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‘What informs Moggach’s excellent stories is not just the exactness of her observation, but the quality of warmth and affection’ Sunday Times


From swimming on Hampstead Heath to house-sitting with troublesome dogs, or illicit afternoon trysts in Soho to pedicures in Florence with recalcitrant teenagers, this collection of short stories includes some previously unpublished in book form, and covers the gamut of human nature – our foibles, our loves, our desires, hopes, ambitions and failures.


Rich in observation and speckled with a delicious dark humour, Fool for Love: The Selected Short Stories confirms Deborah Moggach’s place as one of our finest observers of human life.









Introduction


Have you noticed how, in TV dramas, people always park right outside the place they’re visiting? There’s always a space. And they never have to fuss around with parking meters either.


I felt the same wave of nostalgia when re-reading my stories for this book. They were all written a while ago, and are of their time in some ways. Language, references and politics change and evolve, just as finances do – in one of them, I notice, you could buy a whole house in Fulham for £68,000. In another, ‘The Wrong Side’, the police were still driving those white Rovers. People smoked in cinemas, watched videos and listened to cassettes. Women wore shoulder pads. #MeToo, climate change and trans rights were not even glimmerings on the horizon and as I read the stories I felt protective about my characters, who had no idea how the world would change, and no idea how they would cope with it, just as we ourselves had no idea at the time.


Human nature, however, never changes. Nowadays we might be on Instagram but we feel the same joys and fears, the same jealousies and resentments. Many of these stories focus on that Ground Zero: domestic life. Time and again I return to families, children, and the eternal battleground of marriage, and these stories strike me as true now as when they were written.


What was personally fascinating was how re-reading them was like revisiting a diary of my past. I’ve never kept an actual diary, which is something I regret, but many of these stories were triggered by a past event, or a situation that I’d long since forgotten, and it was strange to have them swim back into focus.


In my experience, short stories are triggered by two seemingly disparate images, which jolt an electric charge. ‘Changing Babies’ was commissioned by a magazine as a Christmas story, and sprang from something that happened in my local swimming baths, where I was taking my son for a lesson. There was a plastic crib in the changing room. A little boy asked his mother what it was for, and she replied, ‘It’s for changing babies.’ I could see that the boy was confused by this – did it mean that if he was put into it, she’d change him for another child? In my story, his parents were recently divorced and he confused the Christmas image of baby Jesus in his crib with his own anxiety about what would happen to him.


‘Hot Tickets’ was inspired by a newspaper story about a famous production of The Blue Room, starring Iain Glen and Nicole Kidman, which was so notorious that seats were being re-sold for a huge amount of money (£500 in those days was a fortune), and I linked it with a woman looking for love – a recurring theme.


Marital break-up and internet dating, of which I’d had plenty of experience, popped up again and again, though the women concerned grew older, just as I did. Usually it’s been a tiny scrap of my own life which has spawned a very different story. ‘The Wrong Side’, for instance, was inspired by holidays in France with my first husband, which were actually the happiest times in our marriage. I just used the power of the passenger, sitting on the left seat, the lookout side when driving in France, to build up a totally different plot.


‘Smile’ dated from the seventies, when I’d been waitressing in the Swiss Cottage Holiday Inn whilst pregnant, and had to wear a smiley badge even though I was feeling nauseous. I wove that into a story about an errant father. ‘Sunday in the Park with Henry’ dated from long-ago memories of seeing John Lennon and Yoko Ono at the Albert Hall, where they messed around in a sack and the audience went wild. This was woven into my stumbling into picnic rubbish on Hampstead Heath, and amongst it I spotted a mobile phone. ‘Snake Girl’ dated from my time living in Pakistan, where I had a brief chat with an airline pilot. He seemed a lost soul, and later I made up a story for him. ‘Some Day My Prince Will Come’ stems from glimpsing an old boyfriend in the cinema, each of us with our children, and speculating on how it would have been if we’d stayed together, how those particular children would never have been born but replaced with others, who now had no chance of existence.


These stories rest like holograms over what actually happened – in fact, they have become the truth. Some, however, are entirely fictitious. The Whistler story was simply inspired by the painting of his mother, which now hangs in the Musée d’Orsay, in Paris.


On the other hand, some characters became so rooted in my brain that I couldn’t get rid of them and they migrated from novel to short story. Buffy was a boozy old actor with many ex-wives who starred in two of my novels and still hung around, like a guest at a party when everyone’s gone home. So I wrote ‘Twin Beds’ to give him one last outing.


It got more meta than this. In one of those Buffy novels, The Ex-Wives, a character reads one of my stories in The Times, where it actually appeared. It was called ‘How I Learnt to be a Real Countrywoman’ and described how somebody put rare newts into a pond to stop a motorway being built. This idea also pops up in another of my novels, The Carer. I’m a dedicated recycler of plastics, bottles and plots.


‘Making Hay’ is another story which re-invented itself in a longer form. It was triggered by the sight of a coach parked near my home in London. I seem to remember some women boarding it, wearing dungarees. Maybe this was a figment of my imagination, but from it grew a short story where a coach driver who’d always scoffed at the CND found himself taking a load of women to a protest at Greenham Common. That very week he’d been diagnosed with leukaemia, so I explored his feelings of imminent extinction with their fears of the world blowing up. When I’d finished the story he, too, hung around, so I gave him a whole novel to himself, Driving in the Dark. He was a slightly altered character in this version, which described how he stole a coach from its depot and drove across England, searching for his unknown son, the result of a one-night stand.


