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For Joe




The central philosophical debate over mental illness is not about its existence, but rather over how to define it.


Christian Perring, Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy


 


You get to be independent when you live alone. You get to be real individual.


‘Little’ Edie Bouvier Beale, Grey Gardens




Chapter One


Scotch-Brite Classic Sponge Scourers, 10 x Twin Pack, 20 in total


 


Mariticide, noun. From the Latin ‘maritus’ meaning husband plus ‘-cide’ from ‘caedere’, to cut, to kill.


 


I was up early so I got to it before she could see. Red paint, this time, which seemed harder to remove than the white. Is that true? Never mind. Either way, it was a good thing I kept those scourers because it took four of them to get it off. It’s a grotty fence, as Tom was always saying, the posts bleached and rotting, cracks stretching between the slats, and parts of the letters – the curl of the G, the bottom of the L – were painted on the overgrown ivy. When I’d finished, I picked off each adulterated leaf.


‘YOUR GUILTEY’


I don’t like it. It’s unnerving. It smacks of mob rule, of a world in which a person who is accused of something, proven or otherwise, is expected to go around with a marker on their back. As if police, court, a trial, jail term (however it pans out), is not punishment enough.


I won’t tell her, of course. She’s had enough to deal with. Bad enough to have spent those nights in the cell at Wandsworth police station; then the misery of the full week at Bronzefield. The terrible food and the screaming, the soap that stripped a layer of skin. I tried to visit, got all the way to Ashford on the train, with the Clarins cleansing milk she likes, but it turns out you need photo ID: a passport or driving licence, and I have neither. (How do people manage? If she ends up going back, I’ll have to work something out.) Anyway, she’s only just settling in here. The last thing she needs now is to feel got at.


Of course, it’s just the daubings of some illiterate or – to be sympathetic – dyslexic. But as I crouched, my back to the street, bucket at my side, I felt unnerved, as if each car that passed was watching. I felt suffused with shame, too, the natural humiliation, perhaps, of anyone forced to clear up someone else’s unpleasantness. And I felt strangely lonely. It was an accident, I’ve told everyone who asked. Innocent. Any jury will see that. Surely. I don’t know why people are so odd.


Once I’d stowed the scourers and the bucket in the kitchen, I came out to find her loitering in the hall, asking petulantly for her breakfast. Normally I take it up to her on a tray, as I always did for Mother, but this morning I hadn’t had time because of being busy with the fence. I shepherded her into the front room while I got it ready. She likes a particular type of granola, but we’re running low (I can only get it by walking down to the big Sainsbury’s) so I supplemented it with some of my Quick Oats. She didn’t seem to notice. She ate without expression, gazing out of the window at the cars and the buses, the children on their way to school. She seemed to be in one of her fugue states. Shock, the doctor said. But I’m never quite sure.


Maudie was agitating to go out, and when I suggested Ailsa join us I didn’t expect her to agree. She hasn’t left the house willingly since she got here. There’s always been some excuse: too tired, or her eyes hurt, or she might see someone she knew. Today the defaced fence must have given an extra force to my words, or perhaps I simply timed it right.


‘It doesn’t do anyone any good to be shut up all day,’ I said  and she spun round. ‘OK’: the emphasis on the K, as if she were doing me a favour.


I found her a jacket, one of mine, and a scarf, ditto. She has none of the right clothes with her, all too summery. The jacket, a maroon-coloured puffer, not 100 per cent clean, was bulky and she didn’t like it. Her nose wrinkled and I had to push her arms into it, as if I were dressing a recalcitrant child. The black scarf passed muster. It’s only polyester but it feels like cashmere and, as I searched for the keys in the hall, I caught her studying her reflection in a mirror, lifting her chin to rearrange it at the side of her neck. Some habits die hard.


I stage-managed the walk, of course, making sure to turn right out of the house so as not to pass her front door, down to the end of Trinity Road and then straight across there at the lights on to the common. I was keen to avoid the busy row of shops and cafes on Bellevue. The reporters have cleared off but she’s right; you wouldn’t want to make too much of a performance of it. She walked very slowly, and I hooked my arm through hers and pulled her along. I tried to curb my irritation. Baby steps, I’d said, but I hadn’t meant it literally.


It was a crisp, blustery autumn morning, the sky frantic with clouds, the sun rushing in and out. I unclipped Maudie from her lead and she ran ahead across the grass: a patchwork of roving shadows. Ailsa’s pace picked up on the main path and when I drew attention to the loveliness of the big tall chestnuts – they’re beginning to catch fire – she made a murmuring sound, which I took to be agreement.


We should perhaps have turned round then, to quit while we were ahead. I blame myself that we didn’t. I like to think I am in touch with her moods, but I was insufficiently alert.


