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Chapter One

Maeve Delaney found herself twenty-six years old and with exactly thirty-five pounds to her name. She had counted her money carefully and was oddly pleased to find that with the few stray coins retrieved out of pockets and from the bottom of bags, she arrived at a neat round sum. It seemed a good omen. She had, at various points in her adult life, had less in the way of funds, and at other times considerably more. Now, as she walked through Regents Park on a bright September day, she knew that something would have to turn up. It usually did. The positive things about her present position were that she had a roof over her head, even if you could not call a squat in Bethnal Green a home; that Mohammed had found a job as a waiter in an Algerian restaurant, so he was all right for the moment and he would not let her starve; and that she had put a thousand miles between her and the last disastrous man in her life, a man who had promised her the earth and had turned  out to be a liar and a cheat. Despite her dangerously reduced circumstances, Maeve walked with an optimistic spring in her step and an eye for the beauty of the morning. When she happened upon a bench in the sun, she would stop and sit and empty her mind and wait for a solution to come to her.

She could, of course, telephone her father in Belfast and he would send an air ticket home. This was the ultimate last resort. Since she had slammed out of her home at seventeen in a storm of angry words and teenage defiance, she had only once asked for his help and that was when she was so ill with some amoebic infection that the nuns who were caring for her in Mexico thought that she was going to die. He had wired money for her flight and bombarded the convent hospital with panic-struck enquiries. However, when she was well enough to fly home, weak, pale and spindly, it took only a few days for their relationship to whip up another storm like the one she had blown out on. The solid house shook, the windows rattled, and the newly hung, swagged and tasselled curtains stirred in the blast. Poor Bethany, the second and fairly recent Mrs Delaney and the architect of the new décor, cowered in fright. Not much older than Maeve, she was a lazy, gentle woman with doe-like, limpid eyes and a generous figure. Her very bulk seemed to smother her husband’s rages like a blanket thrown on a fire. She stifled his vile temper with her passivity, absorbing his anger like  blotting paper. Only when he had been particularly cruel did the fat tear slide down her cheeks and he would be overcome with remorse. How different was Maeve who rose up like a striking scorpion to sting, who matched her father in vicious temper and poisonous tongue. So it was and so it always had been. They even looked alike. Small, dark, pale-skinned, with a sort of vivid vitality in the turned-up nose and large, mobile mouth. Dangerous people. Clever, shifting, unpredictable. Maeve’s father was a highly respected criminal lawyer. He might just as easily have been a brilliant crook.

Maeve’s mother could never be called upon to bail her out. Juanita Delaney now lived in the south of France, her exotic, half-Spanish looks on the point of collapsing into dereliction. Over made-up, tottering about on high heels, smoking and drinking too much, her desiccated cleavage always on display, her once famous legs now thin as a chicken’s, she terrified Maeve, who preferred to remember her as the dark beauty whom all the other girls at school had wondered at. Their own fat, powdered, pink and white mothers in their ugly stiff clothes had pushed forward like a herd of curious, nudging cows as Juanita swept into Speech Day in an outrageous hat, or drew up in an open car with a tanned, minor actor at the wheel. Maeve loved showing her off but secretly yearned for something more normal, more naturally maternal.

Her parents’ unlikely marriage foundered when Maeve was twelve. Her mother dealt the final blow when she ran off with an excitable French film producer. Maeve had by this time already been despatched to boarding school, first in Ireland and then to a smart Catholic school near Windsor. Maeve had seen her mother only a few times since. Each time she had found her more alarming. The drink, the succession of ever less attractive and more hopeless men, the desperate attempts to hold on to youth and glamour, even as a child Maeve saw her decline clearly and painfully. The fact that her mother was at heart a deeply selfish woman who had dedicated her life to preserving herself as a woman men desired, and that little else mattered to her, did not escape the knowing child.

Maeve walked briskly. Most of her actions were rapid. No dawdler, she. From the age of seventeen she had been on her own, making her own decisions. That way she knew if things fucked up it was her own fault. She liked that. Being free of people’s influence. Her parents could do as they liked. It didn’t matter to her. Let her father marry a single-brain-celled beauty therapist. Let her mother become a hideous old soak. They led their lives, she led hers.

Thirty-five pounds. She would have to get a job. She thought of the five hundred odd quid owed her by Carlos. She had pushed off and left him without collecting her back pay. The six months she had spent cooking on his charter yacht in the  Med had begun like a dream in April and veered off into a nightmare in August. The partnership he had promised had ended in drunkenness and abuse. The gentle lover of the spring turned into a possessive demon. She had nothing to show for it except the remains of a tan and fading purple bruises.

Maeve, however, was not one to brood on past misfortune. Having voluntarily curtailed her own formal education, she was a great exponent of learning on the road, graduating from the university of hard knocks. Carlos could be written off as an experience. She wouldn’t get caught like that again.

This morning she was on her way across the park to her friend Sophie’s flat in St John’s Wood, to cadge a bath. Good old Sophers was generous with her bath essence and had thick fluffy towels. Of course, they would be the best quality. They had been on her carefully chosen wedding list. Maeve thought of deep, steaming water with anticipation. She would baby-sit for Sophie’s two-year-old twins, Freddy and Flora, in return. This was a good and fair arrangement appreciated by both parties. Maeve was not in the habit of feeling sorry for people as a rule. The fact that Sophie had been abandoned by her husband, Fergus, did not arouse much sympathy. If you marry a wanker and then have his babies, you get what you deserve, but all the same, poor old Sophers had had a tough time. She was too bloody nice, that was her trouble.

In the distance Maeve could see an empty bench, under the trees but bathed in sunlight. That was where she would stop and have her think.

When she got there she sat down and drew up her knees like a little fishing gnome perched on a toadstool. Her problems were obvious. No money. No job. Nowhere to live. The job must come first and she would have to stay in the squat for as long as possible while she saved up to get somewhere else to live. She could easily get waitress work but it was so badly paid. The same applied to cleaning jobs. She spoke French, Spanish and Greek fairly fluently and she might try and get a job as a tour guide. She wasn’t that keen on staying in London though. It was expensive and dirty and she felt out of touch with her own age group who seemed to spend hours in pubs and clubs and shopping for clothes. Ah, that was another problem. Her clothes consisted of little else than what she had been able to grab when she did a runner off the yacht. She had one pair of beaten-up trainers and two pairs of tatty trousers, T-shirts and a sweater. The black leather jacket she was wearing belonged to Mohammed. She couldn’t buy much with thirty-five pounds. Not when she had to live on it as well. She didn’t want to borrow from Mohammed who was so anxious to start sending money home to his enormous family in Egypt. Perhaps Sophie could lend her something to wear to go job-hunting? But Sophie was tall, nearly six foot. You could fit two of Maeve into most of her garments. Shit.

