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TAPESTRY


I’ve twisted the night in hostile sheets. Is it only four a.m… then five? ‘Don’t worry… He’ll be alright… It’ll all be fine… ’


The insistent cry of a bird shrieks through the curtained silk, stabbing the layers of darkness. Others begin to call. A flood of sound pours into the shadowy bedroom. No peace for me now. I look over at Joseph – one arm flung above his head, his mouth soft in sleep, eyes closed, edged with long black lashes. He’s a good man. He would never let our child suffer… our baby… my son… first son. Eight days old.


I slide out of bed, the pain of stitches slicing my body, and shuffle my feet into sleeping slippers. Then walk stiffly like a King Penguin skirting an icy crevasse. Joseph stirs in the warmth of our bed. ‘You OK?’


‘Yes love… I’m fine… go back to sleep… It’s gonna be a long day.’


I wrap my dressing-gown, hospital new, around my body. I’m grateful for its softness, comforting my shivers, and lean over the Moses basket at the end of the bed. Remember the arguments over who was going to buy it. Grandparents, aunties and uncles, all needing to share in such a pretty temporary arrangement. Within this organza’d wrapping of wicker and blue bows lies the object of my anxiety – a minute arrangement of diminutive limbs and organs contained in an overlarge baby-gro. In the early shadows I see a tiny face, new but already familiar: a part of Joseph, a part of me. Joseph’s nose, my hands outstretched in unaccustomed freedom, like small pink stars with miniscule fingers, each perfect nail a miracle of creation. A thread in the fabric of our combined lives, a wholeness of mutual genes.


My breasts ache. In under an hour, Nathan will be crying and I will have to sit trying to be patient while he attempts to suck and I’ll think of all the work to be done today – there’s so much to do.


‘Give it time,’ said the visiting midwife. Silver watch hanging from efficient bosom. ‘Give the milk time to come through. You’re tired in the beginning and stressed.’


I shuffle my way downstairs. The clock welcomes with a familiar tick. My mind runs on numerous levels simultaneously, like Joseph’s train set, now folded away in the loft and replaced by multi-packs of nappies, the cot, and a twirling mobile of pink and blue stuffed felt bunnies. The freezer mutters, protecting my anxious preparations – hours of labour waiting to be defrosted. Two hundred cocktail-sized fried gefilte fish balls, the same of salmon rissoles, and falafels, plus two hundred mini pizzas. Two hundred filo vegetable wraps… and chopped herring, hummus…


‘You should have had a caterer,’ said well-meaning friends. ‘How can you possibly make the function and look after the baby and… ’


‘But I want it to be the best… I want to give my baby the best… the best I can do.’


I light a lamp near the bookcase and make a camomile tea, fighting off the urge for coffee – no good for the baby – and set my favourite mug on a table in the corner of the sitting room next to my tapestry. Pulled tight on the fancy stretcher he bought me for my birthday, hangs my own design etched on canvas. I was afraid to commemorate today, before it happened.


‘G-d forbid!’ they’d say. ’You’ll give the baby an eyen horreh… the evil eye… ’


‘But I’m not superstitious!’ I protest.


In the last few days I tried to finish it, feeling the low dull pains of pre-labour contractions, low in the belly and the back, wondering all the time, is this it? Is this what labour feels like? No rush, no rush to hospital. They all say to stay home on the first, until the pain gets too bad. I sat with cramped legs akimbo working frenetically with coloured silks and chunky cottons, to convey a sliver of time. Just a few stitches needed to finish. It’s a kind of family tree with all our past generations surrounded by the flowers I grow in the garden and Joseph’s new fruit seedlings.


As the pains grew I stayed with the threads, making a picture of our lives – the golden colours of bread, of wheat and grasses. The red deep claret of wine and grapes and Kiddush embellished with silver thread for candlesticks and menorah.


I need the therapy of my plants now to dispel nagging terrors. The kitchen door-lock clicks open easily and I venture outside into the coolness of leaves. It is late summer. The early morning drones heavy with the scent of honeysuckle and bees bumble busily, filling their pockets with nectar before the next rains. I walk down the small path Joseph and I laid together, down to the bottom where he fixed the seat under the gazebo. We laughed – it was such hard work. As I raise my head, the new dawn offers a watercolour sky, blush pinks and the fires of yellow gold. I sit surrounded by the stain of poppies, roses and geraniums – the colour of blood, and wine. Clashing purple foxgloves and wild rosebay willow herb, too pretty a weed to pull, spear the back of the border with their spires.


