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To Angela Nightingale,
for being alive





CHAPTER ONE



There was no other way to describe it. A perfectly beautiful house which also managed to be ugly. There was a glory in its pretence to be a truly grand house whilst being, in reality, a mansionette masquerading as a mansion. There was no spitting of gravel as a car turned into the drive, since the gravel was half submerged into the weedy earth, leaving a smooth tread and puddles. The tennis court was similar, erupting with moss, the pond to the side choked with weed and a haven for frogs, while the lawn resembled a green lunar landscape, spongy to the feet, riddled with mole-holes. Round the back, where the red brick of decaying outhouses met the pitted surface of the stable yard, a berry tree was shedding an early autumn crop so plentiful it was ignored even by the birds. The grounds were sweet smelling, as edible as the house. Like good rich food, a blessing and a curse.


The front was a two-storey elevation, mostly glass window set in sandstone below a shallow pitched roof of dull but definite grey. The front door had altered with the generations, undecided about fate, looked temporary, far too small and cheap between a pair of fat columns. These had once been surmounted by stone lions, added and then taken away at the same time as the stone globes on the gateposts. Humility followed pretension.


The out-of-scale Corinthian columns alone appeared to announce not only a huge reception hall, but also twenty bedrooms of liberty hall, instead of the mere five. As it was, a small vestibule was flanked by two fine front rooms with enormous windows, one living room, one dining room, each with fifteen huge panes of old glass in elegant, thin frames, currently dirty but none the less magnificent. It was the kind of hospitable, slightly blowzy house which invited the colourful domination of virginia creeper and weeds, never the sinister overtones of ivy. But the creeper had been killed: there were trails of it growing up against the mellow gold stone, like a trail of debris on a handkerchief, holes in the upper slabs where foliage had been held if not controlled. Each brick of this perfect example of English eccentricity, folie de grandeur and sheer, if muddled, taste, came from the valley landscape where the house stood as if growing out of it, unable to live elsewhere, insulted by the suggestion. Invisible from the road, the house withstood all weathers, and was perfectly isolated.


There were one and a half bathrooms for all those rooms, one lavatory in the servants’ quarters. Three servants at one time, plus gardener and stable lad, plus any assistance needed from the village, now hamlet, lying one mile away and the town, five miles beyond and visible from the hill. Some gentlewoman had once considered it a struggle to manage with a staff of five. Those were the days.


Serena Burley lived in it alone. A man called George, who was not paid for his labours, drove each day from the town to look after her and her dog. No one knew where he came from or why he had done this for the three years of Serena’s erratically developing dementia. Janice, who was paid, although not handsomely, also attended. Robert and Isabel, Serena’s far-distant children, visited for frantically busy weekends in which they mended things and went away, saddened, appalled and relieved. George was such a Godsend, they never questioned either his identity or his motives.


They worried about their mother while half tolerating, half detesting one another. Most of the time, the detestation won. Robert was a bully and Isabel was weak. He regarded her with all the contempt held by the strong for the meek who had also managed, by no effort of their own, to inherit the earth. Robert would inherit little from his mother: the house was held on some obscure leasehold arrangement. Isabel’s inheritance came from someone else. Neither of them could quite believe Serena’s diagnosis, since the rude health of both of them made them deny the existence of anything incurable. And because Serena Burley had been such a password for magnificence, it was impossible to imagine that she would not, somehow, re-emerge from this senile chrysalis and laugh at them.


‘It can’t go on,’ Robert kept repeating. ‘It simply can’t. She’ll have to go into a home. You’ll have to make her. Or go and look after her for a while until we decide what to do.’


‘Go and look after her? Why can’t you go and look after her? What’s the difference between your responsibility as a son and mine as a daughter, and besides, you’re the one she adores …’ Isabel would feel the lump of tears whenever the conversation got to this point, which it did on every telephone call. However would she acquire a family of her own if she went home to her mother? Almost on cue, as if someone was squeezing them for effect, there would be the sound of screaming children in the background of Robert’s home.


‘That’s why,’ he would hiss triumphantly, a stage-whisper of a hiss, intended to be heard by his sensible wife who loathed her sister-in-law as much as she envied her. ‘We have no power to shove her into a home, because she’s still just about sane, and I couldn’t possibly go and look after her because I have family responsibilities …’


‘That was your choice!’ Isabel would yell at this point, also intending to be heard, but the guilt crept up into her throat at the same time and made her voice tremble on the edge of petulant hysteria.