A well-dressed elderly man walked slowly past, with two Sainsbury’s bags full of groceries. Maeve eyed them hungrily. She could see a packet of croissants on the top. Under his arm he carried a newspaper. He smiled kindly at the odd little elfin figure. Another drop-out, he thought. London seemed full of them, these strange young people with their closed, dead-looking faces and their grubby sleeping bags and dogs on strings. Even in the Blitz, which he remembered vividly, there had never been such abject misery. As he turned off the main path to walk towards his home in Primrose Hill, the newspaper slipped under his arm and the magazine folded inside it slid out and fell to the path. Rather deaf, he did not hear it drop and walked slowly on with his week’s worth of reading material lying on the gravel. By the time Maeve came across it five minutes later, the old man was well away, disappeared across the busy main road towards his home. Maeve picked up the slim magazine which she had never read but had seen on newsstands. In fact, her father had once been asked to contribute a contentious article about the Northern Ireland peace process, and had been thrilled by the number of outraged letters he had got in response. Something interesting to read landing at her feet was a piece of luck for Maeve and a change from the tabloids people discarded on Tubes and buses.

She flicked through the magazine as she walked and the very first thing she read was: ‘Carer/  companion urgently sought for elderly, disabled lady living in own home in Somerset. Other help kept. Comfortable accommodation and excellent salary offered to the right person. Highest references essential. Some light cooking desirable. Car driver preferred.’

God, thought Maeve, I’ve found myself a job.

Sophie, however, didn’t think so.

‘Maeve, you’re barmy. Nuts. It’s a total waste of time. What kind of companion would you, of all people, be to a dribbling old crone? You’re notoriously impatient. You’d hate it – you couldn’t be stuck in the country in a creaky old mausoleum. Anyway, look at you – you look off the street. Completely dodgy. No one’s going to let you near their granny.’

‘Hey, Sophers!’ Maeve protested. ‘You know I’ve got a nicer side. I love your brats, don’t I?’ and she tugged Flora onto her knee. ‘You don’t mind leaving them with me, do you? You don’t worry I’ll lock them in a cupboard while you’re out. I quite like old people.’

‘You don’t know any!’ retorted Sophie.

Maeve considered. This was true, so she ignored it.

‘I clean up OK – if I can get hold of some suitable clothes. References are no problem. You can write me one. Mohammed can write me another. God, I wonder if he can write? He can say he’s a sheikh or something and I’ve looked after his Sultana mother. I’ll write one myself.’

Sophie was horrified. ‘My God! You’ll go to prison!’

‘Don’t be silly. After all, I haven’t really got anything to hide. I haven’t got a criminal record. I don’t steal. I’m not a pyromaniac. On those grounds alone I sound ideal. Come on, Sophers. Don’t you see how it would be just right for me at the moment? I could save everything I earned, have board and lodging while I get revved up to do something else.’

Sophie looked doubtful. She loved Maeve who had shared a cubicle with her in the first miserable weeks at boarding school. She’d been a rock when Fergus had buggered off and left her when the twins were four months old. She had given practical help, taking the babies off her hands, cleaning the flat, which was worth much more than sympathy which just made her cry. But she had deep reservations about this current scheme. With a struggle Sophie tried to be more open-minded. She, who had only ever wanted a grand, white wedding and a big family of happy children, and a devoted husband, and an Aga and all that went with it, now found herself in a basement flat as a single parent. She had been forced to accept a life which she had never chosen and of which she basically disapproved. She believed in marriage and had meant every single one of the promises she had made at the altar. But it hadn’t counted for anything. So why did it matter if Maeve was dishonest? The world seemed to reward shits. She had heard Fergus was seeing a blonde  banker, while she was humping the bloody double pushchair up the steps of her basement flat, and collapsing exhausted in front of mindless television programmes every evening. No, she’d support Maeve.

‘OK, pal. I’m with you. I’ll be good at this type of thing. I mean, it could be my parents advertising for a keeper for my granny, couldn’t it? I know what they’d expect. Let’s write the reference first. Shall we say you were my kids’ nanny? And listen. There’s a charity shop round the corner stuffed with the sort of dreary clothes you’ll need. I cannot wait to see you in a pleated, navy polyester skirt . . . but they’re fashionable again, aren’t they?’

Maeve half got up to hug her, still holding Flora on her knee.

‘You’re a star, mate,’ she said. ‘What a blast!’

While Maeve was in the bath they composed the reference Sophie was going to write. Maeve was inclined to get carried away and made herself sound like Mother Theresa, but Sophie toned it down and they were pleased with the final result. Sophie had some of her parents’ grand, embossed notepaper in the bottom of a suitcase – ‘I wrote my wedding present thank yous on it,’ she said, wistfully – and they decided to use that.

Flora and Freddy toddled between them, fascinated by tiny Maeve in her bubble mountain. She scooped little mounds of foam and put them on their heads which made them roar with laughter  until Flora biffed Freddy and he cracked his head on the side of the bath and the whole thing ended in screams. Maeve restored smiles in a second by submerging herself entirely under the surface of the water and then reappearing very slowly. The twins shrieked with delight, their fat little faces still shiny and wet with tears.

Maeve got out of the bath and skipped round the flat naked which made them roar all over again.

‘Put some clothes on,’ said Sophie. ‘The whole street can see you.’

‘They’re welcome!’ said Maeve. ‘A penny a peep is considered quite cheap!’

When she did get dressed she had no option but to put her old clothes back on. Even Sophie’s T-shirts looked like mini dresses on her tiny frame.

‘When we’ve had a sandwich we’ll go to Oxfam,’ said Sophie. ‘How much can you spend?’

‘About a tenner,’ said Maeve. ‘I’ve only got thirty-five quid in the whole world. When we get back may I use your telephone to ring this number on the ad, and may I use this address? I can’t tell the Snodgrasses that I live in a squat. I’ll tell them that I live with a girlfriend and then should they ring for any reason, you can say I’m out and take a message.’

They ate a messy lunch, with the twins chucking Marmite sandwiches about and throwing carrot sticks on the floor.

‘They’re tired,’ said Sophie. ‘They’ll sleep the moment they’re in the buggy.’ Then there was all  the wiping down and changing nappies and pushing awkward little arms and legs into outdoor clothes.

‘I don’t know how you can stand this,’ said Maeve. ‘I’d just keep them naked and run a hose over them.’

‘You wait. This old dear is probably incontinent. You’ll be changing nappies soon.’

‘Christ!’ said Maeve. ‘That’s a thought. Wait a minute though. “Other help kept.” That means there’ll be a nurse or something, doesn’t it? That will be her job.’

‘Don’t be too sure,’ warned Sophie. ‘I don’t think they’d want a companion if there was a nurse.’

‘Oh well,’ said Maeve. ‘I’ll have to face that one when it comes. Get a move on, twinnies. We’re going out. Sophie, how do you lug this great chariot up these steps ten times a day? It’s like being a pit pony.’

‘I just have to,’ said Sophie as they hauled the double pushchair up to the pavement, each with a twin under an arm. ‘There’s no one to help me. I did complain about it to Fergus and he said if I wanted the garden at the back, which of course I do, I’d have to put up with it.’

‘What’s he putting up with, I’d like to know. Except of course the huge disadvantage of being Fergus. But he must be used to that by now . . . like a birth defect.’

Sophie laughed. She plonked the twins in their  seats and harnessed them in. Maeve took the handles and ran off down the road pushing the squealing babies. ‘Come on, Soph! I’m going to try a wheelie!’

