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January


January 2


Oh gawd. A whole year flashed by without my writing my diary. I’m clearly a bit of a flibbertigibbet. ‘A flighty or whimsical person, usually a young woman,’ says Google. So at 66, just about to be 67, that rules me out. 


But now I’m starting all over again. The new year should begin, of course, with me full of beans, but two grisly things have happened. The first was when I went to the corner shop yesterday to buy some more milk. I always run out of milk on public holidays and, as I hadn’t got dressed, I had to hitch my nightie under my coat and race there – as much as anyone over 60 can race – in my slippers. Much to my relief, the road was deserted. 


However, as I was hastening back, milk in hand – and I’d also bought half a bottle of Courvoisier on the spur of the moment, remembering I’d used up my last supply in the brandy butter for the Christmas pud – I saw a group of chattering people on the pavement in front of me. Even though it was bitterly cold, it was sunny, and standing on the kerb was a large black guy with no shirt on, cradling a can of Special Brew in one hand and high-fiving a group of lads with the other. All of them were, I guessed, still pissed from the night before. One was dressed as a native dancer, a grass skirt straining under his belly, another wore a huge jester’s hat on his head. Sitting on the pavement was a knackered-looking bloke, gloomily sipping at a bottle of lager and dressed as a crocodile. I was about to give them a wide berth when I spotted, coming in the opposite direction, Father Emmanuel, who runs the evangelical church next door. He was heading straight towards me and looked more than usually disapproving. 


We met only feet away from the roistering group, and much to my horror Father Emmanuel started pontificating to no one in particular, in a voice clearly Intended to be Heard by the group.


‘Drunk! At this hour of God’s morning!’


I was just about to utter some non-committal comment and hurry on but was so eager to make a speedy escape, I inadvertently relaxed the clutch on my coat and the hem of my nightie fell to the ground, whereupon I was revealed in all my bed-time glory. There were a few cheers and, I think, a wolf-whistle. Flustered but, I have to say, not entirely unflattered, I tripped and the bottle of brandy slipped from my pocket and shattered on the pavement, filling the air with the reeking smell of alcohol. 


As I hobbled past the revellers, the black guy shouted, ‘Happy New Year, grandmother!’


I made it back home, sweating with embarrassment. 


What would Father Emmanuel think? He’d clearly have me down as a raging alcoholic (not that far from the truth, actually). And as for ‘grandmother’ – honestly! I spent a small fortune on a facelift a couple of years ago, and look pretty good though I say it myself. To be now addressed by every passing piss-artist as ‘grandmother’ is a bit much.


I consoled myself with the fact that it would have been worse if I weren’t a grandmother, but I am – a granny to my adorable Gene who’s now all of seven years old.


However, a far more sinister incident was to follow. 


Safely indoors, I skimmed the paper: ‘New Year Doomsday! Chancellor predicts quadruple dip and worst economic crisis in history. Thousands homeless!’ (Yes, I’m afraid I’ve returned to the Daily Rant.) I chatted on the phone with Jack, who rang to wish his old mum a happy New Year while he was out in the park with Gene, trying to fly a kite (rather him than me). I ran my bath and, after checking in the mirror to see that my facelift hadn’t suddenly dropped during the night and I’d turned into the heroine in the last chapter of Rider Haggard’s novel She, I slipped into my bath through the warm bubbles and decided to have a good old luxuriate. 


Apart from the minor incidents of that morning, I was thinking I’m pretty lucky. I know my beloved Hughie – one of my best friends – and my beloved Archie have both died, but at least I’m still in fairly good nick. I’ve had a most fulfilling few years since retiring from teaching art at a girls’ school, and I’m still congratulating myself on having prevented the local Council from giving planning permission for a hotel on the tiny strip of green at the top of the road. Gene gets more adorable each year, though how I simply don’t know, and he still appears to enjoy coming over to see what he calls his ‘old gran’ for the odd night. I still seem to be speaking to my ex-husband, David, a fact which appears – considering most of my friends are still at loggerheads with their exes, sometimes 40 years on – to be a total miracle. My great friend Penny, who helped with the hotel protest, lives a stone’s throw away; my other great friend, James, Hughie’s boyfriend, is a neighbour, and my old school friend Marion and her husband Tim live just down the road. I’ve got a nice little family of friends around me and I love them all. 


As I added more hot water to my bath, I mulled over the list of New Year’s Resolutions that I’d made yesterday. 


 


1. Get a new lodger.


Michelle, my old lodger, or rather my old young French lodger, has moved in with Ned, the tree expert who helped us with our campaign to fight the hotel. Everyone thought he was gay to start with but apparently he was only experimenting, and ended up with Michelle – much to the disappointment of James who had rather fallen for him. Oh dear. And much as I like having the place to myself, come night-time I have to say I would prefer to have someone else in the house as well. And I want a man. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t want a man per se and I’m certainly not looking for a partner or a lover. No thanks! I want a man to protect me. And the house.