‘… I have kids and no money and a tough job, none of which applies to you …’


The words ‘you lazy slut’ were never quite announced: they hovered there, over the wires, to be repeated at supper by Mrs Robert Burley, but they still entered the iron of Isabel’s soul. A son is a son till he takes him a wife: my daughter’s my daughter for all of her life.


‘She’s fine as she is. She’s got help …’


This was Isabel, avoiding confrontation as she usually did, denying her mother’s example, that of her aunt as well. She was unequal to it at the best of times, which was never like this, hampered by guilt and the luck of life which evaded her brother, hampered even more at the moment by the denouement of yet another love affair. All Robert could do was moan about the responsibility of having kids: all she could dream about was the utter privilege of what he claimed as an affliction. Whether it was love or babies that formed the subject matter of dreams, she could no longer distinguish and was not about to try. Her own mother had told her not to come home and, apart from brief visitations, she had done her best to comply.


‘How can you say everything’s fine? The house is falling down.’


‘All you care about is the things inside the house!’ Isabel screamed this time, despite herself, the high notes of her shrill voice warbling like a raucous jungle bird.


‘Better than caring about nothing but yourself. Like you.’


Staring into space after such family chats, Isabel imagined her beloved mother, her eyes which grew paler and paler with age and the arms outstretched in the great big greeting which would be Serena’s welcome. No one else had ever inspired such huge and unrequited love. Or such pride.


There was a series of photographs in tarnished silver frames on top of Serena’s desk. Some of them talked, some did not. The one of Mab, Serena’s sister, for instance, showed the solid, uncommunicative face of a woman to whom life had been scrupulously unfair, right from the day when her mother had decided to call her Mabel, because of that Mabel Lucy Atwell look: deliciously fat cheeks, snub nose, eyelashes to kill for. Later Mab was still best seen in profile, because even as an adult that plumpness resembled the moon, with features set uncertainly in a squashed circle, a currant bun of a face with a frizz of hair.


Next to Aunt Mab were Isabel and Robert, clinging to her fat thighs. Serena had taken that photo herself: no one showed to advantage. She featured alongside, inside a better frame, wearing a black ballgown, with husband on arm, receiving adoration. That was preferable. Serena had been venerated wherever she went, the subject of a thousand schoolgirl crushes and a hundred leering men, while her sister Mab blossomed into the kind of child people called bonny, or so she had explained to Isabel, leaving her niece to wonder what it might have been like to be sibling to a younger sister so beautiful she made men and women alike catch their breath. She was not aptly named. Her name suggested tranquillity, whereas all her life Serena had howled at the moon. There were more than vestiges of a former, sensual beauty about her eyes, her hair, her carriage.


The photograph of fat, capable Mab began to talk. Well, Mab said, cheerfully, I had to develop in other ways. And I was, I am, happier than my sister, in the long run. My sister is not going to like being old, you know, but for me it makes no difference. No one will notice. Serena turned the photo down so she could not see Mab, smiling.


‘Bedlam!’ Serena shrieked. ‘What rhymes with bedlam, George?’


‘I dunno. Can’t you think of something easier than that?’


‘Tart.’


‘Part?’


‘Fart!’


‘Oh, very funny. Better write it down quickly. Where’s your pen?’


Sitting at her desk, Serena was suddenly protective. She leant forward over a pile of paper, shielding it from view. ‘You’d better not look at what I’m writing, George. Secrets.’


‘I know, I know, but I can scarce read, remember?’


‘Don’t believe you. You’re a clever fucker. A right smart bugger!’


He chuckled, good-natured in the face of an outburst. ‘Language, Mrs Burley, my lovely sweetheart, you gotta watch that language.’


She relaxed, put her head in her hands. ‘Language is the root of all good and evil, George. Which is a shame, because I can’t remember the verbs.’ She looked round, wildly. ‘What do I mean, George. Verbs? Words?’


‘I think you mean words,’ he said gently. ‘And never you mind. You got plenty of words left.’


‘What’s happening to me, George?’


‘You need feeding, that’s all.’


He plodded out of the room, making an effort to behave as if he had no right in there and she had not called him in in the first place. As far as anyone else was concerned, he never went further than the kitchen. He had a place by the fire, along with the dog. He was not paid to do what he did. He was not supposed to do anything for Serena: he did what he did for the dog. Or that was the way it had started out.