It gets weirder. For the novel was optioned for a TV drama and when I started to adapt it, I found it had gone dead on me. I simply couldn’t turn the characters into creatures of drama; they remained stubbornly inert on the page. So I picked one of them, a peroxide blonde called Shirley, who lived with an Elvis impersonator in a trailer park outside Spalding, and wrote her a story all to herself, called ‘Stopping at the Lights’. Re-energized, Shirley started to breathe again and when I put her back into the original narrative this warmth spread to the other characters, who also sprang to life. The TV drama was never made but it was an interesting process, which I’d recommend to any writer in the same fix.


When thinking up an idea, writers usually know, by instinct, what form it will take. Do we want to dip into a life or explore it at length? Short stories are like chamber music compared to the full orchestra of a novel, but there are no rules. They may take place over several months, even years, or simply five minutes. Whatever their time frame the writer has to be ruthless; every word counts so one has to cut, cut, cut. One just hopes that, though brief, they suggest a world beyond their pages. A world all the more tantalizing for not outstaying its welcome.


So I’ll stop now. I won’t outstay my own welcome. I just hope you enjoy them, in all their variety, as much as I enjoyed writing them.


Deborah Moggach. Kent, November 2021









Twin Beds


T. S. Eliot was wrong. It’s December that’s the cruellest month, certainly for those whose life has been somewhat chaotic on the domestic front. During the past few years, with the departure of his third and final wife, the looming prospect of the festive season had filled Buffy with dread. Upon which of his exes or children could he foist himself? In his more paranoid moments, he pictured phone calls between them where hostilities were briefly halted as they bargained over who would take him in for the day, like a neighbour’s parcel from Amazon. There was nothing like the pitiless glare of Christmas to show up the fault lines of one’s past and to remind a chap that he came first with nobody. Sometimes Buffy had the urge to release his extended family of their obligations, and crawl off to some obscure hotel and the company of paper-hatted strangers.


Well, now he had a hotel of his own so could do just that. Why not stay put? Myrtle House, left to him in an act of astonishing generosity by his old friend Bridie, was a ramshackle B&B situated in the town of Knockton, on the Welsh Borders. He had been living there since the summer. A more unlikely career change was hard to imagine, especially at his age, but he had taken on the role of proprietor with surprising ease, principally because the main task of running the place was done by Voda, his sturdy second-in-command.


She was also at a loose end this Christmas, due to her boyfriend being banged up in jail. Her brother, Aled, was carrying on with a woman who lived up in the hills and he was planning to spend Christmas with her.


‘That leaves us,’ Buffy said, watching Voda change the sheets. ‘We could go to that place on the bypass, the one with the Carvery. They do an Xmas special for £16.99, there’s a sign outside.’


Voda shook her head. ‘The council closed it down last week. They’ve been using contaminated meat products.’ She straightened up, wiping her forehead. ‘I know. Why don’t we get people to come here? People in your position, who nobody wants.’ Buffy opened his mouth to object but she carried on. ‘Three nights, turkey and all the trimmings. We could play charades, you being an actor and all. Well, you were once. I could put it on the website, see if we get any response. Double rates, of course, due to the time of year.’


‘Nobody’ll want to come here.’


Within an hour they had fifty-three replies. It was a comfort to know there were so many other desperate people out there. All day, Voda’s laptop pinged with incoming mail. A few couples had requested bookings but most of them were singles. The problem was how to winnow them down, there being only five bedrooms.


‘We’ll just have to choose the names we fancy,’ said Buffy. ‘As I did with the horses in my gambling days.’


The preparations were surprisingly enjoyable. As Voda nailed up the holly, Buffy felt a tender obligation towards the waifs and strays who would be seeking shelter under its berries in this difficult time. That he and these strangers had no emotional baggage made it so breezily simple; why couldn’t families be like this? No guilt, no resentment, no tearful meltdowns, and what’s more he was making a financial profit – the opposite of Christmases past in every respect. His various offspring had sent him gifts and cards, their lengthy rows of kisses effusive with relief. He felt a surge of festive cheer. A turkey had been ordered from the butcher’s where mulled wine was served to the waiting queue of country folk, their cheeks flayed by the gales. Fairy lights festooned the high street, and in the windows of Audrey’s shop tinsel draped the bedroom slippers. How different it was to the crass materialism of London and the Flanders Field of family life!


And now it was Christmas Eve and the guests were arriving. James and Tik were a couple, who were to occupy the only double-bedded room. James was a debonair chap – grey hair, well-cut suit, with an old Etonian air of entitlement. Tik was a comely young consultant haematologist.


‘Tik’s got no family here and I can’t possibly foist him on mine,’ said James. They had apparently been together for years and lived in St James’s, a fact that still struck them with the freshness of a joke. Buffy felt a stab of envy as he heard them chattering in their room. It was as if they hadn’t seen each other for years. They usually went abroad, they said, but the Olympics had brought on a surge of patriotism and they planned to explore the surrounding hills in their state-of-the-art hiking boots, their Christmas gifts to each other.


Brendan, another guest, had just arrived. He was an old hippy and said he knew the hills like the back of his hand, due to living in this area in the seventies.