 


2. Get fit.


Now I’ve always been against getting fit. I did have a gym jag, but the place was so smelly! And the music! And the embarrassment of putting on those funny clothes and wobbling around in front of sweating, ebony men – some with bandanas round their heads just to make sure we knew they were ‘dudes’ who were lifting weights and running on treadmills all day – was too dispiriting and humiliating. ‘As we slow down,’ Penny once told me, ‘we owe it to our bodies to do some work on our muscles and hearts.’ She explained there’s something that insurance people have identified which means, these days, we all tend to remain fit as fleas till the eleventh hour and then drop dead instantaneously – like falling off a cliff, rather than following a treacherous downwards slope involving the inability to walk, wheelchairs, general gasping, forgetfulness and bonkersness. Sounds a very good idea indeed. So I will start a fitness regime.


 


3. Do more painting.


A couple of years ago I took up painting again. I did a whole series of pictures of the two trees at the top of the road, trees which had been threatened with being cut down when the idea of the hotel was mooted – and one of which, though I say it myself, I bravely clambered up in order to get publicity for our ‘Save the Trees’ campaign. Indeed, the pix were so good that my neighbours Brad and Sharmie, the Americans next door, actually bought them for a huge sum of money. Which I still haven’t spent.


 


4. Make a plan.


To be happy, according to a jolly interesting article in the Daily Rant, you have to have three goals: one goal that’s next week, one goal next year and one goal for the future generally. Now my goal for next week is to start putting my resolutions into action, so I’ve just got next year’s and general future goals to sort out. I have a feeling this proposition was made by someone young, because when you’re 66 going on 67 there isn’t a hell of a lot of future to look forward to. My long-term plan should be, of course, to move into a more manageable house. Or a flat. Or, heaven forbid, a bungalow. Certainly by the time I’ve got to the top floor of this place (and I haven’t tried for a few months because it’s so daunting) I need a slab of Kendal Mint cake to recover. 


 


5. Clear my house out from top to bottom.


I think I made this resolution a couple of years ago but still haven’t got round to it. I need to label everything and sort things out and put them in boxes so when the time comes poor old Jack won’t be left with the insuperable task of sorting out reams of love-letters and frightful old jerseys, sandwich-makers, broken cat-baskets, moth-eaten cushions and clothes-dryers etc, things I’ve always thought ‘might come in useful one day’ but actually have never come in useful ever.


 


6. Try some new illegal drugs. 


It would be a shame not to, wouldn’t it, while there’s still time? I gather Ecstasy makes one feel incredibly friendly towards everyone, so why not? Just once? I remember taking a few drugs in the Sixties but getting a bit freaked out, after I’d smoked heroin on one occasion, by a dream that I’d covered baby Jack with passionate kisses and woken the next morning (in the dream, this is) to find him covered with the most horrible bruises. Don’t think I’ll be trying that again!


 


Well, I was just scratching around in my head to think of the next resolution (though surely six resolutions are enough, considering I’ve stopped smoking, and I’m not going to give up drinking alcohol until I’m 70 and may not even then: I might do the reverse and start boozing like billy-o) when I breathed in, my tummy rose to the surface of the water and I noticed a puzzling sight. One side seemed to be higher than the other. 


I checked again and then felt my tummy. Left side, absolutely fine, springy and tummy-like. Right side, however, another story. Swollen and hard. Swooshing away the bubbles, I discovered a lump that was pinkish and had little spots on it. It really freaked me out. I’ve constantly examined my breasts for lumps, but never thought of giving my tummy a going-over as well. I kept pressing and fiddling and wondering how deep it went and wondering if I’d accidentally swallowed a stone or something, which had got trapped . . . was it a very late ectopic pregnancy? The odd thing was that it didn’t hurt a bit. But it was terribly sinister. 


I lay there with my heart beating and finally got out of the bath, but found that once I stood up the whole room had gone all swimmy. I had to sit down on the edge of the bath because I thought I was going to fall over. I put my head between my knees, I felt so faint with anxiety. What on earth was it? 


There was only one thing for it. Doctor Google. After giving myself a brief rub-down with my towel, I shrugged on my dressing gown, headed for the computer and got to work. 


I must have spent at least an hour hunched in front of the screen. Was it elephantiasis? Could it be a dangerous swelling of the Fallopian tubes? An infected gallstone? Diverticulitis? (Pretty worrying, that, because unless I got it attended to, eventually my bowel might perforate and then it would be curtains.) I went to Google Images and put in ‘tummy’ – which took me to loads of pictures of grossly fat people who’d had tummy tucks. Far down the pages, there were people with hernias and enlarged prostates. I had pretty much convinced myself I’d got prostate cancer when it dawned on me (spotting all the pictures were of blokes) that prostates weren’t things that women had. 


I couldn’t understand why I couldn’t diagnose my problem. I’m of an age, now, when I could quite easily get a job as a doctor. Just give me a white coat and a stethoscope and I’d be able to recognize most ailments. If I haven’t had the specific conditions personally, my friends have had them. And as all we do these days is talk about our afflictions and go and visit friends in hospital, we’re all pretty expert in the workings of each other’s innards, not to mention the symptoms of diabetes, heart attacks, Alzheimer’s, macular degeneration, arthritis, detached retinas and polymyalgia, to name just a few. And now I’ve got the hang of prostates, I think I can count myself fully qualified. 


Finally, after scouring medical site after medical site, I came to the unhappy conclusion that it could only be stomach cancer. Which, of course, I’d really known all along. 


I was tempted to rush off to the doctor straight away, but it was a public holiday. And because of the way New Year fell this year, today is another. Anyway, I think I’ll leave it a few days. I mustn’t panic. And who knows, it might just disappear overnight. These things can. 