I carried the red of the poppies into my tapestry, but now, in the early morning – at a time of fears – the colours of the poppies and roses become the blood of my child, and the wine is not for the Sabbath and festivals but prescribed by the mohel to pacify his injured cries.


My gentile friends have argued with me, and their rubber-gloved operating theatre logic is strong in my mind.


‘It’s barbaric this way. At least get him done in a hospital, with an anaesthetic and doctors and nurses on hand. With respect, you must be crazy.’


Am I crazy? Am I mad? Why do I follow the traditions of my religion?


I leave my garden with its layers of sound and colour unfolding in the growing light, and pass the sleeping tapestry, back to our bedroom. Nathan is just stirring. He begins with a soft whimpering sound, which if left develops into high-pitched crying. But I try not to let that happen. I take this small infant out of his warm covers, change his nappy and, when he is clean, clutch his minuteness to my nakedness, enjoying the sweet scent of milky new skin. The down of his head nuzzles for my breast and makes loud slurping sounds which give me hope that I will feed him sufficiently.


Now I am physically contained but my thoughts run on like a hungry lioness tracking fresh scent of its quarry, urgent, relentless. What’s the time? Half past five… and the mohel will be here at eleven. I tidied up last night and put away all the dishes. The glasses and the wine are out already… and I’ve taken the food out of the freezer and I want to put out some fruit, nuts, dill pickles. I busy myself with trivial domestic worries knowing these are not the focus of my fears. A surface diversion to avoid concentrating on the real terror of the day. My poor Nathan… my new baby… will he be… I stop myself. They call today a simcha – a reason to celebrate.


I remember I was only five when my cousin Chaim was done. The whole family was invited, my Mummy and Daddy and my two big brothers. I knew it was a special occasion because Mummy said I must wear my best Shabbat dress, the navy velvet with the white collar and my new black patent shoes with white tights. All the men gathered in the large front room. Many men with big black hats, singing and chanting like in shool. There was much talk about who was going to hold Chaim and which pillow to use and I’d heard that my Aunty Gloria had spent hours making something special. Then she showed us the pillow. It was so beautiful, new, white and soft like the feathers of a swan, edged with lace and decorated with scrolls of dark and light blue ribbon. The singing got louder and louder and I was bored with the ladies so I slipped away from Mummy. Nobody noticed. They were too busy putting cups on saucers and arranging doilies on plates to see that I had gone. They had left the door open because there were a lot of people and the room was hot. I’d always sat with Daddy. He let me stay with him in shool if I was really quiet. I wanted to see the pillow. Why was it so important and what were they going to do to Chaim? Thick coats, black thick coats, navy coats, many many legs in trousers and navy shoes, black shoes and where was Daddy? Then I saw the pillow – saw Chaim laid on the pillow without his nappy and the man using a metal cutting thing on Chaim’s…


Daddy was cross. Said I spoilt the occasion for everyone being sick like that. I should have stayed with Mummy. It was the blood on Aunty Gloria’s pillow. Why were people so happy?


I brush away an angry tear and put my child over my shoulder to wind him. He’s a good little boy. Taken his feed and is sleeping again. I leave him with Joseph in our bedroom and make my way downstairs to my domestic trivia. And I reason with myself. It’s a long time ago, girl, since you were a child. You know these men are so well qualified. Joseph comes down with our sleeping child in his arms. ‘He can sleep downstairs now in the pram. Later, I’ll go and get the Moses basket… take a few minutes break. Go on, have some tea and toast… watch the television for a while. There’s ages before they all come.’ He lays little Joseph in his pram and I hear the rattle of the kettle lid and the click of the toaster.