I was trying to be jolly, chatting inanely about the cygnets on the pond, how big they’d grown, when I became aware of two women, both blonde, with small dogs on leads, walking towards us. It was like a magnetic field, the tension, the anticipation, in their silence. Ailsa did too, or maybe she knew them. She knows a lot of people. Her breath changed: a sharp inhalation followed immediately by a strangulated whimper. She leant sharply into me – I wondered if she might fall – so I hoisted her off the path, and across the grass to the bench under the tree, the one that faces the incline down to the water. She hurled herself onto it, taking up most of the room, her head thrown backwards so she was staring up at the sky, her neck resting on the metal. After a few moments, she said, with some petulance, that she was exhausted; she hadn’t slept for days. And then she began to talk about Melissa: she’d emailed her again but she hadn’t replied; she wasn’t sure her messages were being passed on. It wasn’t fair. She told a long anecdote about a birthday picnic for the twins and how jolly it had been and something about a beautiful tree house they had built in Kent.


I stopped listening, I’m afraid. I don’t like hearing about Kent and I’ve heard a lot about the children recently. Also, I was pretty tired myself. I’m having to work at night, for obvious reasons. A couple of parakeets flew, squawking, between two trees. Maud was over towards the copse, taking those oddly prissy choreographed steps that mean she’s stalking a squirrel. The light was buttery, with a cool sharpness to the air, the criss-cross patches of sky a lovely washed blue. Under our feet was a proper scrunch of autumn debris. I rolled the soles of my shoes over it, finding the noise satisfying. I thought about Ailsa’s voice, how posh it is and how her sentences can turn up at the end; sometimes even in the middle. I wondered for the first time how it would play with jurors. Conclusion: not well.


When she first leant forwards, I assumed she was looking at my legs. I was wearing those zip-off trousers that are so comfortable for walking, and a section of my lower calves were on display. Her eyes were focused on the tiny scales – the completely perfect white circles that are evidence of age; idiopathic guttate hypomelanosis, to give them their correct name. I thought she might be about to comment – ‘You must see my dermatologist’ – so her words came as a shock.


‘At first, I didn’t . . . you know, it was as if he just had something stuck in his throat, or it was too hot, like he’d eaten a whole chilli or something. You know? But the water I gave him it was all coming out of the sides of his mouth . . . I mean, his tongue was—’ She began scraping her top teeth along the surface of her own tongue, back and forth. I couldn’t think what she was doing, until I realised with a sickening lurch that she was giving a demonstration.


‘How awful,’ I said. I had a panicked feeling that I should have been trying to record her, though I didn’t know how subtly to get to my phone.


She plucked at the maroon jacket, scratching the fabric with her nails, and then scratching at her wrists. Her skin looks sore at the moment. ‘And his pupils, Verity. It was so weird. They were just black, like an animal’s, and he was clutching at his neck and his mouth was hanging open still, and all this saliva everywhere, like a dog frothing. You know? I’ve never seen it, but how you imagine a dog with rabies, like that. It was inhuman. He was writhing, contorting like his body wasn’t his; his forehead was covered in sweat. He was still looking at me. The look in his eyes . . . And he had been so sick – it was all over his shirt and the kitchen floor, and I couldn’t find any kitchen paper, so I was using loo roll.’


‘Was he still at the table, at that point, Ailsa?’ It was something the police had kept asking.


‘I think he had left the table. He’d slid off his chair onto the floor.’


‘So he was on the floor. And you were – standing? Or had you got down?’


Crows flapped in the branches behind us. Her voice rose. ‘I’d got down. I’d got the water.’


‘Oh yes.’


A flighty wind was playing in the tree next to her, leaves spiralling past her shoulders.


‘If I’d rung an ambulance immediately would I have saved him? Was it already too late?’


I opened my mouth to answer, trying to control my expression. If only I had been near that night. If only I’d known he was home. ‘I don’t know.’


Maudie had disappeared from view, and even as I was concentrating on Ailsa, I made room for a small amount of mild panic. I fought the urge to stand up and call.


Ailsa’s head was making small darting movements, her eyes flickering with shadows. ‘They said the hemlock was what stopped him from breathing?’


It was a couple of seconds before I realised it was a question. I said: ‘I believe it paralyses the nervous and respiratory systems, and that is what leads to death.’


Her hands had fallen limply by her side. ‘I often said I wished him dead.’ She had begun to cry. ‘That things would be so much better if he were. But they’re not. It’s not fair. Everything always goes wrong for me. I wish I could turn back time.’


I felt impatient with her then and I stood up. ‘We’d better get going,’ I said crisply, and I pulled her to her feet – all those years fussing about her weight; I’m not sure these days she’s even eight stone – and, once I’d pinpointed the dog, I sort of frogmarched her home.


She’s asleep now. We’ve made her a nest in the front room, in one corner of the sofa, and she is conked out there. She was sweet when we got in. She held my hand to her cheek when I brought her her rooibos tea, said thank you for standing by her. I’ve been watching her – the tiny muscular flickers under her eyelids, the way her mouth opens, blown apart by her breath, then gently falls back into place. It’s a dear little face, really, heart-shaped, with the widow’s peak (ironic now) in her tawny hair, those distinctively upward-turning green eyes. The small dent of an old scar runs for an inch or so under her hairline. I don’t know how it got there. There is so much about her I don’t know.


She has a meeting with the QC this week. Until now I haven’t been too worried; I’ve been complacent. I thought it would work itself out. I told myself nothing on the surface was wrong with their marriage – they were the perfect couple. The case would be dropped, I assumed, or dismissed; after expressions of unending gratitude for all that I’ve done, she and the children would move back next door. Now, I don’t know. My head is full of thoughts. Who is she? How have we come to this?