The house had a strange and lopsided magnificence, certainly in comparison with any he had ever known, although he had never been familiar with a wide variety of houses. At home he could not have kept a hamster: the rules, imposed by the authorities, the lack of air and the neighbours, did not allow. Here the place smelled blissfully of animal and warmth. There were falling-down outhouses outside, a coalhouse where a boy could keep a rabbit, a backyard and a whole acre of land. He saw it as a kind of flawed heaven and inside it he had this strange sensation of vitality. Mrs Burley was a good woman and she needed him when no one else did. She was mad only in other people’s estimation. There was no one else he would rather obey.


‘Things she does!’ he informed the dog, as well as anyone else who would listen. ‘Course she isn’t mad. She’s sane as you and I. You know what? I got there this afternoon and how do you think she was doing? On her hands and knees, she was, planting plastic flowers outside. I said to her, I said, you shouldn’t be doing that, you’ll get your knees muddy. Fuck off, she says to me, why not? There’s fuck-all else growing here. If I put these lovely things here, then the others will know they should grow. Makes sense, don’t it?’


And that was the fact of it. So much of what Serena did made sense. To Serena and also to George. They shared a common and secret logic which did not require even the effort of mutual tolerance. George, Serena and, to some extent, Janice, conspired to maintain a façade and to keep Mrs Burley where she belonged, and, although Janice did not know it, to preserve George in relative safety.


He was back in the kitchen. There was a fuel-burning stove of indeterminate age at one end, with a sweet nursing chair in front of it, the sink at the other end and a badly done, uphill sloping quarry-tiled floor uniting the two. There was also a refrigerator, an electric cooker and a series of old kitchen units littered against the walls, a couple of deep, walk-in cupboards built into the fabric of huge sandstone walls and a series of doors which had once puzzled him until he knew better. One led to a pantry, a miserable little room, full of fuse boxes, a washing machine, what still passed for a freezer and shelves full of stores, all dusty and deficient, the place a masterpiece of bad design. Something called Fablon, a kind of stick-on polythene, coated the pantry shelves, curled at the edges, making fingers stick and grime collect. Looking out from the pantry window there was a spinney, beginning with a small bank on which he had seen the ferret play last summer, both of them enchanted with the sunlight.


The wood had been cut back and now took revenge by crawling forwards in a thicket of sycamore. Nearest the window were the purple autumn crocuses which he could call his own, the bulbs he had planted signalling a new ownership of this wild territory. George watched the ginger cat crawl among them, pause where he had planted out the Christmas tree the winter before, willing permanence on both its withered branches and his tenure in this blessed house. The cat strove to survive, just as he did. Serena said it would grow up to be handsome, which was more than anyone would ever say about him. George had done his growing in another world, and in this one acquired a new skin and an identity which, for the first time ever, pleased him.


The other door, aside from the one that led into the corridor, an avenue that bore signs of Serena’s eclectic taste, led down to the cellar. In saner moments Mrs Burley had told him about people keeping food down there before the advent of the refrigerator, why didn’t he go and look? He had looked, closely, once or twice and never again. Janice said there was a cheese press made out of half a ton of stone, because it had once been a dairy. Stone shelves, a back cellar full of junk, a little window covered with dank weed, a place where things were put and left for ever. Until Serena had a party, magicked glasses, knives, forks, out of there. Oh, really? There had been no parties here in three years: George would have hated a crowd. It was the look of the steps down which so appalled him. They were stone, but so worn that each of them lisped into the centre, lethally slippery, the outward edge forming a wavy line, glistening with damp. It was the thought of how many people, how many hundreds of thousands of footsteps, had created that effect by constant traffic that had unnerved him. George did not like darkness, or servitude.


The dog got up out of her basket, cautiously enthusiastic. She seemed, like her mistress, to lose the capacity for barking in the afternoon, made a noise only for those she liked.


‘Fine bloody watchdog you are,’ he grumbled. ‘C’mon, ol’ girl. You and me against the world. C’mon.’


She moved her fat rump, thudded her tail, looked up beseechingly. Cold, outside.


‘Walkies,’ he said. ‘You’ll feel better for it after.’


They went out the back. Past the pump that no longer worked, over the fence into the park, her paws clipping on the remnant of concrete by the stable yard. There was a fine powdering of frost on the grass: the cattle had been taken indoors, so the land was theirs. In the distance was the treadmill of the town. He raised a fist to it.


In all of the vexed, fifty-odd years of his life, George had never been this happy. He needed this status quo, and without giving it much thought was determined it should remain exactly as it was.