Just a few more stitches. I would love to finish the tapestry before Aunty Gloria comes. I wouldn’t let her see it until it was finished. She’ll walk in with Uncle Harry, in a dress adorned with vast shocking pink overblown roses, or yellow spots on green. She loves her colours and I love her spirit. It doesn’t matter that her taste is loud – her heart is as large as her decorative spirit. She will appreciate the tapestry. I could finish… only a few stitches. I move over to the needlework that spans the waiting hours of my pregnancy and concentrate. I am the spider that spins the web of ideas and forms them into a design. I thread a silver thread, and weave a decoration on the Kiddush becher – the silver beaker they will drink from at the ceremony. The same silver is woven into the tops of the candlesticks. I am the weaver that sees the glint of moonbeams on water and turns them into diamonds. But I am also weaving a tapestry of souls. My past and my future, together with my family’s. I weave in their names, those of the past, and soon my child, and then he will become part of what we are. I am a follower of tradition.


I won’t put in Nathan’s name yet. But after today… a few days to recover… please God when all is well, I will include his name.


‘It’s time, love… ’ Joseph says. Did I drop off for a minute? Can that be possible with so much happening today? I slip past the pram, carefully allowing little Nathan his last quiet minutes, and change quickly into a simple dress which will be deemed respectful in the eyes of the clergy. It is grey, modestly cut with sleeves to the elbow, and flows loosely about my legs. Then return for Nathan to change him.


I can hear voices downstairs. Uncle Josh’s booming tones, Aunty Cissie’s high pitched squeak and groups of nosy ladies checking the kitchen to view the catering arrangements and whether I’ve managed. Joseph runs up the stairs. ‘Stay up here, there’s no need for you to come down until it’s over.’ Then he whisks away my baby.


I am cold. I wipe clammy hands against my skirt. Feel the knock of my heart banging in the cavern of my chest. I can hear the chanting and the singing and my stomach squeezes with the pain that Jewish mothers have felt since time began. Why did I let them? Why should it be so? Can that tiny child, only eight days old, bear the agony of such an operation? Joseph returns, it seems, hours later. My face is flooded with tears. The front of my dress is wet with milk leaked for my child. My tiny son lies on a pillow. On his miniature face is one small tear, but he is quiet, almost sleeping.


‘Is he alright? Why isn’t he crying?’


‘He had a good swig of wine just at that moment. The mohel was very good. Very quick and efficient. When you’ve fed Nathan, wash your face, change and meet your family and your friends. You wanted to show Aunty Gloria the tapestry. You were going to show her today.’


My child feeds from my breast. Large slurping sounds as before. I stroke the soft down on his head with one finger and press my mouth in silent kisses all over his body. Then I change him. He has a large bandage and plaster over the wound. But he does not seem distressed. I put on an ordinary skirt and blouse, the milk-stained party outfit discarded for the wash. Then, after checking the baby monitor, I descend to meet the noise that swells up the stairs.


‘Mazaltov, my dear… a very special occasion. Now your son is one of us. He has been given his Jewish identity,’ says Mr Samuels with his mouth full of chopped fried gefilte fish. ‘You must have worked so hard,’ they chorus. ‘How did you manage to make all that food?’


‘I hedged my bets… I’d make a party anyway, boy or girl. It’s easy with a freezer… ’ I make my excuses. My mind is upstairs in that cot. Aunty Gloria clacks over, the mass of her large body balanced on four-inch stilettos. She’s dabbing her eyes. ‘Such a wonderful occasion, I know, darling, it’s always a bad day for the mother. But that’s the way it is with us’


I don’t want to talk. I am too full of emotion. ‘Would you like to see the tapestry?’


‘Not today, sweetheart. I’ll come again in a week or two when you are more settled.’


I’m grateful for her thoughtfulness and soon they all pick up coats fallen like abandoned bodies over the couch in my small sitting room and the house returns to two people plus one, a multitude of sticky dishes and glasses, and a smell of herring and wine.


We eat with our minds resting on that small child, upstairs, and after he cries and I feed him, I bring him down, freshly changed, smelling of milk.


‘Let’s go out in the garden,’ I say. ‘I’ll wrap him up well.’


Joseph walks ahead of me down the path we both constructed holding his son and singing quietly. He sits on our seat and beckons for me. Their two heads are close, my two Jewish men. They sit by the red of my poppies and roses and I smell the dusk perfumes of all my flowers. Liquid songs of blackbirds reverberate from the tips of the highest trees.