I remember once limping painfully to my doctor with an enormous spot on my left foot which was absolutely agonizing. Every night it suppurated with a discharge so bad that I had to bandage it and change the dressing every night. I could only wear carpet slippers and even they were painful. Eventually it got so horrible to look at, I just swathed it in lint and didn’t look any more. When I finally got to see the doctor, some days later, I hobbled in and blurted out the symptoms.


‘Let’s have a look at it,’ he said. So I eased my foot out of the slipper to show him – and blow me if the blasted thing hadn’t vanished. It appeared to have healed completely. 


‘But only a few days ago . . .’ I said. ‘It was huge . . . it was agony!’


He gave me one of those reassuringly direct smiles you give to mad old ladies who say the CIA are bugging their flats, made a note on his pad (which I suspect read, ‘Marie Sharp: Early dementia?’) and I crawled away feeling like an absolute idiot. 


So I’ve made a resolution. I’m not going to mention the lump to anyone yet, because I might just be worrying unnecessarily and there’s no point worrying everyone else if it’s nothing. Which I’m sure it is. 


I’m sure it is. 


January 3


Penny came over this morning to have coffee. She’s panicking because she suspects her daughter Jill is thinking of divorcing her very nice husband Alan, and they only married last year. 


Penny was looking very nice, in a blue cashmere jersey she’d been given for Christmas. (Why is it that everyone else seems to be given presents that delight them, presents they can bear to wear or eat or display, while only ungrateful old me seems to receive presents that hardly leave the wrapping paper before they’re bunged straight on the pile for the charity shop or, if they’re remotely bearable, into the recycling present drawer?)


‘Jill says that, although he’s very kind, a good provider and they have great sex, she doesn’t love him any more,’ she said to me despairingly.


‘Love?’ I said, incredulous. ‘Honestly, to think of how we used to bang on about it! She should be grateful that he’s halfway normal!’ 


‘I know,’ said Penny, shaking her head. ‘And yet I was just like her at her age. Bill was an old sweetie and I fancied him rotten, but I still left him. Can’t remember why, now.’


‘Just the same with David,’ I said, talking of my ex. ‘Totally dishy, a soul-mate, funny, generous, faithful. But oh no, I didn’t “love” him, so I left him. Sometimes I look back and think I was a bit dotty but then I remember how he used to pick his feet in bed. Not sure how I could stand that, however brilliant he was in every other way.’


David had left about 15 years ago – or rather, I booted him out on account of not ‘loving’ him – but oddly, after all the understandable bitterness, we’ve actually become quite close. I think it’s because I felt it was such a shame to waste all that friendship and affection we’d invested in each other. And we had a son together, for heaven’s sake. Cutting him out of my life seemed ridiculous, like throwing away a perfectly good skirt when just by shortening or lengthening it you could make something eminently wearable for a few more years. Or, as David put it, it’s like making stock out of chicken bones rather than throwing away the carcass. Not, of course, that he is remotely like a chicken. Or, indeed, a carcass.


‘You’ve got to get your money’s worth out of a relationship!’ I said to him jokingly when I’d last seen him. ‘I’m determined to squeeze every drop out of you, and I hope you’re planning the same with me.’


‘Sure thang,’ he said in the fake American accent that used to drive me up the wall when we were married. Does it bother me now? Hmm. A little bit. And then there were his frightful right-wing views about the miners’ strike. And mustn’t forget the fact that he used to come home pissed every Saturday. And the lying. And the broken promises . . . God, when I look back it was pretty frightful. But it’s all different when you’re not actually living with someone. Not being quite so close means those things don’t matter any more. It’s Sandra, the younger model he took up with after we divorced, who has to put up with them now, not me. I just have a very nice friendship with him instead. 


I often think it’s a shame, though, that David didn’t end up with someone rather more congenial than Sandra – a girl I have nothing in common with at all. It would be good if he could find someone more on his own wavelength. 


Anyway, back to Penny. I told her about Michelle moving out with Ned and explained how I needed a new lodger. Male preferably. ‘The reason I want a male lodger is that I’m a bit fed up with women,’ I said. ‘Having worked all my life in a girls’ school, eventually they got on my nerves. Someone told me that when a lot of women spend time together, as they do in convents, they all eventually start to have synchronized periods. So I’d often have to hold my breath in the staff room, just in case any of the lunar hormones, or whatever they were, got to me and I’d start working in some ghastly physical unison with the English teacher, the geography teacher or the biology teacher. Or even, heaven forbid, the daunting headmistress herself.’ 


‘And men are so useful about the house,’ gushed Penny. ‘They can kill rats, unstick windows, put bulbs into inaccessible sockets and, with their heavy footsteps and booming voices, they can frighten burglars away when they get in.’


‘They can also keep burglars away before they get in, just by their masculine presence being spotted regularly at the front door,’ I added.


‘Talking of rats,’ said Penny, ‘wasn’t there some experiment done with the wretched things, to show that if you get a box of male rats and shove a female in, all the males instantly start behaving better, applying deodorant, twirling their whiskers and saying “After you” before entering the sewers? Similarly, take a box of female rats and add a male, and all the females stop gossiping and shopping and instead behave like normal human beings. If a rat can, ever, behave like a normal human being.’