Her tone this afternoon – I keep thinking about it. There was shock there, of course, and self-pity: her own particular ‘why does this have to happen to me?’ vein (the consequence, I think, of being slightly spoilt). And fear, and horror – watching Tom dissolve into something animal and unrecognisable before her eyes: ‘like a dog frothing’. All of this is understandable. Each of us deals with trauma in different ways. And after what she’s done for me, I’ll forgive her anything. I really will.


My fingers are still raw from scrubbing at the graffiti. I keep wondering who could posibly have done such a thing? What are they trying to tell me? It’s awful, but as she sleeps, and the night presses against the window, I feel scared for the first time. Have I made a mistake? It’s just one thing was missing from her outburst this afternoon, the one thing you’d expect to find in a tragedy of this kind.


Grief.




Chapter Two


Caran d’Ache Swisscolor watercolour pencils in metal box (pack of 40)


 


Anthropomorphism, noun. The attribution of human personality or characteristics to something non-human, as an animal, object, etc.


 


I am not the subject of this story, but I don’t want to be elusive, for curiosity about me to be a distraction. Possibly no one but me will ever read this – writing things down has always been a good way, for me, of making sense of the world. But in the event my words reach a wider public, I thought, while Ailsa is having a bath, I’d better record what I can about myself to get it out of the way. All narratives are unreliable; we all have our own axe to grind. It’s important to be transparent, that’s all.


My name is Verity Ann Baxter. I have lived at number 424 Trinity Road, SW17 all my life, give or take. One mother. One sister. My father left when I was four. My mother died five years ago.


I’m fifty-two.


I’m not a virgin. Sorry, if that’s TMI, as Melissa would say. But I don’t want anyone claiming I’m a bitter spinster of the parish or, as Maeve and Sue from my pub quiz team keep insisting, that my interest in Ailsa is sapphic. It annoys me, how our current culture bangs on all the time about inclusivity, but there’s still an implicit prejudice against those of us who are child- and partner-free, as if our views aren’t valid, as if we haven’t earned the right to comment, without jealousy or longing, on the behaviour of others who aren’t. I’m not at all prudish. I quite enjoy watching sex on television. Some of the happiest moments of my life were spent watching Love Island with Ailsa and her kids. Fact is, been there, done that. I’ve had enough sex in my life to know I’m not missing out.


Ailsa and I both had unconventional childhoods – it’s one of the things that drew us together. Not unconventional as in glamorous, hippy parents hanging out in Marrakech, but unconventional in nurturing a sense in us as children of not quite fitting in at school, of being a little odd. Ailsa’s mother was clearly an alcoholic – though her daughter is too loyal to say as much. Mine was an invalid, who suffered from fibromyalgia, a chronic condition characterised by widespread pain and a heightened response to pressure. It was unpredictable where it might flare, but her neck was a constant issue. She would need the support of multiple cushions, in a tier-like pattern around her shoulders, to sit at all comfortably. My sister Faith and I learnt from an early age to avoid any sudden movements, and to kiss her, when bidden, with a neat non-jarring purse of the lips.


Her illness may have got worse after my father walked out. I’m not sure. I have few memories of life before he went. Or of him. A certain aftershave pulls me up short, and fabric in a particular black and white dog-tooth check speaks to me in a peculiarly painful way. He worked for the gas board and I’m told he was from a lower social class to my mother, but family life, it turned out, wasn’t his bag. Or that’s the conclusion events have led me to extrapolate. One Saturday morning, when my sister and I were still pre-school, he went out to get a paper. The woman who ran the greengrocer – now a branch of Pizza Express – said she saw him getting on the 319. He was never seen again. That, at least, is the story my mother always clung to. I think she found the dramatic nature of it reassuring. I have a few memories that don’t fit: the sound of them arguing long before he left, empty hangers clanging in the cupboard, and then, after his ‘disappearance’, a trip with him to the fairground, when I was tall enough to go on the waltzer. If such visits did exist, they eventually stopped. Maybe he moved away, or got bored. Sometimes I wonder if he is out there still, but he was older than Mother, and she was in her eighties when she died, so it is unlikely.


My mother never worked, because of her condition, and I have no memory of her drawing any benefits. Instead, after he left, we scrimped and saved, made do, waste not, want not, etc. We grew veg, and collected coupons; we took in ironing, we constantly recycled, ‘upcycled’ to use modern parlance, our own clothes. We didn’t have a mortgage – my father had inherited the house, located on a main road, from an aunt. In those days, Tooting was nothing to write home about. Things have changed dramatically around me – ‘Trinity Fields’, I believe the estate agents are calling this patch now – though it’s still extraordinary to me that anyone would spend as much as the Tilsons on a house here, let alone bother to dig out the basement.