I think of how it is, of how the day progressed. Today this child who has no past was blessed by his ancestors. They watched him. They stood by him, holding hands, keeping him safe, as he was given his Jewish identity. Their ideals and dreams have been woven into the fabric of his life as I embroidered them in the tapestry of our lives. He walks with the famous. Maybe he could be as clever as Einstein, or as artistic as Claude Pissarro or Amadeo Modigliani. Possess the musical talents of Felix Mendelessohn or Max Bruch. He has had his debut. Now, he has a past, is our present, and has his singular future. He will tread in our footsteps – in our history.


Joseph raises the wrapped body of his little son to the golden light in some kind of private homage.


‘It’s getting cold, my little family. Let’s go in,’ he says. ‘It went well… didn’t it?’


Then walks me, slowly, back to the house.









DEVON CREAM


‘Barbara. You’ve got to promise, just promise you’ll come over tomorrow for lunch. You can...? Yes I know I sound… I had some dreadful news yesterday. Yes it will wait… but now there’s the teapot… Yes a drink would be good idea… in a while… after the children have left… I promise… I promise… I’ll… You will come… won’t you...? Yes, about one. Great ... OK love… I’ll see you tomorrow… ’


I put the receiver down and look at the dustpan filled with fragments of china teapot. Impossible to glue it back together. Remember what it looked like: large, elaborate Victorian. Like her, stiff-legged, reigning on its own stand. You daft thing, I chide myself. It’s just a bloody tea-pot. Hideous thing. I was only moving it off the top of the display cabinet so that when the children came for the party it would be safe. It’s just that after receiving the post yesterday morning – I must try to get things into proportion. It’s not a mirror that’s broken. It’s Gerald’s mother’s tea-pot. It belonged to her grandmother before her. He was terrified of that old woman. No, correction, he hated her, the witch. She lived in one of those old miners’ cottages at the top of the valley. She wore a black gown down to her ankles, even when the fashion changed to short, and a black knitted shawl hugged around thick shoulders. Before my time, but I’ve seen the photos often enough. Small woman but solid, with pit-prop thighs. Born with sobriety springing through her veins, and an intolerance of those who indulged in the slightest drop – even at Christmas. When he was a child and had to pass her house to get to school, he’d cross the road, or sneak right under her doorway, but she always saw him, and then she’d scream:


‘What have you done wrong that you’re trying to avoid me?’


Her own grandson, for goodness sake! That bony finger would poke his chest and he’d shake for hours after. He told me. And then when she died, it was as if his mother moved into her tight, black, lace-up shoes and smack into our lives. Like a dose of black poison, that’s what she was like – Satan’s pee.


I try to push vindictive sinful thoughts out of my mind and return to my preparations for the children’s Halloween party. I’ve promised them one for years. But the witch stopped it and then a myriad of problems prevented me. But this year is going to be different.


I remember, two years ago, the last time I tried to organize one of these parties, she screamed that it was a blasphemous occasion, a Witches’ Sabbath, and she hadn’t taken Gerald to church for all those years so he could play witchcraft games with his children. Then she had one of her asthma fits. I’m sure she did it deliberately, and instead of the children having a few friends over and dressing up, trick or treating, Gerald and I ended up at the hospital with her. There she was gasping for oxygen, and me wondering how we always did what she wanted. One way or another she always got her way.


I put on a piece of music, and get out the sugar and the margarine. Start beating them together, and whipping the eggs, and at last the kitchen begins to feel comforting, and warm, and some of my frustration begins to ebb. I add a little green colouring to the cake mixture, and it looks suitably gruesome. Then I drop teaspoons of the mixture into paper cases, and pop them in the oven. But I can’t resist peeping at them through the glass door, as they rise. That green shade makes them look disgusting – the kids will love them. I’ve par-boiled potatoes and cut them into wedges plastering them with olive oil and barbecue spice and there’s a stack of sausages waiting in a roasting tin. I’ll do some chocolate crispies, and decorate them with liquorice bats I found in Tesco, and I’ve planned to make a pot of roasted pepper and chilli soup with bread, and then we’ll be done. I can’t see the harm. The children know it’s only fun. The real thing, the real witch, is the one that hung about my house like a dark cloud and reduced Gerald to a state of soggy blotting paper. And where is she now?