Janice did an evening shift after George had gone, four hours a day. She was a comfortable woman and a natural diplomat, a necessary talent for one who pursued a patient career in looking after the elderly, albeit one that was founded on her nervousness about doing anything else, except clean things, which was what she had once done here. Patience was certainly a virtue. What did these poor old dears have to do with jargon about being mentally challenged? She looked at Serena Burley over the rim of her spectacles and then averted her eyes. Serena would have responded better to a man: Serena lit up in the presence of the male sex, but for a woman Janice did better than most when it came to persuading her to eat. People who had not entirely lost their table manners, but were still aware enough to know they were doing something not quite right, were embarrassed to be watched, although Mrs Burley used mealtimes as a great attention-seeking exercise. It was as if she wished to prove her frugality by never admitting to hunger. She lived on chocolate, and the only thing she could cook, albeit with maximum labour, was fish and chips. As one who had cooked for two fussy children and one bottomless pit of a husband for what seemed like endless years, Janice did not think this diet a sign of madness in itself, in fact it seemed a sign of sanity. All the same, these antics over a meal could be irritating to anyone else, who had failed to eradicate impatience as Janice had, leaving a vacuum filled with nothing but endless affection, loyalty governed by prudence and a fear for what she held dear.


‘Too hot,’ Serena complained. ‘Ooh, far too hot. I can’t eat this. Why is it so hot?’


It was not hot: Janice had ensured it was merely warm, so that Mrs Burley would do what she usually did, which was tear off chunks of fish and feed them under the table to the ever-waiting dog. It was de rigueur that half the meal would be given away: proof to herself, in some benighted way, that Mrs Burley was a civilized, delicate and far from greedy woman. Janice kept quiet, apart from saying, mmm, this is nice, by way of encouragement. A bit like running water making people want to pee. She did not like the thought of Mrs Burley’s fingers, covered in dog saliva, putting chips into her own mouth, but there was nothing she could do about that and it was better than the old girl eating nothing at all. Janice supposed that owner and dog must be immune to each other’s germs after all this time. It was the dog looked poorly. That was the daftest thing the daughter had done, buy that dog which had grown into a fat and indiscriminately friendly bitch, as pleased with male strangers as Serena was herself. Janice cleared the plates.


‘Would you like some ice-cream?’


‘Too cold,’ said Serena. ‘Isn’t it?’


The sky outside was black, that time of year when darkness began to rule and daylight in the evening faded into a memory. The days had been grey and cold, limiting the mean allowance of light to a few hours of indifferent illumination per diem. Would Mrs Burley still be here in the spring? Janice dreaded winter. The house had begun to unnerve her after dark: she had dreams about it. She looked with longing at the outline of her red car, blurred by the wavy lines of the glass on the kitchen door. Should have put it away in the dilapidated garage round the back, where the sight of it would not fill Serena with envy. She patted her pocket for the keys, which the old dear kept trying to pinch; still wanted to drive, poor old duck. Janice did four until eight, Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, and it was almost time to go, but Mrs Burley always began to talk when they were both on the downward run, and then she did not quite have the heart. Tonight she was going to be bold, strike for freedom ten minutes early. There was something oppressive, intense and mischievous about her charge this evening, and her own movements around the sink became brisk.


‘I’ve got one son and one daughter,’ Serena began, ‘and they don’t love me any more because of the words.’


‘Never, Mrs B.,’ said Janice, making her chatter into a parody of cleaning-lady talk because Mrs Burley liked it that way. ‘They love you a lot, but they got to work, you know. And they live a long way away.’


Janice did not believe that sons and daughters owed it to their elders to interrupt their lives and turn themselves to the ignominy of the kind of service that was her livelihood. Only those who did not know what it was like would ever expect that, and she would have killed herself rather than have her children do for her what she did. They could do it for someone else, but they were never going to do it for her. They were never going to see her eat with open jaws and suck her fingers as she gave chips to the dog. You had to have your compassion paid for to do this job.


‘Don’t go,’ said Serena. ‘Please don’t go. I’m frightened.’


There’s a ritual, see? Janice would tell her husband. A blackmail ritual, when she tries to stop me going, only it doesn’t correspond with my hours.


‘Course you aren’t frightened. You don’t know the meaning of the word.’


‘What verb?’ Serena was suddenly angry; terribly angry. Janice paused with her hand on the door latch, looking out to the comfort of her red car. In that, home soon. Sooner the better.