‘London was doing our heads in,’ he said, ‘so a bunch of us freaks headed west and this town was where the petrol ran out.’ Apparently, they had raised goats and taken lots of LSD; his eyes moistened at the memory. He said that he’d come to revisit old haunts while his partner spent Christmas in Australia with her parents, who disapproved of him as an unreconstructed stoner.


Darkness had fallen and they were drinking tea in the lounge. The fourth guest had joined them – Patricia from West Wittering. She was a good-looking woman of indeterminate age – jeans, pearls – and a tense, waspish manner. Brendan was warming his feet on the fender and Buffy caught her glancing at the holes in his socks.


‘There’s a book in my room that I’m longing to read,’ she said to Buffy, ‘but it’s propping up one of the bed legs.’


‘How frustrating, I’m so sorry,’ said Buffy, ‘I’ll swap it with another one the same size.’


‘Still, it’s nice to see that nothing’s changed. I used to come here with my husband. It was run by a game old trout, I’ve forgotten her name.’


‘Bridie,’ said Buffy.


‘Such a charming place,’ she said, looking up at the cracks in the ceiling. ‘So shabby-chic.’


Was she being ironic? Buffy had no idea. They were all of them starting from scratch, and he found this exhilarating. Freed from the weight of family expectation, they were chatting with the conviviality of strangers. As Voda sliced the Christmas cake, he gazed at the people warming themselves at the fire. Already he felt bonded with this disparate little group, and he hadn’t even had a drink yet.


The doorbell rang. That would be the last guest, Hugh Plummer. The dog bounced around, yapping, as Buffy got up.


A balding middle-aged man stood at the door, with his suitcase. The sound of carols drifted from the church.


‘Come in, come in,’ said Buffy, leading him along the hallway. ‘Fancy a cup of tea or do you want to settle into your room first?’


The man didn’t reply. He had come to a halt at the open door of the lounge.


‘What on earth are you doing here?’ He stared at Patricia.


Patricia put down her cup of tea with a clatter. ‘What are you doing here?’


Hugh sat down heavily on the sofa. He looked at the other guests. ‘She’s my ex,’ he said.


There was silence as everybody gazed at the two of them. Even Brendan removed his feet from the fender.


‘What’s happened to your little friend?’ said Patricia.


‘She’s in a panto, in Wick.’


‘Why haven’t you gone there?’


‘It’s the top of Scotland and I had to work today, and tomorrow there are no trains, and on Boxing Day she’s got a matinee and an evening performance, so I’d hardly see her anyway.’ He stopped. ‘Hang on, why am I telling you this? It’s nothing to do with you.’


‘It is, actually,’ Patricia said. ‘Because it means you’re here.’


‘So are you.’ He looked at her, his eyes narrowed. ‘Where’s whatshisname?’


‘Having Christmas with his ex. They always do that, for the children’s sake. Her chap goes back to his ex, too.’


Hugh raised his eyebrows. ‘How awfully civilized.’


‘Some people can be.’


Hugh grinned. ‘How is Thingy? Still enjoying the wacky world of accountancy?’


Patricia looked at the other guests, whose heads were swivelling like the onlookers at a tennis match. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘This is very awkward.’


‘Don’t mind us,’ said Buffy.


‘Have some cake,’ said Voda. ‘’Scuse fingers.’


‘You must have different surnames,’ said Buffy. ‘Or we’d have spotted it when we did the bookings.’


‘Look, we’ll behave ourselves,’ said Hugh. ‘We don’t want to ruin everyone’s Christmas.’


At dinner, Buffy put them at opposite ends of the table. That wasn’t far, however, seeing as there were only seven people there. James and Tik, their voices bright with artifice, told amusing stories of their former Christmases in various hotels around the world as the exes eyed each other across Voda’s fish pie. The air was heavy with expectation. Both Patricia and Hugh were knocking back the wine. What might erupt – a screaming match or maudlin reminiscences? Buffy had form in this situation. In his experience matters were on a knife-edge and could go either way.


Apparently, they had been married for fifteen years, a marriage that collapsed when Hugh met a younger actress on a train who was having problems with her mobile. ‘I looked her up on Spotlight,’ Patricia whispered. ‘Ferrety little face, half his age of course.’ She herself had recently got together with a man she’d met on Guardian ‘Soulmates’, who was kind and caring and, indeed, an accountant. All this Buffy learnt when she helped him take out the plates. She promised that hostilities would be halted over the Christmas period, for everybody’s sake.


And for a while both she and her ex were as good as their word. The trouble began after Buffy had uncorked the dessert wine, inadvisable in the circumstances. Brendan, his voice blurred, was droning on about the days he played in a band and the various substances he had ingested. He started counting them out on his fingers.


‘Ks, Qs, acid, speed—’


‘I can’t believe you called me a ball-breaker.’ Patricia glared at Hugh across the table.


‘Not now, Pat,’ he muttered.


‘You always said you liked feisty women. I suppose you’re happy now you’ve found yourself a doormat.’


‘She’s not a doormat!’


‘You really think I’m bossy? I only did things because you were so useless. Remember when we got lost on Offa’s Dyke because you looked at the map the wrong way round?’


‘We laughed at the time,’ Hugh said, gazing at her in the candlelight. ‘Don’t you remember? And we came back here and played Boggle with Bridie?’