Don’t think about her. Concentrate on the weeks ahead and try to put that woman out of your mind. Fat chance with that parcel sitting outside in the shed and the tea-pot smashed to bits.


The cakes are cooked. They smell delicious. What a strange colour. When they’re cool, I’ll decorate them with small worms I’ve made out of marzipan. I’ve put currants on them for eyes. I’ve a lot to make up for. The children have had a tough time – all their lives really. I think of Bethan’s birth and how terribly she behaved. She was staying with us then, only for a few months, on and off, just until the breathing became better. Gerald was worried about her attacks, and it was easier to have her in the house than have to drive over in the middle of the night, after a three-o-clock-in-the-morning panic phone-call. I had to go in for a week before the birth – something to do with my blood pressure, and I’d prepared all the food for the time that I would be away, including hers. Admittedly there were a few prepared meals bought from Tesco, but very few. And anyway, Gerald likes their burgers. I used to get them specially. Apparently she ranted about how I didn’t bother, and how in her day they never used junk food. Of course they didn’t – there wasn’t any. While I was in hospital, unbeknown to me, she moved in to my house. Permanently. She brought over all her possessions in a small orange hire-van with a driver. Strange how she managed to do all that without having one asthma attack. Each time he came to visit me, Gerald wore a dreadful expression as if someone was tearing his skin with sharp nails. When I came home I knew why.


Everything had been moved or changed. Gerald just stood there as I walked through my home. He tried to smile as I looked at my ornaments, shoved into a corner, and that bloody teapot in pride of place. A large black crucifix on a nail had been hammered into the wall, over the mantelpiece. I had to sit in the kitchen, weak from the birth, blood loss and stitches, pushing back the tears. She had turned my house into hers. It was now a replica of the place I hated. I opened one drawer. It was lined with crackle-stiff greaseproof, and a large air-freshener had taken the place of my plants on the windowsill.


‘My plants?’ I said. ‘Where are my plants?’


‘All dead,’ said Gerald, still with that agonized expression. The witch stood behind, with the hint of a smile pulling at her mouth. I could smell her triumph like a hidden slime.


‘Why don’t you take your things off, upstairs, while I make us all a cup of tea?’ she said, and leaned over in her moment of victory, to look at the baby.


‘Dear me, I hope she’s alright. That child looks very pale to me.’


I moved upstairs, holding my little one close, and into our bedroom. Everything had changed. It was repainted blue! When I’d left the room, just a week ago, it was a soft pink. I heard her move beside me.


‘Not a nice idea to let a man sleep in a pink room, is it, love? Maybe you hadn’t thought of that. So I freshened it up for you. It was to give you a bit of a surprise, a welcome home present.’


Our bed a commodious double, two singles zipped together, and it was now rent in two, one of the bedside tables between. Above our heads was another crucifix. I have never been a person who shows her anger. It’s not my way. I can’t do it. I soak up the damage and pain like a mucky rag doused in acid, burning on the inside. And I suppose, I was young then, afraid to speak, and I wasn’t strong. Remember, I was just out of hospital. How I managed to get out of our bedroom and into the nursery, I’ll never know. But I was not going to let her see my tears.


‘Got to see to the baby,’ I muttered, and held her tight in my arms away from that woman’s clutches. I made for the nursery, the lemon sanctuary decorated with characters from Winnie the Pooh. Thank the Lord, nothing had changed here. I sat down gingerly on the small nursing chair Gerald and I had positioned ready for my homecoming. Gerald had placed a small bunch of lily of the valley from the garden in a small blue glass vase, next to the cot. I fed my child and irrational ideas flowed with my milk. I thought of doing everything, from poisoning her just enough to keep her in hospital, to leaving Gerald. What kind of man allows his mother to destroy his marriage? But in the end I knew that I would cope with her evil. I would make this place of child sighs and milky scents my sanctuary, and escape from the witch.