‘A bit cross, maybe. Never frightened, not you. Don’t worry about it, love. See you soon.’


That was a ritual too, the use of simple words and simpler promises. She remembered closing the door on that sullen and disappointed face with its sharp features, big soft eyes hinting at the splendour of all that former beauty, blowing kisses as she got in the driving seat and went hell for leather out of the rutted drive and on to the road across the fields. By the time she was halfway to the church, the music blared, making a cocoon of the car, making her relax too much. She missed one of the biggest potholes, bounced into another, felt a thump on the bottom of the still new car.


The wages of guilt. She was not only ten minutes under time, but fifteen and that included getting out of the house. She stopped by the church, got out to examine the car in the thin light of the winter sky, bending and squinting beneath it as if what she might see could make any difference. Really, daughter or son had no cause to come back and take on this old lady, but, supposing there was any money in the till, they should fill in the potholes in the road so that other people, on their wages, did not have to ruin their cars when they happened to be in a temper themselves. Then she relaxed, let her breath out: there was nothing she could do. Why rush home anyway? Home was where the heart was, but it meant more demands. Home was halfway sustained by Mrs Burley’s cash: she could not afford to feel churlish, or wish for the end of this era.


So she stood by the graveyard in the dark, smoking the cigarette that was mandatory in the Burley household, forbidden in her own, watching the sky. Outside the sky was a different creature from the sky observed longingly from the inside of window panes. It was lighter and brighter, full of comforting mystery, not really dark at all. Hope in October; must have been the crocuses out of the pantry window, made her think that way.


At the end of that lumpy drive over the fields, where the track met the car park next to the church, she faced a cottage. Nice couple with absent children moving about in there, and nothing else but her smoke and the dim knowledge that she should not, in this sudden delirium of free time, lean against the other car parked alongside. There was movement behind the cottage windows. Horrible curtains, she thought. Cheap.


She remembered, with a slight and guilty amusement, the relations between these worthy neighbours and Mrs Burley after the latter had written off their motor car in a head-on collision. Mrs Burley did not like giving way. End of Serena’s driving licence; end of neighbourly goodwill, since she had not seen fit to apologize. Difficult to forgive someone who wrote off your car: she could see it now, all over their front lawn. She sniggered silently at the thought. Then there was a soft crunching of footsteps, which made her freeze without real fear. Bloody George. Appearing behind her as if she needed supporting.


‘You shouldn’t smoke,’ he said. ‘Bad for your health.’


‘So is sneaking up on people in the dark, you silly bugger. What you doing here?’


Only George, the harmless one who had given her the creeps at first, until she found they got on fine, running the place comfortably between them, provided George was given the illusion of being in charge and also given his manly credit for being the only one who could possibly make Serena obey an order she did not already see the advantage of obeying.


‘Dunno. Coming back to the car. Don’t it feel like midnight, and we haven’t even reached the news on the radio?’ There was a mute accusation in that, a reminder of the time, five minutes over eight, but twenty since she had left the house.


‘Serena told me her husband’s buried in this graveyard. She told me a while back, so I planted this crocus. Thought I’d tend to it, so I went to see Sal at the end of the road, to get some water in case they needed it.’


Janice wondered how it was that George always got to know everyone’s name. She must have been coming here a good many years, but George, in his three, knew the names for all the faces she had ever seen. It was not a mere semblance of control, she realized; it was complete.


‘Then I thought, you can’t have weeds on a grave. I’ll have to go on tending Edward’s grave, I thought. Not that anything’s growing, apart from the crocus. Funny, innit? You and me here. No one else.’


Glory be, thought Janice, listening with admiration and a faint sense of outrage: he’s on first-name terms with the dead as well.


‘I bumped my car, George. Be an angel and have a look at it for me, will you? I don’t understand these things.’


He had turned away from her, not that he ever came close, hands in his pockets; harmless, a bolshie little man, short of leg, squat, powerful and utterly benign, keeping a good distance. ‘Look at them stars,’ he said. ‘Better than my crocuses, and longer lasting.’


He had a torch, ever well-equipped, lay on the ground and pulled himself under the car without a word of protest. She could hear his breathing, a grunting that turned to humming as the light played. The humming stilled her conscience that he should be so willing, but she was still pleased when he emerged, stood and dusted himself off. George never seemed to feel the cold and nothing was ever too much trouble.


