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For R, who made everything possible, and H & E, who make everything even better









Oft have I heard that grief softens the mind


And makes it fearful and degenerate,


Think therefore on revenge and cease to weep.


– Queen Margaret, Second Part of King Henry VI
 WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


 


 


Life’s not fair, is it? Some of us drink champagne in the fast lane, and some of us eat our sandwiches by the loose chippings on the A597.


VICTORIA WOOD










Monday, 24 June 2019


Evening














A death is announced


Now that I think about it, it wasn’t so much Muriel telling me she was going to die – it was more that she gave her death an actual date and time that unnerved me so much. I am well acquainted with Muriel’s prophecies, unfailingly vague and melodramatic, invariably relating to her health or safety – a whispered Ruth! You MUSTN’T leave me alone tonight, I felt the Angel of Death’s icy palm caress my cheek during EastEnders . . . that sort of thing. Yes, I am very familiar with Muriel’s predictions, which, by now, I am able to predict myself, because they occur – without exception – when I have plans to go out for the evening.


But that was the other curious thing. I had no such plans for tonight. I was a free agent, anticipating the familiar, comforting ups and downs of a night in with Muriel: a cup or two of chamomile tea, a game of Scrabble, a furious row. It had been an unseasonably cool, wet June and I was sick to the back teeth with the relentless grey of it all, with everything feeling so damp and claggy – inside and out. It would have been so pleasant (had things not taken the turn that they did) to have curled up in my usual armchair next to the electric fire, having finally persuaded Muriel to switch the blasted thing on.


As it was, when she made her declaration, I was on my knees scouring the dry skin from her heels, while she reclined in her wheelchair, the soles of her feet raised with the aid of a heavily embroidered velvet cushion – a crimson, pom-pom-edged monstrosity that even I consider prehistoric (and I am just as old as Muriel; only fifteen seconds separate our forays into the world, seventy-six years ago). Her feet were an absolute sight and I felt deeply ashamed of my lack of care because I am Muriel’s carer, as well as lifelong friend and confidante. There is no one but me to look after her, and the crusted skin, ram’s-horn nails and cheesy fungal infection burgeoning between her toes betrayed the shabby, neglectful creature I truly am.


What else do I remember? I know we were listening to The Archers. Or rather, Muriel was listening as I scrubbed away with a pumice stone, dipping it intermittently into a bowl of soapy water, while she frowned and shushed me. I don’t recall what I was thinking, though I did notice the sun’s glare spotlighting the greasy fingerprints on the bay window, which caused me to cast a more critical eye than usual over the rest of the room before wishing I hadn’t because . . . oh God – the mess! Dirty dishes (at least three days’ worth) stacked on the hostess trolley at Muriel’s side, mounds of OK! and Hello! magazines spewing over the seats and arms of two brown-leather, button-back sofas, crusty ferns and parlour palms sulking over the rims of their chinoiserie planters, and deep layers of dust blanketing absolutely everything – bookshelves, table nests, dado rails, the TV set and a teak cabinet displaying a collection of curios acquired during Muriel’s lifetime: her grandfather’s leech jar, a maiden aunt’s wooden leg, two glass asthma inhalers left behind by Harvey, and a stuffed ginger tomcat that had, in fairness, belonged to my mother.


The state of the room – and I hold my hand up to this – is in no small part down to my domestic ineptitude. But I’m not the only one at fault here. The elephant in this house is Muriel, or rather Muriel’s short arms, deep pockets, and downright pig-headed refusal to put a penny towards renovating the place. Edwardian houses, I often tell her, do not look after themselves, Moo. They need love, care, attention, money – money, they need money! And she’ll always reply with some nonsense or other about how all her pennies are spoken for in taking care of me. As though I’m the one who needs looking after!


Then I remember thinking I should probably get up and shut the curtains, because the evening light had taken on the garish quality that occurs when the sun sits behind a layer of thin, black cloud, which is always a trigger for one of my ‘heads’. It often portends thunder too, which neither Muriel nor I much care for (Muriel says it’s down to suppressed memories of wartime bombing raids – and she might be on to something there – but she also believes in water-dowsing and colonic irrigation. So who knows?). The wind was getting up too – the quickening that one experiences just before a storm – and, across the road, Number 73’s hanging baskets were swaying rather violently, scattering spent petunia heads all over the place.


I opened my mouth to say, ‘Best batten down the hatches, Moo, we’re in for a rumble of thunder, I think,’ because The Archers’ exit tune was playing and I knew it would be safe to speak, without the risk of more shushing. But then I felt Muriel’s body stiffen, which was odd because her condition means she can barely move a muscle from the chest down. Yet there she sat, erect and unyielding – as though someone had shoved a broom up the back of her kaftan – speaking in a gruff, clipped tone, so very different from her genteel lisp that I instinctively looked over my shoulder, fully expecting to see an intruder standing in the doorway behind me.