There was a silence. Suddenly Patricia’s eyes filled with tears. She drained her glass and set it down on the table. ‘Where did it all go, Hughey? What happened to us?’


Hugh paused. ‘You started wearing tracksuit bottoms.’


‘They were comfy.’


‘Exactly.’ Hugh, who was perspiring, mopped his head with his napkin. ‘You stopped trying.’


‘Only because you stopped looking.’


‘And then someone came along who made me feel—’


‘Don’t!’


‘Any more apple pie, anyone?’ asked Buffy.


‘Anyway, you’re happy now,’ said Hugh. ‘With Thingy.’


‘His name’s Gerald.’ She reached for the bottle and refilled her glass. ‘Yes, I’m happy, thank you. He’s kind and considerate and he’s very nice to the dog.’


‘That’s all right then.’


‘Yes.’ She broke off a piece of crust and put it into her mouth.


‘That used to drive me mad too,’ he said.


‘I just like the outside bits.’ She looked up at him, her eyes glittering. ‘It feels odd to have Christmas with you and not give you a present.’


It was nearly midnight and the guests had disappeared upstairs. Buffy and Voda sat slumped in the lounge, exhausted.


‘Did you take the giblets out of the turkey?’ asked Buffy. ‘In their little plastic bag?’


Voda gave him a pitying look. ‘Yes, Buffy.’


She still wore her grease-spattered apron, her dreadlocks tied up with string. The clock struck twelve. Buffy looked at her dear, blunt face, sheeny with sweat.


‘Happy Christmas,’ he said.


‘You too, with knobs on.’


As the chimes died away they became aware of a muffled sound in the room above, the room in which Hugh was staying.


Buffy and Voda exchanged glances. It was the dragging scrape, and thud, of twin beds being pulled together.


The Christmas truce was a series of widespread, unofficial ceasefires that took place along the Western Front around Christmas 1914, during World War I. Through the week leading up to Christmas, parties of German and British soldiers began to exchange seasonal greetings and songs between their trenches; on occasion, the tension was reduced to the point that individuals would walk across to talk to their opposite numbers bearing gifts. On Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, many soldiers from both sides – as well as, to a lesser degree, from French units – independently ventured into ‘no man’s land’, where they mingled, exchanging food and souvenirs. As well as joint burial ceremonies, several meetings ended in carol-singing. Troops from both sides were also friendly enough to play games of football with one another. (Wikipedia)


Darkness had fallen. Christmas dinner was over, the table strewn with dirty dishes and discarded paper hats. In the lounge, a game of charades was in progress. Buffy was performing the ridiculously easy Brokeback Mountain to a smattering of applause.


The day, so far, had been a success. Buffy had feared that Patricia and Hugh, the sort-of-adulterers – if that was the word, what was the word – would have some sort of public meltdown. Fascinating though this would be, it would have driven a bulldozer through the festive spirit and no doubt reminded people of exactly what they had hoped to escape by ‘Spending Christmas with Strangers’. In the event, the lovebirds had emerged with the somewhat glassy defiance of guilty teenagers, their behaviour muted by crippling hangovers, and behaved with exemplary politeness both to each other and to the assembled company.


And something had happened to the atmosphere. The previous night’s showdown had bonded people together, like an audience at the theatre, and given them something to whisper about in the hallway. Were the exes going to get back together again? After all, there was a flush to their cheeks, they looked pretty happy. Or was their romp in the sack just an aberration, a final huzzah for old times’ sake before they returned to their partners?


Actually, it was only James and Tik who were interested. Voda wasn’t the curious type and Brendan had slumped into silence, having finished the stash of weed that he carried around in a dog-poo bag. If he had been pleased by Buffy’s lax attitude to the No Smoking sign in the hallway, a regulation at this sort of establishment, he had given no sign of it and had lit up with a druggie’s bleary defiance. Buffy didn’t mind. He was fond of a gasper himself. Besides, he felt sorry for Brendan whose glory days were so obviously in the past. And the poor chap’s attempts at Mary Poppins were pitiful to a professional such as himself.


James was just getting to his feet, miming book, when there was a knock at the door. Buffy got up to answer it. A gale was blowing. Standing there, her hair whipping around her face, was a woman Buffy vaguely recognized.


‘Do you have a room?’ she yelled.


‘But it’s Christmas.’


‘Exactly!’ She pointed to a sign in the window. ‘It says you have vacancies.’


‘Oh dear, does it?’


‘I’m desperate!’ she shouted. ‘I’ve got my spongebag.’


Buffy ushered her into the hall. The woman was obviously mad, but the wind was blowing the paperchains off the ceiling. He shut the door.


‘Don’t you recognize me?’ she said. ‘I’m Carol, from Cats in Crisis. You know, the charity shop in the high street. You bought a teasmade last month.’


‘Oh yes, it seems to be missing a knob.’


‘I can’t bear it,’ she said. ‘I had to get away.’ She wore a smeared apron under her coat. ‘The house is a tip and everybody’s quarrelling and I’ve been up since dawn cooking the bloody turkey and all the trimmings with nobody lifting a bloody finger and the grandkids’ toys are broken and Colin’s drunk and the baby’s yelling and his parents are telling my daughter-in-law she’s bringing them up all wrong, and his awful uncle and aunt are describing every single course of every single meal they had on their last cruise and I can’t bear it, I can’t bear it!’