Should I be doing this? thought Sophie, watching the flying figure, all spindly legs and mass of dark hair. She followed behind at a walk. Aiding and abetting? She’ll kill the poor old woman. Finish her off. Sophie had visions of an upturned invalid chair, wheels spinning after some madcap race, and Maeve cackling with laughter. She thought also of the other side of Maeve, the melancholy, dark side when she was in a gloom for days and no fit companion for anyone. No, she thought, I shouldn’t be doing this, and she made up her mind to withdraw her assistance, put a stop to it while she still could.

The charity shop was ten minutes’ walk away and by the time they got there Sophie still had not found the courage to tell Maeve what she had decided. She realised that she was childishly frightened to confront the inevitable flash of anger, the withering scorn. She felt like a schoolgirl again when Maeve, who bowled out opposition by her enthusiasm and force of personality, would get her involved in escapades she knew were a mistake. It was wonderful to bask in Maeve’s approval and terrible to feel the cold of her displeasure.

‘Listen, Maeve,’ said Sophie at the door. ‘I don’t think I can do this. I honestly think it’s a mistake. I do, really. You’ll get into trouble, I’m sure.  Something will go wrong – I mean seriously wrong. It’s not that I don’t want to help . . .’

Maeve turned on her, eyes blazing. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘Fine. I very rarely ask anyone for help. I’ll do it myself. Here,’ and she pushed over the handles of the buggy. ‘I’ll see you around. You never did have any balls,’ and she stalked in.

‘Maeve!’ wailed Sophie miserably, but she had already disappeared behind a clothes rail. All Sophie could see was an agitation amongst the garments as Maeve’s hands worked furiously down the rack.

Oh bloody hell! Sophie wasn’t going to be bullied. Not now she was a grown-up. She trailed back up the road. By the time she had reached the steps down to her front door the twins were asleep, little heads peacefully nodding. If she took them out of the buggy now they would wake and cry, but she couldn’t get them into the flat without decanting them. She sat on the low wall that divided the strip of dirty ground at the top of her steps from the pavement. She didn’t know what to do. Often these days she dithered about like this, feeling lost and directionless. Stupid things stumped her, like should she feed the children first when they were very tired and were likely to scream and throw the spoon away or put them down for a nap knowing that they would wake early, bellowing with hunger? Sophie closed her eyes and felt the sun warm on her face. She felt so tired. Sometimes she wished that she could just get  up and walk off. Catch a bus going anywhere. Just walk away from this constant anxiety, this dragging weight of responsibility. She thought of Maeve utterly free of care for anyone other than herself and felt a stab of jealousy. Not for one single moment since she had presented the two scarlet, brawling scraps to the world had Sophie felt carefree. In those first nightmare months she had stood, breasts dripping milk, hair flat and greasy, stomach like a loose bag, trying to make sense of Fergus’s accusations.

‘Look at you!’ he had shouted. ‘Try to see what I see. You’re a mess. I can’t stand it.’

He had dragged her to the bathroom and had forced her to look in the glass. Her face stared back, eyes dead with exhaustion.

Flora gave a little snuffling sigh and opened and closed one small pink fist. Sophie stared down at her with love and horror. How could she even think such things? Always Sophie felt an irrational terror that she was going to be found wanting as a mother, that some government agency, some social worker would pronounce her inadequate. That Fergus would claim the twins. Each day she felt she faced this challenge. After all, she had been little use as a wife, how could she be so sure she was any good to the twins as a mother? This was the stick with which Sophie beat herself. She must not for one moment envy Maeve. No, it was Maeve who was destitute, deprived.

Sophie got to her feet and began to push the  buggy slowly back up the road. Her legs ached and the sun in her face made her eyes feel heavy. She could almost close them and sleep as she walked. For something to do, she went into the bakers and bought some jam doughnuts. At the door of the charity shop she stopped and looked in. The three volunteer workers, usually rather brisk and unhelpful, anxious not to be mistaken for shop assistants, were gathered in an admiring group around Maeve who was prancing about in a beautiful little pink and gold checked suit. She saw Sophie and threw the door open.

‘Hey! Look, Sophers! Come in. Chanel! What a find! What do you think? Isn’t it brilliant?’

Sophie said nothing.

‘And look! Children’s jeans which fit a treat and a whole load of shirts and stuff. Oh, come on, Soph. Don’t be a pain!’

‘Yes.’ Sophie shrugged. ‘Well. You have to be pixie sized to wear that suit.’

‘That’s why it’s only a tenner. There aren’t many of us little teeny weeny Chanel pixies about.’

‘Here,’ said Sophie, her good nature surfacing as it usually did. ‘I’ll treat you. My father sent me a cheque this morning. Yes, you do look wonderful,’ she admitted. ‘Transformed. What about shoes? You can’t wear trainers.’

‘Can’t wear dead men’s shoes, me hearties,’ said Maeve, in a Long John Silver voice, rolling her eyes at the rows of footwear. Sophie agreed that the worn shoes looked somehow sinister, still  scuffed from previous outings and bulging in some cases where bunions or corns had pressed against the leather.

Maeve picked up her new jeans and a shirt and went behind a curtain to change. The assistants were arguing over how the till worked and rang up £2,500 and then £2.50 before they got it right. Sophie handed them a ten pound note.

‘For the suit,’ she said.

Maeve peered round the curtain, pulling up the jeans.

‘You’re a star, Soph!’ she said. ‘Oh that,’ she went on, noticing Sophie staring in horror at the bruises now revealed on her ribs. ‘Don’t worry. The perpetrator is well out of my life. I gave him a black eye, what’s more. A real shiner.’

They walked back arm in arm, the giant plastic bag of clothes hung from the buggy handles.

‘Sorry,’ said Maeve. ‘Sorry to have asked you. I completely respect your decision not to perjure yourself. You’ve always been honest, haven’t you? School didn’t teach you to lie, did it? Not like it did me.’

‘Look, Maeve. I won’t lie exactly, but I will give you a character reference and say about looking after the twins, and you can use my address. But you must promise me you’ll be, you know, responsible.’

‘Sure thing, babe. You know me!’

Sophie sighed. Unfortunately she did. With any luck, she thought, Maeve won’t even get an interview.

[image: 001]

Henry Bentham, who had placed the advertisement on the directions of his Australian wife, Bunty, stared gloomily out of the window of the bank. Mrs Tripp, his PA, had just brought him the news that Janet Cook had telephoned again. Mrs Cook was his mother’s current carer and recently hardly a day went by when she wasn’t complaining about something and threatening to walk out. He had had to deflect these calls away from Bunty, who would have exacerbated the situation by giving Mrs Cook short shrift. The truth was that they couldn’t do without her until they had someone else to take her place. Henry closed his eyes and rubbed his white, domed brow. What was to be done?