It’s a long time ago now, but the memories are painful. Life with her never improved. She interfered in our lives, and the lives of our children. Sometimes she’d seem like she was trying to be kind, and, like a fool, I’d fall for it. The bitterest moment was when she insisted we went to Gerald’s school friend’s wedding. We were two days away. By the time we came back, she’d banned old Jess to a place under the sink in the scullery and destroyed all her blankets. She’d started having the odd accident in her old age and left ponds of urine. I knew then that I would never trust that witch with anything I loved, and that she would always try to hurt us.


Two nights ago we went to a pre-Halloween ‘do’ for the children’s school, at our local coffee-shop. We were promised a woman who’d tell our fortunes from our coffee grounds. I didn’t know that sort of thing existed. Thought it had to be tea leaves. Gerald was keen, he said it would be good to get out and meet people. Well, there she was, “Lady Branwen”, draped in the obligatory purple chiffon plastered with stars, like Merlin’s apprentice, and I had to fight off the giggles. We were all queuing up for a reading. You had to use coffee that was not strained and most of the grounds went to the bottom. Then you had to drink as much as possible, cover the cup with the saucer, and swirl it around three times in a clockwise direction. Then allow the whole thing to settle. “Lady Branwen” looked grave when she read my cup.


‘I don’t like giving readings that could be worrying, but you’ve got a classic dagger. Well, a knife anyway,’ she said.


‘What does that mean?’ I asked ‘Please tell me.’


‘Sorry, the standard answer is that there is some kind of danger ahead. But it could just be something small. Don’t worry… I’m sure it’s not terrible news.’


But I was shocked. Since the witch’s death we’d all been so happy, the best we’d ever been. She’d died three months before. She’d decided to take off on a grand holiday to Australia. She wanted to see her daughter, the one who must really have loved her, because she rang every Friday without fail. She had fallen ill there, died and was cremated. So my personal thorn could do no more damage.


When we got home, Gerald laughed that I’d taken the reading seriously.


‘Oh, come on, love, it’s a few coffee grounds. Nothing’s going to happen.’


Until the post arrived the next morning.


The children’s party is over. It was a huge success. But I can’t get an image out of my mind. Afterwards, I took a walk through the country lanes, just by the house, and saw a group of ravens sitting like black-gowned judges on the branches of an oak tree that had lost most of its leaves. The pale sun looked tired as if it knew it only had a few hours before sleep.


Barbara arrives promptly at one. I hug her with wired fingers.


‘Do you mind if I show you something first?’ I say. ‘Before we eat.’


‘No love… What’s the matter? Where are we going?’


‘To the apple store,’


‘Mm… lovely,’ she says. She’s always liked the smell of that place, of the ripening apples. Like a vat of fresh cider, she says, rich as breathing. We walk through the warmth of the kitchen, past my table laid with bread and salad, past the Aga, where a pot bubbles with a vegetable stew, to the chill of outside and the stone out-house. The door moves with a creak. Spiders’ webs hanging from the stone lintels of the door cling to our faces as we push it open and enter the gloom. The apple scent has changed and a sweet, sour scent of rottenness hangs in the air. I scan the shelves, where each apple is carefully wrapped and sleeping in its own tissue bed. Maybe one of them is on the turn. Then I turn to my friend and show her a large Jiffy bag covered in postage stamps. I can feel the colour draining from my face.


‘It’s mother-in-law,’ I say,


‘What do you mean?’


‘She’s in here. In this bag posted from Australia. She wants to be scattered over our garden. She liked the meadow and the views so she wants to – I can’t have it in the house. I’ll have to do it soon. Scatter the bloody stuff and I’m afraid that if the children find out… ’


I pass the bag to Barbara to hold and I can see her face. She’s gagging as she returns it, but trying to hide her disgust, hoping not to hurt my feelings. I lay it on one of the shelves and we run back to the warmth of the kitchen. But I’m bone-bitter chilled. I make an excuse, dash to the toilet and scrub my hands, again and again, grateful for my nail-brush. Then I return, and dish out portions of stew with bread. It’s a brandy I need.


‘For goodness sake! How did that happen? You hated her, didn’t you?’