It has taken me a while to adjust to the notion of ‘neighbours’. We had no visitors from outside, when I was growing up, though our world was populated nonetheless. My mother’s parents were killed in the Blitz, and she moved in with her grandmother, a strict Victorian, in Eastbourne. As a child she escaped her surroundings (sadness, fear, relentless boredom) by colouring them in with her imagination, and it was a habit she never lost. All her significant relationships were with creatures, both real and imaginary. She had a vast collection of woodland-related ornaments – rabbits a particular favourite – and she talked about hedgehogs and birds and foxes as if she knew them individually. ‘Mr Hedgehog’s been sent out on his ear to find some worms.’ ‘Oh look, cheeky Rufus Robin’s come to see what’s what.’ If anything went missing in the house it was blamed on the Borrowers, the family of miniature humans who lived behind the skirting boards. She talked about them so often that when, visiting a school friend, I happened upon Mary Norton’s novel, I embarrassed myself, and was subsequently the object of much scorn in the playground, by insisting the book was written about our house. You could pull a room to pieces in search of the lost item – a sock or a protractor, say – but if you found it, it wasn’t down to your efforts but those of an invisible lodger called St Christopher. For anything more serious we called on our guardian angels – we had one each. It was mine, incidentally, not my mother, who sat by my hospital bedside after the removal of my tonsils.


Does it sound charming? It wasn’t actually. It was more of a tyranny. Every item in the house had an animus. She would never leave an egg alone in the box ‘in case it was lonely’, and we used loose tea to prevent the upsetting tearing of conjoined teabags. The cushions on our sofa sat in preordained family groups; soft toys and old clothes were never thrown out. In my treasured box of Caran d’Ache, each pencil was worn down to the same level, even the white; she made me use each implement equally so as not to hurt any feelings.


Someone – a young doctor who visited her at home once and noticed her distress at taking a single tablet – told me it was a psychological disorder. Acute empathy of that kind, he said, wasn’t easy; it was linked to over-sensitivity to slights. We agreed it was a reaction to her illness, the isolation of it. But I’ve thought hard about this recently. Ailsa says it explains a lot about me. It’s probably generic, a family trait.


At first it seemed as if I would escape. ‘The clever one’ in relation to my sister – ‘the pretty one’ – I left school for university, King’s College London, the lucky generation that got it all free. I lived in halls, and then in student digs near Elephant and Castle, and had finished my degree and begun a doctorate when two things happened: my mother’s ill health flared, and my sister decided she had had enough of being the main carer. As a result of both, I moved back home.


I was in trouble anyway. Like all family myths, my reputation as ‘the clever one’ had turned out to be an exaggeration. ‘The slightly cleverer one’ would have been more accurate. My thesis, hubristically entitled ‘Culture and Cognition in Language Evolution’, was proving beyond me. Deadlines were already being missed, emergency meetings made and ducked. I slunk home, resentfully watched Faith pack her bags for a new life in Brighton, while secretly nursing relief. If my mother was insufficiently grateful for my sacrifice, it suited me to resent that, too. I continued to resent it for twenty years, to blame her for the jobs I took, initially at the library, which didn’t go well (the chief librarian hated me, and there were too many children) and then in the Leisure and Culture department at the council – where I was just as miserable. I harboured this resentment, like a trusted old rotting skiff, throughout the last decade, when I have been happily employed as freelance assistant editor to the editor of the Oxford English Dictionary. I have Fred Pullen, an old university friend, to thank for recommending me for this post, and it suits me down to the ground. It’s a big old project we have embarked upon, the updating of the dictionary. It started in 1999 and goodness knows when it will be finished. Never, probably, which as far as I’m concerned would be convenient. Basically I re-write the existing entries; other teams are in charge of the neologisms. I help revise the old definitions and, with the help of newly available sources online, update the quotation paragraphs (the ‘QPs’, as we call them) where necessary. It’s ponderous work, sometimes thrilling, often dull. I find it satisfying.


She’s out of the bath now. I can hear the thunder of water overhead, the clanking of the old iron pipes. That was a short dip even for her. It’s the metallic rusty streak on the enamel she hates. She says it looks like blood. Nothing about my house pleases her. She can’t help comparing it to the light, empty, knocked-through open spaces of next door: the reclaimed wooden floors, the steel framed industrial-style doors, the curated combination of old and new. My rooms are a hodgepodge in comparison. She used to care about sorting it out. She’s given up on that now. My house is no longer a project, and nor am I. She has more serious things to worry about.


Tonight, I must keep her off her phone. She has a compulsion to look at Instagram, but it’s her own feed she constantly scrolls through, revisiting happier days – her cakes, her house, her children, Tom. It’s very sad. Other people’s pictures are supposed to make you feel inadequate, not your own. I might try to get her to read one of the books I got for her out of the library: the thrillers she likes. There was a whole row of them on the ‘just published’ shelf. They seemed all to be about women who discover their husbands are psychopaths, but what can you do? Just reading this stuff doesn’t turn you into a killer.


At the pub quiz last night, Maeve asked if I wasn’t scared having Ailsa here. ‘You don’t know what she might do. What if she loses her temper? What if she turns on you?’


I smiled. ‘We’re friends.’


‘How do you know? You’re too . . .’


She didn’t finish what she was going to say but I knew what she was thinking. I looked around the table, at the motley crew who come together at the Dog and Fox once a week, and saw it in all their eyes: that I was too trusting, too lonely, that I would take in anyone to keep the darkness from pressing in.