‘I do see your point,’ said Buffy.


‘I want to sleep for a week. Nobody’ll miss me.’


‘Come and have a glass of port.’


Buffy led her into the lounge and introduced her to the other guests. Voda, being local, knew Carol’s shop. In fact, she had dumped a bagful of her boyfriend’s clothes in it only the week before.


‘I’ve been having a clear-out while he’s in prison,’ she said. ‘Those Bermuda shorts did him no favours.’


But Carol was gazing, puzzled, at Brendan. ‘You look familiar,’ she said. ‘Were you in The Adders?’


Brendan nodded. ‘For my sins. Drums.’


‘My uncle ran the King’s Head in Llandrod. You used to play there.’


Brendan scratched his goatee. They could almost hear the rusty cogs in his brain, turning. Slowly his face cleared. ‘You worked behind the bar, right?’


Carol nodded. ‘I didn’t half fancy you.’


Everyone looked at the portly Brendan, his grey, receding hair tied back in a ponytail, his reading specs on a cord round his neck.


‘Do you remember, you took me to Builth Wells on the back of your motorbike.’


Brendan stared at her. ‘That true?’


There was a long pause as they looked at each other. Carol reddened but that might have been the heat from the fire. ‘Did we . . .?’


‘I’m trying to remember, love.’


‘I was pretty stoned at the time.’


‘What with?’ Brendan asked with interest. ‘Qs, Es—’


‘Everyone knew why you were called The Adders, of course.’ Carol laughed. ‘You ’ad her’ she pointed round the room, ‘and her, and her.’


He burst out laughing – a throaty, smoker’s laugh. ‘You sussed that out?’


‘Course. It was so simple then, wasn’t it? We put flowers in our hair. We were going to change the world.’


‘Not me, I wasn’t.’


‘No. That’s what made you so attractive, I suppose.’ She paused, searching his face for a clue. ‘I think we did it, you know.’


‘I’m sure it was very nice.’


‘I’m sure it was.’ Suddenly she clapped her hand to her mouth. She looked at the people sitting around the fire. ‘This is so embarrassing. I have six grandchildren. My husband’s a parish councillor.’ She stood up. ‘It was a mad idea, I’m going home.’


Patricia said: ‘Don’t. I heard what you said in the hall. Have a night of freedom.’ She paused, glancing at Hugh. ‘You can take my room. I’ve sort of moved into another one.’


So Carol stayed. Later that evening, they all settled in front of The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel. Carol had already seen it twice and Brendan, who hadn’t, grimaced at the wrinkled thesps on the screen and hummed ‘I Hope I Die Before I Get Old’.


‘You are old,’ Carol whispered. ‘So am I.’


The others shushed them up. Leaning closer, she whispered to Brendan: ‘You haven’t got any stuff, have you? It’s forty years since I had any.’


Brendan gloomily shook his head. ‘Finished it.’


Voda leaned towards them. ‘You can get some from Wickett’s Farm,’ she whispered. ‘My brother’s there, with his girlfriend. She supplies half Powys, socking great polytunnel.’


Brendan’s face lit up. ‘How far?’


‘Three miles, I’ll give you directions.’


Brendan was already pulling on his shoes. ‘Coming, Carol?’


Buffy was asleep when they returned. Far off, the clock struck midnight. The dog jumped off his bed, yapping, as footsteps creaked up the stairs.


Through the wall, in Brendan’s room, he heard thumps and murmurs as the two of them blundered against the furniture. Carol laughed – a shrill, stoned giggle. Then Buffy heard a scraping sound as the twin beds were pulled together.


In the morning, Carol was gone. She had left a cheque on the hall table, weighed down with Buffy’s BAFTA, and had presumably returned to her life. Patricia and Hugh had checked out separately, presumably to do the same. Buffy, walking the dog around the block, ruminated on the unexpected Christmas presents that had been given and received. A dog’s for life, not just for Christmas. In the case of humans, the opposite appeared to be the case. As a veteran of the marital merry-go-round, he was glad that Myrtle House had played its role in this. Those staying in a hotel were freed from responsibility, existing in a limbo with strangers who they would never see again; that was part of the allure, and worth every penny. This never happened. What thrilling words for those encumbered by domesticity and family life!


It was a cold, wet morning but children were out on their new bikes. Buffy paused as his dog lifted his leg against a recycling box, crammed with empties. There were couples exempted from these ruminations. Some of his acquaintance, including James and Tik, seemed freed from the normal recriminations and guilt. Even when faithless, they seemed at heart faithful. The lack of children and a high disposable income played a part in this, but that couldn’t be the whole answer. James and Tik had been together for years but they seemed utterly content – better than that, delighted with each other’s company, chattering away as if they had only just met. How did they manage this? Theirs seemed such a clear stream compared to the muddy, churned up sediment of the married life.


He couldn’t ask them this, of course, and now they were leaving. Buffy arrived through the back door to find them settling the bill with Voda.


‘We’ve had a wonderful time,’ said Tik, carrying the bags down the hallway. He turned to James and kissed him. ‘See you next year,’ he said.


‘And you, Tikki my love.’ James opened the front door.


Picking up his case, he walked across the street to where a large, black Range Rover waited. A uniformed driver greeted him, took his bag and put it in the boot. James waved at them and climbed into the passenger seat. As Buffy stood there, staring, it drove off in a cloud of exhaust smoke.