Of course, his mother, now eighty-four, should go into a home. Bunty had done a lot of research and had found several perfectly acceptable establishments where she could take her own furniture, and one which would even admit Esau, her hideous old dog. The problem lay in her determination not to be moved from Charlton, her home in Somerset, and the fact that although she was more or less crippled with arthritis she still had full use of her faculties. She couldn’t be bundled off against her considerable will. Charlton, of course, still belonged to her, although Henry intended to move there when he retired in five years’ time. Bunty was eager to get on with restoration and improvements and was loud in her condemnation of her husband as weak and  spineless in not dealing with his mother more firmly. Henry felt thoroughly battered in his position between two powerful women. Whatever Bunty said, he had in fact gained considerable control by taking over his mother’s financial affairs and paying her an allowance, out of which came the wages of those who kept her at Charlton. Fortunately she was bored by accounts and housekeeping and left it entirely to him, her banker son, to tell her how much money she had at her disposal. He had been able to mislead her into thinking that she could hardly afford to go on living there. He couldn’t exactly starve her out, but he could make the comforts of a home look more attractive by contrast.

Then there was the problem of carers. Mrs Tripp had suggested placing the advertisement after Bunty railed endlessly at the expense of using agencies to provide the help his mother needed. Henry had pointed out that the sort of home he would have to put her in would cost more, especially when one considered that she might live to ninety or beyond. Janet Cook and her like always started well enough but it wasn’t long before his mother was spitting out mashed potato on the carpet and making herself thoroughly disagreeable. The present complaint concerned her language. She had apparently called Mrs Cook a fat trollop. Mrs Tripp had laughed when she told him. ‘Is she?’ she had asked.

‘Is she what?’

‘A fat trollop?’

Henry had frowned and not answered. Sometimes Mrs Tripp surprised him. He turned from the window. The paintings Bunty had insisted he hung on the boardroom walls assaulted his senses. Great splurges and splashes of clashing colours daubed on by Aborigines, as far as he could remember. Anyway, the sight of them never failed to add to his irritation. Pressing a button on his desk, he said, ‘Mrs Tripp, have we had any response to the advertisement yet?’

‘Yes, Henry.’ That was another thing. She had started to call him Henry since she had enrolled in Empowerment for Women in the Workplace classes. ‘Three so far. Shall I bring them through?’

Henry sighed. ‘No. Deal with them, will you? I can’t waste any more time.’

In her office next door, Diana Tripp opened her drawer and took out a chocolate biscuit. She allowed herself a mid-morning treat as a stress buster. She reached for her pad. Three names were followed by a few notes she had taken. She put a line through one. A young male nurse was not suitable. The other two were possibilities. One was a retired housemistress from Yorkshire, a talkative spinster, obviously desperate for a roof over her head. The other was slightly odd. A young woman. Northern Irish. No proper training or career but a portfolio of rather off-beat jobs behind her. She had worked as a nanny and cook and had been on the staff of some Arab prince. Mrs Tripp’s pencil  hovered over her pad before she lightly pencilled a tick beside her name. She would ask for references, and would arrange for the two applicants to meet Henry.

 



Sophie took the telephone call. Thank God, she thought, that the twins were asleep and not bawling in the background.

‘No, Miss Delaney is out at the moment. I am Mrs Manners, her landlady. Can I give her a message? Yes, I’m sure that will be all right. I’ll tell her to ring you back if she can’t make it. If you don’t hear from her you can assume it’s fine. She can bring her testimonials or references, whatever, with her. Do you want to give me directions to pass on to her?’

At the conclusion of the conversation Sophie put down the telephone with mixed feelings. She was right in it now. Up to the neck. The Chanel suit was hanging in her wardrobe and Maeve had arranged to telephone her at midday to see if there was any news. The appointment was for the following day. It seemed there was considerable urgency in filling the post. Sophie picked up the envelope containing the reference she had written. She took out the sheet of stiff, expensive paper and read what she had written. Yes, it was true that Maeve had looked after her children. It was true that she had always been reliable, honest and responsibly carried out her duties. It was true that she had known her for many years and that she  was resourceful, competent and had a lively, outgoing personality. It was true that she was a talented cook. It was not true that she could thoroughly recommend her. Why not? she wondered. What was it about Maeve that was so unsettling, that seemed to attract trouble, that led her into uncharted territories where she herself would never venture? Maeve was a risk taker. That was it. She went further and faster than anyone else Sophie knew. She restlessly sought diversions and thought up escapades. Sophie could only comfort herself with the conviction that her friend would not actually harm the old lady, either accidentally or on purpose. She had too much basic good sense for that. But what else would she get up to? Sophie couldn’t bear to think.

Maeve was ecstatic when she got the news.

‘Hey! That’s great, isn’t it, Soph? Tomorrow, eh? I’ll get Mohammed to write my reference when he gets back from work. He is brilliant, you know. Do you know what he’s thought of? He has a friend who works at the Ritz and he’s got him to snitch some headed notepaper. It was Mohammed’s brainwave. It will be totally convincing. He’ll write a whole load of Arabic stuff.’

Sophie groaned. She had serious doubts about this Mohammed character. Maeve had met him on a ferry somewhere off Greece. He had been on his way to England on a dodgy passport and with a dodgy visa. Typically, Maeve had befriended him. Sophie imagined that they were lovers but Maeve  denied it, laughing. ‘More’s the pity. He’s utterly beautiful but he’s got a rich Swiss boyfriend.’ Mohammed was in touch with a whole underclass of illegal immigrants in London and it was through them that he had heard about the squat and got the job in the restaurant. Maeve seemed wholly unconcerned by this flagrant law-breaking and this annoyed Sophie, who came from a long line of soldiers and civil servants and had an inbuilt sense of civic duty.

She was cross when the bell rang the next morning and she realised that Maeve had brought Mohammed to the flat with her. She could see dirty trainers and the lower portions of a chef’s checked trouser legs displayed in her basement window when she went to open the door. She glared at Maeve, who bounced past her without noticing, saying over her shoulder as she went, ‘Hi, Soph! I’ve brought Mohammed to meet you.’ Mohammed beamed a smile of such warmth and beauty that Sophie was totally disarmed and within minutes was making him tea. He sat forward eagerly on her battered old sofa while Freddy and Flora stared at him, tongue-tied.

Sophie realised that she hadn’t had a man inside the flat, at least not socially, for months and at the first opportunity went into her bedroom and sprayed on some scent and put on some lip gloss. Silly, really, she thought, considering his inclinations, but he was so very handsome. He smiled at her again when she re-emerged and she  felt self-conscious smiling back. He was, of course, very dark, with short, cropped, black hair and glowing brown skin. His perfect aquiline features and large, slightly protruding eyes were coolly beautiful in repose; when disarranged by his broad smile and gleaming white teeth, he was even more strikingly attractive. Sophie was vague on classical art but thought she had many times seen his profile sculpted in marble and stone in the great museums of Europe. He was so very different to sandy, carroty Fergus, who went pink and peeled on their honeymoon in the sun, and whose close-packed features and small reddish-brown eyes gave him a foxy, weaselly look. At least, Sophie could see that now. At the time she had been blinded by love, she supposed.

Mohammed drank his tea and smiled and Maeve went to fetch the suit out of Sophie’s wardrobe to give them a dress rehearsal. Freddy and Flora continued to gaze, spellbound. Sophie sat down and smiled back. She was just about to embark on a series of polite questions about Mohammed’s family and home and job when Maeve came charging back in. She had yanked her bunches of dark hair back into a knot and shoved all her hippy bangles up the sleeve of the suit so they were hidden. Her legs were quite brown and although she was barefoot and her feet were far from clean, she looked elegant and stylish and, Sophie had to admit, quite respectable and grown-up.