‘In exactly seventy-two hours,’ she said, ‘I am going to die.’


The pumice stone slipped from my grip, falling into the bowl with a resounding plop. I let it lie there for a moment and looked up at Muriel’s face.


Her eyes were tightly shut, jaw jutting forward slightly. She had rearranged her features into a pinched sneer – a deeply unsettling expression I hadn’t seen before – and yet she still looked beautiful. It is remarkable, I remember thinking, that women blessed with such stereotypical good looks (platinum hair, smooth pink skin, button nose, wide blue eyes) can be excused so very much in life, however badly they behave. I, however, was blessed with a face only a mother could love, and even my own mother struggled at times with that.


I plucked the pumice from the bowl and resumed my scrubbing, swiftly running through a limited list of options in my head. A dismissive ‘Don’t be so bloody silly’ would be heartless and reckless (Muriel can be quite the sting in the tail if provoked). Say nothing? Well, that would be even worse. I know from bitter experience that ignoring one of Muriel’s cries for attention leads to days of The Silent Treatment and the threat of a telephone call to her solicitor, Mr Tonks.


In the end, I said, ‘I’m so sorry, Moo.’


That seemed the safest response. With Muriel, when in doubt, I always offer an apology. Even if I’ve no idea what I’m apologizing for.


Her eyes snapped open. ‘Yes, well.’ She sighed, face and body relaxing at last. ‘I suppose it can’t be helped. Now. Chess? Ludo?’ Her lips twitched. ‘Scrabble?’


I struggled to my feet. ‘Let me clear up first. Oh, blast and buggeration!’


Muriel arched an eyebrow at me.


‘Sorry,’ I said, rubbing my thigh. My tights, I realized, had laddered down one leg, all the way from gusset to ankle. Brand new they were – fresh on that morning – and pricey support tights because of my varicose veins. It’s all right for you, Muriel Hinchcliffe, I thought, you with your collection of slinky black stockings that never ladder at all because you never do a bloody thing!


And then I felt appalled with myself, because Muriel’s condition means she can’t do a bloody thing at all and never will again. I, on the other hand, still have a body that works perfectly well – a squat, solid, functioning body that Muriel would surely exchange her fame and beauty for in a heartbeat.


Shut up, I told myself. Shut up, put up, and count your many blessings.


‘My knees,’ I muttered, ‘playing up again.’


Blessing Number One: My knees might be giving way, but at least I have a roof over my head.


‘You should lose some weight, dear,’ Muriel said.


Blessing Number Two: I eat and drink very well. Far too well, in fact.


‘I do try, Moo, but at our age, it’s not that easy—’


‘Pffffft!’


She dismissed me with an imperious waft of her arm, draped in the pink and red silk swirls of her favourite Pucci kaftan – one of several purchased forty years ago from a bijou boutique just off the King’s Road. It still fits Muriel perfectly well, in spite of her years of industrial boozing, and I couldn’t help staring enviously at the lustrous folds concealing the slender legs that I knew hung uselessly, aimlessly, underneath.


Oh, Muriel. Only someone as stunning and stylish as you could make a wheelchair look like a fashion accessory!


I was with her when she bought that kaftan. With my husband Harvey’s money, of course.


Blessing Number Three:


There is no Blessing Number Three.














Four hours later


Something very odd just happened.


I have been asked to go out. With a man!


Who would have thought such a thing? Not me, certainly not after the first few hours of the evening, which had not been promising at all. I was not in the happiest frame of mind because Muriel’s prediction had really shaken me, and, after finishing off her feet, I took much longer than usual to do the washing-up. I needed the solitude, you see, and I love being in the kitchen; it’s my favourite room in the house. In fact, the kitchen is the only room I can truly call my own, for Muriel never goes in there. She has no problem at all visiting my bedroom when I am asleep – I often wake to find her next to me, staring down from her wheelchair – because she needs to know exactly where I am, all hours of the day and night. Muriel’s vulnerability frightens her so, and I excuse her intrusions because I know they come from a place of fear, and who hasn’t felt fearful at times?


But this evening . . . well. Things just got to me a little more than usual, and I spent ages scrubbing away at the pots and pans, even the clean ones, cursing Muriel the whole time for refusing to buy a dishwasher. Things had turned very dark outside – it was raining heavily by now – and thunder, just as I’d predicted, was grumbling away in the distance. Nevertheless, I was able, for a short time at least, to push Muriel’s announcement to the back of my mind, reasoning that her uncharacteristic precision – her assigning an actual date and hour to her death – was nothing more than her playing silly buggers, and since she’d have sensed that she’d got a rise out of me, I had better get used to the idea of her doing it again.


With this in mind, I thought I’d kill a few more hours cleaning the cooker top, dismantling each one of the gas burners, and scouring the grouting between every single wall tile. And then I decided to get stuck into the floor tiles too, which I knew would keep me occupied well into the early hours. This is a very large kitchen, stretching across much of the rear of the house, and would extend a little further were it not for the study directly next to it that was converted from the original scullery (and where a woman of my position would have slept when the house was first built, or so Muriel once told me during a particularly heated game of Ludo).


