives, which Peckover quietly reinterred. This afternoon, though, he had come across something momentous, a battered brass cup with a bit of chain attached, all encrusted with dirt, much as Peckover was himself. There was a call from Mrs McBryde at the front door.

         ‘Mr Peckover, will you be wanting the foot feller?’

         ‘Not today, thank you. I think I’ve just found the Holy Grail.’ 17

         ‘Well, don’t bring it in,’ shouted Mrs McBryde. ‘Wash it first.’

         
            *

         

         ‘I’m all done,’ said Mr Jimson. ‘Only I’m missing Mrs Vokes.’

         ‘Violet? She’ll be having a little lie-down,’ said Mrs McBryde. ‘She likes to give her pacemaker a rest. I’ll rout her out.’

         There was no response to her knock.

         ‘This isn’t like you, Violet,’ said Mrs McBryde.

         Nor was it, as Mrs Vokes, in readiness for Mr Jimson, had removed her tights and was lying bare-legged on the bed, only now with her eyes fixed and well beyond the reach of chiropody. Never far from her deodorant, Mrs McBryde took in the scene before giving the room an admonitory blast and 18slipping Mrs Vokes’s charming carriage clock into a pinafore pocket. She went back to the chiropodist.

         ‘She won’t be wanting her feet doing today.’

         ‘No?’ said Mr Jimson. ‘That’s unlike her. I’ll normally paint her toenails. She likes green.’

         ‘I’ll pass that on,’ said Mrs McBryde. ‘They can do it out of respect.’

         A shaken Mr Jimson made his way down the drive while Mrs McBryde telephoned Grimshaw’s and, though there was no hurry, the doctor.

         
            *

         

         Now Mrs McBryde is in her office, bringing her ledger up to date with the details of Mrs Vokes’s unexpected departure. Her name had been Violet, a downtrodden sort of name and not one much met with these days. When Mrs McBryde had first gone 19in for the business of caring, names still had a certain weight and as she flicked back through the ledger she could pick out an Ambrose, a Desmond, a Winifred, besides the usual run of Janets and Mabels. Here was still the occasional Gladys, the last one having slipped on Hill Topp’s lethal flags before succumbing to pneumonia. There had been Josephs too but the only ones she came across these days were children, brought in to view their aged grandparents, their name on its second time around. It would be long enough she thought before Gladys had a rerun. Mrs McBryde had had someone apply the previous week whose name was Charlene. Not a hope. As she said to Zulema, the Charlenes of this world belong in Low Moor. Their first Kevin couldn’t do up his own shoelaces. So, when Mrs Foss’s letter let fall that her name was Amelia, she had sailed past several earlier candidates on her name alone. 20

         Mrs Vokes’s departure postponed another, Audrey’s demotion to Low Moor. That apart, her absence scarcely registered. ‘I’ll miss the toenails,’ said Woodruff at the same time conscious that Mrs Vokes’s demise represented an opportunity. There was not much to choose between the rooms at Hill Topp. Some of them had bigger windows, the rooms warm in summer, cold in winter, but not all of them had washbasins. This was a convenience enjoyed by the deceased emerald-toed lady but unshared by Woodruff who, having trailed down the icy corridor to the bathroom on winter mornings, had long dreamed of an en suite. In advance even of the funeral he had put in a plea to be transferred, only to be informed by Mrs McBryde that the Vokes room was spoken for. ‘It’s already allocated.’

         It wasn’t but the management had particular reason not to reassign it to Woodruff or indeed to anyone 21of the male gender. Experience had taught Mrs McBryde that give even the most proper gentleman a washbasin and the facility would end up doubling as a urinal and the room if not the whole corridor would smell. When this had been spelled out to earlier applicants, they had been passionate in their disavowals of washbasin abuse but Mrs McBryde was adamant. The room was for ladies only. And as it happened she had someone in mind, the well-spoken Mrs Foss, who had already rung again and who would pay extra for the facility.

         Funeral though it was, Mrs Vokes’s obsequies were far from gloomy. It was a day out after all and in the local minibus more often hired for stag and hen nights, outings on which revellers were wont to end up mooning out of the windows. Some of this merrymaking hung on and, had the current passengers launched into ‘’ere we go, ’ere we go’, it 22would not have been entirely inapposite, all of them headed for the crematorium, on this occasion with Mrs Vokes but on a trip every one of them could expect to make in the not-too-distant future.

         For the prisoners of Hill Topp any glimpse of the outside world brought a shaking of heads. ‘That was the High School,’ said Miss Rathbone. ‘I taught there once. Flats now. Criminal.’

         ‘The allotments have gone too,’ said Phyllis. ‘They had hens. And a goat.’

         
            *

         

         Once at the crematorium the service was brief, even brisk. There was not much that the vicar Canon Lumley could find to say about Mrs Vokes, and what little there was, he managed not to say, certainly omitting the toenails, which was all some 23of the mourners knew her by. Nor was he heard in anything like silence as the Hill Topp contingent, who were the only mourners, were untouched by grief and saw no reason not to chat. Mr Dyson seized the opportunity to play the crematorium piano, a baby grand on which he thumped out ‘Rustle of Spring’ claiming it was a Vokes favourite and the congregation gave a reedy rendering of ‘The Day Thou Gavest’. Phyllis had brought her knitting whereas Miss Rathbone, at a crossroads with And When Did You Last See Your Father?, could have done with not coming at all. On the bus, Woodruff had managed to convince Canon Lumley that he was a particular friend of the deceased who would have wished him to be the one to press the button that sent the coffin smoothly through the ultimate curtains. Nor could he be prevented from pressing the one adjacent, which fetched it back before 24Canon Lumley (‘It’s not a toy’) regained control of the proceedings and sent Mrs Vokes to her final rest. The Canon also cadged a lift back on the pretext of making himself available for spiritual comfort and counselling to those who required it. None did and the cup of lukewarm tea Zulema had waiting for the grief-exhausted mourners was not the lavish funeral spread the Canon had in mind.

         ‘Hooligans,’ said the woman back at the crematorium as she freshened up the gladioli. ‘Teenagers would have more respect.’

         ‘It’s being old,’ said the caretaker. ‘Pensioners. They think they own the place.’

         Mrs McBryde didn’t get on with the Canon or with clergy in general. All too often they considered it part of their remit to remind the residents they were not long for this world, whereas she had always found it expedient that this be something they forget. 25So, left unchaperoned by the management, Canon Lumley once more fell prey to Mr Woodruff.
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