Mohammed was delighted. ‘You look a different  persons,’ he said. ‘These are wonderful clothesies.’

‘You’ll need a bag,’ said Sophie. ‘You can’t take that ethnic thing.’ She went off to find a smart leather bag her mother had given her.

Maeve hooked it over her elbow and swept about the room saying, ‘How do you do? Have you come far?’ in a queen voice to Mohammed and the twins.

Shoes remained a problem. ‘I’ll just have to wear me old trainers,’ said Maeve, looking down at her footwear fondly.

‘You can’t,’ said Sophie. ‘They’ll completely ruin the effect.’

‘Ah,’ said Maeve, ‘no one will notice, and if they do I’ll say I run everywhere – I’m in training. That’ll seem energetic and impressive,’ and she began to jog and shadow-box round the flat.

‘No,’ said Mohammed, who obviously had a lively imagination. ‘Say you just come from caring for very old, sleeping lady and in theses shoes you are like little mousies, making no noises.’

‘Brilliant, Mohammed,’ said Maeve. ‘They’ll love it!’

‘Don’t you be counting your lucky chickens!’ beamed Mohammed.

They’re both mad, thought Sophie.

 



Sophie could be forgiven for thinking Maeve was not only without scruples but also free of any of the anxieties and responsibilities by which she herself felt besieged, and indeed as the little  Chanel-via-Oxfam-suited figure pranced along the City street that afternoon, Maeve looked the picture of buoyant confidence. Her skinny brown legs fairly twinkled along the pavement, trainers respectably white having been given a quick whirl in Sophie’s washing machine, and the pink suit so cheerfully pretty and flattering that people smiled at her as she passed. Her dark hair bobbed along, knotted at the back of her head, and with a swipe of lipstick and some black eye pencil, Maeve looked both older and more attractive. In her hand she clutched Sophie’s instructions about where to go when she got off the bus at Bishopsgate. In ten minutes she was due to meet Mr Henry Bentham at Bentham’s Bank, the oldest and one of the few remaining privately owned banks in the country. But although she may have looked confident, Maeve was actually on edge and fearful. Sophie would never have guessed what it was costing her to face the forthcoming interview, how much she dreaded having her life held up to scrutiny, or how very deeply she felt she was a failure with little to offer anyone. Bravado and bullshit she was strong on, but lately she was finding it increasingly hard to get by on these empty, self-promoting qualities alone.

At twenty-six, Maeve realised that some of the hot-headed decisions she had taken earlier in her life had been mistakes. She knew she was intelligent, bright even, but grade As at GCSE meant nothing in today’s marketplace, especially here in  the City, where smart-suited girls in their twenties and early thirties, with PhDs and MBAs after their names, were two a penny. Of course they were not competing for the same jobs, but Maeve knew she could no longer boast ‘I could have gone to university if I’d chosen to’. It sounded pathetic. Silly statements like that did not impress. She was no better qualified than the average shop assistant or waitress. She remembered her father shouting at her, ‘You’ll end up serving on the Pick’n’Mix counter in Woolworths!’ He was right. Without qualifications she could have no aspirations.

The rest of her life did not bear much scrutiny either. To date she had not managed a single, truly successful relationship with a man. Unerringly, she chose the unreliable, the dangerous, the profligate, the cruel. Almost without exception she had found any affair she embarked on ended with a sense of failure and sadness. It seemed to her that she was not a woman who inspired true or lasting love. She did not know where she went wrong but from the earliest times the people she had cared about and trusted had let her down. The two people she had loved most in the world, her father and mother, had not been able to stay together. At the time it had seemed to her that she was an inadequate child, that somehow she had not been able to forge the ties between the three of them which other children in secure families seemed to enjoy. She had not been strong enough, potent enough, important enough to make her mother happy and  contented. Her father preferred the company of thick women and tarts. However hard she tried, Maeve could not transform herself and them into a family unit. They had remained three warring individuals.

This terrible sense of personal failure dogged Maeve. She covered it with a tough veneer, a careless attitude, and she tried very hard to be self-sufficient, to rely on no one. If she did not care, she could not be hurt. If she did not love, she could not be rejected. Yet she longed for the blast of being special, of being the reason someone got up in the morning. Maeve craved unconditional love. She did not believe she ever had been truly loved by anyone – not for herself, just as she was.

Her motives as she hurried up Bishopsgate were entirely selfish. She wanted a few months in which to earn a bit of cash and enjoy accommodation a little more salubrious than the squat. She needed a break to recoup, to gather her energies for her next onslaught on life. For the old woman she was about to profess such a caring interest in, she cared not a scrap. She was simply a means to an end. Maeve was sufficiently selfish not to exercise her imagination at all on her behalf. She remained a shadowy figure; her duties towards her to be despatched with the minimum possible effort. With any luck she wouldn’t be too bothersome, and if she was, Maeve reckoned she could be more than a match.

It was with these convictions that Maeve swung  open the heavy doors of Bentham’s Bank and told the glossy receptionist that she had an appointment for 3.00 p.m. with Mr Henry Bentham.

 



With the advantage of hindsight, Henry realised that Maeve found him in a vulnerable state that afternoon. Mrs Tripp had just reported yet another complaint from Janet Cook regarding his mother, who it seemed had got it into her head that she wanted to give a party and had tried to order a great deal of drink to be delivered from a wine merchant in Castle Cary. Fortunately, the wine merchant had gone out of business many years earlier, but this was further evidence of her decline into senility and the difficulty to be faced in finding the appropriate person to look after her.

Maeve’s appearance was not initially encouraging. She was far too young, her smile was too wide, her energy too palpable. Henry was used to dealing with rundown, apathetic creatures, still reeling from broken marriages or elderly parents dying off, leaving them redundant and in need of a residential post. In Henry’s experience, these were the sort of women who found themselves filling the role of ‘carer’. It had little to do with their capacity or inclination to care.

However, as he asked Maeve about her experience and her qualifications, Henry began to think that not only would she do, she might even prove capable of keeping his mother under control. She had, it seemed, filled several highly responsible  posts in the past. One was even connected to royalty – Arab, admittedly, but impressive all the same. It seemed she had some understanding of the care of the elderly, had a basic first aid qualification (Maeve did not reveal it was obtained on an Australian beach as a lifeguard), could run a household efficiently, indeed she had cooked for several rather grand people, and worked two seasons as a chalet girl, and to cap it all she had been to the same school as his niece. He ran through working hours and time off schedule, explaining that the agency supplied relief cover. As he described the hours, Henry became concerned that he was not offering a high enough salary to ensure Maeve’s acceptance and he mentally notched it up a couple of hundred pounds a month. He lied smoothly about his mother’s health and the departure of her current carer, called his mother a ‘dear’, emphasised his affection for her and the degree of his concern over her welfare, adding that his wife, Bunty, was also devoted. Finally, he asked when Maeve could start. Hearing that she was immediately available clinched it in his mind.