A taxi drew up. Tik shook Buffy’s hand and picked up his case.


‘Sorry to be dense,’ said Buffy, ‘but what did you mean, see you next year?’


‘We only meet at Christmas.’


There was a silence. Voda came downstairs, staggering under a bundle of sheets.


‘You don’t know who James is, do you?’ said Tik.


‘No,’ said Buffy. He glanced at Voda who shook her head.


‘If he’s on the TV I wouldn’t know,’ she said. ‘Coz I never watch it.’


‘That’s what we hoped,’ said Tik. ‘That’s why his people booked this place, in the middle of nowhere.’


‘It’s not nowhere,’ said Voda. ‘It’s Knockton.’


‘Is he some sort of celebrity?’ asked Buffy.


Tik considered this. ‘In a manner of speaking.’


‘I’ll look him up on the internet.’


‘That’s not his real name, of course.’ Tik went to the door. ‘You’ve given us a wonderful Christmas, Mr Buffery, and I would really appreciate your discretion. Ridiculous, isn’t it, in this day and age?’


And he was gone.


Buffy followed Voda into the utility room. He watched her as she jammed the bundle of sheets into the washing machine.


‘Well, fancy that,’ he said.


‘Fancy what?’ she said, turning the dial to ‘Colourfast Cotton’.


‘Everything.’


‘Oh, it’s normal for Knockton,’ she said. ‘Get used to it.’


Just then they heard the creak of the stairs. Somebody was descending very slowly.


They had forgotten about Brendan. He stood in the doorway, swaying slightly. He wore a crumpled Glastonbury T-shirt saying Your tent or mine.


‘Merry Christmas!’ he said.


‘That was yesterday, Brendan,’ said Voda.


He looked at them both, frowning. ‘Was it?’









Blind Date


It’s unnerving, this dating business, when you’re in your fifties. A woman like me loose in the world. A woman sitting in a themed pub, fiddling with the fringe of her scarf. That’s how he will see me, this man, also loose in the world. He catches sight of me, maybe first in the mirror. He spots the scarf – a red woollen scarf, that’s how he’ll recognize me. And my head is bent over Private Eye because both he and I share a sense of humour. We also like log fires, the theatre and long country walks. Who doesn’t?


These first dates are daunting. There’s so much to find out; it could take weeks, months . . . It’s like buildings. You move into a new house and it takes a while to discover what its departing inhabitants knew so well – its jammed sash window, its faulty boiler. My résumé is this: one marriage; two ‘long-term relationships’, as they are coyly called; no children, no complications there. This sort of information is always established early on, before the second drink (pray God that he drinks). Sometimes you know it’s hopeless and then you can relax. But usually it’s more subtle than that.


One thing, however, is simple. I want somebody for Christmas. Not just any Christmas – this Christmas, millennium Christmas. And the dreaded New Year celebrations to follow. I don’t want to be on the periphery of other people’s lives. Not this year.


You know the feeling, when it’s another family’s celebrations? There’s a gift for you, of course – a Body Shop set of bath lotions, something perfectly acceptable. And they serve you first: ‘Breast or thigh?’ But you’re sitting just outside the warmth of the fire, and to my mind, there’s nowhere quite so lonely.


I want to unwrap my own man for Christmas, all for myself.


I want him to be divorced, if possible. Widowed is too Rebecca-ish; who can live up to a dead wife? Single is too creepy, at our age (50+ said the ad). A divorced man means that he’s OK, somebody wanted him, something worked for a while, he’s part of the human race. I can see him now, weathered but still attractive, as if grit has been flung in his face but he’ll still soldier on. With grown-up children if possible, a ready-made family but old enough to have lives of their own, kindly young adults who are glad to have their father taken off their hands.


And he’ll take care of me. I know that’s sad, but quite honestly, I’m tired of being alone. Six years, it’s been. I want a warm body in my bed, lit windows when I come home from work. Things shifted around from where I left them. I want somebody to stand up to the plumber when he overcharges me, somebody who lifts the decisions off me, who suggests a film and drives me there and knows where to park. Somebody who leaves a party with me and gossips about the people on the way home. I’m tired of stepping out alone, into the dark.


That’s the funny thing about the fifties. You’re in the dark, pressing your fingers against your face, feeling it like a blind person. Who is this woman? Shouldn’t she know by now? And if not – when?


I presumed I would be sorted out, you see. When I was at school, girls in the sixth form were grown-up. Then, when I reached the sixth form, the age shifted further on . . . the thirties, the forties . . . I’m fifty-six and I still don’t know what sort of person I am, or who I will become. A whiskery old woman, digging her vegetable garden? A predatory woman, with a freckled, wrinkled cleavage, who stays too long at parties? Shouldn’t I know by now? ‘Intelligent, humorous’ is how I’d describe myself. Log-fire loving, of course. A ‘professional woman’ – though, to tell the truth, I feel more like an amateur one.


It’s December. Outside, fairy lights chase around the Dixons window. I sit there, sipping Chardonnay, and wait.