‘Nothing,’ he said. She doubted if he knew anything more about cars than she did, but allowed herself to be reassured.


She moved within three feet of him, never going closer. The sky was clear as water, dark while luminous. They pivoted together, noticed of one accord. A flickering light from the house half a mile away, nothing more than an unnatural glow.


‘George,’ said Janice, querulously, ‘what’s that?’


‘She’s on fire,’ said George, almost admiringly. ‘That silly old love is on fire.’


The fire had taken hold of the outhouse nearest the kitchen door. It had a back wall made of brick, wooden beams which burst and splintered. Serena, who had put the ash from the fire into the bin designated for that purpose, did not think of her own actions as being the cause. She had found the first burst of flame, from the lawn-mower petrol, also stored in there along with a mercifully short supply of coal, slightly alarming, but now the sheer sound was exhilarating. She had trailed across the yard from the back door to within three yards of the heat, repeatedly carrying a mug of water which she flung half-heartedly towards the inferno. Wind blew the smoke away from herself and the house: she knew no sensation of fear, but the work tired her, so she stood and watched. Then went indoors to her desk, looked for paper to burn, all those letters, all those useless words, but when she reached the door of the dining room she forgot what her errand had been, went back and got that thing that played tapes from the kitchen. The flames died so quickly: it seemed such a shame that this vision of heat and light should be so short-lived.


When the fire brigade arrived, Serena was dancing. The tape machine was bellowing forth a military march, to which she waltzed and smiled, and invited them to join in. Serena had fond memories of bonfires. And dances.


‘Isn’t it lovely?’ she asked them. ‘Will you dance?’


They stared at her, bewildered, themselves distracted from this fire, full of mild anti-climax. The coals glowed in the dark: it was more like a cheery blaze, a frivolous waste of household fuel and the beams that had once supported a roof. Then, while others unloaded the hose and went to work, George took Serena in his arms, and waltzed her slowly across the overgrown lawn.


Janice watched them laughing and felt sick, with a feeling of terror she could not define. It was not so much that she knew she could not bring herself to work for a pyromaniac because she was afraid of fire, but it was a tide of frightful premonition. It sounded so well, Serena and George: it was a combination of willpower and victim and she could not work out for the life of her which way round it was.


Then she went indoors and screamed down the phone to Mrs Burley’s daughter a litany of recriminations she did not feel, accusations that were unjust, warnings that were a reaction to shock and a situation she could suddenly see was untenable. She did not look for a result. She was not searching for fairness, justice, resolution. She was screaming against the fire which could have engulfed her and might not have happened if she had left on time. Your mother will die here, she shouted.


And that was how Isabel Burley came home to look after her mother. Because the appeal to do so came not from a bullying brother, but from someone else, who could no longer pick up the pieces. And, of course, because of her own agenda.





3.30 in the morning


The flames had been fun, but it was no good trying to be clever. Difficult enough to concentrate on being good.


It was never as bad in the very middle of the night like this, when there was nothing to see but darkness and she could imagine that tomorrow everything would be back to normal. She was energized by the dark, like the evil spirits fostered by Bibles and fairy stories, but Serena Burley did not hold with God, never had. No merciful God would ever do this to her. Only a sadistic creator, motivated by malice, could first tease his servant with the irritations of age and then exercise this power for terror. It was the work of malevolence, and although she would address respectful pleadings towards any handsome deity of the male sex who would give her back her mind, she would not curtsy towards a psychopathic dictator.


‘Damn, bloody, bloody hell.’


In the early hours of the morning, her mind was as clear as a bell. She could think in whole sentences and could even tell herself what a shame it was to have no belief, because it would be exquisite to pray in words and have the illusion of someone reading the despair. The fact that her mind was clear for as long as this in the hours before dawn could be construed as a gesture towards mercy from her cretinous creator, she supposed. During this time, designated as the darkest for the soul, but in reality the only time when there was no distraction at all, the words did as she asked and turned into phrases. Perhaps this God kept different hours. On second thoughts, she considered it was a refinement of heavenly cruelty to give her spells of clarity like this, at these invariable times of day, when she could remember who she was and what she had done. Serena adored these interludes and dreaded them.


She called for pen and paper, snapping her fingers towards the imaginary servant in the corner; the pen appeared in her hand and the paper on her lap. She wrote, furiously.