The bathroom door just rattled; I can hear the creak of floorboards. She has crossed the landing and is standing at the top of the stairs. If I listen carefully I’ll know if she goes into Mother’s bedroom. She started in there a few days ago, systematically working her way through the tallboy. I don’t know what she was looking for. She got angry when I asked. No, she hasn’t gone in there. Her steps are coming down; I can tell from the tentative rhythm of her tread. She says my stairs are dangerous.


I must make sure she eats.


I’ll put this away now. I don’t want her to know what I’ve been doing. And anyway, I’ve written enough about myself. I can see, reading back, that I quite ‘got into it’. That’s the problem with human nature. We all think our own stories are fascinating, that we are the heroes of our own little worlds. We all like the sound of our own voice.




Chapter Three


Numatic Vacuum Cleaner Henry NRV 620 W, red


 


Sialoquent, adjective. Tending to spray saliva when


speaking.


 


I find it strange to look back at the person I was before they moved in. I feel almost sorry for myself, for my innocence. It was as if for my whole previous life I’d been holding my breath.


The first time I saw her she was standing in the middle of the pavement, arguing with a traffic warden. ‘Oh my God, come on,’ she was saying, both hands clasped together against one cheek, in a sort of winsomely pleading form of prayer. ‘Come on, I was only, like, two minutes. You can’t do this to me. My husband will kill me. Please. I’ll move it now. Don’t give me that ticket.’ Her arms crossed her chest. ‘Come on, tear it up. Please. For me.’


Next to her, half on the road, half on the pavement, was a lopsided navy Fiat 500. She’d clearly parked up to unload her shopping (their off-street already taken by their main car, a huge silver beast I believe one calls a ‘Chelsea tractor’). Rookie mistake. We live on a red route and to slow the traffic down here is pretty much a crime against humanity.


‘Oh, thank you,’ she said, ‘thank you very much.’ He had slapped the ticket under her windscreen wiper and got back on his moped. ‘Have a fucking nice day,’ she called after him, raising her palm in a salute.


I pushed through my gate and onto the path. ‘Bastards,’ she said, noticing me for the first time. ‘They’re all bastards.’ I only half smiled, and let the lock click shut behind me. I had no intention of agreeing. I’m not big on generalisations. I was already wary maybe; something about her coiled energy reminded me of Faith. Plus Nathan’s worked round here for years. He’s a bit of a sweetie.


She took a step towards me then and introduced herself. ‘We moved in next door,’ she said. ‘Yesterday.’ She pointed over her shoulder at number 422, as if I needed geographic guidance, and I said, ‘Oh really?’, summoning the requisite note of surprised interest. It’s not unique to her, this tendency of people who have ‘done up’ a house to ignore their impact in absentia. Of course I knew they’d moved in the day before. The whole neighbourhood knew they’d moved in the day before. Most of us had anticipated little else for the last thirteen months but their moving in the day before; thirteen months of drills and bulldozers, the clatter of scaffolding, the whining of saws, the bangs and shouts and music and oaths of the increasingly frantic builders. I knew their taste – from the original iron claw-foot bath that arrived, the plastic shower unit that departed. I knew, for example, that their sofa and their washing machine came from John Lewis, and the coffee table and a weird headboard thing from Oka. I even, to be honest, knew her name, that she was Ailsa Tilson, in HR, married to Tom Tilson, a record company executive; that they had three children, including twins (possible IVF?), and that they were moving to London after a failed stint in Kent. Please don’t think I had sought out this information. It’s just what comes your way if you live next door to a building site for a year and you’re not so inhuman you can’t make the occasional cup of tea.


About me, of course, she knew nothing.


‘I’m Verity,’ I said.


Ignoring the 319 bus, still idling behind her car, she stretched her arm over the gate to shake my hand, and then left her elbow there, propped, like she was leaning on a desk. On first inspection, she had rather pointy features, with large nostrils in a sharply upturned nose, and skin tightly drawn across the cheekbones. I noticed her mouth had a prominent philtrum and a mole sat just below her lower lip. She was wearing a bulky khaki jacket with a fur-trimmed hood, a common garment among ‘yummy mummies’ round here, which is how I can date this encounter to mid-February, during the return of what people persisted on calling another Beast from the East. We’d had a couple of mild weeks, but a cold front had swept in more biting winds and freezing rain. It’s hard to imagine it, after the summer we’ve just had, but I do remember I’d taken off my gloves to fiddle with my key, and my fingers were numb with cold. I was curious to meet her, but I was keener to get into my house.


She didn’t ask me any questions, whether I lived alone or in a harem. Equally, she showed no interest in my property, which she might have done, as it is the mirror image of hers, or at least it was, before their ‘improvements’. She didn’t even glance up at it. At the time I interpreted this as self-absorption, but I know now it was simply that she accepts ‘difference’ without judgement. Instead she told me they’d decided belatedly to sand the living-room floor, and the constant noise was driving her ‘literally insane’.


‘Tell me about it,’ is what I didn’t say.


And then she hoisted her arm off my gate and said something about having to move the car before that cunt came back.


‘Mind my French,’ she said.