I love the kitchen because it is mine, not because it is in any way beautiful, although it really ought to be. A generously proportioned room like this should exude bright and airy elegance, but instead it is rammed with heavy oak units and beige laminate worktops from the early 1980s, with a hotchpotch of dated appliances squeezed into the few available spaces: a Baby Belling cooker here, a waste-disposal unit over there, a twin-tub washer one side of the cellar door, a chest freezer on the other. Languishing under the window is the original, blackened range, a magnificent contraption that has not been used in decades – and what a shame, I thought, as I beavered away, what a wicked, criminal waste of such a fine piece of machinery!


I don’t know how long I’d been cleaning for when Muriel came to find me. I was on my hands and knees with my back to her, of course: debased, defeated, derrière exposed and ripe for a kicking. Just how she likes me.


‘RUTH!’


‘Oh!’ I exclaimed. ‘I thought you were asleep!’


She was wedged – slanted, half in shadow – up against the architrave, because the kitchen is the only doorway Muriel’s wheelchair can’t get through. Much of the house has been remodelled over the years, with Muriel’s mobility always in mind: doorways have been widened, while a stairlift gives her access between the ground and first floors. But the kitchen has always defeated us. I have tried to find a builder willing to widen the kitchen door, or remove the dividing kitchen and hall wall completely (I believe such open-plan designs are very fashionable in this area of north London). But the wall is a supporting structure and, as I must repeatedly explain to Muriel, removing such a vital component could jeopardize the stability of the entire building.


‘You BITCH!’ she shrieked.


‘For God’s sake, Moo, can’t you see I’m cleaning?’


‘Liar! You’ve been avoiding me.’


‘I have not!’


‘You have! You don’t want to play Scrabble!’


‘Moo . . .’


‘Don’t you Moo me. You haven’t touched that floor in years! You’re . . . you’re neglectful! And dishonest. And abusive.’


‘But I’ve never laid a finger on you!’


She had me now, or so she thought, because she was poking at that bouffant hairdo of hers with skinny, overexcited fingers, preening, in anticipation of her usual coup de théâtre.


And there it was –


‘I am going to telephone Mr Tonks,’ she announced. ‘I am going to telephone Mr Tonks and tell him to change my will. You will not,’ she added haughtily, ‘inherit this house after all, Ruth Donne!’


I sighed.


I have been in this situation many times before. I know The Script inside out – every word, each pause, the steps it invariably follows:


1. Muriel and I have a furious row.


2. If I do not grovel or show enough contrition, Muriel threatens me with Mr Tonks, and wheels herself into her study.


3. I trot behind her, pleading for mercy.


4. Muriel reaches her desk, picks up the telephone – a black Bakelite model, probably worth quite a few quid these days – and holds the receiver up to her ear in a most dramatic fashion. (It is the only telephone in the house, because Muriel detests technology. She will not allow mobile phones or the internet either, but we do own a fax machine – a remnant from Muriel’s writing days – which she leaves permanently switched on, ‘just in case’.)


5. I count to three – giving Muriel time to dial the first few digits. And then I burst into tears.


6. That always does the trick. ‘Oh, Roo!’ she’ll cry, replacing the handset. ‘Dear, poor Roo. Of course I won’t telephone Mr Tonks. Now, give me a cuddle, you silly old thing!’


7. We kiss and make up. I’ll make some tea and we’ll have a game of Scrabble, which Muriel will win.


Not so tonight.


‘No,’ I said.


‘No? What on earth do you mean, no?’


‘No, you will not telephone Mr Tonks.’


We stared at each other for quite some time. A rumble of thunder shook the house – or perhaps it was a Tube train running beneath us? – and I saw a cloud of doubt pass over Muriel’s face, then actual fear as her eyes widened and her lower lip began to tremble. I believe she thought I meant her physical harm, so decided to do the decent thing and put her out of her misery.


I reached down into the cupboard under the sink.


‘No, you will not use the telephone to contact Mr Tonks,’ I said, slamming it onto the draining board with a gratifying ping. ‘Because I have unplugged it, and I have it here.’


I fled the house by the back door, a barrage of Muriel’s choicest threats and insults booming in my ears, a Tesco Bag for Life in hand containing my emergency supplies: a tube of Pringles, the dregs of one of Muriel’s many bottles of Tanqueray, and twenty Silk Cut. I hurried towards the shed at the bottom of the garden, wading through the sopping grass in stockinged feet, my thighs wrestling against the confines of my too-tight skirt.