Who was she, then? Serena Burley, aged seventy-five, one-time intellect and beauty of this and other parishes, citizen of the wider world where she had travelled with her husband as the culture and the foil to his grand but limited mind. He dug oil wells and gave lectures on petroleum science: she filled houses with books, flowers, letters and charm, because that was her vocation. She provided en route the statutory two babies, who were not a vocation at all.


‘I quite forget how we did it,’ Serena remarked out loud, shaking her head, laughing. Her hand paused; she rubbed her wrist. The paper was curiously blank for all those words. She continued the record. Speaking out loud assisted the business of writing.


A goodish life, she wrote, in which she had been well served by long-suffering people. Her sister in particular, plus others. They had chosen to love Serena and all who belonged to her with a level of self-sacrifice that had been vital to her growing children, and a source of excruciating irritation to herself.


That was what charm had achieved for her. Enormous charm. She thought with a brief smile of self-admiration how it was she could define guilt, but had no experience of it.


What a joy it had been to use her witty talent with words to threaten, cajole, flatter, achieve. So few had the skill to communicate: she was one of them. Words made demand meet supply. She wrote laboriously: 7 … absolutely … adore men and I love the poetry of words.’


Shitting, miserable, fucking arseholes … Spit. Cunt. Rats.


The writing seemed to have slipped on to her wrist. She shook the Biro and spoke to it sternly.


If she had a tape recorder, like the one she’d used for Edward’s lectures, she would be able to say exactly what this condition was like. It was the nightmare of an operation where the patient is merely drugged, not anaesthetized, rendered immobile and helpless in the face of hideous pain and the knowledge that the surgeon is removing the wrong leg. Or trying to push the baby back in. The image made her cry and giggle at the same time and reminded her that there was no time for crying. Crying only served to eclipse this hour into more of the bumbling confusion that filled the day, apart from those crucial minutes, sometimes a whole thirty at a time, when she could control the clouds and make them move away from the sun.


‘TTT. Tutt tutt!’


The moments of reprieve were never long enough for her to do the things that were imperative. Such as phone Isabel and tell her never to come home again; make her promise faithfully she would do no such thing, the less she saw, the better. Tell her that she had not been a good mother to her daughter in that awful, pious sense people meant and she had no expectation of the silly child being a good daughter either, so there. She had never been a good wife either. She had never learned to cook, but could drive with all the aplomb of a chauffeur. How good she was at organizing parties. She hummed to the tune of a dance. Mantra words, lovely words. Rabbits, cats, dogs lavatory poo and big fat pricks …


‘Crabb’d age and youth, Cannot live together.’ Who said that? Crabbed age cannot live with anything. Serena felt as if her breath would kill a plant: only the plastic variety would survive. It was no good luxuriating in all these words; there was the real business to be done. Crabbed age should die.


Oh, for one of those recorder things, simply to prove to someone in the morning that she could still articulate. She could go downstairs now, telling them all about it at the same time. Such grand facts to record for posterity. Such as, this floor is very cold, these stairs grow steeper and longer, this carpet is rough and someone has stolen my shoes. She paused for the black moment by the living-room door when she did not know where she was and the terror hit in waves, and then, in a flood of perspiration, it passed when she saw familiar objects, waltzed round them, touching and nodding, saying hallo. The hallway leading from the stairs at the front of the house to the back was colder still and the floor in the kitchen was a chill that burned. Someone had stolen her shoes.


Bitch, cunt on wheels.


So cold, she would tell them: the light of the moon, coming into my kitchen like a damn thief and if George had hidden the knives again, she would fillet the man with a fork. Empty threats. This was the place where she started to fail. Serena had always been less at home in kitchens than living rooms or any place where she had been hostess, dispensing of herself. Talking, flirting, listening, touching. It seemed that darling George had begun to trust her again since she had become more careful. There were knives in a wooden block, standing upright like exclamation marks. What she should really be doing now was what those Japanese men of honour were supposed to do and that silly bitch Madame Butterfly did. Kneel, thrust the thing into the breast-bone, yell something final. The thought of the pain was frightening, and anyway, the dog would laugh. Not a bad thing, perhaps; she would have given her back teeth to make someone laugh out loud instead of that sometimes respectful, sometimes insolent stare, tinged with puzzled sadness, which she got if she was lucky.


God was an arsehole.


Hari-kari, whoever he was, had no fucking business in a kitchen; she would be deafened by the whimpering for a start, herself, the dog or the cat, made no difference. Back upstairs then, colder and colder, the cat in her arms. Although she protested, cat had cold steel against her throat. Nothing could be colder than her feet. Serena spoke softly to Ginger, explaining that this was not selfish; it was just too bad she was needed for practice. Serena had always loved cats, admiring the way they refused to heed a single social obligation, but, all the same, something had to die first to make sure she got it right.