Maeve sat patiently while he described Charlton. ‘Not large but an inconvenient house, unsuitable for an elderly person but my mother is quite determined to stay there as long as she is able. It has been her home for nearly seventy years.’ He explained its position on the outskirts of a small village and how a car was an essential and that he was happy to pay a portion of running costs. He  outlined the financial arrangements he would make and how Maeve was to be responsible for keeping basic housekeeping accounts. He said that his mother only required the plainest of food and was a very small eater. She no longer entertained. She was sufficiently mobile to move about the house with help and in the summer she could go a little way into the garden. He explained that a cleaner came in three mornings a week and that there was also a gardener and odd-job man who did routine outside work. Maeve was to be responsible for his mother’s washing and ironing although larger items could be sent to the laundry. She had her hair washed and set once a month by a travelling hairdresser. She had accounts with two large London shops from which she obtained various luxury goods and Henry himself monitored her spending. She enjoyed Scrabble and cross-words and it was hoped that Maeve would share this interest. He asked if Maeve had any questions.

Maeve looked him straight in the eye. ‘Only one,’ she said. ‘Does your mother actually require nursing? I’m not qualified at all, you know. I can dole out pills and stuff, but that’s all.’

‘No, she doesn’t,’ said Henry, reasonably truthfully. ‘What this post is about is making it possible for her to remain at home, providing the help she needs to live there. If her condition deteriorates, my wife and I are very conscious of the necessity of her going into a nursing home, but we have not reached that point yet. Now, if there’s nothing else . . .’

He stood up and offered his hand. Maeve rose, took it, noting the wet fish handshake.

‘I must discuss the matter, obviously, with my mother,’ said Henry, ‘but I would certainly hope to let you know very soon. We have your telephone number, don’t we?’

Maeve said he had and with a jaunty wave of her hand, tripped out.

Henry sat back. He felt pleased. Rather a pretty girl, too, he thought, in that pulled through a hedge, Irish way. Good legs. Smart suit. Lively little face. His mother would like that. She hadn’t cared for Mrs Cook’s heavy, bovine appearance from the start. He rang through to Mrs Tripp.

‘Do we have references?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ said Mrs Tripp, who had summed Maeve up fairly accurately and reckoned that she would provide entertainment at least. ‘What did you make of her? Rather different from the usual.’

‘I liked her,’ said Henry. ‘I think we could take her on a month’s trial. She’d cheer Mother up a bit, I think.’

‘Or finish her off,’ added Mrs Tripp to herself.

‘Did you get the impression she was keen to take it?’ asked Henry. ‘If offered?’

‘Hard to say,’ said Mrs Tripp. ‘I’d have thought it was the last sort of job a young girl would want, but maybe for a few months . . .’ She left the sentence unfinished.

‘What about the other woman? The housemistress? ’

‘She telephoned this morning. Unfortunately, she has had a fall and broken her ankle.’

‘Offer the girl the job,’ said Henry, who couldn’t bear things hanging on and thought of Bunty’s nagging. ‘She’ll do as a stopgap anyway.’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Mrs Tripp. ‘We could always run the advertisement again.’

‘No,’ said Henry, ‘We’ll risk it.’ He was looking forward to telling Mrs Cook she could go.




Chapter Two

In London, Sophie was disappointed but not surprised to hear nothing from Maeve. Her departure to the country had been typical. She arrived on Sophie’s doorstep the day before she was due to leave for Somerset with two dustbin liners of stuff which she wanted Sophie to store.

‘Look, Maeve. I have hardly any space at all. You can see that. Everything is bursting at the seams with the children’s clobber. What is all this, anyway? ’ She reached into a bag and brought out an old exercise book. She flipped it open before Maeve could snatch it out of her hand. It was filled with Maeve’s small and surprisingly neat writing, closely packed, page after page.

‘It’s private stuff,’ said Maeve fiercely. ‘Goes with me everywhere. Except this time I thought I could trust you to look after it for me. Since I’m not intending to be in this job for long. But if you can’t, you can’t.’

‘Oh, all right,’ said Sophie, relenting, as usual. ‘If  you promise me it’s not junk but stuff that’s really important. You can shove it in the bottom of my cupboard, where my shoes live. As long as it’s not for long.’

Maeve kissed her head as she went past to the bedroom.

‘Jesus, Sophie. How many pairs of identical shoes do you have? All polished and on trees. It’s like a little army in here. On the march.’

Sophie closed her eyes wearily. Why did Maeve always make her feel boring and middle-aged with remarks like that? Didn’t she appreciate you had to be tidy and organised when you lived in a tiny flat with two small children?

‘When do you go?’ she asked as Maeve reappeared. She went through to the kitchen and put the kettle on and spooned instant coffee into two mugs.

‘Tomorrow morning. Twelve-thirty train from Paddington to Castle Cary. Isn’t it a lovely name? I’ll have to get a taxi to the house. I told Mr Banker Bentham that I had a car, you see. He seemed to think I needed one for the job but, well, bugger that. Look, Soph, can I nick this squashy bag thing from your cupboard to take my stuff in? I need to look tidy on arrival, don’t I? First impression and so on. The plastic shopping bag look is not appropriate. She’s a lady. Did I tell you? Well, she is. Lady Pamela. Isn’t it wonderful? Pure tea dances and tennis, isn’t it? “Lady Pamela at the Opening Meet of the South Somerset Water Beagles at Little Gusset.”

‘Or Great Chilpruff,’ said Sophie, falling into the sort of silly game they used to play at school. ‘With her friend Horatia Grebe Watling . . .’

‘Oh, yes! Perfect,’ said Maeve. ‘Anyway, I’m off tomorrow. I’ll give you a ring when I get there and have had time to look round.’

That was nearly two weeks ago and Sophie felt hurt that she’d heard nothing at all. As she packed up the twins’ things – she was going home to her parents for the weekend – she reflected sadly on how she still felt envious of Maeve, at the same time as deploring her luck and her lifestyle. When they were at school she had listened to Maeve’s tales of home and longed to swap her own conventional, safe, devoted parents for something more exciting. When Maeve went for holidays in the south of France, Sophie went to Cornwall. When she was kissed by a spotty boy from Radley, Maeve was dating a Corsican fisherman. When she had had her first under-age drinking experience, very brave, and got tight in the pub in Rock, Maeve was having sex in Nice. And so it went on. Even when she got married, which for Sophie had been a pinnacle of achievement, Maeve had been unimpressed, and indeed had sown a few doubts in her mind.

‘What do you see in him, Sophs?’ she had asked. ‘Do you really want to spend the rest of your life with Fergus? Sorry, but it beats me.’

Sophie had been hurt and upset and had decided, after all, to have only young bridesmaids  and pages. She had quite wanted to have Maeve walking up the aisle, behind her for once. She had hoped that Maeve might be envious. She should have known better.

And now here she was, living a half-life. She loved the twins, they were the best thing she’d ever done and more important to her than anything in the world, but the truth could not be escaped that while she was at home caring for them, on an allowance paid by Fergus, the rest of life was passing her by. She refused to call it a trap. Freddy and Flora could never be a trap, but she had to own that two children of under two and a half effectively imprisoned her. She had lost her freedom when they were born. She remembered how Fergus had not been keen on the idea of her pregnancy from the start. He’d said that it was too soon, that they weren’t well enough established. Later, when she had found out she was going to have twins, she knew he’d be horrified. She hardly dared tell him.