Maeve’s husband was on the loose. He had slipped his leash, yet again. Maeve had to admire his cunning. This time he phoned the Emergency Gas Board number, saying he smelt a leak. When the man arrived and tramped down to the kitchen, out Howard shot through the front door. When he wanted to, he was nippy on his feet. Last time he had ordered a minicab; the time before, a delivery of Coalite. Anything to get that front door unlocked. Despite its other failures, his brain had developed its own special cunning. It was like a stand-by generator, thrumming into life during a power cut.


Until recently he had not been a cunning man. No doubt this was because he didn’t need to; he got his way without it. That’s what their daughter said. ‘He’s such a bully, Mum! Don’t be so feeble.’ He wasn’t used to obstructions.


At least, this time, he wasn’t wearing his pyjamas.


Maeve thought she knew her husband, but the old Howard had disappeared, to be replaced by the husk of Howard. His eyes were inhabited by a stranger; it was like coming home and finding a squatter in the house. Sometimes, the familiar Howard returned, briefly, but then he was gone. Where had he disappeared to? Somewhere she couldn’t follow.


And it happened so suddenly. Three months ago, he started to throw away his letters; she found them, unopened, in the kitchen swing bin. He started getting dressed in the middle of the night and going downstairs to make breakfast. ‘I’m going out,’ he said. Where? He looked distracted and irritable, as if he were late for a meeting. ‘But it’s four o’clock in the morning,’ she replied.


She started locking the front door. She did it with a heavy heart. Never, in her life, had she felt so alone. She missed her husband. Where had he gone, her darling Howard with his booming laugh and bracing, un-politically correct opinions? ‘Dad, how could you?’ Jo cried. He loved provoking his daughter; humour had never been Jo’s strong point. Provoking Maeve too, but that was part of their long-running marital dance. She had long ago learnt to deal with that – a side-step, a twirl.


She had told nobody, not yet. It seemed too painful, once it was put into words, and too demeaning for him. If she didn’t speak of it, she could pretend that he was just getting a little forgetful – aren’t we all? (Light laugh.) She went out rarely now; she didn’t like to leave him. Her neighbourhood had become a foreign place where people spoke in a language that was becoming unintelligible to her. If to her, how must it seem to Howard? She hadn’t told their daughter, not yet; Jo was too busy, Maeve didn’t want to upset her. That was how she explained it to herself.


‘Where’s the blithering key, you pest?’ Howard had bellowed. Pest was such a funny word, but he used new words nowadays. ‘I’m going to find another wife. She won’t lock me in!’


Was that where he went? ‘What sort of wife?’ Maeve tried to tease him. ‘Where are you going to find her?’


‘None of your business!’


‘There’s a sale on at the Wife Shop.’ Maeve laughed shrilly. ‘Discontinued lines, seconds . . . polish them and they’ll come up good as new!’


He was found wandering the streets. Strangers brought him home – cab drivers, unknown neighbours into whose houses he’d walked. Once he had crossed town – the dual carriageway, the shopping centre – to look for Williams Hardware Stores, to buy, for some reason, half a pound of nails. When he arrived, he found that it had been turned into a Starbucks. Their town had changed; his old landmarks had gone. Even to her it seemed a strange world now – what must it seem to him?


Maeve wept for him. Sometimes she wept for herself.


Where was he? Should she phone the police?


He’s late. I’ve finished my glass of wine but I’m not going to order another, not till he arrives.


This imaginary man, as yet unmet, has materialized into my perfect mate. He takes me into his arms and laughs at my jokes. We discover that we both loved the William books when we were little. Log fires are just the beginning of what we have in common. Hope still springs eternal, you see. It triumphs over experience. My therapist says, ‘You must give yourself permission to be happy.’ It’s embarrassing, isn’t it, when people talk like that? We’ve discussed my parents, of course; in fact, we talk about little else. She understands the effect my father has had, on my relationships with men. She talks about damage and breaking the old patterns, about empowering myself. When I’m sitting in her room, I do feel empowered; the trouble is, by the time I get home it’s drained away.


I’m longing for a cigarette but I said ‘N/S’. It’s best to keep one’s options open.


So, I’m sitting here, reading the small ads in Private Eye because I’ve read the rest. And then the door opens and a man comes in. He stands there, startled, like a rabbit caught in headlights; then he gazes around. He’s wearing a suit, but his tie is knotted around the waistband of his trousers and he’s got such a thick grey beard that it takes me a moment to recognize him. I can almost feel the cogs connecting, clunk . . . grind . . . in my brain before I open my mouth to speak.


‘Dad.’


Maeve lifted up the phone and put it down again. It was seven thirty. She should call the police; she should leave a message with Doctor Salcombe. By doing so, she would turn Howard into a Case. She would shunt him into another world, a world where professionals sprang into action. She knew she was fooling herself, by delaying this, but then she had always disliked facing the truth – who wouldn’t, in this particular situation?


She was fooling herself about Jo, too. Her daughter’s busy life was just the excuse Maeve made to herself. The truth was, Jo hadn’t spoken to her father for years. Her hostility towards him seemed to have deepened with age. ‘How can you stand him, Ma?’ she cried. ‘He grinds you down, he oppresses you, he’s so bloody selfish!’ She lived on the other side of town but it could be another country, so little contact did they have.


Maeve stood at the window, willing her husband to lurch into sight. Opposite, Susie Fanshawe unloaded carrier bags from her car; she had been late-night shopping. Her Christmas tree blazed in the window. Maeve thought: why don’t I phone Jo? Because I couldn’t bear her pity? Or is it something murkier than that? Because, in my daughter’s reaction, there might be a small germ of satisfaction? So that explains it . . . Dad’s always been mad . . .