She had a point. I know I’m not a bunch of female rats, but I think the presence of a man improves the behaviour and performance of even a single female (and certainly vice versa). And it would be nice to see if the presence of a chap could force me into getting dressed in the morning, instead of slopping round in an old dressing gown till midday, and maybe even putting on some make-up every morning. Much needed, clearly, after the incident in the street on New Year’s Day. 


I was absolutely determined to say nothing about the lump on my tummy, and managed to keep my mouth shut until the very moment Penny got up to leave. 


‘Isn’t it your birthday soon?’ she asked. ‘I must say you’re looking very well for someone of 152.’


And suddenly, from somewhere outside myself, I heard a strange sobbing voice. ‘Well, actually, I’m not very well,’ it said. ‘I’ve got this horrible lump and I’m really frightened and I don’t know what to do . . .’ and before I knew where I was, Penny was sitting next to me on the sofa and she’d got her arms round me and she was saying, ‘Now, what’s all this? What lump, where?’ and I realized that the disembodied voice had been mine and I’d told her, despite my great resolve to be stoical and keep it to myself. 


Honestly, sometimes I feel I’m like a ghastly child who occasionally escapes from the watchful eyes of her strict nanny. 


‘I didn’t mean to tell you,’ I wailed. ‘I don’t know why I did. I’m sorry. I don’t want to worry you, and it’s so silly. It’s on my tummy, I don’t even know what it is, but it’s probably nothing . . .’


‘You must see the doctor,’ said Penny, holding my hands in hers. (Pouncer, my cat, was looking up at us warily from his spot on the floor, his whiskers bristling.) ‘Of course it’s nothing. You probably knocked it, and it’s some kind of bruise. And when you’re old you get funny lumps in you all the time. We’re all like old duvets, you know, bits knotted up, spaces where you can see through to the daylight, it’s perfectly normal . . .’


‘Oh, God,’ I said. ‘I think I’d rather have cancer than go around like some ghastly old duvet. What a dreadful idea.’ 


After making her swear on her mother’s grave that she wouldn’t tell anyone, not even James, she made me swear on my mother’s grave that I would make an appointment to see the doctor tomorrow. Oh gawd, oh gawd, oh gawd. 


January 7


The next day, I’d staggered downstairs in my dressing gown, made my usual breakfast of toast and Marmite and a cup of tea, given Pouncer his disgusting food, and begun running my bath. I’d read a bit of the Rant – ‘Husband butchers wife after wife butchers five kids’ – and thought that, as I’d promised, I’d better make an appointment with the doctor. I’d finally got through – the surgery seemed to be permanently engaged, no doubt due to everyone trying to wriggle out of ever having to go back to work after the lengthy Christmas break – and was just about to ask for an appointment when I heard a familiar splashing sound and realized the bath had overflowed. Again. This is happening on such a regular basis now, I wonder I don’t keep buckets in position in the kitchen. ‘I’ll ring you back!’ I shouted, and raced (quite pleased to find that in an emergency I can actually race, old-style) up the stairs to turn off the bath and pull out the plug, then back to the kitchen and up on a chair with a saucepan to put it on top of the cupboard and catch the torrent coming through the crack in the ceiling. Then I raced up again to get a couple of towels from the bathroom, raced down and put them on the floor to soak it all up, and everything was right as rain. Perhaps not the aptest description, considering. 


Have decided to buy a little timer – to set whenever I run a bath – so when it pings, I can just nip up and turn the taps off. 


When I finally got through to the surgery again, I was told that my usual doctor was away for the next fortnight. So, rather than make an appointment with a complete stranger, I booked in for her first available appointment – I doubt if I’ll die in a fortnight – and put down the phone muttering. 


How dare these doctors ever go away! I do think they’re frightfully inconsiderate. I don’t see why they should even have weekends off, and preferably they should stay up all night and every night for emergencies. It may not be physically possible but they should have thought of that before they became doctors. Anyway, I feel better for having made the appointment. 


Today I’m invited by Jack and Chrissie, my daughter-in-law, for a special pre-birthday tea. My actual birthday’s next week but Gene wouldn’t have been able to come if we’d had it on the proper day because he’s got a party. (He seems to spend his entire time at parties these days.) I’ve asked James to come along too. I just hope I don’t have to drive all over London in this downpour with the windscreen wipers whining away. It’s raining like mad.


 


 


Later


I shouldn’t have mentioned windscreen wipers. They screeched and smeared and jerked all through our journey and James couldn’t stop going on about how ghastly my car is. It’s all very well. He inherited masses of money when Hughie died, so he’s been able to afford something called a Hybrid. God knows what it is, but I gather it’s a car that sings while it dances while it skims along on nothing but air, tells you when you’re going to back into something, stops of its own accord when little blonde-haired children run into the road in front of you, and is as environ-bloody-mentally friendly as you can get. The thing is, it’s so state-of-the-art that when it goes wrong the garage doesn’t know whether to call an electrician, an osteopath, a magician or just give the front bumper a good kick. But the upshot is that it’s the coolest thing on the road, with a dashboard covered in dials like a jet aeroplane – and the smuggest car I know. 


Mine, on the other hand is absolutely knackered. As James told me again and again, all the way to Brixton. 


He’d warmed to his theme when I pulled out my keys to open the passenger door. 


‘You can’t have a car these days that doesn’t have central locking, darling!’ he said. ‘Those went out with the Ark. You’ll probably tell me that somewhere you’ve got an old crank-shaft to start it up with when you break down.’ 