He’d had a rage. Shouted and swore and kicked the furniture, his face red and furious, clashing horribly with his hair. He’d called her a stupid cow for getting pregnant. She hadn’t told anybody that. Not even Maeve. It was too humiliating. He’d been coldly angry after that, which had lasted for weeks. Sophie had never been so miserable.

It was better now without him, she knew that, despite the relentless responsibility and the solitary drudgery. Going home to her parents was the one  break she got and even this she felt she had to ration because her mother overdid it and always looked exhausted by the time they left. Her mother had wanted her to move back home after Fergus had left her. She had even found a little cottage to rent about a mile away. Sophie had been sorely tempted but made up her mind that going back would be a retreat. She would stick it out in London and make a valiant effort to be independent. She also wanted the twins to know their father; or perhaps not so much that, more that Fergus should not escape responsibility. If she moved back to her family it would allow him to behave as if she had never been. She wanted to be in London where she and the children were a reminder that their marriage had been real.

Careful, considerate Sophie, who always played by the rules, had made one bad error of judgement and was paying for it dearly. Maeve, on the other hand, who was rarely safe or sensible, seemed to emerge unscathed. Sophie envied her her freedom from responsibility, and this barmy job was a case in point. To take off and change one’s life overnight, so utterly impossible for her, seemed hugely appealing. Sophie longed to know about Lady Pamela. She longed to hear the story Maeve would weave. She wanted to be touched by Maeve’s vitality, to be reminded that the world was full of excitement and amusement and endless possibilities and not just a round of washing and feeding and shopping and worrying about GM foods and  safety and driving carefully and child locks.

I always was a bit boring, thought Sophie, but now I’m utterly boring. Fergus was right. And then she thought, Bugger that. Of course I’m different to how I was, to how Maeve is. Being a mother is bound to make me different. I’m tired, that’s one thing. I’m on my own, that’s another. Flora and Freddy. It’s them. They are more important than I am. I’m subdued by them. What I want doesn’t count any more, and anyway I want what is best for them. I can never be like Maeve. To be truthful, I never could anyway. I’m the sort of girl who shops from a list and polishes her shoes. Maeve is a free spirit.

Sophie moved round the twins’ room, carefully folding clothes and packing them neatly into a case. She caught sight of herself in the glass on the back of their cupboard door. She looked pale, tired and thin. Dressed in baggy trousers and a sweatshirt, with her straight fair hair caught back in a band, she looked, quite correctly, as if she made no effort with her appearance. She really couldn’t be bothered. As long as she was clean, she couldn’t see that it mattered. She made a wry face, remembering how she had put on scent and lipstick for Mohammed. She wondered how he was getting on. He had given her the name of the restaurant where he worked and told her to go there for a meal, to take the babies. He said they would be welcome. She smiled again thinking of what Fergus would think of his children  associating with a homosexual illegal immigrant who lived in a squat. But Mohammed had been so nice, so warm and friendly and so genuinely interested in the children. She realised that she would like to see him again.

It was therefore with considerable pleasure mixed with disappointment that when Sophie went to answer her doorbell that afternoon, she found Mohammed standing on the step.

‘Come in,’ she said, ‘but I’m just about to leave for my parents’. How are you? Have you heard from Maeve? I was only thinking about you this morning.’ She blushed.

Mohammed stepped inside. He looked swarthy and foreign in his leather jacket with his dark complexion. Sophie noticed that he wore two flashy gold rings and a gold chain of some sort. Really, he was not a possibility. Not even as a friend. OK, perhaps in his own country but too embarrassing here in London.

Flora and Freddy ran to him and he knelt down and opened his arms to them.

‘How are they? These little angels. These little chickens.’ Really, he was much keener on them than Fergus ever was. He scooped them up and began to throw them energetically into the air.

‘Oh God!’ cried Sophie. ‘Do be careful!’

‘Don’t you worry,’ said Mohammed. ‘I have many, many nephewsies and nieces.’ This did not reassure Sophie who thought that if that was the case one or two fatalities would be neither here  nor there. ‘I love childrens,’ he added, beaming. He saw the piles of collected luggage and said, ‘Now I can help you. So much cases is too much for you.’

‘Well, actually . . .’ Sophie had been worrying about how to load her car as well as watch the twins. She had decided to strap them into their buggy and leave them in the flat while she went backwards and forwards, but unless she could park right outside her door, she did not like to do this. These were the sort of logistical problems that dogged her. ‘I’d be really grateful. But have a cup of tea or something first.’ She glanced furtively at her watch. She could allow him half an hour.

Mohammed sat on her sofa with a twin on either knee. They both gazed at him in wonder. Flora patted his face and Freddy examined his rings with interest.

‘I have come because I have had telephone message from Maeve. She is being very secret but she wants me to make visit to you to say she is all right and she wants come and see you next week on Monday’s night. Tuesdays is hers days off. She asks you if this is all right. She telephones me at work. She does not telephone to you for some reasons I do not be understanding. But now,’ and Mohammed produced something from his jacket, ‘I have mobiles, so all is easy.’

Sophie was working hard to get the gist of this.

‘Well, yes,’ she said, ‘it would be fine for Maeve to come on Monday, I’d love to see her. I’m  longing to know all about it. Did she sound OK? Is she happy? I can’t understand why she can’t just telephone me. Have you got her number? Why can’t I ring her?’

‘This I am not understanding,’ said Mohammed, shrugging, ‘but she has my mobiles and she will telephone me and I give her your message. Also I tell you that I have now a room with a friend. Khaled, a friend from Cairo. I am writing you the address,’ he took a scrap of paper from his pocket, ‘with also my mobiles. Sometimes, I think, and you must forgive me, that you are needing a man to help. Maeve she say to look after her very good friend, and here I am, Mohammed.’

Sophie smiled. ‘Thank you very much. Well, you couldn’t have turned up at a better moment. It really would be a help if you could give me a hand with this lot. But on the whole,’ she added, ‘I manage very well.’ She was relieved of a vague anxiety that Mohammed had come round to ask for help rather than offer it. She felt ashamed. She took the twins off to change them before the journey and handed Mohammed his tea and a chocolate biscuit, which was all she had to offer.

When she was packed and ready he carried everything, including the children, in several trips to her car. As she double-locked the door she had a treacherous thought about Mohammed’s honesty. Was it wise that he should know her flat was to be empty all weekend? Oh well, it was too late to worry now. There he was further up the road,  standing guard by her car. He courteously held the driver’s door for her as she checked that he had strapped the twins correctly into their car seats. She did not want to offer him a lift but she could not drive off and leave him on the pavement so she took him to the Tube station, which wasn’t really out of her way. His bulky jacket seemed to fill up the passenger seat and Sophie realised he was the first man she had driven in this car, which her father had given her six months ago. She pulled up on the double yellow line to let him out and then they shared a curious little moment in which he turned to look at her to say goodbye and their eyes met and held and something quite deep and unspoken passed between them. As Sophie drove away she felt quite shaken. What had it been? Was it pity she saw in his look? Concern? Sympathy? Affection?