She nodded, regally, at the grandfather clock on the way upstairs.


Back on her couch, concentration failed while she wondered what to relinquish in order to get the full use of her hands. Fur or knife, knife or fur, find the slippers, get feet warm, don’t let go of anything, although the wretch wailed, knowing she wanted her throat. Cats were always feminine, to Serena’s mind, regardless of sex. Females should be stoical about life as well as death.


And then she coughed, big, explosive spasms, out of control, too many cigarettes, too much age, and the knife lunged into the pillow and Ginger was off like greased lightning. She howled, shook her fist, but the cat stayed on top of the wardrobe, licking to get rid of the taste of Serena, just like everyone else did. Look, she said, we were in this together. The cat had no imagination.


‘No bollocks!’ she yelled.


Bums, cunts and bums. Fucking bums.


Back to the writing-paper then, restless.


There was another thing to do with the knife. She would stick it right up her private bits, turn it round and round and round, dig it in. Killing herself this way might be no worse than a big bleed and certainly better than having a baby. That was tomorrow’s plan, then: she would get ice from downstairs; something to put on top and dull the pain while she bled away slowly from below. Three hours at least before anyone would find her, six if she said she was tired, and by then half her vital fluids would be in the mattress.


Tomorrow, promise?


First she wanted to tell them, so that when they found her she could point to the paper. The sounds she made these days were so ugly. Dawn edged prettily round the window with the promise of a fine October day. She wrote busily.


Fucking bloody arseholes, fucking cunts. Bums, bums, bums. It’s all on that paper, there; her whole life history on the paper which she put under the pillow for transferring to the desk.


She even told them how dawn had looked before another day of horror.


Grey, colour, shot with light, streaked with excrement.


Curious.





CHAPTER TWO



Isabel Burley began most conversations by saying she was sorry. It was not always clear why, but she was usually in a state of apology about something. She was thirty-three years old and honed into fitness and a slenderness she wore well without anyone remarking how extreme it was. The joints were too big for the body: experts would notice a closet anorexia; the rest were either bewitched or bewildered by the long legs, ballerina features and gauche lack of grace, as if life had frozen her adolescent years into the stance of either a frightened gazelle or a clumsy foal. She had a nervous laugh and was widely perceived as reliable, if stupid. If she turned up for an appointment damp, breathless and late, she still turned up without fail. Poor little semi-rich girl, sometime aerobics teacher, sometime cosmetics saleswoman, sometime student, victim to her own good looks, her own incessant concern about them and a constant anxiety to please. There was more than an element of the dizzy blonde, except she was dark. Whenever she passed a mirror, she checked her long hair.


The riches, such as they were, consisted of Aunt Mab’s inheritance, received with bewildered gratitude over a decade before, to the fury of Mab’s nephew Robert, who received nothing. Aunt Mab had been a schoolteacher who knew very well how to invest her stipend, so the fruits of her prudence and her pretty cottage had been enough for Isabel to buy a London flat and thus avoid the need to earn more than a modest living. Isabel always served her notice, but she preferred jobs she could leave. What others spent on mortgages, she spent on clothes. Her brother Robert said it was amazing she had never tried drugs, since she was extravagant and they were not fattening. The riches were not of the endless sort, but they were sufficient to set her apart from striving contemporaries. What was left of her inheritance, Robert said, was all for pissing downwind, like the fool she was. This was not entirely true: Isabel had invested carefully, and although she knew where the bottom of the barrel was, she was never going to scrape it.


Men loved Isabel, who had been brought up never to be a nuisance and rarely was. Despite the feeling of inadequacy that made her twist her mouth in front of a mirror in the morning, telling herself over and over, ‘I am not silly, I am not silly,’ a practice learned from a self-help manual and rendering at least one lover paralysed with laughter, she could never quite encompass the truth of her own denials. Isabel Burley was not, after all, a fool, but she had two inhibiting agents to that hidden, mental chemistry which was not brilliance, but certainly intelligence. Firstly, education had centred around dancing class, whatever Aunt Mab had done to redeem the lack in school holidays; and secondly, she loved her mother in an unconsolable way. She had always hoped to emulate Serena when she finally grew up; she had never lived up to the image.
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