We got into the car and he fiddled with his seatbelt. As we pulled away, I laughed. ‘No, there’s no crank-shaft. But at least with this car I know all about it, unlike you, faced with your state-of-the-art engineering. I know about the spark plugs and how to clean them and the fan-belt and . . .’


‘What?’ said James. ‘I can’t hear you! That’s the other thing – it’s so noisy!’


I repeated what I’d said. 


‘Marie, please! Cars don’t have spark plugs or fan-belts these days,’ said James. ‘Not even this one. Get a new car, please. Not for my sake, but for yours! This is the most frightful old wreck.’


To be honest, I had been thinking of getting a new car for some time. Darling Archie, the love of my life, who died a couple of years ago, had left me some money and so far I hadn’t spent any of it. Plus,there was Brad and Sharmie’s tree picture money. And as my car was getting increasingly wobbly, it had crossed my mind. 


‘But my garage man said to me the other day: “They don’t make them like this any more”!’ I said. 


‘And you took that as a compliment?’ shouted James, sarcastically, over the engine noise, and then he started listing all the things wrong with the car. No power steering. A tape deck instead of a CD player. (‘I expect you wind back your broken tapes with old biros, am I right?’ He was.) A glove compartment that’s lost its flap. A spare tyre (apparently cars these days don’t have spare tyres, just some kind of spray gadget that you squirt into the hole and seals it up). Windows that wind up by hand. No air conditioning. Or what James called ‘air-con’. 


‘True, it doesn’t have orange indicators that rise and fall like rabbit’s ears at the sides, but it might as well have,’ he said. ‘Frankly, I’m surprised you don’t have running boards and a man with a red flag to walk in front of you as you drive.’ 


After we’d finally parked outside Jack and Chrissie’s house, he examined the car from the outside, peering at it from under his umbrella. ‘Tyres nearly bald,’ he said. ‘Terrible paintwork. Very unsafe colour, black. Rust on the back bumper. I’m amazed it passed its MOT.’


I remembered that the garage man had said something else along with ‘They don’t make them like that any more!’, he’d said, ‘But you’ll find that out soon enough.’ So perhaps James is right. 


Seconds after we rang the bell, the door opened. Gene had been waiting for us. 


‘Happy birthday, Granny!’ said Gene. ‘We’re pretending it’s Granny’s birthday today,’ he explained to James, who came in after me, shaking his umbrella. ‘It’s not really but we’re pretending.’


‘Hi, Mum!’ said Jack, coming into the hall and kissing me. He resisted kissing James, but enfolded him in a curious masculine type of hug. Men are so funny when they say hello these days. When I was young they’d barely shake hands, then they moved on to a kind of friendly knock on the shoulder, then they sometimes performed a curious affectionate boxing match, each punching the other in a mock-fighting way, shouting ‘Hey, man . . . good on you! Great to see you!! Cheers, mate, how you doing?’ But more recently I’ve seen straight blokes openly kissing each other on the cheeks and some, horror of horrors, on the mouth. But I suppose Jack can’t do that to James because he’s actually gay. Golly, it’s all so complicated. 


‘Look, we’ve made a cake and I did the icing,’ said Gene, pulling us into the kitchen. ‘Look, Granny, look.’ I was dragged over to the table, where Chrissie turned from putting things away to greet me. I thought she was looking very tired – unlike her because she’s usually so slathered with beauty products that you can’t tell how she’s really feeling.


‘Not now, Gene, the cake’s for later,’ said Chrissie. ‘Happy birthday!’ she added, wiping her hands on a very pretty apron covered with roses. 


‘Now look at all your presents!’ said Gene, pointing to a chair covered with parcels. Then he asked, ‘Are you very old?’


‘I am rather,’ I said, mussing his hair. ‘I’ll be 67 next week.’ He looked at me with a start. ‘Well, that is old!’ he said. ‘Are you going to die soon?’ 


Just before tea, I made the disastrous mistake of mentioning Jack’s health. He’d had a slight scare about his appendix just after Christmas – it had started grumbling – and naturally, being his old mum, I’d started to get very worried about it. I know his doctor had advised him to have it taken out. So when I said, ‘And when are you having your appendix out?’ I wasn’t prepared for the prickly response. 


‘I’m not having it out, Mum,’ he said, sharply. ‘There’s nothing wrong with it. I’ve been told by a friend of mine, who’s a nurse, that it could last all my life. There’s no point in having an operation if I don’t need it.’


‘But what if it suddenly goes wrong when you’re on holiday? Miles from anywhere?’ I asked.


‘Look, I’m not having an operation until I really need it,’ said Jack firmly. And I remembered how incredibly paranoid he was about being ill. When he was young he’d had to go into hospital overnight for some minor op and a mixture of being left alone and the food had put him off for life, I think. 


I felt rather chastened, but relieved when Chrissie, from behind Jack, raised her eyebrows at me and shook her head, meaning she agreed with me.


Once we’d all sat down, the present-opening started. Chrissie, naturally enough, had given me a whole bag of beauty products from the company where she works (another pile of stuff destined for Age Concern as I’m a totally soap-and-water girl myself). I only wished she’d given me a rose-covered apron like the one she was wearing. Jack had got me a huge flat-pack model of the Taj Mahal to cut out and make – I’ve always been fascinated by paper models – and a real taxidermy duck with a boater on. Now, there’s a chap who knows exactly what his old mum wants! I adore this sort of thing!