‘Yes. She was cruel and she treated me badly. All of us. She interfered in everything, made trouble with the children and between me and Gerald. When she went to live with my sister-in-law in Australia, I was so delighted. Then she died and I was rid of her forever. Glory be! Now she’s back. When we scatter her remains the bloody dust will be in my garden where I work every free moment. She’ll be in the seeds, in the roots of the trees, sticking in my throat on a dry day… ’


‘Can’t you scatter her on the slope at the far end of the garden… and maybe you can grow more brambles on that patch?’ But she looks at my face and my shaking whiteness.


‘You see – she’s come back to haunt me and no matter what I do she’s going to be here – forever.’


‘Oh no, she’s not coming back here.’ Barbara pushes back her plate on the table and gets up. ‘Leave the food now. Cover up the plates. We’ll eat later. We’ve got to sort out this witch. I’ve got an idea. But we’ll have to be quick. We’ll take my car.’


‘What?’


‘We have to make the old witch suffer. A kind of hell on earth. Then you can start enjoying your life again. Right. No time to lose. Gruesome job first. Get out the liquidizer!’


‘Liquidiser...!’


‘Right, where’s the new bag of cat litter kept? I know you bought a spare one.’


‘Underneath the sink. But what do you want with… ’


‘Wake up, goose! They’ve sent her from Australia. You’ll still have to scatter something, won’t you? They’ll want all the details. Maybe even a photo. And Gerald. You must never tell Gerald, or the children. It’s our secret.’


I stare, mesmerized, as Barbara opens the new bag of cat litter and spoons mound after mound of the grey lumpen mass into the machine. Then with a deep chuckle that rises from her belly, she cries:


‘Switch on, switch on. The new ashes are about to be conceived.’


Laughing, we shake the grey dust into a polythene bag.


‘Yuk. Now for the really gruesome bit.’


She takes another large bag, the office stapler, and a mixing spoon out of my storage pot, grabs our coats and pushes me towards the apple store.


‘I’m not sure I… ’


‘Yes you bloody can… ’


‘Yes I can,’ I say. ‘You’re right… Whatever… OK.’


The wind smacks at our faces and we are both shivering as we enter the apple store. Can’t breathe. Can’t breathe. My heart is thudding all over my body as Barbara carefully prises the staples from the Jiffy bag. I need to be sick. Halloween images and the fortune teller’s daggers flood my mind. Will some ghostly harpy released from Hades jump out and… those bony digits. But Barbara has the Jiffy bag open now and is tipping the contents into our spare bag. Then she shakes the cat litter powder into the Jiffy bag and restaples it.


‘First stage over,’ she breathes and leans against one of the stone walls. ‘Right, quickly!’


We’re in her car bumping over frozen country lanes, and I’m clutching a mixing spoon and a polythene bag of… holding it at a distance.


‘Hang in there, girl. You can do it. Just to the pub.’


The small car thunders down the roads. It’s now early evening and, as we drive, tree silhouettes materialize into demoniac shapes. Limbs reach out to scrape the windscreen.


‘Why the pub? You know how she disapproved of drinking.’


‘Exactly! Be as quiet as possible when we arrive. OK? She looks at me with a satisfied smirk. ‘You know they always have a Halloween party on the night, and there are always a few daft fools or kids who throw a few eggs or worse on the walls. Well, next day Mark always gets a few lads in to give all the walls a coat of textured paint. And I know where they’ve put it.’


She drives to the pub. We park. All is silent. We get out of the car, not shutting the car door and walk around the corner. There by the kitchen door sits a stack of paint-pots, some already opened, with brushes and rollers. Smothering giggles, we remove two of the tins. Then, in the gloom of the boot, we mix in the ashes. The name on the side of the tin is Devon Cream, Texturised Paint. We replace the tins with the others. And drive away, hooting like the possessed.


We’re back in my kitchen, at the table. The dark looks in and watches us – two women laughing, drinking wine and eating stew. It all tastes so good.


‘She’s gone from here forever,’ says Barbara, ‘and each time you go the pub, you’ll be able to raise your glass to the old witch, stuck on all the pub walls, in the place she hated the most. Toast “Devon Cream”, and smile.’









PAYING FOR IT


And did you know, when we began, when you first came to the flat, the shoulders of your cream linen suit drenched with a sudden spring shower, your eyes clouded with the hurt of the city and your lips seamed tight with unsaid words? Did you know then that you could shuffle the Tarot of our lives with a flick of your needs?
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