When her solicitor asked us the other day when we had first met it became apparent Ailsa had completely forgotten this encounter. She planted the beginning of our friendship a few days later – at the meeting about the trees when I was more obviously of use to her. So when I look back on this, I try to imagine it’s as if I am watching her without her knowing, an objective witness, a jury member say, who doesn’t know her history. I suppose it is obvious to say that if you can judge a person by the way they talk to waiters, a person can be measured even more accurately by their behaviour towards a traffic warden. I don’t drive but I’ve noticed how parking tickets tend to provoke disproportionate anger, a strong feeling of abused entitlement, in their recipients. I think of Ailsa as empathetic, as one of the least judgemental people I’ve ever met; and yet her reaction to Nathan was complicated. I think it wasn’t just the fine that got to her, but his resistance to her charms. Later I would learn how, as an only child, she felt responsible for maintaining the equilibrium at home; it was her own cheerfulness, her ‘upness’ that kept her parents together. On this occasion, her seductive powers failed. And yet how hard she tried to repress her panic – the almost perfect fusion of sweetness and sarcasm in her ‘have a fucking nice day’. And then her decision to sweep across and talk to me; her pointless lingering despite the cold, the havoc in the road, the furiously beeping bus. Was it kindness? I like to think it was. Or was it perhaps my cool that pulled her in? She had sensed my disapproval and wanted to win me over. Why? A frantic desire to be liked, or a woman in desperate need of allies?


As for her use of ‘cunt’ (from the Middle English: of German origin, related to Norwegian and Swedish dialect kunta and Middle Low German, Middle Dutch and Danish dialect kunte)? Not a word one should usually deploy without being sure of one’s audience. You could think of it as a hand-grenade or the kind of smoke-releasing canisters police hurl into a building before entering. Do your worst and see who’s left. But equally it could have been a distress flare, fired from a lifeboat; a scream, if you like, for help.


 


I was to have no contact with my new neighbours for a week or so. Over that period, they had a wood-burning stove installed, submitted a planning application for a ‘driveway turntable’, which would allow them ‘to enter and leave their property in a forward gear’, and signed up to Mindful Chef, a weekly healthy food delivery service. They also spent a Saturday night away, during which their fourteen-year-old, Melissa – or ‘Lissa’, as she was shriekingly referred to – entertained a few friends, a couple of whom left empty beer cans and a discarded box of fried chicken in my front garden. Over that time, someone inside their property also disposed of two damaged picture frames from Ikea and a large red Henry vacuum with a broken nozzle.


It was Tuesday late afternoon when I came up against them again. I was working at my desk in the front room. The traffic is heavy at that time of day, and I was listening to Classic FM through my noise-cancelling headphones. I had just received a new batch of words – anger and angst and anguish; I remember this clearly – and was, with that nice thrill of fresh absorption, having an initial spin through the database. I didn’t hear him at the gate, but I felt him at the front door. He used the knocker, despite the fact I have a working bell. Bang, bang: it was an alert that brooked no disagreement. The windows rattled in their frames; the very papers on my desk vibrated.


A fairy-tale couple, the Sun called them, and he was a handsome man, Tom Tilson, with foppish dark-brown hair, a broad jaw and blue eyes. I read recently that symmetrical features are an important factor in a person’s attractiveness, and he scored highly there. He was dressed, as I was to later discover he usually was, in the kind of casual but fearfully expensive garb made corporately acceptable by tech billionaires: dark-blue jeans, white T-shirt, hefty trainers, though I always thought – poor lamb – he’d be more comfortable in a suit. He was rather thickset for my taste, with a softness around his neck and the open-pored complexion of a person who has lived to the full, those wide-set blue eyes of his chillingly pale. His looks were not going to age well, though it feels mean to say that now.


By the time I opened the door he had taken several steps back and was halfway down the path, legs apart, looking at the upstairs windows. My house had piqued his interest, if not his wife’s. I pulled the door to behind me, in case he had any intention of peering in.


‘Yuh,’ he called, as if we were in the middle of a conversation. ‘Need to talk about a few things.’


‘And those things would be?’


‘Let’s start with the trees.’


His T-shirt had come loose at the side, and he made a big play of leaning sideways to tuck it in, at the same time making a noisy inhalation – a gesture that managed to simultaneously convey two things: a general superiority and a more specific air of exasperation.


I asked him what trees, and he said the trees along my back fence – ‘The apple trees – are they? – and the holly; and ivy, it’s a weed you know. I don’t want it all spreading into mine. All far too overgrown, far too overgrown.’


When I gazed at him, he raised his hand in a fist to his head and tapped it up and down a few times, his elbow pointed out at an angle, making a large V. ‘We should start to make some inroads.’ He was annoyed, and the sibilant-heavy nature of his sentence caused a detectable spray of spittle.


Menopause – well, peri-menopause actually – can make me a little snappy, defensive maybe, and I’m afraid that ‘we’ didn’t play well. I gave him short shrift and went back in and shut the door.


I feel bad about this. I don’t mind being disliked, but this skirmish between us was to set the early tone of our relationship. Perhaps I should have made an effort to like him more, been more sympathetic to the trap of upbringing and education that made him what he was. The thing is it suited me to dismiss him as arrogant. It was a knee-jerk reaction. I felt under attack and I wanted an excuse to dismiss him. If I had been honest with myself I’d have recognised that the fiddling with the T-shirt and the egg-cracking on the head performance were self-conscious. He was pretending to be relaxed. He wanted his own way, sure, but he wasn’t as confident of getting it as he affected.