And then, ‘Remember that thing of your dad’s,’ said Chrissie suddenly – and Jack pulled out another present from behind the chair. 


‘David?’ I said, astonished. ‘All his life, he’s never remembered my birthday, even when we were married! I’m amazed he remembered. How sweet of him!’


I opened it up and found it was a box of the most delicious Turkish Delight. 


Not only that but it was the special brand I really love – one that’s only available from a Turkish Delight shop down some mysterious side-street in Istanbul. It’s Turkish Delight heaven – floors of the stuff, walls of the stuff, Turkish Delight with nuts in it, Turkish Delight with raisins, rose-flavoured Turkish Delight, lemon-flavoured Turkish Delight, Turkish Delight in huge wooden boxes and Turkish Delight in fancy decorated tins. 


‘How on earth did he get hold of this, I wonder?’


‘Oh, some friend of his was going – you know the Widow Bossom woman who lives next door and is always trying to get her claws into him – and when she asked if she could get him anything while she was there, he remembered about the Turkish Delight you liked,’ said Jack. 


‘That was very nice of him,’ I said.


Finally, Gene gave me a small packet of Smarties and a home-made card showing a rather serious picture of a tree. ‘I wanted to do a tree like you do, Granny,’ he said, coming up and showing me. ‘Do you like the way I’ve done the branches growing, like you told me? And there’s the shadow of the tree along the ground, like you said. And do you like the Smarties? Can I have some?’


‘Not before tea,’ said Jack, sternly. During tea Gene was pretty silent as we were in the middle of talking about schools and the problems of finding the right one for the next phase of his life. Then he suddenly interrupted. 


‘Not now, Gene,’ said Jack, ‘We’re talking!’


‘But it’s about schools!’ said Gene. ‘My school wants you to come and talk to us about the war, Granny,’ he said. ‘Will you come? Were you a Land Girl? Did you drive ambulances? Were you evacuated? Did you know lots of people who died?’


‘No, I didn’t, darling, because I was born just after the war, so I don’t remember anything much about it except for the sirens near my grandmother’s house in the country that for quite some time after used to wail twice a day at a certain time. I remember Mummy – that’s your great-granny – shuddering with fear.’ I felt disappointed that I couldn’t come to Gene’s school and tell them about doodlebugs and sleeping in Underground stations like those people in Henry Moore sketches. 


‘It doesn’t matter. Just after’s okay. My teacher said. You can tell us about . . . um . . . horses and carriages?’ he asked, doubtfully. ‘Did your dad wear a top hat? Did you have a butler? Did you have a toilet that was a hole in the ground? Did you have to work in a factory making things, with no holidays?’ 


Chrissie produced a letter and gave it to me. It was from the school. It read, 


‘Hi Granny, Nan or Granddad!!! We in Year Two are doing a project on the Second World War and we are trying to find out everything about it! We would like to ask you some question’s about it. Will you come in and talk to us about what you remember about the War? We will try to make it interesting for you, we will give you coffee and biscuits. Love from . . .’ And here Gene had written his name. 


‘Who wrote this?’ I asked. 


‘The form teacher,’ said Chrissie. ‘I know, I know. There shouldn’t be an apostrophe in “questions”.’ 


‘And,’ I added indignantly, ‘what about that comma between “you” and “we”? Should be a full stop. Well, one thing I can tell them about the old days is that at school we were at least taught how to punctuate properly.’


‘You can tell Mum used to be a teacher, can’t you?’ said Jack, grinning at James. ‘By the way, Gene, have you done your homework?’


‘Uurrr,’ said Gene moodily, mooching off into the other room. 


When it was time to go – me feeling very happy and yet sad to leave them, of course – Gene brought his teddy out onto the step to say goodbye. It was the old one that I’d had when I was young and had passed on to Jack who’d passed it on to Gene, and I could see my little darling making the battered creature wave his stuffed paw as we drove into the darkness. Little had I imagined, when I was Gene’s age and hugging my teddy to me, that I’d be seeing it in the arms of my grandson, waving to me. 


The rain, thank God, had stopped, leaving the roads glistening with silver wetness.


‘Now let’s get down to your real birthday,’ said James. 


‘Marion and Tim are giving me supper,’ I said. ‘As you know. The usual. Hope you’ll be there.’


‘I’ll take you out for dinner some time soon so we can have something delicious to make up for Marion’s cooking,’ said James. ‘But first you’ve got to tell me what you want as a present.’


We spent the next ten minutes wrestling over what I want. So tricky. When you’re 12, there’s no end to what you want for your birthday. When you’re 67, there is no beginning to what you want – because you want nothing. He and I were both in agonies trying to think of something I might like.


Eventually I said, ‘Look, this is mad. I’m in agonies, you’re in agonies. I really don’t want anything, I’m so sorry.’


‘I can’t give you nothing!’ said James indignantly. Not sure why he can’t give me nothing, but still.


‘Look, you’re taking me out to dinner, and that in itself is a lovely birthday present. And if you like you can get me some flowers. I love flowers,’ I added. ‘But not orange ones.’


He seemed relieved. ‘Very nice of David to get you the Turkish Delight,’ he added. ‘Wonder if Sandra knows?’