The rain was falling more gently now, and the worst of the thunder and lightning had passed, which was something, I suppose. But that didn’t do much to ease my gloom. It was only late evening – nine o’clock or thereabouts – but might just as well have been the early hours of the morning, or the end of bloody time, for that matter, for it was so overcast, and the weather so foul that the neighbouring gardens were completely deserted, and I felt like the loneliest woman in the world. I paused in the centre of the lawn and looked back up at the house, one of a terrace of identical red-brick villas – but our windows were dark and lifeless, while the surrounding houses flickered and glowed with television sets and lamplight. I could hear faint singing and laughter, too, from several houses down, and someone – a child, I expect – playing the trumpet, badly.


The shed was warm enough and dry, though a little too cobwebby for my liking. I unfolded a deckchair, unscrewed the Tanqueray, lit the first of many cigarettes, and sat back, trying to understand the failure I’d become, and how: an Oxford-educated journalist, reliant on her best friend’s charity, half dreading, half hoping for the day that best friend finally died.


Such a shabby, shameful way to live.


I have known Muriel all my life. People often say they have known someone all their life when, in truth, they have only known them since they were at school together. Moo and I, however, have literally known each other since the day we were born, 22 March 1943, at St Hilda’s Maternity Hospital, Hampstead, where our mothers bonded over the shared traumas of shaved vulvas, enemas, and labouring in a basement room, while the air-raid sirens howled outside. I was the first to appear, a screaming, livid, ten-pound bruiser, complete with a head of jet-black curls. Muriel made her appearance a fashionable fifteen seconds later, looking just like a little doll and barely making a sound.


‘Which was most considerate of her,’ my mother once said, ‘because you were making an absolute racket, Ruth. You even drowned out the all-clear siren. Matron was furious – we had no idea the raid was over and were on tenterhooks for hours.’


Our mothers remained friends in spite (or perhaps because) of their many differences. Mine was a short, squat, no-nonsense thoroughbred, the sole issue of an aristocratic family fallen on hard times, dragging her lineage further into the mire by falling in love with a cash-strapped vicar. ‘It wasn’t the plan,’ my mother once said. ‘Not what my parents had in mind for me at all, and my father was very disappointed at the time. But I married for love, Ruth. What on earth else was I supposed to do?’


I could tell, though, when I saw her eyes flitting from her own frayed hems to Muriel’s mother’s fur-trimmed necklines, that she sometimes wished she’d done something else entirely. I really couldn’t blame her. My father, a kind but distant man, was already married himself – to God – which naturally put Mother’s nose out of joint, constantly having to play second fiddle to The Man Upstairs. As for me, I was neither Father’s third nor fourth fiddle, but rather an amusing pet that elicited the occasional affectionate pat on the head. My memories of him are sketchy and always viewed from an odd perspective: gazing up at his wobbling jowls, while he sermonizes furiously from the confines of his pulpit, or watching his diminutive figure glide ever altar-wards, until all I can see is a bald pink head atop a long black cassock.


Muriel’s parents were what my parents called New Money. Her father wasn’t a Man of the Cloth, like mine: he was a Man of Means. I could never tell from the tone of my mother’s voice whether this was a good or bad thing, but Muriel’s mother wasn’t happy at all. Oh no, for all her wealth and beauty, my mother wouldn’t swap places with her for the world!


‘Why not?’ I remember asking (I must have been about twelve at the time). ‘Muriel’s mother is incredibly pretty,’ I added. ‘Stinking rich, wears lovely clothes, and lives in the biggest house in Hampstead. And her husband is handsome and wears nice suits. Besides, Muriel’s mother never gets cross.’


Unlike you. I didn’t actually utter those words, but then I didn’t need to.


‘I don’t get cross!’


‘I think you do.’


‘Well,’ my mother sniffed, ‘she gets sad.’


I couldn’t argue with that. Muriel’s mother always looked on the edge of a nervous breakdown: all pursed lips, fluttering lashes and sucked-in cheeks, though I’d assumed these were fashionable affectations – the better to set off her pillbox hats, nipped-waist suits, and darkly rouged lips.


‘She gets sad,’ my mother said, ‘because . . .’


‘Because?’


‘She didn’t marry for love.’ My mother smiled unpleasantly. ‘And neither did her husband.’


No wonder Muriel spent so much time at our house. Back then, I couldn’t understand why – why she, living in that white stucco mansion, poised by a lake on the Heath, like a Gainsborough dream, would want to spend a single second in our cramped, Victorian rectory, just off the Finchley Road. But Muriel loved staying with us and my mother loved having her there. Most of all, I suspect, my mother loved the fact that Muriel’s mother was always three sheets to the wind and oblivious to the absence of her only, extraordinarily pretty daughter.


I cared, though. I cared that I had to give up my bed for Muriel and sleep on a mattress on the floor. I cared that I had to let Muriel share my toys and allow her to win the games we played, because she had such a terrible time at home. And I cared when my mother spent hours – so it seemed – brushing Muriel’s white-blonde hair, oohing, ahhing, and gasping over its lustre and perfection:


‘Look! Muriel lets me brush her hair without any fussing or fighting!’