This shocking thought energized Maeve. What rubbish! She punched in Jo’s number.


‘We’re sorry but we can’t come to the phone right now . . .’


Jo said ‘we’, so people didn’t think she lived alone. This phantom protector made Maeve sad. If only Jo could get along with men; her daughter’s past was littered with broken relationships. If only she could meet a nice man; there must be one, out there.


He doesn’t recognize me. It’s taken me a moment to realize this. He’s sitting opposite me, drinking from the other glass, the one reserved for my date.


‘This used to be the King’s Head,’ he says.


‘It’s the Slug and Lettuce now.’


‘Used to have a pint with Albert Conlaw.’ He looks around and then focuses, vaguely, on me.


‘So, what do you do with yourself, young lady?’


‘I work for Equitable Life,’ I reply, and light a cigarette.


I’ve always been ‘N/S’ as far as my father is concerned; this small act of rebellion feels bracing. I’m still stunned with shock. This is an unknown man, sitting opposite me; a tabula rasa, wiped clean.


‘I’ve been walking a long way,’ he says.


‘70+,’ his ad would say, ‘fond of long walks.’


‘I’m looking for a new wife,’ he says.


‘Why?’


‘Someone who won’t lock me in.’


‘Where will you find a new wife?’ I point to Private Eye. ‘The small ads?’


‘I’m really walking to Cookham’s Field.’


I look at him with surprise. ‘Isn’t it Cookham’s Acre?’


‘Field!’ He’s always liked correcting me. And me, him.


‘I used to go there when I was little,’ I say.


‘Buttercups,’ he says dreamily. ‘So many buttercups.’


He remembers it! Our days together in the buttercup field.


‘I used to pick so many,’ I reply, ‘that my hands didn’t meet in the middle.’


‘My God, I was happy,’ he says.


My heart leaps. I remember us, him and me, the buttercups brushing my shoulders. My father’s hand reaching for mine as we walked through the field. How wonderful – how truly wonderful – that he recalls it as a time of joy. It was for me, too.


He closes his eyes. ‘Happier than it is possible to bear.’


‘Why?’


He glares at me. ‘You ever experienced love?’


His voice booms. The people at the next table turn to stare. I don’t care. I feel warmth seeping through me. Us in the meadow. I stagger towards him, my arms full. ‘Do you like butter?’ he asks, lifting my chin and seeing the light reflected there.


‘I’m so glad that you remember it too,’ I say.


‘Those blessed buttons!’ he snorts with laughter. ‘A devil to get undone. All thumbs, I was!’


‘We’re sorry we’re not at home . . .’


This time Maeve didn’t flunk it. She left a message.


‘Jo darling – it’s about your father . . . he’s not well . . .’


He’s not talking about me at all. I realize that now; he’s talking about my mother.


‘That WAAF uniform, a bugger to get inside it,’ he says dreamily. ‘I laid her amongst the buttercups, I only had three days’ leave, I laid her there . . . let joy be unconfined . . .’


He lifts his glass of Chardonnay and puts it to his lips. His hand is trembling.


‘Didn’t see her till the war was ended . . . and there’s this little girl, clinging to her mother’s leg . . . Who’s that man, she said. Make him go away. I fought for my country, young lady, but the biggest battle waited for me in my own home.’


He puts the glass down carefully. ‘I fought for my country, and then I fought for my wife.’


‘Why?’


‘Why, young lady?’ He glares at me. ‘To get her back, of course.’


And who was the casualty of that battle? I want to ask. I don’t need to, however, for I know the answer.


He’s shivering, even though it’s warm in here. I take off my scarf and wrap it around his neck.


‘There’s no buttercups now,’ I tell him. ‘It’s winter. And besides, Cookham’s Field isn’t there any more. They’ve built a Tesco on it.’


‘What a century,’ he murmurs. ‘What a botch-up.’


Malcom Williams, ‘N/S, 50+’, arrives an hour late. Virgin Trains volunteered no explanation for the delay. He enters the Slug and Lettuce and looks around. No single lady sits there; she must have gone, and who could blame her? The only red scarf is wrapped around the neck of a dotty-looking old man who sits at a table, shuddering with tears. Next to him, a middle-aged woman puts her arm around him and gets him to his feet. Malcolm, on his way to the bar, passes them.


‘Come on,’ says the woman. ‘I’ll take you home.’


My mother opens the door. It’s Christmas Eve; this terrible, thrilling century is drawing to a close. Its battles have been fought and, just for now, an amnesty has been declared. My arms are laden with carrier bags but when I set them down, I feel as light as tissue paper, as light as an Amaretto wrapper floating to the ceiling.


‘Darling!’ she calls out to my father. ‘It’s Josephine. She’s home for Christmas. New Year, too. Isn’t that nice?’


My father shuffles along the corridor. He wears his best suit and a lopsided bow tie.


‘It’s Jo,’ she says. ‘Our daughter.’


‘Yes, yes!’ he replies testily. ‘You think I didn’t recognize her?’


I glance at him. He ushers me into the living room. The log fire blazes.


‘Come in, dear girl,’ he says. He looks me directly in the eye. ‘I’ve poured you a glass of Chardonnay.’
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