Mohammed, left on the pavement, wondered at this strange English girl, alone in a way that could never happen in his country. He liked her plain pale face, her colourless hair, her clear, truthful eyes. She was brave and strong, but so very, very sad. He thought of her driving across London with her babies and how the little car seemed vulnerable in the traffic amongst the buses and lorries. His large, sentimental brown eyes filled with tears as he thought of the embracing warmth of his own family. He felt far from home and lonely. Sniffing, he went down the steps to catch his train.
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Henry had had little difficulty in persuading Bunty that he had done well in securing the services of Maeve. Bunty did no more than half listen anyway because the only news she really wished to hear was that Lady Pamela was being packed off to a nursing home; anything else was of minor interest.

She and Henry lived in a large comfortable house in Putney, had a shooting lodge in Scotland and a flat in Switzerland. Adding Charlton to this list was not a pressing urgency except that Henry was due to retire in a few years and they had always planned to move out to Somerset when he left the bank. Charlton was not the house Bunty would have chosen but Henry was fond of the place where he had grown up and it was well-situated in rolling green countryside and yet not far from a mainline railway station. It was hideously old-fashioned and antiquated and it was for this reason that Bunty wanted to get her hands on it in plenty of time before they took up residence. In Bunty’s view it had some major disadvantages. The first was that it was most definitely not a grand house but only a large farmhouse in the local style, with low ceilings and casement windows. There was not a room large enough for entertaining on the scale Bunty enjoyed. The drawing room was pretty, south-facing with a ham stone fireplace and windows to the garden but it was not sufficiently large to accommodate the numbers Bunty invited to her dos. The kitchen was positively primitive with a stone sink and old-fashioned cupboards and  an ancient and temperamental Aga. There were numerous larders and game cupboards, an old dairy and cheese room, and back stairs leading to the attic rooms once occupied by female domestics and dairymaids. The main staircase was rather impressive with wide treads and a gracious sweep of banister. Upstairs there were six bedrooms and two hideous bathrooms which would have to be ripped out. There wasn’t even central heating, only antiquated night storage heaters and open fires. There was a huge amount of work to be done and while Lady Pamela was still living there, it was impossible to make a start.

It annoyed Bunty to be thwarted in this way and she grumbled about it regularly. In the sort of unspoken understanding arrived at in most long-term marriages, it was accepted by Henry that he had married an energetic and forceful young woman with bouncy good looks in the blonde, brash, Australian style, whose physical attractiveness and personality far eclipsed his own. In return and to correct this imbalance, Henry had to pitch his position and spending power and on the whole to allow Bunty what she wanted in life.

Bunty was nobody’s fool and knew very well on which side her bread was buttered. Now, at fifty-two, with her looks fading and growing a little stout, she still remembered the tin-roofed house she had grown up in Wollongong, outside Sydney. She had worked hard to free herself of the legacy of her family – her sluttish chain-smoking mother  and unemployed father and the string of good-for-nothing sisters. When, thirty years ago, she secured a secretarial job in the Sydney offices of Bentham’s, she could not have guessed, even in her wildest dreams, that she would catch the eye of awkward, tongue-tied Henry. Pale and tall and stooped, concave chested, spindly legged, he was the opposite of the bronzed, fit, muscular Australian male ideal, but Bunty had her eye on status and investment and she did not find it hard to engineer his falling in love and proposing. On the whole, she had never regretted it.

Henry was, as Bunty had suspected, disappointing as a man, and she sensibly subdued her physical urges and channelled her appetites into enjoying material pleasures. Spending money and entertaining her friends were her two pastimes and she did both expertly. Henry was a dull old stick and so Bunty took refuge in loud, noisy, party-loving friends and Henry picked up the tab. It was an arrangement which suited them both.

Their three children arrived with four years between the first two and six years separating the last, Charlie, who was in the sixth form at school. The eldest, Amanda, was married and expecting a baby, and Clemmie, the second, was engaged.

Bunty was an energetic and interfering mother for whom nothing was too much trouble as long as she could make the arrangements and implement the decisions. She induced a sort of semi-paralysis in her nearest and dearest, rendering them incapable  of independent action. So used were they to her steamroller force that left on their own they came to a shuddering stop, unable to find their own momentum.

Henry’s mother was one of the few people Bunty felt powerless to intimidate. Lady Pamela’s age, her title and the memory of what her mother-in-law had been like when Bunty first arrived in England subdued her habitual bossiness. Thirty years ago Bunty had never met anyone like Lady P. and she found herself in the novel position of being rendered dumb in her presence. Ever since, she had never quite had the gumption to tackle the old girl herself or take the law into her own hands regarding her fate – you could hardly call it a future. Instead, she railed at Henry about his bloody mother, and he was forced to tread carefully between the two women.

Henry telephoned to tell his mother about Mrs Cook’s replacement at seven thirty in the morning when he knew she would be awake and Mrs Cook was unlikely to answer.

Lady Pamela was still in bed. She had lain awake since five o’clock and had made her slow way to the bathroom, leaning on her walking frame. The damn thing caught on furniture and banged into door jambs. It took her a good twenty minutes to cross the landing and manoeuvre herself into position on the lavatory, which had a special raised seat and a handrail. Then there was the slow journey back. Through the landing window she  could see the first flicker of dawn light the black squares of night. Another day. She could hear noisy snores from Mrs Cook’s door. These few hours when she was awake and Mrs Cook still asleep were precious to her. She felt the house was her own again and free of the bustling interference of the dratted woman and her incessant talk.

She shuffled slowly back to her room. The electric kettle for her morning tea was left by the tray, set with cup and saucer and milk. She sniffed the cup and pulled a face. Bleach. The wretched woman rinsed the crockery in bleach-tainted water. Who cared if the old cup was stained brown? It was only tea. She lifted the kettle and could tell from its weight that Mrs Cook had not remembered to fill it the night before. A repeat of the journey to the bathroom was too much. No tea this morning. Another small pleasure denied. God, it was so maddening to be helpless.

Slowly, as she did everything these days, Lady Pamela sat on the edge of the bed and raised her old legs onto the mattress. Her nightdress caught up, revealing the blue mottled limbs, fleshless and scaly-skinned. Lady Pamela viewed them with distaste. She had once been known for her legs. She remembered the feel of silk stockings, the exciting tug of suspenders, the warm soft flesh in between. Now this. And the smell of old age. She could smell it now, clinging to her. She refused to let that Cook woman bath her but had to accept help in and out of the adapted tub. It was a ritual which only took  place once a week. No wonder she smelt. She pulled the quilt up and lay back on her pillows. Another day. Life was only worth living while she could remain here in her beloved Charlton. Once that went she would be ready to die. Her hands lying on the quilt were still beautiful; long fingers, knobbly with age, veined backs, but beautiful in shape and elegance. Her diamond engagement and eternity rings still sparkled. Bunty wanted to get her hands on those. Literally. They wouldn’t fit her, of course, not with those plump, stumpy hands of hers. The rings would have gone to Lizzie had she lived. Beautiful, brilliant Lizzie. All that one could hope for in a daughter. She would have been fifty now, married many years, divorced perhaps, as so many of her generation seemed to be, with grown-up children.
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