So yes, I do feel sorry for him. Who wouldn’t? And it’s hard not to remember the physicality of the man, the flash of flesh above the waistband of his jeans, the hairs on the back of his meaty hands, the muscles straining beneath the white cotton of his T-shirt – a body that moved, that worked, that could make the decision to breathe deeply or throw its hands or weight around if it wanted. And I’m finding it hard as I write this not to think about that same body, cold and inert, guts spilt, prodded, poked, and sewn back together on the pathologist’s slab.




Chapter Four


Ladies blouse from Next, pink, size 12


 


Trichotillomania, noun. A compulsive desire to


pull out one’s own hair.


 


I caught her in the garden this morning. She’d got out through the kitchen, though I thought I’d locked the back door. She’d found a couple of old beer crates in the side return and had stacked them on top of each other to look over the fence. She was wearing a dressing gown and some old slippers, her hair unbrushed. The dressing gown, made of pale-pink fleece, had scraped past a bramble, and a few dried leaves clung to the bottom.


Her ankles were bare for once and the electronic tag was visible. It’s really quite clunky when you see it close up, grey and black, a bit like you’d imagine an early prototype of the Apple Watch to look. I could see the friction had caused an angry rash around the edge of the strap: another flare up of her eczema.


She spun her head when she heard my footsteps. Her lips have a naturally violet-red hue to them but this morning they looked almost blue. She said: ‘I’d like to go next door and mow the lawn.’


‘You know you can’t do that. It’s rented out. Someone else is living there at the moment.’ A French banker on a short-term contract; criminal how little he has got away with paying. At least he’s hardly there. A family would be noisier. I think the sound of children through the walls would kill her. She needs the money. Plus it was part of her bail conditions that she lived elsewhere, a condition suggested not by the CPS, but by her own lawyer. ‘It’ll look better,’ Standling had said, ‘if you’re too upset to go back into the house, if the associations are too painful.’


I didn’t think it was a good time to remind her of that.


‘I want to do some watering. It’s been so dry and the amelanchier looks miserable. It has such a fine root system, very close to the surface. It’s been disturbed so much. It doesn’t need a lot of water, but it needs some. I don’t want it to die.’


‘Shh,’ I said sharply. ‘Keep your voice down.’ I don’t like it when she reveals too much horticultural knowledge. ‘It’ll rain soon. It always does.’


She turned back and, peering over again, cried, ‘What have they done, Verity? Why have they destroyed my garden?’


I took a step towards her. I had a memory then of my sister on a climbing frame, and a second memory, a sensory one that felt like a thud in my biceps: the weight of her small body. ‘They were looking for evidence, do you remember?’ I said. ‘They had to dig it up to take away some of the plants.’


She stared at me. Her eyelids quivered. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I saw.’


She hadn’t, in fact. But she doesn’t like to admit weakness. It’s part of the new power play between us. The medication, the exhaustion of it all, has fuzzed her memory and she resents me for it. I don’t mind. I take it as a compliment. It’s the people closest to us who get the brunt of our irascibility. Fact is she had been at the police station, railing and shouting, the day the men came in the space-age suits. I was the one who watched from my upstairs window as they erected their polytunnel structure and obliterated the garden on which she had lavished so much love and money, leaving heaps of churned earth, jagged holes, gashes of lawn. It had been unsettling, creepy even, the methodology of their progress: starting at the back with the ‘wildflower’ bed, advancing to those ‘mature’ shrubs she’d spent so much money on, only at the end of the day reaching the terrace and the pots of herbs.


‘You didn’t,’ I said. ‘You weren’t here.’


She twisted away from me, craning her neck, but her sightline was restricted by the newfangled trellis she’d put up after she moved in. It’s fashioned from horizonal strips of wood and she had to bend her head at an angle to line up her eyes with a gap in the slats. Maudie was nosing around at the base of the crates and a hazel branch, which had been pinned back by Ailsa’s elbow, sprung forwards and swiped her across the cheek. She wobbled, the crates buckled and, jumping off, she threw out her hand, snagging the flesh of her palm on a thorn.


I like to think it was the shock and the pain that made her mean. ‘I can’t believe the state of your garden,’ she said. ‘It’s so dark. The holly,’ she said. ‘And the apple trees and the hazel. How much nicer your own garden would be if you cleared it and cut them right back.’ She looked around, her arms stirring the air in empty circles. ‘Tom was right. It’s out of control.’


 


The invitation had come sprawled on the back of a postcard: Are you free Friday, early evening, for a drink? Say 6 p.m.? Pop in if you’d like. Ailsa and Tom (no 422) xx


I’d studied it carefully. Her handwriting, not his, I was sure, due to the feminine roundness of the letters and the kisses at the end. The postcard was from one of those boxes of cards depicting notable Penguin covers. Fred had given me a carton a few Christmases back. I knew from experience you sent the best ones to people you liked, or wanted to impress. This was one of the dullest – no picture; a generic orange and white cover. Either they were getting to the bottom of the box, or I was a low-status recipient. (Incidentally it was the cover for Sinclair Lewis’s Mantrap: let’s not read anything into it.)