David insists on calling Sandra his ‘squeeze’. She’s miles younger than him, nearly half his age, and although she’s quite nice, she’s a bit of an airhead. Originally they had horses in common, because David’s always been keen on racing, but neither of them seem that interested now. And I’ve noticed she’s always going off on holiday on her own. I imagine they have a brilliant sex life – at least I can’t think of anything else that would keep them together – and though David’s vastly improved since the old days and has at least cut down on the drinking which makes a lot of difference. I can’t imagine why she wants to stay with him. He’s virtually retired and has always been adamant he doesn’t want more children, so she’s just hanging about, going to the gym, having beauty treatments and doing nothing much else as far as I can see. 


‘Very nice of the Widow Bossom, rather,’ I said. ‘She’s the one who’s bought it. I bet there’s some ulterior motive.’


‘Trying to ingratiate herself with the ex-wife?’ suggested James. 


‘Something like that. David would never do anything along those lines off his own bat. Anyway, good luck to her. To be honest, the Widow Bossom would be a lot better than Sandra – at least she’s a jolly sort and more his age.’ 


‘So what’s the plan for the coming year?’ asked James as we trundled along. ‘Apart, of course, from getting a new car. Would you like me to research what’s available for you? I’m quite good at that sort of thing.’


At this I perked up considerably. ‘What about a Mini?’ I said. ‘I like them. I used to have one in the old days.’ 


‘They’re not like the old ones,’ he said. ‘I’ll do some research.’


‘My plans are just to keep on trucking,’ I said, thinking suddenly of the lump on my tummy and wondering how long I’d got to truck (though I’ve never seen the verb used this way). Funnily enough, I could actually feel it, Being A Lump, under my seatbelt. I wondered briefly whether to tell James about it or not, and then decided against it. I must try to keep as quiet about it as possible. ‘And you?’


After Hughie died, James has tried his hand at all sorts of things – he’s only in his fifties – and a couple of years ago he decided, much to my fury, to be what he calls ‘an artist’. His first project was to do an installation of yours truly, a huge and frightful affair constructed of barbed wire, old plastic bags, a walking frame and plastic Coke bottles. It was only a couple of months ago that, after the judicious placing of it in the most exposed part of the garden and gently loosening the wires every so often, the thing conveniently collapsed and I was obliged to chuck it in the bin – much to my regret (as I told James) and much to my delight (as I told everyone else). 


I must say, I find his artistic ambitions infuriating. It’s because, as someone who’s spent her entire life learning how to draw and paint, then teaching people how to draw and paint (and I’m talking here of trees, faces, hands, bodies, landscapes, still lifes – or is it still lives? – you name it); and also as someone who really can draw, though I say it myself, like an angel, it’s pretty irritating to hear a chap who hardly knows which end of a pencil to use calling himself an ‘artist’. It implies a measure of accomplishment that James simply does not possess. 


I have even heard him – across the table from me at a dinner party, when someone’s asked him what he does – replying, ‘I’m an artist!’ I mean! Surely it’s only other people who can declare that you’re an artist? Calling yourself an artist is rather like describing yourself as incredibly attractive, creative and clever. 


Anyway, I didn’t let on. And yes, he said, he was going to devote this coming year to making more art. He’d got some ideas about lines, spaces and colour, he said, and he thought he could make them ‘relevant’. I felt like saying, ‘What is any visual art but lines, spaces, colour and some kind of relevance?’ but bit my tongue and we talked about cars the rest of the way home. 


‘See you on your real birthday, darling,’ he said as he got out. ‘Lots of love, my angel.’


Then I thought, as usual, what a creep I’d been with my thoughts about him being an artist. Why shouldn’t he call himself an artist if that’s what makes him happy, for God’s sake? I went back home feeling loathsome and wretched but, after a large glass of red wine, cheered up. 


January 15 


My birthday! And I’m 67! Golly, it sounds a lot older than 66, I must say. I got lots of cards, including one from Penny which said ‘Holy Shite! You’re 67!’ with a woman screaming on the front. Penny had written in ‘67’ in felt-tip pen over the ‘40’, because presumably you can’t custom-make cards for every age. I also got a lovely one from Brad and Sharmie, with ‘We’ll miss you lots!’ written inside it. (They’re moving to India, where Brad has a new job.) James had sent me one which had on the front ‘The older you get, the better you get’ and inside ‘Unless you’re a banana.’


James rang the bell just before I was going to have my bath – it gets later and later these days, not just because of laziness but because I’m so reluctant to confront the ghastly lump – and came in with a large bottle of champagne.


‘I didn’t bring it this evening,’ he said, ‘in case everyone else drank it. Once Penny gets her hands on it . . . well, you know . . . I’ve got another for tonight. This is just for you to drink all by yourself in the lonely watches of the night as you contemplate life at this great age. Though they do say, of course, that drinking alone is one of the sure signs of being an alcoholic.’


‘Drinking alone is the only time to drink, my darling,’ I said. ‘The sprightliness of other people’s conversation usually gets one by in a crowd, but on one’s own, one needs a pick-me-up.’ I felt very touched. He stared at the array of cards on the mantelpiece. ‘You have so many friends,’ he said. ‘How do you do it?’


‘You’ve got just the same number of friends,’ I said reassuringly. ‘But I’ve picked mine as the types who send birthday cards.’