Muriel, stifling a giggle, arched an eyebrow at me.


‘Muriel has smooth, straight hair,’ I observed. ‘And mine is thick and wiry. I fuss and fight when you brush it, Mother, because it really hurts!’


‘It’s true,’ Muriel said. ‘Roo’s hair is impossible to brush because it’s so thick and lovely. I wish I had hair like that, Auntie Vi. It’s just like yours, you know.’


And my mother, clutching the hairbrush to her breast, beamed, as though the Lord Jesus Christ himself had descended from heaven to bless her.


Muriel winked at me.


In those days, she pretty much always backed me up.


I must have been making a lot of noise in the shed, because the next thing I knew, Joanna, from next door, was shining a torch through the window.


‘Ruth? Ruthie? Are you all right in there? Elliott said he could hear someone crying!’


I took a final sip of gin, extinguished my fag against the rim of the bottle, reluctantly rose from my deckchair, and padded outside.


Joanna had evidently dressed in a hurry, because she was wearing a grubby white bathrobe and a pair of dark blue Crocs. The crown of her bobbed hair stood up in damp, platinum tufts, and she was absent-mindedly rubbing at a graze on her elbow. I realized she must have vaulted over the garden fence to ‘rescue’ me and, judging by the soap encrusting the right-hand side of her face, had abruptly abandoned her evening ablutions to do so.


‘Elliott,’ she continued, peering at me with that permanently pained expression of hers, ‘was looking for something in the summer house, and said someone was locked in your shed and sounded distressed!’


‘Summer house?’


Joanna motioned to her own shed on the other side of the lawn, its door ajar and light bulb blazing, illuminating at its core a large, scruffy ginger cat propped against the foot of a steel chimenea, one leg raised aloft and vigorously washing its undercarriage. There was no sign of Elliott, Joanna’s lodger and ‘handyman’ since her barrister husband ran away with his clerk, though the air, which should have been fresh and clear following the purifying effects of a storm, smelt very strongly indeed of marijuana.


I gulped and wiped my nose with the back of my hand. ‘It’s Moo. You know. We had another row.’ The cat stopped licking itself for a moment, assessing me quizzically through narrowed amber eyes.


‘Oh, Ruth . . .’ Joanna placed her hands on her hips, cocking her head to one side, preparing to address me in that schoolmarmish way of hers that has become more frequent and pronounced since her youngest fled to a university at the other end of the country.


I knew it was coming, and there it was –


‘Who’s caring for the carer, hmm?’ she said.


I smiled weakly. ‘Well, no one, I’m afraid.’


‘You’re a marvel, Ruth. An absolute saint. I don’t know how you do it.’


‘Needs must.’ I sighed.


‘But you must look after yourself – get some respite! It’s all very well taking care of Muriel, but what about taking care of Ruthie, hmmm? Who’s looking out for you?’


At this, the cat rose, sashayed out of the shed, padded across the lawn, and inelegantly clambered over the fence, before landing and rolling onto its back at my feet, revealing an off-white, underfed abdomen. I took my cue from Joanna, who was sensibly ignoring the creature, and chose to do likewise, despite a lifelong weakness for ginger toms – of both the human and feline variety.


‘You’ve hurt your arm,’ I said. ‘I do hope you haven’t injured yourself on my account.’


‘Oh!’ Joanna waggled a finger playfully. ‘Now that’s typical of you, Ruth, always deflecting attention from your own crisis by worrying about somebody else! I’m fine, I really am. I cleared that fence, no trouble at all. It’s the yoga and Pilates, you see, keeps me fit and flexible. You should seriously consider it. Yoga is terribly good for stress.’


‘A holiday would be even better,’ I said. ‘If only I could get someone to stay with Moo for a while, or just pop in a few times a day.’


‘She’s still not speaking to her family, then?’


‘I’m afraid not.’


Joanna nodded sympathetically. ‘I suppose it’s difficult after what happened with her son . . . people do blame each other, don’t they?’ She cleared her throat. ‘Poor Muriel. You just can’t unsee something like that, however many years it’s been. How many years has it been?’


‘Twenty-three,’ I replied. ‘And two months. And three days.’


‘Understandable, really,’ Joanna was musing, ‘why she is the way she is.’


I shrugged and spread the palms of my hands. A gesture of something, I didn’t know what.


Joanna spoke more lightly. ‘Have you tried a carers agency?’


‘Well, I can’t afford that,’ I said, ‘and I can hardly expect Moo to pay – she doesn’t like strangers in the house.’


‘Oh, dear.’ Joanna stared thoughtfully down at her Crocs. ‘Ruth?’


‘Hmmm?’


‘Well, I have a proposition! I hope you don’t think I’m being interfering or presumptuous . . .’


My heart started beating a little faster. ‘No,’ I said. ‘Of course not!’