The wording made it sound as if it were a solo affair, but I wasn’t sure, and I made some effort with my appearance. In fact, I bought a new blouse. It was a bit small for me, and rather pink, but it was the best Trinity Hospice could provide at short notice.


I left it as fashionably late as I could bear to and at 6.10 p.m. took the short trip from my house to theirs. The silver tractor was parked across the off-street with its boot wide open. Inside were crammed trays of bedding plants, stacked two layers high. I’m not big on flowers, so I couldn’t tell you what they were; different shades of green, squat and small; some trailing, some bushy. I peered in. There was a rich smell of earth and plastic; I sensed the quivers of tiny movements, of caterpillars and aphids. In the front was an olive tree, bound in tape, reclining stiff and straight like a dead body.


A woman I didn’t know opened the door before I had a chance to knock. She was wearing a denim mini-skirt, thick patterned wool tights, and ankle-high wellingtons, her hair pinned back in an unruly bun. She took a step back when she saw me and for a moment I thought she was going to shut the door in my face. But when I told her who I was, she gave me a long doubtful look and said, ‘Yeah, OK then, feel free,’ and went past me back to the boot. After a moment’s hesitation, I walked in unaccompanied.


I’d been in the house once or twice when the builders were still at work, but it was the first time I had seen it in its finished state. My first impression was of a moment in a film, or a dream, when the character has left their body and finds themselves in a corridor walking towards a bright light. The walls were white and bare, except for a huge silver-framed mirror above a hall shelf; the chequered Victorian floor tiles had been replaced with large slabs of pale stone, which seemed to run infinitely, and through the door on the left I glimpsed, dangling from the ceiling, an enormous chandelier apparently fashioned from swan feathers.


The Herberts’ kitchen, where I had sometimes been invited to supper, had been a fussy affair, full of knife blocks, and fridge magnets, spider plants and grandchildren’s drawings, cookery books, pots hanging precariously from an elaborate contraption above the stove. In the lower panel of their garden door was a cat flap, the plastic still black from the muddy paws of their long-dead Siamese. The room smelt – always – of garlic and curry; maybe also fish.


The Tilsons had stripped everything out, knocking through the scullery and the lean-to, and the room now seemed cavernous. A row of shiny white units and a stainless-steel industrial-style range cooker took up the right-hand side, while the sink, garlanded with shiny taps, was positioned in a central island. On the left was a spotlessly clean white enamel wood-burning stove, not in use, and a long pale wooden table. Black steel-framed doors – what I later learnt to call ‘Crittall’ – now ran along the entire back wall, framing a rectangle of garden. The whole place smelt of linseed and lavender. If houses give clues to the personalities of their occupants, and the Herberts’ interior told of retired academics with a big family and rich inner lives, this was like a show home, impossible to read. The Tilsons seemed to have stepped straight out of the pages of a magazine, to have sprung from nowhere.


I’d left the front door open behind me and the noise of the road – a constant background drag and whoosh, like the roaring of the sea – must have masked the sound of my steps because after I had descended the small staircase and was standing at the entrance to the kitchen, neither of them registered my arrival.


It’s possible, now I recall the scene, that they had in fact forgotten I was coming.


Tom was standing by the table, reading the Week. Ailsa was in front of me, looking out into the garden. She was smaller than I remembered, in Lycra leggings, trainers and a zip-up top, a further garment tied around her waist (a common appendage, I later discovered, to cover her bum). In movies you know when characters are going to kiss because the space between them shrinks; here it yawned and stretched.


I cleared my throat and like deer hearing a dog, they both turned their heads. Tom flung his magazine down onto the table with a small splat. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Welcome.’ Ailsa raised a palm in greeting. I realised then she was on the phone.


‘OK, so you’ll get an Uber,’ Ailsa said, trying to catch Tom’s eye. ‘You and Milly, right? An Uber, is that OK? I suppose so. No later than ten. I mean it. OK.’


She hung up, and noticing her hands were dirty, turned on the tap with her elbow; rinsing them, she addressed me over her shoulder: ‘Teenagers! Do you have kids?’


‘No, but I know it’s the age when they start pushing boundaries.’ I should confess here to a bit of a newspaper and magazine habit; Mother didn’t let them in the house, but I’ve made up for that since her death. It’s amazing what life tips you can pick up – particularly from the Sunday supplements. ‘The important thing is to choose your battles.’


‘I know. Right?’ she said, with an emphatic swoop and a half-laugh, a sort of delighted chirrup, as if I had just given the most insightful advice she’d ever heard. It is a trick, I know now, that tendency to agree so fulsomely with the person she’s with. But it was new to me, then, and immediately alluring.


Tom put his hand out to accept my gift – a box of mint-flavoured Matchmakers. He was wearing the same bulky white trainers, but a different pair of jeans, wider in the leg with orange stitching along the seams.


‘We didn’t get off to a very good start the other day,’ he said. ‘I didn’t have a chance to introduce myself properly. I’m Tom.’
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