The lump seemed slightly bigger today, and I’m anxious about what the doctor will say.


 


Later


Just back from Marion’s. She’d said, ‘You do want me just to ask the usual suspects, don’t you – Penny and James and us?’ and I’d replied, ‘Absolutely!’ I said it rather loudly because she’s such a generous person that she’s always asking waifs and strays and if you don’t watch out, you turn up and discover she’s so busy feeding the huddled masses that you might as well not be there at all. 


Anyway, this time, it was indeed ‘just us’ and she’d made an enormous lentil stew, which was absolutely par for the course. Marion’s cooking seems to have stopped in the poverty-stricken student days of the Sixties and she is a complete stranger even to mozzarella. I’d be amazed if she’s ever heard of garlic or an avocado pear. She’s a stranger to fennel or chicory as well. The lentils had been boiled in water flavoured with a chicken cube, to which had been added many tins of tomatoes and some curious tinned mushrooms. As an accompaniment she’d laid out slices of ham from a packet, several tomatoes cut in halves and a salad of a floppy lettuce with dressing on the side, served in a bowl that looked like a lettuce leaf itself – surely a relic from the Fifties – which meant that you had to add the dressing on your plate and it never quite covered the leaves. The dressing itself was that stuff created, oddly, by Paul Newman, the actor. I would have been very surprised to find Nigel Slater cast as Butch Cassidy in a Hollywood movie, but there we are. There was a large sliced loaf on the table, some ‘spreadable’ stuff that pretended to be butter but was actually a ghastly yellow substance made, probably, from whale blubber, and no salt and pepper to be seen. 


Tim, her extremely kind but stodgy husband, tucked in, declaring the whole thing delicious. ‘I don’t know how my wife does it!’ he said. ‘She has a real knack for cooking!’


Marion smiled. ‘I don’t believe in recipe books!’ she said, smugly. ‘I just throw in any old thing and pray, but it always seems to come out right!’


Penny and I – who both pore over fashionable cookbooks, marinating, weighing, tasting and seasoning all the way through – exchanged looks and it was difficult not to laugh, particularly after Penny’d given me a posh new cookbook for my birthday earlier in the day – but after a few glugs of James’ champagne, it didn’t really seem to matter any more and even I was persuaded to have a second helping of the cheerful slops that were doled onto our plates. 


We chatted of this and that. Marion asked how I’ll cope when Brad and Sharmie leave, and I said I was dreading it. Then she told me she’d heard the house had been sold to a woman called Melanie Fitch-Hughes – whereupon Tim said, ‘Not Roger’s wife?’ and Marion said, ‘Ex-wife by the sound of it,’ and he said well, if it was ex-wife then lucky old Roger because she was a nightmare, and Marion said she was sure it wasn’t her, and James said there couldn’t possibly be two people called Melanie Fitch-Hughes.


Then Marion got onto Syria. Oh dear. If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s people banging on about the dreadful state of the world when there’s absolutely nothing at all one can do about it. After she’d gone into a long spiel about how the government was repressing the rebels and how children were dying of chemical weapons and their eyes were falling out into their mothers’ laps, and how families were starving in camps, I held up my hand. 


‘Look, Marion,’ I said. ‘I love you, and I know Syria’s ghastly, but could we possibly keep off the subject on my birthday? I’m trying to have a happy day.’


Tim butted in, rather crossly, I thought.


‘But we should talk about Syria,’ he said. ‘We can’t just put our heads in the sand. This is real life, Marie, birthday or no birthday.’


Then I was struck by a brilliant riposte. ‘Tim,’ I said, seriously. ‘I think about Syria and the starving refugees all day and all night. I can’t sleep for worrying about them. I send money to them and there isn’t a moment when I don’t offer up thanks that I live in a civilized country, with no war and no guns and no insurgents. But perhaps just for an hour or so, on my birthday, we could have a small moment when I’m not dogged with guilt and misery and compassion? Just a moment?’


Sensing things were getting tricky, James wisely clapped his hands and said: ‘I second that! Now for the presents!’ And he produced an envelope. I thought it was going to be just a card since he’d already loaded me with champagne, but inside there was a piece of paper which read, ‘I promise to introduce the bearer to the pleasures of Facebook any time she wants.’ Hmm. Not really sure I want to be on Facebook but everyone assures me that once I get going I’ll never be off it, so perhaps it’s worth a try. 


And then Marion produced her birthday present. 


It’s always difficult opening a present from Marion. I love her to pieces but she never gets presents right. A couple of years ago she gave me a card telling me that she’d donated a goat on my behalf to Africa which drove me wild with rage, though I never let on, and I suspected this was going to be another howler. 


Well, although this wasn’t in the goat class it was pretty near. It was a yellow and orange scarf. With fringes at either end. I had never seen anything quite so hideous in my life and I knew that the moment I put it on, my skin would turn a green colour and people would start asking me if I was all right.


But there was nothing for it. Not so much as a split second of horror crossed my face. I radiated delight. 


‘I love it!’ I cried, winding it round my neck. ‘Marion, it’s brilliant! Thank you so much!’


Marion looked incredibly pleased. ‘You’re so difficult to buy presents for,’ she said. ‘I’m so glad you like it. I can tell you really do, too . . . I know you sometimes pretend . . . but I thought it was such a cheerful colour!’
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