‘Well, my father’s staying for a few days – he’s only a couple of years older than you – and I know he’d love to have someone to have a natter with and help him put the world to rights. I think Elliott’s driving him a bit crackers, to be honest – bit of a personality clash, I’m afraid. He’d adore your company, though, Ruth! Why don’t you go out together tomorrow night? It would do you both the world of good!’


Not quite what I was hoping for.


‘A couple of hours,’ Joanna was saying. ‘Muriel can cope by herself for a couple of hours, surely?’


‘Well, yes. I think so. But you could always pop in and say hello to her?’ I suggested brightly.


‘Oh, I’d love to, but no can do. Book club, I’m afraid, with the mums from Henry’s old primary school. Always a bugger to get us together in the same place at the same time, so I really can’t cry off. Another time, yes?’


‘Please.’


‘So, tomorrow night. I’ll tell Daddy to knock for you around eight.’


The cat stopped writhing at my feet and gave an approving yowl.


‘What’s his name?’ I asked, finally caving and stooping down to stroke the beast. But I lost my footing as I did so, and grabbed Joanna’s arm instead.


‘Lawrence,’ she replied, steadying me. ‘Gosh, I think you need to go to bed, Ruth.’


‘Lawrence? He looks more like an Orlando to me. You know, like the kiddies’ book from years ago – Orlando the Marmalade Cat!’


‘Marmalade?’


‘Well, he was orange, wasn’t he? Or ginger, you might say.’


‘But my father is bald, completely bald!’ Joanna frowned. ‘No one’s ever called him Orlando. He’s always been Lawrence.’ She leant forward and sniffed me. ‘Oh, Ruth, have you been drinking again?’


I shook my head. ‘Not really. Well, just a sip,’ I said. ‘The remnants of Moo’s gin. Speaking of Moo, I’d better get back to her.’ I nodded at the cat. ‘And get my friend something to eat. Tinned pilchards, I think. We have a cellar full of the things. Oh – regarding your father, Joanna. Baldness I can just about tolerate. But does he still have all his own teeth?’


‘Do you know,’ Joanna muttered, gently removing my hand from her sleeve, flexing her fingers and steeling herself for a return vault over the garden fence, ‘I have absolutely no idea.’












Midnight


I fed the cat outside, by the back door, because Muriel would never allow him in the house – not in a million years. She is such a jealous, possessive creature! That said, I’m not entirely sure that I’d allow Puss in the house either. On closer inspection, he was a mangy-looking thing that probably had fleas, poor sod.


‘What’s better than pilchards, Puss? A saucer of tinned red salmon, Moo’s favourite, that’s what, you little lost soul who nobody loves. Now, you can’t come in, but what do you say to spending the night in the shed?’ I ran a hand over his bony spine, a sickening mixture of pity and disgust rising in my chest as I did so.


Puss sniffed at the saucer, his ginger- and white-hooped tail bristling at the distant bark of an urban fox. He wasn’t remotely interested in the food I’d put down for him, but crouched down with his back to it, head disappearing briefly in a face-engulfing yawn.


‘I’m knackered too,’ I said, tickling under his chin, ‘but I can’t face bed just yet. I’ll have to check on the Princess of Darkness first, and she’s had plenty of time to think up an exceptionally cruel and unusual punishment. Muriel Hinchcliffe is evil,’ I added, too loudly, not caring whether Moo or Joanna, or the tone-deaf trumpeter several doors down heard me. ‘And I am good, Puss. Isn’t that right?’


The cat cocked his head to one side, as if to say, Oh, Ruth. You and I both know that’s not entirely true, is it? and, buckling beneath the weight of my petting, flattened himself onto his belly and slithered away from me, into the night.


I gave in to Muriel, of course. I apologized first.


After saying goodnight to Puss, I returned to the kitchen, peeled off my tights and stuffed them into the pocket of my skirt. Muriel wasn’t where I’d left her, thank God – the thought of her jammed in a doorway for hours while I cried myself stupid in the shed like an unhinged garden gnome made me feel quite sick with shame. But then where the hell was she? What had Muriel been doing all this time? Something seismic had occurred between us – that much was certain. We had entered uncharted territory, Moo and I, and by veering from The Script during our argument, I had given her permission to do so too. But wasn’t it Moo who strayed first, by saying she’d be dead and gone in seventy-two hours? Surely it was all her fault, everything that had happened this evening; Muriel’s fault for not being her usual daft, vague self!


And I was no longer my usual self, I knew, as I steered Muriel’s downstairs wheelchair away from the bannisters, steeling myself for the ascent towards the rosy light emanating from under her bedroom door. I climbed upwards, gripping the bannisters and stairlift track with slippery fingers, acknowledging as I did so that the house, too, seemed different tonight. The gold-embossed wallpaper and deep-pile carpets felt oddly insubstantial beneath my touch and tread, while the hall, staircase, and landing seemed more capacious than ever before, as though the house was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.


I heard a cough from Muriel’s room. That was it, my cue, my signal that she was alive and, if not well, at least in a position to communicate that I was expected to go to her. And God, was I glad to hear it. Because I’d imagined all manner of dreadful scenarios – the consequences of my wicked neglect – a freshly expired Moo, sitting upright in bed, her face fixed with a dead-fish stare; a collapsed Moo, spelling out RUTH IS A BASTARD in Scrabble tiles on the floor at her side . . .


As it was, I was relieved to find no such thing. Moo was still dressed and sitting in her upstairs wheelchair, which she had positioned pointedly next to her bed. With a face blank of any emotion and her little white hands folded neatly on her lap, she was the very picture of the uncomplaining patient meekly awaiting the return of the wayward, neglectful carer. She had, however, managed to unfasten her chignon, leaving strands of hair hanging limply over her shoulders; turned down her bedspread, revealing a large yellow stain burgeoning from the centre of her under-sheet; removed her make-up with cotton wool balls, scattering the little white puffs – now bruised with the remnants of black mascara – all over her Persian rug; and taken a white satin nightie and matching bed jacket from her chest of drawers, folded them neatly, and placed them on her plump pink eiderdown, crowning the pile with an artfully placed pair of plastic pants.


‘I am ready,’ she announced stoically, ‘for my bed now.’


‘Super,’ I said, unscrewing a jar of ointment. ‘Would you like me to cream your buttocks for you first?’


‘No. Thank you.’


‘I’ll help you out of your kaftan then, and into your nightie.’


‘I’d rather you didn’t.’


I carefully returned the jar of ointment to its place on Muriel’s dressing table.


‘What would you like me to do, Moo?’ I asked quietly. ‘You know how you struggle to get into bed without my help.’


She looked up from her folded hands and glared at me. ‘I would like you to stop being such a bitch!’ she said. And then she started to cry.


I sat down on the bed and sighed.


I had never known Muriel like this before – a shuddering, blubbering wreck. I stared down at my muddy toes and wriggled them awkwardly. This was a victory all right, but a grubby one.


‘You’re being downright cruel,’ Muriel sobbed, ‘and it scares me when you behave like this, because I need you, Roo! Without you, I can’t do anything any more. I can barely get on the commode by myself. And I’m getting worse! I’m a great big baby, that’s what I am. And I know I’m terrible to live with, and I know I sometimes say bad things . . .’


This, too, was a new development. Was Moo showing remorse? Was she actually going to apologize to me?


‘Well,’ I said, attempting to grease the apology along a little. ‘We all say things when we’re upset. I’ve said some terrible things to you, but I always say sorry after.’


‘You’ve done some terrible things too,’ she choked. ‘You un-un-plugged my telephone!’


‘I did,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll put it back in the study first thing, I promise.’


There.


I did it. I gave in. I said sorry first.


And in my mind’s eye, I could see my mother clapping and cheering: Well done, Ruth – excellent show! You’re stronger than Muriel – you’ve done the right thing. You had to let her win, because she must be first sometimes. Surely you can see that now?


Muriel smiled brightly, the tears – and embryonic apology – gone for good. ‘That’s better, isn’t it? Now we can be friends again!’


‘We’re always friends, Moo.’ I rose from the bed. ‘Let me help you with your nightie.’














One hour later


We are lying in bed together, Moo and I. She wanted me to stay with her a little while, just until she fell asleep. It was hard for me to say no, and so I said nothing at all.


Moo’s double bed has four oak posts and a carved headboard featuring entwined roses, ivy leaves, and overweight gambolling cherubs. It also has a lumpy mattress, with body-sized indentations on both sides. Mine (in the room across the landing) is a modest single divan and considerably more comfortable. But I was so exhausted after all the evening’s ups and downs that it seemed the right thing to do somehow, to crawl under the bedclothes beside her.


I took her hand in my own and held it up to my face. Her fingers were soft and cool, and smelt very strongly of Pond’s Cold Cream.


‘Tell me a story,’ she said.


‘Me? You’re the romantic novelist!’


‘I’m too tired, Roo. I can’t make up stories any more.’


‘Well, what sort of story would you like?’


‘A happy one. About being young.’


‘Oh . . .’ The room was dark, my head woozy, and my brain stubborn and terribly slow. I scissored my calves against Moo’s flannel under-sheet and tried to come up with something.


‘Once upon a time . . .’ I ventured. ‘A long time ago. Before everything happened . . .’ I was drifting off a bit.


‘Yes?’


‘There were two little girls. Born on the same day. They grew up together.’


‘Us!’


‘Well, yes. Us, if you like. And the two little girls became young women – vibrant, exciting young women. One was clever, but not so beautiful; one was beautiful, but not so bright. And yet, together they were something. They really were quite something.’


‘Oh, we were, weren’t we, Roo? Everyone wanted to be with us. Everyone wanted to be our friend!’


‘The two girls,’ I went on dreamily, ‘didn’t go to the same school, but were just like sisters anyway.’


Moo’s voice cooled. ‘I don’t want to think about school,’ she said. ‘I didn’t like it there one bit. Start the story later.’


That was understandable. For Moo, the experience of secondary school was not a happy one: packed off as a boarder, aged thirteen, just one month after the death of her mother from an overdose of sleeping pills, her father keen as mustard to move his mistress into the family home. Moo wasn’t bullied as such, but she had few friends, and was desperately lonely. Her thrice-weekly term-time letters I left unopened for days, because I was too busy, you see – too engrossed with the social and intellectual thrills of my highly selective grammar school to notice the subtle distress calls issued, on pale-pink paper, from Bellevue Ladies’ College, somewhere on the south coast:


Daddy is annoyed with me because he had to send a whole new uniform. My old one is too big for me, I have lost a lot of weight.


*


I keep getting headaches, Roo, really terrible headaches. Please don’t be cross with me, but do you think I might have a brain tumour?


*


Dear Roo, I was so happy to receive your letter! Today, I actually managed to eat my supper – and keep it down!


*


I keep thinking that everyone back home is dying. Or already dead.


‘When we were sixteen,’ I said. ‘I’ll start the story there.’


‘No, not then either. You completely disappeared up your own backside when you were sitting your O levels.’


I smiled. ‘Did I now?’


‘You were insufferable. Such an intellectual snob. Still are.’


‘Well, you were an insufferable airhead. Still are.’


I could feel her shaking next to me, laughing silently.


‘Start the story at Jimmy Graham’s twenty-first birthday party,’ she said. ‘You came down from Oxford for it. Such a happy night! Remember what I wore?’


I did. ‘That little black velvet dress,’ I said, ‘with a feather boa draped around your neck. And you were carrying a ridiculously long cigarette holder, even though you’d never smoked in your life. You were very full of yourself because you’d landed your first modelling job, promoting hostess trolleys at Selfridges, and the local husbands kept turning up asking for ‘demonstrations’ and slipping you their telephone numbers. You were on cloud nine that night, and so was I, because . . .’


‘Because?’


I was going to say, Because Harvey told me he loved me. After just three weeks of pursuing and wooing him, he was already wholly, utterly mine.


‘Because the Cuban Missile Crisis was over,’ I said, ‘and we were all so relieved – remember? We even danced a conga round the room. Jimmy took off all his clothes in the name of peace and tried to get the rest of us to do the same, but I was having none of it, because I was wearing that beige trouser suit and thought I looked the bee’s knees. Elegant androgyny was the look I was aiming for – very ahead of my time, so I thought – but you fell about, the moment you saw me. The world’s shortest, fattest sergeant major was how you said I looked.’


Moo, who had been humming Little Eva’s ‘The Loco-Motion’ – the tune that was playing as we danced the conga that evening – squealed with laughter.


‘What a cow I was! I was very jealous, actually, that you could carry off something so hideous. I’d have died if I’d had to wear something like that.’


Died.


Moo’s mattress seemed to give way, plunging me downwards, just for a second. I grabbed her hand.


‘Moo?’


‘Hmmmm?’


‘Do you really think you’re going to die?’


‘What?’


‘Tonight. During The Archers. When you said you were going to die.’


‘Oh, that,’ she said drowsily. ‘Well, we’re all going to die some time, aren’t we? In the midst of life we are in death, or whatever it is that it says in the Bible. You tell me. You’re the vicar’s daughter.’


‘But it doesn’t say anything about dropping dead in seventy-two hours’ time. You were very exact, Moo.’


‘Was I? How very unlike me.’


‘Yes, it was.’


‘Oh, well. I don’t remember.’ She yawned. ‘I’m tired, Roo. Tell me more of the story.’


‘I’m tired too,’ I said. ‘I want to go to sleep.’


‘Finish it quickly, then.’


‘Well, the two girls. They grew up. And then they got married.’ I paused. ‘To the same man, one after the other. The end.’


I waited for a response, but none was forthcoming. Muriel must have fallen asleep, because all I could hear was the soft, rhythmic hiss of her breathing.










Tuesday, 25 June 2019
















The morning after


I woke early, around 6.30, roused by the bloody racket of the refuse collection going on outside. Moo, snoring away at my side, seemed oblivious to the dragging of bins and sharp yells of the council workers, which led me to wonder if she was now going deaf, and whether this latest affliction might actually work to my advantage.


My head, though – God, my head! It felt so woozy and my mouth bone dry. I was still dressed too, save for the tights that I had removed by the kitchen door the previous evening. I uncoiled them from my skirt pocket, regarding the filthy, laddered legs in disgust and dismay. Such behaviour – at my age! I’d completely lost the plot. Brawling with my oldest friend, drinking her gin, and chain-smoking like a navvy. My chest was tight, my sinuses hurt, and my stomach was hollow with the cold suspicion that I had said or done something utterly unforgivable.
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